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Introduction

Being a geek can be seen as difficult for many; the social awkwardness, ineptitude, and judgment from others leads individuals to feel isolated in a world of their own. Geeks, by traditional definition, are passionate about anthologies and characters from a variety of fictional, fantasy, and virtual formats that are sometimes niche or unpopular, creating feelings of relatedness towards avatar experiences in an often lonely life. Yet there are even more morphings of the term Geek when viewed from a historical perspective, dating back to 1997 - most being identified with a negative connotation. However, with the rise of popular media over the past several years, (e.g. Big Bang Theory, Buffy The Vampire Slayer, Marvels Avengers, Anime, etc.) self-identification as a geek or nerd has become more mainstream. Yet, even with the rise of cultural normalization and shows discussing geek items, there is still significant mystery surrounding geek culture that perplexes individuals who are not intimately familiar with them. This is why this book exists, to help inform professionals about the phenomenal power of Geek Therapy.

Geek Therapy encompasses many different paradigms of thought, intellectual curiosities, and specialized interests outside of normal social conformity. This can range from the more well-known areas of video games, comic cons, and TV shows to the less well-known topics of board games and verbose fantasy novels. Yet there are clinicians who use these geek cultural artifacts to promote social normalcy and community, reduce anxiety and depression, and help clients understand who they are through their interests.

It is important not to condemn the concept of being a geek or the activity being enjoyed based on rating, time spent, or games played (as seen in the past definitions of geek), but to see through the play itself into what the player is experiencing, what drives them to a certain character or avatar, or the individuals experience of the virtualized and fantasy worlds. This may require an observer to participate in the different worlds in order to fully comprehend the players abilities, draws, and engagement. Indeed, the authors would all agree that in order to understand Geek Culture, one has to immerse oneself in it. This is the same for these different areas of Geek Therapy. Each area has its own draws, revelations, and clinical applicability if one is willing to step forth into it. Playing within these domains is not inherently negative or bad, as some individuals suggest, but it allows the creativity of the individual to shine through with utilization of imagination. This is just one of the possibilities and examples of seeing through the behavioral actions psychology sometimes gets caught up with. By conducting ourselves in this manner, it allows a deeper and more meaningful understanding to unfold about the game played, the character or avatar chosen, and the person playing in front of us.

This book is a comprehensive compendium of how Geek Therapy clinicians and scholars currently use a variety of games, media artifacts, and other geek culture items in therapeutic context and intervention. Even more important, the authors within this book are currently at the forefront of their research fields and are accordingly considered the experts within the growing field of Geek Therapy clinical practice. Throughout, leading researchers within the fields of Psychology, Communication Studies, and more have been able to provide clinical examples, research-based approaches, and specifics about how to utilize these items therapeutically - further enhancing the material and providing solid supportive guidance for clinicians. Clinicians reading this can develop further competence and understanding of the concepts found within their practices that will be helpful for their personal success and cultural competence to best serve their clientele.

By collecting texts from the leading experts and leaders in the field, this book provides to clinicians and mental health experts the knowledge that has been developed by experts who consistently work with their clients using Geek Therapy. These modalities have resulted in clients having less anxiety (e.g., social), less depressive symptoms (e.g., after playing video games), improved self-esteem, richer interpersonal interactions, greater social and school engagement, and greater development of social skills and problem solving. They are being used to improve overall psychological well-being across all ages, as well as focusing on the specific needs of targeted populations, such as those with ADHD, ASD, PTSD, and mood and anxiety disorders. This endeavor is one of love and passion. Creating a book of this caliber takes extraordinary time, effort, and resources and would not be possible without each of the authors in this book.

The book itself is divided into several different critical topics that clinicians commonly see in their everyday practice. These topics consist of five more well-known geek subcultures in total: Video Games and Gamers, Dungeons & Dragons, Comic Cons and Fandoms, Comics, Superheroes, Anime, and Supplementary Topics. These topics were chosen due to the higher chance that clinicians will experience a client with the knowledge of the topic. With adequate knowledge of what the topics encompass, what they mean to the clients, and how they can be used in a therapeutic context, the sky becomes the limit for a clinician who is well-rounded in these areas of focus.

If after reading this book you continue to want more clinical and applicable knowledge in the area of Geek Therapy it is suggested that you, the reader, check out Leylines Geek Therapy Training at www.geektherapytraining.com and the resources page at the end of the book. These resources and trainings are aimed specifically at enhancing the learning content in this book, but additionally have more hands-on and in-depth training from superb practitioners.

We hope you enjoy getting Geeky with us!

Anthony M. Bean, PhD
CEO of Leyline Education and Geek Therapy Training Executive Director of The Telos Project
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1

Video Games: An Introduction

Rachel Kowert, PhD

Video games are a cultural phenomenon. From the commercial success of Pong in 1972 (Atari) to the unprecedented popularization of Fortnite in 2019 (Epic Games), video games are a multi-billion dollar business. What was once considered a niche activity is now a global movement. From a reported $200 million dollar industry in 1978 (Aoyama & Izushi, 2003) to $137 billion dollar industry in 2018 (NewZoo, 2018), the video game market has experienced considerable growth, particularly in comparison to other media markets (Zimmerman, 2002). Today, video games continue to grow in popularity as an activity for children and adults across sectors: leisure, education, occupational skills training, and more.

What is a Video Game?

At the most basic level, video games are playful, interactive spaces that require a user to actively participate in order to progress through the content (Bogost, 2011; Kowert, 2015; Wolf, 2002). Video games are commonly played on personal computers, dedicated gaming consoles (e.g., Nintendo Switch, Sony Playstation, Microsoft Xbox) and handheld gaming platforms (e.g., Nintendo DS, Sony Vita). It is also now commonplace for video games to be played on non-traditional gaming machines, such as smartphones and smart watches.

There are many differences across video game titles in terms of their in-game content, setting, and game play features. These differences are often discussed in terms of genres.

Video Game Genres

Classifying media into different genres based on their characteristics is common across media systems, such as literature and movies (Wolf, 2001). In this sense, video games are no different, as several genre classification systems have been developed for this particular media. However, unlike genre classification systems for other kinds of media, video games tend to be classified based on their gameplay rather than aesthetic features (Apperley, 2006). For example, a game where an individual shoots at or destroys a series of opponents is often classified under the shooter genre, regardless of whether the setting is a battlefield, such as in Call of Duty (Activision), or a dystopian fantasy environment, such as in BioShock (2K Games).

Video games range from so called casual game genres that do not require substantial amount of time or skill to play, such as a game in the puzzle genre like Angry Birds (Rovio Entertainment), to more complex games and hardcore genres, such as role-playing games that take hundreds of hours to complete, like games from the Final Fantasy series (Square Enix). While many different classification systems for genres have been developed (with various levels of sub-classifications), several of the more popular video game genres are outlined in Table 1.1.
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Table 1.1 Video Game Genres and Descriptions

Play motivations, uses, and effects vary widely across game genres. For example, players of shooter games have been found to be highly motivated to achieve (Ghuman & Griffiths, 2012) and be challenged (Jansz & Tanis, 2007), with the motivation to compete being the strongest predictor of the frequency of game play among players of shooter gamesstronger than in any other genre (Vorderer et al., 2003). Conversely, players of role-playing games are often motivated to engage to immerse themselves in a virtual world by assuming the role of another and progressing through a narrative (Bean, 2018; Kowert, 2015; Shen & Williams, 2010).

Who Plays Video Games Today?

Video game play is no longer a niche activity taking place in remote arcade parlors or darkened basements. As of 2018, 64% of households in the US have a device to play video games within their home, with 70% of the video game-playing population being over the age of 18. In this same survey, 60% of Americans reported playing video games daily (Entertainment Software Association, 2018).

Globally, there are more than 2.3 billion active video game players, supporting a market worth of more than 137 billion dollars (NewZoo, 2018). According to the 2018 Global Games Market Report by Newzoo, games played on mobile devices (such as a smartphone) constitute the largest proportion of this market (70.3 billion). This is followed by console (34.6 billion) and PC (32.9 billion) games. China is the country with the highest video game revenue, topping 37.9 billion, followed by the United States (30.4 billion) and Japan (19.2 billion).

While video game play has historically been stereotyped as a male-dominated leisure activity (Kowert et al., 2013; Kowert, 2012; Lucas & Sherry, 2004), the proportion of male to female game players has become more evenly distributed over time. While male players constituted 62% of the U.S. game playing community in 2006, this number has reduced to 55% in 2018 (Statista, 2018). Even though game playing has grown to mainstream status, the identification with the community of gamers remains a bit more exclusive.

What is a Gamer?

While a video game player refers to anyone who plays a video game, the term gamer refers to someone whose self-identifies as a member of the gaming community. This is an important distinction, as how one chooses to identify with a particular social group, such as gamers, is a vastly different determination of the role video games play in their lives than the objective distinction of whether they play video games or not.

Ones social identification is the self-definition of the individual, rather than a categorization based on static definitions of identity applied from the outside. As discussed by Tajfel and Turner (1979), social identity is that part of the individuals self-concept which derives from their knowledge of their membership of a social group (or groups) together with the value and emotional significance of that membership (p. 255).

This concept originates from Social Identity Theory, which is a theoretical framework that was developed to explain the tendency for individuals to categorize the social world into groups and, consequently, generate in-group and out-group biases in their thoughts and behaviors (Tajfel, 1970, 1974; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner, 1984). Individuals are continuously cataloguing themselves and others into various social groups, such as those based on organizational membership, religious affiliation, gender, and age (Tajfel & Turner, 1985). These categorizations bring order to the social environment and enable individuals to identify themselves within the social landscape. An individual can belong to multiple categories simultaneously (e.g., female and gamer), however, the extent to which an individual identifies with and values each category exists along a continuum. These social identities are also comparative and relational in nature. Individuals who seek and find positive differences between themselves and other social groups achieve and retain a positive social identity (Tajfel, 1978). This is important, as a positive social identity fosters feelings of belongingness and self-worth (Branscombe & Wann, 1991), and can enhance self-esteem (Barreto & Ellemers, 2000; Branscombe, 1998).

Thus, identifying as a gamer refers to more than the act of playing, it refers to an identification with the larger social group of gamers and all that can potentially come with that: knowledge of video game related news, attendance to game-related conferences and conventions, membership in video game clubs and societies, and video game-themed attire and fashion accessories, among others. Notably, research has found identifying as a gamer to be associated with a range of positive psychological benefits, such as self-esteem and social competence and negatively related to loneliness (Kaye et al., 2017), as well as a stronger predictor of video game play frequency (Ghuman & Griffiths, 2012).

Transformation of the Video Game Industry

Video games have experienced vast transformations since their inception in the late 1970s. Perhaps the most obvious change has been the transition from the black and white screen of Pong (Atari) to the visual masterpieces we see today. However, video games have also undergone significant changes in the way they are played. No longer confined to large, clunky boxes in arcade parlors, video games have transformed into seemingly invisible strings of information floating in the clouds. The growth of the downloadable content market (that is, content that is downloaded to ones console, computer, or other device than purchased as a physical item in a store) has jumped from 20% of the market share in 2011 to 54% of the market share in 2017 (Capcom, 2017).

Alongside the transition of game content from physical to virtual, has come the transition from offline to online gaming cultures. Today, video game experiences are (for the most part) perpetually online. Even when individuals choose to play alone, in a single-player game, for example, they are still often connected to a vast network of other players.

The Social Nature of Online Games

The proliferation of the Internet has broadened video games scope and expanded their multi-player functionality by allowing players to connect with others in a shared gaming space beyond the boundaries of their geographical location (Kowert, 2015). The addition of a multi-player dimension has changed video game play from a solitary or small group activity into a large, thriving social network (Smyth, 2007, p. 178). Online gaming has seen incredible growth over the last decade. A report from Statista (2019) reports that the value of the worldwide online gaming will grow from a 21.1 billion in 2011 to a predicted 44.2 billion in 2020.

Like traditional video games, online video games are playful activities that one engages in for the primary purpose of entertainment. However, unlike traditional video games, online games are designed to encourage and facilitate social interaction among co-players, as in-game challenges often require a complementary group to accomplish (Chen, 2009; Ducheneaut & Moore, 2005; Jakobsson & Taylor, 2003; Moore et al., 2007). In this sense, online games have provided a social space that can grant access to new friendships as well as supplement pre-existing ones (Griffiths et al., 2003; Hussain & Griffiths, 2009; Steinkuehler & Williams, 2006). This social component of play is an important distinction between offline and online games.

For example, for individuals with a history of poor interpersonal relationships, online games provide a space with easily accessible and less risky friendships (Cole & Griffiths, 2007; Jakobsson & Taylor, 2003; Suler, 2004). This is particularly the case for those with low social resources, such as less perceived social support, lower interpersonal activity, or fewer group memberships (Kowert, 2015). Researchers have found that lonely (Caplan et al., 2009; Lemmens et al., 2011), depressed (Bessiere et al., 2012), socially anxious (Kim et al., 2008; Kowert & Oldmeadow, 2014; Lo et al., 2005; Peters & Malesky, 2008), and socially shy (Kowert et al., 2014) individuals are particularly apt to use online games to reduce negative moods and expand their social networks. Longitudinal studies in the area have also noted the compensatory nature of online games in relation to social difficulties (Kowert et al., 2015; Lemmens et al., 2011).

This is, at least partially, because the lack of non-verbal cues in online games provide the unique combination of dissociative anonymity (i.e., You do not know me) and invisibility (i.e., You cannot see me), often referred to as the Online Disinhibition Effect (Suler, 2004). This stimulates open and intimate conversations because the fear of any real-world social repercussions are largely removed. For example, individuals have been found to disclose personal information at a quicker rate than is found in non-visually anonymous relationships (Joinson, 2001; McKenna & Bargh, 2000; Suler, 2004) and be more honest and open (Whitty & Gavin, 2001).

Online games have also been found to augment pre-existing friendships by playing online together. As a shared social activity, where the ability to participate is not limited to ones current geographical location, players are able to engage with their friends from down the street, friends from their hometown, and friends from a continent away, all from the comfort of their own homes. Individuals who play online games with their pre-existing friendship networks report less loneliness and greater social engagement of a higher quality with their friends whom they played with than those who played with strangers (Shen & Williams, 2010). While individuals are also able to play video games offline with each other (often referred to as co-located gaming), the ability to connect regardless of location has greatly eased the accessibility of social play.

The unique social environment of online games is often framed in relation to being a new third place (Steinkuehler & Williams, 2006). A term coined by Oldenburg (1999), a third place is an informal social environment where individuals can create and enhance social relationships. A traditional third place would be the fictional neighborhood pub Cheers from the television show of the same name. Cheers is a place where everyone is welcome, everyone knows your name, and it is a home away from home. Online gaming spaces fulfill this same function. As discussed by Steinkuheler and Williams (2006), online video games are structurally similar to third places in terms of their informal sociability and ability to generate social capital (see Table 1.2). While the research of Steinkuheler and Williams (2006) specifically focused on the ways in which Massively Multiplayer Online Role Playing Games (MMORPGs) function as third places, the development of online video games over time has established a thriving social environment no longer limited by genre.
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Table 1.2 Oldenburgs (1999) Eight Characteristics of Third Places.

It is worth noting that online games are a particularly unique third place because friendship bonds between players are emotionally jump started through a series of rapid, stressful, trust-building situations (e.g., killing a difficult enemy), allowing players to choose to befriend those who have already demonstrated their trustworthiness through the course of in-game actions (Yee, 2002). This is in contrast to traditional friendships in which individuals are unable to determine whether others can be trusted until a significant period of time has passed.

The social environment of online gaming spaces are also unique in relation to other online social spaces (such as chat rooms or online forums) because of their integration of a playful space in a socially accommodating environment. The game itself is socially accommodating because it provides a shared activity. This takes the forefront of attention and can largely guide the content of the conversation, as well as mediate the pace (Kowert, 2015). Online gaming spaces also provide visual anonymity and asynchronous communication, which can provide greater control over social self-presentation and impression formation than one would have in by face-to-face communication (Walther, 1996; Walther, et al., 2018). Lastly, online video games allow for the ability to manipulate ones physical presentation through the customization of avatars. This sense of control can mediate social anxieties associated with a lack of social control by allowing for the strategic (and potentially idealized) presentation (Leary & Kowalski, 1995; Segrin & Kinney, 1995).

Real Versus Virtual World: A False Dichotomy

When discussing online video games, a distinction has been made between real and virtual worlds. The real world is the one we engage in face-to-face, whereas the virtual world refers to the interactions that take place within video games. The shift in gaming content and cultures from offline to online has blurred the lines between the real and virtual to the point where the dichotomy of off- and on-line is no longer black and white. This false dichotomy is more than just a technicality: understanding the fluidity of the real (offline) and virtual (online) world is imperative to understanding the role that video games have come to play in the daily lives of their players.

For example, video game play is often thought of as a solitary activity, making it one is that is less valuable in a variety of ways to real world interactions. It is erroneously pigeonholed as an isolating environment that is unable to foster meaningful relationships, among other things. The stereotypically isolated and lonely gamer is completely outdated and no longer applies to the vibrant social space video gaming has become (Kowert et al., 2012, 2013). Video games are highly social spaces where individuals can foster new meaningful social relationships as well as support pre-existing ones (Kowert, 2016; Steinkuehler & Williams, 2006; Williams, 2007). They are socially accommodating spaces for individuals with social difficulties (Kowert, 2015, 2016) and fantastic tools for learning a range of social skills and behaviors, such as teamwork and leadership (Ducheneaut & Moore, 2005; Yee, 2007).

Failure to understand the fluidity between the real and virtual world can be pitfall for parents, educators, and clinicians. It is important that the role that video games play in an individuals life begin to be recognized as something beyond a leisure activity. Its role as a multi-faceted and integrated part into our daily (social, work, and leisure) life needs to be acknowledged. Video games are places to have fun, meet new people, play with old friends, engage with a global community, a place to learn, a place to socialize, a third place.

The faster that the interchangeability of real and virtual environments begins to be acknowledged, the sooner we can start to conceptualize the virtual world as an extension of the non-virtual world, particularly in relation to video games.
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Video Games: The New Mythology

Anthony M. Bean, PhD

Archetypes are considered to be images with universal meanings attached to them (Stein, 1998). They are a widely used and beloved way of experiencing and discussing life, but also one of the most difficult ideas or motifs to conceptualize due to the intangible existence they represent. The conceptual idea of these psychologically abstract and literal interpretations of our lives is usually associated with Carl Jung (2014) or James Hillman (2004) as the creators and identifiers of these themes. Archetypes are everywhere, yet have to be conceptualized from a metaphorical, symbolic, and non-literal approach to be used in therapy and commonplace life.

What constitutes archetypes are the similarities in which they are presented; they create an analogous thematic form of what is common between multiple scenarios, ideas, behaviors, objects, and images. For example, a shield is symbolic of protection of ones self or a group, while a sword represents an attack. Similarly, the color blue is considered to be conceptually cold while red is hot. Apply these pictures and ideas to almost anything and the person viewing them can understand the representation quite simply.

Commonly, we find most archetypes in books, stories, fairytales, and myths (Hillman, 2004; Jung, 2014). These examples are considered to be the primary places to find them in varying cultures across the world. These narratives do not just tell a story, but allow readers and experiencers to experience the journey and gain insight from them. Mythological stories give people ideas about who we are, lessons we can learn, and help to transform our cognitions within a learning experience (Hillman, 2004).

New generations have begun to create new mythologies and narratives within video games that younger generations can relate to through the use of archetypal characters and experiences. Archetypes can be experienced by individuals across varying cultures and identities. This is what makes archetypes so powerful and outstanding experiences; they are commonly experienced across the world through the playing of video game avatars even though they are virtual (Bean, 2015, 2018). Only by viewing them from this point of reference does one begin to see the importance of how they are intertwined with everyday life, therapy, and psychology for our clients.

Video Game Avatars

The video game avatars being played act as constellated behavioral patterns and are considered to be archetypes in a literal interpretation or format of existence. They require a watchful eye to understand what the avatar may represent for the player. This is where the second part, and definitely the harder portion, comes into existence. An observer, the clinician, has to think about what the avatar and storyline represent and symbolize, beckoning us to understand an instinctual need of the person playing them. They must almost reverse engineer the behavior back to the archetypal idea.

Individuals unconsciously identify with video game archetypes on a deeper and more personal level. Most of the time, video gamers are unaware of the resonance with the archetype(s) they are personifying, but with a critical eye, a clinician will be able to draw the conclusions necessary for clinical intervention (Bean, 2018, 2019b). These archetypes are neither good nor bad, but are justly present as a form of energy people feel, experience, and are directed by (Johnson, 1986; Jung, 2014; Stein, 1998). To place a distinction of negative or positive would be a projection of our opinion upon the archetype(s).

To be clear, archetypes can influence us in healthy and unhealthy, adaptive and maladaptive, functional and dysfunction manners, behaviors, and views compared to the world around us (Bean, 2018, 2019a). These views may be considered to be socially dependent and derived. When the views are considered to be bad or socially deviant, an identification is placed upon the archetype narrowing the idea, literalizing the energy, and inherently destroying the experience itself through a negative viewpoint. However, when the archetype is seen as positive, society tends to swing to the other extreme of idealizing and idolizing the archetype to a point where it becomes unhealthy. In each of these cases, a polarization effect has occurred and disallowed the archetype to be seen for its own purpose or being.

However, it is important to note while archetypes may sound beautiful and noble, they have both light and dark (or positive and negative) sides. In the Eastern traditional perspective, every archetype has a yin and a yang, both are needed to be whole. We, as humans, strive to be in the light or positive side, but occasionally fall into the dark, or negative side. In order to find wholeness or completion, we must find the balance between both. Without the acceptance of our dark side or shadow, we fall prey to it and tend to act out in our different environments usually spelling out disaster.

Video Games & Archetypes

Video games bring a different perception and experience for the heros story as the video gamer is able to direct and play as the hero. This establishes a substantial motive for why individuals enjoy the video game realms so abundantly. While playing, they are instinctively being able to participate in the myth of the hero, not just watching, reading, or observing it. In this logic, the playing of the video game is an exceptionally important action for the player as they become part of the story. However, when the story becomes stale or stagnant, we usually see a decline in the participants play and enjoyment of it, regardless of the medium (Bean, 2018).

What makes video games unique, compared to mythological arche types, is their conceptualization of archetypes in a literalized visual format, rather than relying on the imagination and interpretation of the reader as in literature or a board game. This creates a projection upon the character and an interactional effect between the gamer and the avatar (Bean, 2018, 2019a). Video games take archetypes even a step further than a visual medium like movies because the archetype becomes an interactive experience to be played. Video games literalize the archetype played by the video gamer choosing to interact as one of them. The video game character or avatar itself is a literalized representation of the archetype created by the video game developer. The image of the archetype represented in the avatar gives it life, but the playing of the character gives it meaning. The character is only a character comprised of pixels. Without the video gamer to interact, move, and have the character explore, it would not exist past the pixelated stage. By playing as the character, the video gamer brings meaning and life to the existence of the pixels and provides narrative meaning for the created virtual character. The storyline in which the avatar is played, whether chosen through a linear path or open world fantasy, is as, if not more, important to the image of the archetype. It helps us create a specific narrative for the projection onto the character that may represent internal manifestations of our own personality. Projection upon video game characters further enhances our experiences and understanding of real world problems, solutions, and behaviors by which to handle difficult situations we encounter.

Psychological Projection

Conceptually, projection refers to a phenomenon of an individual taking a part of themselves and thrusting it upon an external object or person. Usually this occurrence is completed unconsciously  similar to most video game players. The concept is derived from Freud and Jung (1916/1960) and suggests that everyone projects outward onto ones surroundings in all aspects of life. While this may be seen as a beneficial action, it additionally can have destructive consequences, such as loss of friendships, intimacy, or even social aspects of life. When one projects onto their surroundings, they meet other psychic projections from others which collide with one another. If one is not aware of the projections and cannot reclaim them, then they can lead to difficult interpersonal problems which require support and can cause significant disruption.

However, while one is playing a video game, one is constantly projecting onto their character. The player takes on their avatars characteristics just as the avatar takes on their players. It helps individuals create a specific narrative for the character which may represent internal manifestations of our own personality. These instances of the video gamer finding meaning are extremely rich and important to the video gamer and their thoughts and behaviors. As the video gamer concludes battles, quests, and storyline, the character  and player  grow stronger, and the opportunity of taking back that newfound strength survives when the immersion concludes and the projection is reclaimed. This means that playing video games can provide the player with growth opportunities which may not otherwise be found in society and offer that important development we all seek in ourselves through immersion within video games (Bean, 2018, 2019b).

Immersion

Immersion is a key factor in working therapeutically with a video gamer population. It is about being immensely and intensely present with an activity, yet engaged wholly encompassing all of ones attention. Immersion is similar to Cskszentmihlyis (2009) state of flow, but in reality, provides a step beyond the Flow concept suggesting Flow may be more of a stepping stone or schema on the path to immersion.

One must have a schema on which to build to become immersed. The state of Flow is considered a basic schema through which one learns new cognitions and repeated encounters. As video gamers create and build the basic schemas for different video games and genres, they utilize the concept of Flow to create and absorb the building blocks of the game play. However, once the schema has been created, Flow is no longer needed to create the satisfaction and immersion takes over when the video gamer picks up a controller. The gamer has already acquired the basic schemas to understand the video game, console controller, and movements therefore immersion is achieved rapidly again once the game begins anew.

Inherently, this means that the video gamer becomes captivated into the game, narrative, visual pictures, and actions being taken in the game itself via immersion. The video gamer is not just playing the game any longer, they are living it through projecting upon their character different aspects of themselves as well through a narrative journey of The Seven Paths of Valor (See Figure 2.1).

[image: ]

Figure 2.1 The Seven Paths of Archetypal Valor; Adapted from Bean, 2018.

Clinical Case Study

The present Clinical Case Study describes a case study of Dean, a Caucasian 16-year-old adolescent who came into the office for complications of socializing with others, asking for help, mood difficulties, and communicating with people at school. He had not been diagnosed with any mental health disorders from a professional clinician previously and was attending weekly therapy sessions due to his parents report of mood difficulties, trouble with friends, and low grades at school. Dean socially had a couple of close friends at school, was having trouble in his classes due to his disposition, lack of focus, not completing his assignments, and a low sense of self-worth.

Deans parents expressed their concerns about his excessive game playing, difficulties with attention, anxious behaviors around others, and depression symptomology at home and school. His parents felt as if he were breaking apart from the family and they could not reach him. In fact, Dean was socially isolating himself at home and in school withdrawing from his parents resulting in an Orphan Archetype experience  one that he was creating unconsciously for himself.

As a result of his current life experiences and feelings of isolation, Dean became interested and immersed with the video game worlds, specifically World of Warcraft, a popular Massively Multiplayer Online game (MMO). He would play the game or discuss his conquests as he got home from school, when he had any additional free time, or when he was with his friends. His father had significant difficulties with his game time playing and did not understand why he even played the game.

The clinician suggested that his father should play the video game with Dean to build closeness in their relationship, help Dean understand the world and consequences, observe and learn from Dean about his preferred activity, and also to monitor the game time being played after the initial intake therapy session. Deans father was hesitant, but agreed he would attempt to play the game with him. This intervention provided a place for Dean to instruct his father on how to play the game and inherently made Dean the leader in his family system. This helped bridge the relationship gap between him and his father.

Within a session, great amount of rapport had to be built quickly with Dean as he was exceptionally mistrustful of the therapeutic process. This hesitancy quickly dissipated during the course of the second session once Dean found out his therapist knew substantial information about the video game world and the games he played. He reported feeling more comfortable working with a therapist who understood his world and did not look down on him for playing these video games as his parents had done. The clinician at first attempted to talk about mood symptoms and how to manage them in session in an attempt to engage Dean, but Dean was primarily interested in discussing the preferred topic of video games and he would bring the conversation back to video games. As a result, the clinician allowed Dean to talk more about his gaming habits and what psychological meaning the games meant for him.

At the end of the second therapy session, the therapist suggested Dean continue to play video games with his father to help Dean explain the video game world to his father and so his father could help Dean process and overlay character qualities upon Deans life difficulties that his father was observing. This involved Dean immersing himself into the characters played and questioning why he played defined roles, chose in-game identities, and how he could relate these characteristics back into his life experiences with his father further building their relationship.

In the virtual world he was a fearless conqueror of enemy bases, laying waste to rival lands with multiple individuals in his personal clan and others bowing to him. Other less powerful warriors would avoid him out of fear of being destroyed and the enemy tended to retreat when he arrived at an in-game conflict occurring in the video game. Yet, this was not the true reason he played. He did not crave power, but the feeling of being more powerful than how he saw himself in real life.

His friends in school were his companions in the virtual world and together they helped save the virtual lands from many different foes with Dean as their leader. They would run into battle protecting the innocent players in the game, storm the enemys lair, and even stop other players from causing bullying issues online. Dean felt powerful and important in the game, but significantly less so outside the game. He was a shy and introverted adolescent with self-esteem issues when talking to others faceto-face  even with his friends. He had difficulties talking to other people, classmates, teachers, and even his parents at times avoiding them at all costs. He felt weak and powerless in in-person social situations which impacted his self-esteem even further leading him to avoid the stressful situation.

However, in the game, he was courageous, talked to everyone he could, was well-liked, respected, and a guild leader. Players would reach out to him for help and he would respond, talk to them with ease, and lead them on a journey to complete their quest without a second thought. It appeared that Dean had contradicting and polar opposite views of himself. He viewed himself as weak and powerless in real life, but a strong leader in the video game world. The therapeutic difficulty lay with transferring his online self-esteem to his real life self.

Dean would become animated and excited about discussing his accomplishments and experiences within his virtual worlds. He was powerful and could withstand multiple attacks, but still be able to hold out and win the area or level by his determination. He further expressed how he was able to play the video game because it provided a cathartic experience for him and helped create positive and helpful coping styles for him. These coping styles, as identified by Dean, consisted of thinking of how to handle a new situation, dealing with social anxiety, helping people in need, and being rewarded for caring behaviors.

After discussing his attributes and leadership skills for a couple weeks in sessions, we made the connection he felt inferior in real life compared to his character in the game. His warrior character held a rich backstory: He was from a noble family, but cursed because an evil warlord had taken his fathers strength by poisoning him and taken over the kingdom. Dean was then forced to leave and told to never return. He was questing using the heros journey in the video game to end the evil warlords grip on his kingdom with hopes of attaining great power and courage. With his companions, he was able to survive and accomplish feats impossible alone. This was a key point in working with him on the transferring of his characters qualities and archetypal elements onto his real life experiences.

Deans in-game character had made personal choices he could only fantasize about and play through the character  because they were not available to him in real life. This made him bold, daring, and even courageous because of the powers he attained by leveling up and working with his friends to defeat the virtual monsters. In a way, he was facing his personal fears through the virtual character and talents chosen, he just needed the analytical and psychological push to make the connection. Once made, he was able to realize the potential he had in the real world and began to incorporate his characters ideals and powers into his own self-concept.

The video game appeared to be allowing him to experience different methods in which to handle difficult scenarios for himself across his lifespan and different peer circles. He expressed an importance of his characters and how they were specifically chosen for qualities he felt needed to be represented in the virtual world as he saw these same qualities in himself. He believed the narrative journey found across the lore of World of Warcraft was resonant with his life experience - and built upon it with his character back stories.

As Dean and the clinician continued to talk about the video game, class points (ability points specific to the character being played which gave them special and powerful abilities) and the linear storyline, Dean was able to see the progression of the characters he chose to play. He selected to play as an in-your-face melee brawler (Warrior Archetype; his primary choice of character) or a ranged sniper (Ranger Archetype; his secondary choice of character) during this play-through of the games. However, it was discovered, Dean continually played the same characters or avatars within his guild, suggesting some standardization of avatar building, itemization, and playability.

Through examination of Deans conscious thoughts, choices within the videogame, and experiences outside of the videogame, the clinician and Dean were able to work on his own personal heroic journey found within. Dean chose to work as a hero saving everyone he could, including other non-player characters whom he did not believe deserved it. He stated it was because they asked for his help. Through this application of the heros motif and journey, Dean was able to relate it to his personal experience, including his mood difficulties, to the video game characters.

Dean and the clinician discussed the heroic journey he had to go through in each of the different areas of the video game and how he experienced them. Through playing these zones he was able to understand why he was drawn to certain characters and overlaid their qualities upon his real life as well.

For example, the clinician and Dean discussed how in certain situations with his peers, Dean decided to take a spectator approach in the conversation or playing when he felt he did not have anything to contribute or his self-esteem was low. However, in other situations he would jump right in, participate, and become very excited at the different prospects when his self-esteem was higher. These were very symbolic with his character development within the virtual worlds as well with his sniper (Ranger Archetype - observing) and melee character (Warrior Archetype  jumping into the conversation). Dean and the clinician further discussed the possibilities of him choosing his characters he played as because they represented him in the video game itself. Further, by playing as a part of himself in the video game, he was able to work through his feelings and concerns with the implementation of his coping skills and further helping him understand the video game world as well. Dean then became more thoughtful and further engaged with his character as an archetypal and mythological form of himself.

Later in the therapy sessions, Dean mentioned he was interested in a girl in his school but was unable to find the courage to ask her out. Dean discussed how he imagined his warrior would ask her out and he humbly replied courtesy and treating her as an equal. We used imagery and role playing to figure out what he could say when he approached her. The clinician additionally suggested he use his companions to help with his ideas. Not surprisingly, a couple of weeks later, his mother mentioned he had been seeing a girl in his class on occasion during the week and appeared to be happier than before. When the clinician and Dean discussed this in the weekly therapy session he blushed and admitted he had found the courage to ask her out. Furthermore, Dean reported he had talked to his teacher about his grades and, to her surprise, asked for extra help. He began seeing the teacher after school for tutoring; an action he credited to his video game character. He additionally attributed his newfound confidence to asking his new girlfriend out on a date. He reported he would have never found the courage to ask for help without thinking about his character and the positive qualities found within himself.

Deans father additionally was noticing change with his son during this time and that he was interacting more with friends and family again. His father had additionally mentioned he had been enjoying playing the game with his son due to him feeling like I can connect with him again. His father joined his sons guild and crept up the ranks similar to how Dean did and even was found helping others in need  similar to how Dean was with his in-game persona. By having the father play with his son, the game play Dean was experiencing was given new life and sustenance from the fact he was able to enjoy it with his father and was no longer feeling ostracized. In fact, he was eating dinner with his family more, interacting and spending time offline with his father, completing his homework, and helping around the house with chores.

Overlapping these new distinctions of archetypal play within the video game of World of Warcraft for Dean provided differential insight into his videogame play and how he could approach his own difficulties in life. Overlaying the general concepts found within the videogame to his actual life experiences and self-esteem, Dean was able to see how he had found and developed his own personal hero and his anxiety and depression was his villain.

Incorporating the heros journey into the therapeutic process appeared to be crucially helpful in allowing Dean to overcome his difficulties and increase his confidence. The literature on the concept of the heroic journey suggests every individual undergoes multiple personal and heroic journeys throughout their lifetime (Campbell, 2008). For Dean this was an important part of his life that in turn, he came to realize was an important feature of himself.

Parental involvement was also critical to Deans success, particularly his at-home and school behaviors. His father worked with him and allowed Dean to teach him how to play the game which gave Dean a sense of purpose and power. Overall, this created a broader and more accepting support network in which Dean quickly thrived and succeeded at home and was able to be transferred to his school work as well. His father immersed himself in the video game Dean was playing and therefore was able to answer questions and provide guidance when necessary or queried in real life encounters mirrored in the video game world. Parental involvement is considered to be key in any therapeutic process, and thus should be considered a first line of defense/offense when working with this population. Parents need to be engaged in the process, be willing to help outside of the therapy room, show interest, provide time, and help to reduce additional stressors for their children in times of need.

Our work continued for a period of time and Dean, of course, still played his character and overlaid the qualities of his warrior upon his own self to much success in other communication and personal relationship areas. He made many new friends, online and offline, which he kept in touch with and had begun to show leadership qualities in his classroom, much to his mothers surprise and enjoyment.

Video games hold immense potential to work with many clinical disorders and to help many heal through post-traumatic growth. A clinician simply needs to be willing to jump into the journey with their client and learn more about their virtual and internal worlds. Deans improvement over multiple sessions illustrates the progress of one adolescent using video games, archetypes, and the heroic myth to help with his emotional difficulties. Had an addictive perspective been utilized instead of the immersive/ Jungian approach focus, this would have concentrated upon the removal of video games from Deans life, possibly damaging the clinical relationship along with his personal growth. He would not have been able to practice a new narrative through his video game play. As outlined through this case study, a narrative and mythological approach to video games, video gamers, and games in therapy are more suitable for clinical cases like this to help improve clients well-being and are useful tools for engagement within the realm of therapeutic practice.
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The Integration of Play Within Video Games in Clinical Practice

Jessica Stone, PhD, RPT-S

Psychology is a broad field that includes many different theoretical foundations, models, and belief systems. The components of these fundamental tenets inform how a clinician conceptualizes and approaches a wide array of concerns that people bring into the office. Clients are best served by practitioners who have explored, and been adequately trained in, various theories and have a solid understanding regarding what and why they are doing anything in session.

Psychological theories provide a model for understanding human thoughts, emotions, and behaviors (Cherry, 2019, para. 7). Primary theories include, but are not limited to: psychoanalytic, psychodynamic, behavioral, cognitive-behavioral, and humanistic. Each has basic tenets that describe behavior, define pathology, and inform the process of interaction which can elicit change. A clinician can subscribe to one clinical paradigm of thought exclusively or an amalgamation of multiple theories. Therefore, the interventions held sacred can be exclusive to one theory or applicable to many.

The inclusion of video games in psychotherapy provides an intervention that is applicable across multiple theories. The therapeutic use of video games, and their relevant platform(s), benefit the therapist and client by providing a mechanism to 1) build rapport, 2) gain valuable information, insight, and understandings about the client, 3) allow for intervention both within and outside the game play, and 4) allow for acquired skills to be integrated into day to day life.

Theory Specific Tenets

Psychology currently includes numerous theories and foundations for clinicians to explore, conceptualize, and adopt. A clinicians theoretical underpinnings define every aspect of the treatment process. Understanding how any intervention, including video game play, is incorporated into the fundamental theoretical approach gives the process therapeutic value. Psychoanalytic, behavioral, and humanistic theories provide examples from the theoretical cornerstones and briefly illustrate some key tenets that a clinician would use to include video game play in session with a solid theoretical base.

Psychoanalytic

The basic tenets of Psychoanalytic theory include the importance of working with repressed and unconscious material, predominately regarding aggression and sexuality, which manifest in emotional and physical ways (Brill, 1949). According to Dr. Sigmund Freud, this material can present in therapy through projection, transference, and defensiveness (American Psychoanalytic Association, no date). Through a process of self-exploration and catharsis, Dr. Freud believed a patient undergoing psychoanalysis could benefit greatly. Over time psychoanalysis has evolved, however, and a few of the tenets are quite applicable today, in general and in therapy involving video game play. For example, self-exploration, catharsis, projection, transference, and defensiveness can all be exhibited within the play and interactions, providing the therapist with a plethora of important information. In particular, the game play can frequently include scenarios in which a player would include elements of psychoanalytic tenets within interactions with other players.

Cognitive Behavioral

Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) focuses, as the name implies, on the cognitions and behaviors of the client. Stemming from the mechanics of behavior and behavioral therapy, CBT constantly reevaluates conceptualizations of the clients difficulties. Precipitating factors and patterns of behavior are evaluated in terms of cognitive analyses of problematic behaviors (Beck, 2011). Collaboration and active participation within the session are important components of the therapist and client working as a team to approach mechanisms of change. The work is very problem-focused and goal-oriented (Beck, 2011), just as working toward a goal or quest could be within video game play. A therapist utilizing CBT could find a number of parallels between the game-play patterns, problematic behaviors, and approaches to problem solving within the video game play and the clients day to day difficulties.

Humanistic

Self-actualization and an inherent belief in the good in people are the cornerstone tenets of Humanistic psychological theory. Humanistic theory was born predominately in response to the psychoanalytic and behavioral foci of the mid-twentieth century. For humanist psychologists, psychoanalysis focused too much on pathology, and behaviorism focused too heavily on the mechanics of behavior. Humanistic theory focuses on assisting people with achieving their full potential and living their best lives. The basic tenets include: the whole person is more than individual components; to understand a person one must look at their micro and macrocosms; people are conscious, have free will, and seek meaning and connection (Cherry, 2018). Video game play, particularly cooperative or team-oriented games, inherently includes scenarios and situations for a therapist to witness and experience how these components affect the client and the difficulties s/he is experiencing.

Different types of video game play will elicit different actions, reactions, and approaches from clients of all ages. Clinicians can learn more about games that psychologically pull for certain qualities based on their type, purpose, structure, and gameplay. Appropriate therapeutic incorporation of particular video games can be made wherein the in-game interaction, the metaphoric aspects, and generalizability of insights, skills, and experiences can be made. Understanding the qualities of the different types of video games can assist the therapist and client with psychological needs, while utilizing an engaging, highly motivating medium (Ceranoglu, 2010). A solid theoretical base can help structure the therapeutic conceptualizations and help the client achieve his/her treatment goals.

Initiating Use of Video Games in Clinical Practice

The discussion and/or inclusion of video games is often initiated by clients who have interest or familiarity with the game(s). Other times the therapist can initiate the discussion and inclusion of video games as an intentional, more directed intervention. Playing video games is a great way for many people to become immersed in an alternate or parallel world, create a character like themselves with components of self and other, or even explore ones internal psychological world (Bean, 2019; Przybylski, et al., 2012). Additionally, clients can practice everyday skills, understand the importance of teamwork, and improve interpersonal communication and creativity (Jackson & Games, 2015; Stone, 2019a).

Speaking the clients language and utilizing the tenets of the therapeutic powers of play along with an identified theoretical foundation, will pave the way to appropriate video game use in clinical practice (Stone, 2019b). Understanding the various genres of hardware and software will allow the therapist to make sound decisions regarding the use of video games and digital tools in mental health treatment. When a clinician can tailor the interventions to the treatment goals through theory and foundation, compliance and engagement will be higher and the treatment will be more successful.

Digital Platforms

For those who are not familiar with technology platforms, this will serve as a very brief introductory overview. Further searching will yield a plethora of information one can incorporate into clinical practice. Typically, phones and tablets are used to play app-based games and programs. PlayStation, Xbox, and Nintendo consoles are used to play cartridge-based games or downloadable content. Computers tend to play both disc or downloadable content, and virtual reality games use downloadable content with a head-mounted display (HMD) unit.

Specific to video games, Bean (2018, 2019) has both delineated the historical research regarding video game genres and narrowed down a list of seven categories. Understanding these categories can assist the therapist in choosing and playing video games within therapeutic interactions. Beans categories include: action, adventure, action-adventure, role playing (RPG), simulation, strategy, and other (Bean, 2018, p. 31-36; 2019, p. 96). The following tables were adapted from Beans book, Working with Video Gamers and Games in Therapy and can serve as a guide when learning about and choosing video games for integration into clinical practice.
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Table 3.1 Types of Video Games and Play; Adapted from Bean, 2018.
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Table 3.2 Types of Video Games and Play; Adapted from Bean, 2018.
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Table 3.3 Types of Video Games and Play; Adapted from Bean, 2018.
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Table 3.4 Types of Video Games and Play, Adapted from Bean, 2018.
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Table 3.5 Types of Video Games and Play; Adapted from Bean, 2018.
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Table 3.6 Types of Video Games and Play, Adapted from Bean, 2018.
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Table 3.7 Types of Video Games and Play; Adapted from Bean, 2018.

Play

The therapeutic inclusion of play can take many forms and utilize a wide variety of tools. Over time, some tools have become mainstays  such as Playmobil, Legos, puppets, sand trays, and art supplies. Tools have varied with the trends, advancements, and interests of the clients. The last decade has brought with it great interest in digital tools (Pew, 2019). This area has been showing significant breadth of topics, interests, and engagement with rich materials, interactions, understandings, and interventions for use within the mental health therapeutic setting.

Speaking the Clients Language

One critical component of mental health treatment is the importance of speaking the clients language (Stone, 2015, 2018, 2019a). Each generation has its trends and foci. Clients often bring in, or at least speak of, the current toys, games, or music that they are interested in and passionate about. At the core of the therapeutic milieu is the importance of understanding and valuing each others experiences and needs based on expressed language (verbal and non-verbal). It is fundamental that providers understand what is important to their client, how they are expressing themselves, how they identify their self-objects, and therefore the best ways to be personally seen, heard, and known. Clients express this within the language of their interests; therefore, it is imperative that providers incorporate these interests in powerful, informed, and therapeutic ways.

Since the use of digital devices is so prevalent in the current era, and many children are digital natives, it is logical that mental health providers find ways to appropriately incorporate the digital language into therapeutic work. By systematically applying a structure, in addition to a fundamental theory, by which the therapist can evaluate the therapeutic value of the digital tool and language, client interests can be incorporated into sessions appropriately. This structure can assist with fundamental conceptualization, communication with collateral contacts, and writing of clinical notes.

Therapeutic Powers of Play

Charles Schaefer, Ph.D. authored a book entitled The Therapeutic Powers of Play in 1992 and updated the work with a second edition, co-authored with Athena Drewes, Ph.D. (2013). The Therapeutic Powers of Play include four main categories and 20 core agents of change (Schaefer & Drewes, 2013). The main tenets of this approach believe that play is essential for promoting normal development and that therapy requires both a therapeutic relationship and a medium of exchanging of ideas, desires, and projection into the play (Drewes, 2001). As a direct result, the therapeutic powers of play have been used as an answer to professional desire to further understand the curative factors of play. These capacities provide a much needed structure to apply to the use of video game play in therapy.
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Figure 3.1 Therapeutic Powers of Play from Parson (2017); Adapted from Therapeutic Powers of Play, Schaefer & Drewes, (2013).

The outcome components of the therapeutic powers of play are categorized by Schaefer into four quadrants: Facilitates Communication, Fosters Emotional Wellness, Increases Personal Strengths, and Enhances Social Relationships. These four main elements encompass change agents that have been identified as fundamental to the aspects of play which are therapeutic in nature. Understanding these elements, and the identified change agents, provides the necessary structure for therapists to identify, understand, utilize, and discuss what is happening in the therapeutic process with their clients. When using tools such as video games therapeutically, this structure and the elements included provide the practitioner with ways to conceptualize and address identified concerns within any theoretical foundation.

If we look at the twenty core agents of change, we can see that they are all powerful components of working with clients, particularly children and teens. For instance, utilizing a video game in session, or discussing the use of a video game, can assist with a number of therapeutic change agents, (see Figure 3.1 for reference). Often, a clinician can identify one or more from each quadrant and highlight those agents of change in their communications.

Clinical Case Example

Marie was a seven-year-old, highly gifted, third grade student who presented for play therapy treatment regarding her difficulties with frustration tolerance, social interaction skills, and anxiety concerns. She had a strong need to be correct and in control, was unforgiving of the mistakes of others, and had difficulties truly integrating the concept that her mind works differently than many of her peers. She frequently experienced imposter syndrome (a belief that she was less capable than others believe and she would be found to be a fraud) and intense bouts of perfectionism, which greatly affected all aspects of her life.

The designation of giftedness is much more complicated than a particular intelligence quotient score (IQ). Rather, being gifted is a capacity for increased and accelerated breadth and depth of exploration and conceptualization. The potential clinical implications and impacts of this way of thinking are far reaching, such as: an increased ability to identify the underlying goals of interventions and discussions, greater concerns about whether or not the therapist can be helpful, and insecurities regarding any experienced difficulties, thereby creating a strong need to mask and/ or overcompensate that must be respected (Stone, 2019b).

Marie strongly desired positive interactions with others, particularly peers and authority figures, but she had difficulty navigating and balancing her belief systems, her own needs, and the needs of others. She wanted to be seen as competent, and even superior in some senses, quite possibly in an attempt to hide any difficulties she experienced. Her need to maintain these lofty presentations impacted her willingness to try new things. She had fears regarding exposing her vulnerabilities and ultimately this resulted in an avoidance of anything that would chance failure. She constricted her involvement to activities that would not threaten her ability to maintain this appearance.

Upon entering the office, Marie would initially tend to gravitate toward activities that allowed her to feel in control, knowledgeable, and secure. Utilizing a primarily non-directive approach to treatment, wherein the activities are chosen and initiated by the client and not the therapist, Marie was able to explore the office and decide what she wanted to do. For the first four sessions, Marie chose activities that emphasized and reinforced her desire to utilize her strengths, thereby increasing her sense of security and safety. This initial non-directive approach can contribute greatly to the rapport building process. Allowing the child the ability to explore the office at her own pace, without challenging her needs as defined above, created a safe space and a solid initial therapeutic relationship.

After this initial positive, trusting relationship and alliance between Marie and the therapist was established, it appeared less threatening to introduce the use of a therapist-chosen activity. This is not always necessary, however. To challenge the system Marie adhered to, it would be necessary for her to use items with which she was less comfortable. This was an unlikely direction that she would choose on her own. Knowing that the family did not typically engage in play with technological tools, this was identified as an area where Marie would not feel as competent as she typically desired. Therefore, the Nintendo Switch was planned to be presented as a possible activity by the therapist in the fifth session. A discussion with her parents, without Marie present, included the therapeutic relevance of such an activity within the session. It was important for her parents to understand the goals regarding the use of technological tools within therapy, particularly since they held strong familial views regarding general use of such devices. The novelty of the use, along with some potential for high motivation (i.e., the use of a typically taboo but social relevant device), had a high probability of engaging Marie in activities where she could not maintain her typical stance. Marie still had the ability to decide whether or not she wanted to use this in the session.

Thankfully, Marie was quite excited about the introduction of the Nintendo Switch. This met the highly motivating activity criteria for the intervention along with the need for a novel, unknown process. If her need to use and engage with the device was high enough, she would most likely endure the difficulties of the learning curve of the Switch use and the unknown components of the game play.

Clinically, the Switch is used as a team effort within these sessions. The basic Switch console consists of a handheld tablet device with two removable controllers, one on each side. The controllers, or joy cons, are removable (if desired) so the center tablet can be propped up for easy view by the therapist and client, and the controllers can be used together by one person (one in each hand) or they can be used separately. Removing the controllers increases the cooperative nature of the play drastically. To increase cooperative play within some games, particularly games that traditionally utilize a single player format, the controllers are separated, and the client and therapist each have one. This increases the need to communicate and establish and/or negotiate goals, increases empathy for the opponents tasks, and supports the team approach to therapeutic Switch use.

Utilizing this therapist-client cooperative controller game play approach allows for a different experience of the play. Whereas an individual would control all aspects of movement, decision making, and overall gameplay if playing alone, now the therapist and client team have to share what the individual needs and desires are in order to do simple tasks such as movement within the game, and more complex tasks such as completing quests. Sharing needs and desires, along with compromising to support the team approach, can be very difficult tasks. Much trust must be placed in the partnership in order to advance in the game with this approach.

The Legend of Zelda, Breath of the Wild (BOW; Nintendo, 2017), game was specifically chosen for this task and was introduced to Marie for the first time in the fifth session. She was intrigued by a funny story of being able to use a chicken to glide safely instead of a glider and she really wanted to play with the Switch. She was not familiar with the BOW game or the Legend of Zelda game series.

The Legend of Zelda BOW game falls within the action-adventure genre of game play and was released in 2017 (Nintendo, 2017, para. 1). The original Legend of Zelda game was released in Japan in 1986 and has developed in many directions and generations since then (Fandom, n.d.a). The main character and protagonist, Link, is the eternal hero in each installment in the series (Fandom, n.d.b, para. 1). He explores a variety of landscapes, defeats monsters, navigates challenges and quests, collects items, and helps others. Breath of the Wild is an entirely open-world game where players explore Hyrule with the goal of defeating the evil Ganon and can complete tasks in any order desired (Cooper, 2017, para. 3). Ganon has been locked away in the Hyrule Castle with evil plans for the future, and it is Links task to save Hyrule.

Marie was very excited to play the game and explore this chicken gliding experience. Despite suggestions that practicing her controller features would benefit her play, Marie jumped in and began to move Link all over in sporadic, confusing ways. She quickly became frustrated with the controller, herself, and with the therapist, but she still wanted to play. She began to yell at the therapist regarding movements she was making, fully externalizing the blame and frustrations regarding her own inability to instantly master this activity. She was either unaware of her contribution to this frustration, unwilling to admit her contribution, or both.

A quick pause of the game allowed for some conversation about her dysregulated state, some ways to help her re-regulate, and a discussion about the necessity of playing as a team. As stated earlier, in this team approach modality of using the Nintendo Switch, it is imperative that the two people play while communicating needs, desires, expectations, and concerns, or the game play will not be successful. A monsters attack or a fall off a cliff will surely cause Links demise if the team is not working together.

The game was un-paused and game play resumed. Once re-regulated after the break and discussion, Marie was able to hear and integrate the information about the importance of working together and the mechanics of such. A safe place in a village was found and she independently explored the features of her assigned left controller. The features of the therapists right-hand controller were also demonstrated and a strategy was formed for working together as a team to move outside of the village. She was able to discover, through the process of playing Zelda in a safe, therapeutic environment, the importance of making decisions while regulated, the exploration of new and novel stimulus, and the need for practice, communication, trust, and teamwork.

In Maries case, the introduction of this new game play allowed for further exploration of her difficulties in environments outside of the office. If she had remained in her comfort zone she would not have become dysregulated and the patterns displayed and demonstrated coping skills (and lack there-of) would not have become apparent in the therapist-client interactions. Demonstrating these struggles, within a highly motivating interaction, motivated her to work through them to achieve a more satisfying interpersonal exchange and game play experience.

After the teamwork skills became more comfortable for Marie, parallels were made between the Zelda play dynamics and what she experiences outside of the office. Marie had a history of difficulties in situations where she needed to rely on others. The demonstration of more beneficial interaction skills during the video game play, and the experience of the difference in employing them, can made within interactions, allowed her to experience and practice these skills in a safe environment. Relying on others included situations at home, at school, and with same-aged peers. For instance, when her mother asked her to bring her glasses to school, Marie did not trust that her mother was correct. She didnt know the overarching goal of bringing her glasses to school, and she didnt trust that her mother had any agenda beyond the typical nagging she often perceived. She concluded that she didnt need to bring her glasses. After school she learned she had an eye doctor appointment and needed her glasses, which she did not have with her. Within session this situation was revisited and analyzed. Marie was able to identify that she and her mother should have worked as a team, with her mother communicating the overarching goal and Marie trusting that her mother had a valid reason for Marie to bring her glasses to school. Communication and trust were two powerful lessons Marie learned from the Nintendo Switch therapist-client cooperative controller game play experience.

In another example, emphasis was placed on how Maries tendency to have her anxiety and rigidity enter into social interactions effects the dynamic between her and other people. Parallels drawn between her initial frustrated response to the novel BOW/Switch experience and her responses to her peers at school allowed Marie to realize some of her contributions to the degradation of peer interactions. Although this is a process and often not a quick resolution, Maries ability to gain insight regarding how her own behaviors and needs affect her ability to make and keep friends is imperative. Achieving such insights will move her in a positive direction and can be built upon in future sessions.

Curative factors activated within these sessions of video game play include self-expression, stress management, counterconditioning of fears, and positive emotions under the facilitates communication and fostering emotional wellness categories from the therapeutic powers of play. Other curative factors employed within the video game play are: attachment, therapeutic relationship, and empathy under enhancing social relationships; and self-esteem, self-control, resiliency, and sense of self under increasing personal strengths. Identification of these factors will structure and enhance the understanding of the therapeutic process and clinical direction.

Conclusion

Video games are phenomenally rich in content, process, and possibilities. The application of a theoretical foundation enhances the therapeutic value of the inclusion of video games in sessions. Utilizing them within ones clinical practice to speak the clients language, identify areas of need, and implement a variety of interventions can enhance and advance the treatment in ways not previously possible. The integration of video games, a solid theoretical foundation, and the application of a structure with which to understand the therapeutic value of the games into clinical practice incorporates many of the basic tenets one must consider when using any intervention within the mental health treatment process. Video games can be a powerful therapeutic tool.
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Introduction to Dungeons & Dragons

Joseph Lasley, PhD

Dungeons & Dragons (D&D) has seen a dramatic rise in popularity and an increase in its use as a therapeutic interaction and intervention since the early 1990s (DAnastasio, 2017). This has created a two-fold need for clinicians to understand D&D, the context around D&D, and its potential use in broader therapeutic settings. People of all ages may relate to the characters created and storylines within the game, making it a topic of interest for therapists who want to relate to clients (DAnastasio, 2017). Additionally, there is therapeutic potential in playing D&D that can be leveraged by clinicians to deliver therapy in a group setting via playing the game. Therapeutic work is already being done by clinicians around the world within D&D group settings and has shown promise working with social skills, identity development, and autism (Granshaw, 2018). Clinicians hoping to benefit from the knowledge of and use of D&D first need to learn about the recent rise in popularity, what the game entails, some relevant context of the game, the psychological impact in the game, and critiques of power and exclusion inherent in both the cultural context and structural history of the game. One can begin by understanding that D&D is just one of many tabletop role-playing games.

Tabletop Role-Playing Games

There are many individual titles for games that are considered examples of tabletop role-playing games (TTRPG) including, Dungeons & Dragons, Call of Cthulhu, Vampire: The Masquerade, and Pathfinder, to name a few. Many editions of D&D have been published that each feature a different variation of rule systems and various iterations of lore. The most recent and popular edition of D&D is the fifth edition (D&D 5e). The game is popular despite the publication of long rule books and each game of D&D is inherently unique because the way in which the rules are applied can vary from group to group. For example, some players use strict literal applications of Rules as Written (RAW) while others avoid constantly looking up exact wording by adjudicating rules in whatever way they agree best serves the story (a highly useful approach when working clinically with individuals). D&D also highly encourages the use of homebrew content (rules, abilities, items, etc. that are original creations by players). Even among the many varying playstyles and groups, there are basic rules and experiences that are common across groups.

Rise in Popularity

Dungeons & Dragons, initially published in 1974, is the first formalized game of this type and is perhaps the most widely recognized name. The game is experiencing an unprecedented surge in popularity, with record sales each year and famous celebrities speaking publicly about their love for the game (Weiss, 2018). The recent rise in popularity is refreshing given that D&D was falsely blamed and associated with suicide, homicide, and occult worship in the 1980s (Laycock, 2015). Numerous live-play D&D podcasts and internet video streaming sites have emerged in recent years which are also connected to increasing interest. Popular titles include Critical Role, Adventurers Inc., Girls Guts Glory, Dice Camera Action, Drunks and Dragons, Misscliks, High Rollers, and Dragon Friends. Critical Role is one of the best-known D&D streams. Critical Role published its first live-recorded episode in March 2015, the 100th episode aired in June of 2017, and a successful Kickstarter campaign on March 4, 2019 raised over $6 million in two days, ending at $11 million. The success of Critical Role and similar shows indicates they are being used as an example of D&D for many players. Each episode of Critical Role is around four hours in length and is recorded in a live web broadcast on a weekly basis on Twitch.tv/ criticalrole. The cast is comprised of a group of friends who have careers as voice actors outside of Critical Role. Tens of thousands of viewers watch the stream live each week and the episodes, which are later published on YouTube and accrue hundreds of thousands more views each.

Fans of Critical Role call themselves Critters. Throughout the rise of the shows popularity, numerous reports surfaced of people feeling inspired by their relationships with the show and experiencing transformation in their games and other areas of life, including work, relationships, and personal well-being. Players have reported benefits of TTRPGs including transformational learning, community building, and identity development (Bowman, 2010; Cover, 2010; Daniau, 2016). These benefits have been the subject of research and illustrate that people are being drawn to D&D while using shows as models in their own games (Lasley, 2017). The impact of these shows involves parasocial interaction but also helps a wider audience gain access to D&D by increasing its popularity and reducing barriers to entry. Newly interested players can learn about the game by watching these shows. Shows like Girls, Guts, Glory, The Sirens, and Misscliks provide representation of diverse identities, joining D&D celebrities like TJ Storm and Satine Phoenix, which helps reduce historical barriers associated with stereotypes about gamers being smelly white men in their parents basements. With an easier, more accessible understanding of the game, more people from more diverse backgrounds gain confidence in starting their own or joining existing gaming groups and experiencing the benefits of playing D&D for themselves.

Dungeons & Dragons

In a game of D&D, players act as characters that (usually) work together to complete quests and achieve both character and game objectives within the imaginary world. The designers of D&D state that adventure is the heart of the game and is made up of three pillars: exploration, social interaction, and combat (Mearls & Crawford, 2014). Exploration is about creating and discovering an imaginary world. Social interaction focuses on interacting with characters and objects in the imaginary world. Combat is a structured contest in which characters strategize to defeat opponents. Each of the three pillars of adventure come together to contribute to the overall adventure experience and form a story.

D&D games typically involve 4-8 players, one of whom is designated in a facilitator role often called a Dungeon Master (DM) or Game Master (GM). Dungeon Master is a title specific to the D&D brand while Game Master or Storyteller are titles shared more generally by other games and gamers. This person serves as a narrator, author, facilitator, and referee among other roles while the remaining players take on the roles of specific characters. The dungeon masters (DMs) who facilitate these games use many leadership abilities that are useful in other areas of life, including facilitation, problem solving, and leading collaborative creativity (Cover, 2010; Daniau 2016). Creative context is important because the environment shapes the willingness of people to engage in creative problem solving (Kasof, 1995). Some conceptions of creative work outside the gaming context acknowledge that creativity is often social and relies on collegial relationships (Abra, 1994). Likewise, individuals with professional facilitation or teaching skills incorporate them into how they take up the role of a DM with their friends, students, and clients (DAnastasio, 2017; Garcia, 2016).

DMs are directly involved in the variations between TTRPG experiences through their use of variable game design elements in their leadership role. Dungeons & Dragons 5th Edition, for example, is intentionally customizable and encourages DMs to modify or create their own styles, game designs, and stories. The therapeutic potential of TTRPGs could be associated with various design or facilitation elements that might impact the use and development of creativity in TTRPG experiences. Design elements such as facilitation, play style, length of sessions, and frequency of sessions may all play a role in how or to what extent groups engage in creative activities. The psychological environment, including perceptions of psychological safety, established when playing these games may also impact creative experiences similar to how psychological safety has been shown to mediate creativity in work groups (Williams et al., 2006).

In D&D, a group of characters (role-played by the players) embark on a quest. Each character has their own background, motivations, personality, and unique abilities that they use to work together to overcome obstacles (fighting goblins, sneaking past monsters, and persuading guards) and interact with other characters on their journey. The human players are each responsible for creating, improvising, and role playing as one character (except the dungeon master, who acts as a facilitator and narrator). General plot elements are determined in advance by the dungeon master. Some gamers create their own settings and stories while others use published adventure modules written specifically for D&D 5e.

Since there is not a complete script to follow, players are afforded agency to improvise and interact as they feel their character would respond to the various situations that arise. D&D players are driven by various motivations, using multiple strategies to relate to a mental concept of their character held in their subjective experience (Banks et al., 2017). The dungeon master is responsible for preparing and role playing as the non-player characters (NPCs; like a guard, villain, or bartender) and other elements of the environment or setting such as describing the landscape or culture of the fictional populace. As the game and story progresses, players build onto their characters personalities to account for the improvised experiences that unfold (a character may develop a fear of water after almost drowning during a mission) and also add abilities to the characters repertoire (ex. a wizard will learn more powerful spells as the game goes on).

A common routine of gameplay might begin with the dungeon master narrating to explain a setting and situation. Players can then interact with NPCs, each other, or fixtures of the environment (ex. talk to the bartender, open the door, check for traps, attack the goblin) by describing their characters actions to the group. The dungeon master adjudicates outcomes of the players actions using dice according to the rules of the game. Rolling higher numbers helps convince the bartender to tell you some secrets or makes it more likely a player will defeat the goblin, while lower numbers will bring less favorable or even detrimental results. Each action is then followed by a description of the outcome and more choices for how the players might respond and proceed. Eventually, the story unfolds through a combination of functions: the players reach some predetermined plot points (completing objectives or overcoming obstacles), the outcomes of player actions and dice rolls create unforeseen outcomes, and players improvise scenes while interacting with each other role playing as their characters. Together, the players achieve game objectives while also creating a story. In doing so, they make meaning from the experience for both themselves and their characters.

Social Interaction

Humans innately learn by playing, a skill we have from childhood. Learning through role playing has been widely observed in children as they shift roles unconsciously. Evidence is documented of the benefit of using tabletop fantasy role-playing games as an activity to perform social work with children (Zayas & Lewis, 1986). Children naturally imitate social roles when they play (in and out of TTRPGs) to learn about the social world (Vygotsky, 1978). As adults, we take up multiple roles in defining a sense of self; the process is not unique to role-playing games (Williams et al., 2006). In this way, people of all ages can learn in different ways through social role playing.

One key element of D&D experiences is the reliance on social interaction in creating the play experience. D&D games are traditionally played through social interactions around a table. The advancement of technology has allowed virtual versions (e.g. Google Hangouts, Roll20.net, Dndbeyond.com) of such games to be played though the premise remains the same. A group of people gather to role-play characters in a game in which the set of rules and objectives is moderated partly by pre-existing rules and partly by players as they play rather than solely by the premeditated computer coding in video games. Virtual TTRPG interactions are not always face to face and can be considered computer mediated communication. However, it is the epistemology of the rules which is within the players agency in TTRPGs in contrast to rules being solely executed by computer programming in video games. TTRPG players have agency over the rules, while video games only allow player agency within the rules and choices already programmed into the games code.

The social nature of D&D also drives the narrative of the story and increases decision making affordances within a fantasy world. Fantasy represents a genre of games that involve imaginative creation of alternate realities and narratives with themes that often utilize science fiction or settings similar to the works of J.R.R. Tolkien to visualize content (Cover, 2010). D&D is considered a classic example of fantasy, sometimes called sword and sorcery, drawing heavily from Tolkien. The nature of the fantasy genre favors the use of imagination and human processes, such as small group communication, as the basis of the game experience. Tilton (2019) observed that small group processes including groupthink and nonverbal communication subsidized or even replaced decision-making logic in social deception games. Similarly, in D&D, players social interactions and dynamics constitute the primary processes that mediate the creation and management of an imaginary game environment.

Role-Playing

Role playing, or using imagination to shift roles, is a major component of social interaction and communication in role-playing games, including D&D (Bowman, 2010). When children play, they imitate actions that are beyond their own capabilities (Vygotsky, 1978). Adults are capable of more advanced forms of play (Winnicott, 1989). In playing, individuals can imagine themselves to embody a role both similar and different from roles they have in life and will obey the constructed rules of the imagined role (Vygotsky, 1978). The continuum from reality to fantasy is a powerfully salient aspect of games (Pavlas et al., 2009). The rules of imagined roles in TTRPGs are subject to the agency of the players and the facilitator, making them suitable for crafting therapeutic experiences by therapists and coinciding imagined roles with reality (Vygotsky, 1978; Winnicott, 1989). The use of imagination and role playing in TTRPGs is partly a deliberate act of creating role-play situations that could be crafted by a therapist but also involve discovering unforeseen aspects of the self through improvisation.

Improvisational play in the context of tabletop fantasy role-playing games is unique, as it is non-instrumental and can be fully immersive (Toles-Patkin, 1986). Experiences in role-playing games can allow players to experientially further their understanding of complex roles and relationships with overlapping boundaries on the continuum from fantasy to reality. While in a game experience, players develop shared, concrete narrative fantasies (Blinka & Smahel, 2007). These concrete narratives can be utilized as objects for reflection on gaming experiences that are real for players.

Role playing and creativity in TTRPG experiences can be linked to development. Development can be thought of as a creative act in which a new understanding of self and reality is formed through experimenting with relatedness to others in a state of play (Winnicott, 1989). In this view, adults engage in advanced forms of play in order to exercise creativity and develop. Winnicotts (1989) model situates the therapist as a guide in facilitating this process with an individual similar to Vygotskys (1978) notion of a more experienced other that guides development through the zone of proximal development. This framework, when applied to TTRPGs, could be used to facilitate TTRPG interactions that are forms of role-play intersecting with an individuals zone of proximal development and can foster therapeutic learning, creative capacity, and development.

Psychological Impact

There is a need to understand the concepts of rules, possibilities, narrative ideology, social impact, and psychological impact of fantasy role-play before deciding whether to use D&D for good or judge it as harmful. The origins of the concern about D&D provided some useful lessons underneath the overall damage to public opinion. One case report, which serves as a cautionary tale, detailed obsessive distraction as a result of a game of D&D among psychotherapy patients. This report shows what could happen if professionals who are not familiar with or trained in how to utilize the therapeutic modality of D&D encounter patients who relate strongly with D&D. In this case, problematic personality traits were amplified with clear connections to the game and subsequently relieved upon termination of the game (Ascherman, 1993). There was also a lack of leadership and a new director in the treatment center. The absence of effective leadership may have allowed problematic gameplay to exacerbate existing issues. The therapists also lacked an understanding of the game and may have been limited by their ambivalence toward the game.

To the contrary, therapeutic potential can be sought by relating to game experiences in a therapy session or by using direct in-game experiences conducted by a game facilitator also acting as a therapist who has experience with D&D. Blackmon (1994) reported a case of psychotherapy enabled by the patients experience in an ongoing game of D&D. Role playing served as a safe displacement of emotions as the patient became comfortable working with and gaining mastery with those feelings (Blackmon, 1994). The game served as a waking fantasy that gave form to a persons internal fantasies and their life. The game experience was used as a therapeutic tool to help the individual work through psychological issues, build self-efficacy, become familiar with emotions and relate emotions to the therapist (Blackmon, 1994). Role-play seems to reveal actual characteristics of the players which means a troubling trait could be exacerbated just as positive work could be done. This emphasizes the importance of qualified facilitation and knowledgeable therapists.

Players identify with their characters as a part of their personality, sometimes partially driven by the unconscious (Blinka & Smahel, 2007). This complexity highlights the role of therapists as crucial to effectively navigating the psychological potential of some gaming experiences. Facilitators are needed to help with conflict resolution too. Social conflict in games has been reported when players experienced role confusion between relationships in and out of the game (Bowman, 2013). Gamers were reported to rely heavily on facilitators to navigate emotional experiences in role-playing games, even if the facilitators were not therapists and therapy was not an intentional part of the game (Bowman, 2013). This suggests that gamers may be eager to work with a therapist as a game facilitator to help guide therapeutic aspects of role-playing games.

The psychological safety and agency created in a tabletop role playing environment has potential for avoiding outside challenges, similar to work avoidance, and is also necessary for creating safe learning environments. This evidence suggests a need for qualified facilitation to ensure productive gameplay, or at least being able to recognize any significant problems and subsequently ending the game experience. Knowing the difference between necessary separation and avoidance depends on understanding how people play, learn, and develop.

Authority and Facilitation

Critical theory is necessary in understanding and utilizing D&D as a system of social interaction for human development. Garcia (2017) found, in a critical analysis, that power structures in D&D rules were historically problematic in how they regarded marginalized identities (race and gender) and have improved in recent versions. Knowing the importance of the facilitator or DM role in facilitating these experiences carries a responsibility like that of a teacher or therapist (albeit less imperative) to understand the impact one can have on others. In fact, best practices of the DM role have been applied as advice for teaching in a traditional classroom (Garcia, 2016).

Formal authority in D&D is mainly manifest in the role of the Dungeon Master, who is given a great deal of power and control over the players, as the determiner of rules application and outcomes. This role was initially an embodiment of patriarchy drawn from the male creators original use of his children as players to test and create the game. While problematic authoritarian language describing the DM role has given way to more inclusive facilitation and advice, the systemic power of the DM role remains inherent in the rules and carries with it a responsibility to promote distributed leadership and healthy group dynamics. Advice for facilitating and debriefing group dynamics in game settings is helpful for creating a constructive learning environment (Hermann, 2015).

The authority of the Dungeon Master in D&D games cannot be denied, but it is also essential in creating a learning environment and successfully guiding collective creativity and growth. This makes the DM role suitable for integration with therapist and teaching roles. A competent facilitator will acknowledge the authority structure inherent in D&D and be able to manage how they embody such a role to be inclusive and empower the development of players. Likewise, a responsible clinician is specially trained, licensed, and knowledgeable about their methods, including knowledge of D&Ds popular context and critical awareness of D&D as a social system.
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Tabletop Role Playing Games in Therapy

Megan Connell, PsyD, Elizabeth D. Kilmer, PhD, & Jared N. Kilmer, PhD1

Five kids sit in the waiting room. One draws their favorite characters from Steven Universe, another chats with friends on Discord, two more work on a house in Minecraft, and a final sits quietly with their mother. The challenges of the week weigh them down, as they try to navigate the stressors of high school, work through anxiety, and look for the place they fit in. All of that melts away as they enter into the group room and take their places around the table across from their therapist and Game Master. They temporarily transform as they don the mantle of heroes adopting a new perspective on themselves, other people, and the world. Through rolling dice and creating a story together, they learn to forge friendships and how to stand up for themselves.

30 years ago, at the height of the satanic panic, few would have believed that Dungeons & Dragons (D&D) would become a tool used in therapy. Yet therapeutic D&D groups are running weekly in offices from Washington to North Carolina. Participants in these groups include children, adolescents, and adults, dealing with concerns related to autism spectrum disorder, lagging or atrophied social skills, anxiety, depression, and posttraumatic stress disorder. The following is a brief discussion on becoming a therapeutic Game Master (GM) and theories of change regarding applied tabletop role-playing games (TTRPG).

On Becoming a Therapeutic Game Master

Running TTRPGs as a therapeutic intervention is more than simply calling your sessions therapy and/or hoping for growth in your players (Connell, 2017; Game to Grow, 2018, 2019). It is important to view TTRPGs as a therapeutic tool. The right tool in the right hands can act as an implement for growth and self-discovery. However, the same tool can harm a person if misused or misapplied, even when the GM is well-intentioned (American Psychological Association [APA], 2017; Boccamazzo, & Connell, 2019). A Therapeutic GM must have three distinct skill sets to be an effective TTRPG therapist: a clear understanding of the game system they use, formal training as a mental health practitioner, and a willingness to play (Boccamazzo & Connell 2019). As these groups can be seen as a system of play layered on top of a therapy group, Therapeutic GMs need to be able to synthesize skills across these domains in order to be successful.

Game System

The most successful GMs embody their title; they have a mastery of the game, the mechanics, and the story. Therapeutic GMs need to be well versed in the mechanics of the game system, requiring minimal effort when employing the rules of said game (Boccamazzo, & Connell, 2019). A therapeutic GM is likely to miss important events occurring around the table if they are continually looking up or preoccupied with the rules. Knowing all the ins and outs of the gaming system might not be feasible, but having a basic mastery of the way you want to run your games is necessary. In TTRPGs, the rules are mostly seen as guidelines; at any time, the GM may change rules or alter them to fit the story they are telling (Crawford et al., 2014). As long as the therapeutic GM is comfortable making rulings as they go along, they do not need to have the rules memorized. As a generality, rules are best broken when done with intention and after mastery of the rule set (i.e., understanding both the rule and the rationale for the rule).

In many ways, being a therapeutic GM is comparable to being a jazz musician. Jazz is, in many ways, built around breaking the rules of music. An expert jazz musician will have a deep understanding of the rules of music and know when and how to break them to the best musical effect (Skoler, personal communication, 2001). Indeed, having rules that alter slightly from game to game offers therapeutic benefits for some treatment populations. For example, when working with clients with rigid thinking patterns, typically seen in those diagnosed with autism (American Psychiatric Association, 2013), one of their treatment goals may include increased flexibility in thought processes. When done with intention, having a rule set that changes can help such clients practice cognitive flexibility (Honomichl & Chen, 2010; Rubinstein et al., 2001; Towse et al., 2000; Qu & Zelazo, 2007).

Before becoming a Therapeutic GM, an individual should have experience with the game system in a non-therapeutic, social context. This can be especially helpful to practice the game systems mechanics and GM skills without the added complexity and responsibility of a client population. With the increasing popularity of TTRPGs, there are a multitude of in-person and online opportunities to gain exposure with the gaming system of choice. When first learning, it is wise to observe how a game is played and/or play the game for oneself (Boccamazzo & Connell, 2019). Once one gets an understanding for how the game is played, it is educationally important to try running games for friends before attempting to run therapeutic games. Having experience with the gaming system is paramount. One would not run a manualized therapy program without specialized training in the treatment area, understanding of the research, and training in the manualized program itself. Further, one would not use a psychological assessment measure without training in administration, scoring, and interpretation of the measure. When using a TTRPG therapeutically, one must treat the gaming system the same as other therapeutic tools and techniques.

Formal Training

To be a successful a Therapeutic GM, one needs to be a trained clinician. It is the weaving together of therapeutic training and the gaming system that allows for the therapeutic benefits of role-playing games to become evident. One must be competent at running therapeutic groups, as well as successful at running games. The game experience must transcend the structure of the gaming system being used. The primary jobs of any therapist running a group are to maintain the safety of group members and to manage the therapeutic needs/goals of the group (Yalom & Leszcz, 2005). The medium used for the group, whether it is a game or a structured group protocol, needs to take as little of the therapists focus and concentration as possible. To have the ability to do this, any therapeutic group facilitator needs to be familiar with group dynamics and have proper training in the facilitation of group therapy (APA, 2017; Yalom & Leszcz, 2005).

Those running games therapeutically will need to be aware of the theoretical concepts of change and how change occurs in TTRPGs. Therapeutic TTRPG groups most closely mirror process-type groups in that the therapeutic themes that arise might be unexpected, and while some can be planned, the facilitator/GM needs to be able to work with the emotions and themes that arise during play (Kilmer & Kilmer, 2019). Additionally, these groups utilize the players as a powerful source for change. Over time, the players become a team, and the group develops its own norms that can influence behavior change (Yalom & Leszcz, 2005). The players give and receive direct feedback regarding how actions of other players affect their characters. As such, training in psychoeducation or didactic style groups is less applicable to this intervention (Kilmer & Kilmer, 2019).

Group therapy can be a powerful vector for change through the utilization of group members strengths and challenges, and a well-run therapeutic TTRPG group is no exception (Kilmer & Kilmer, 2019; Yalom & Leszcz, 2005). In addition to managing group dynamics, the Therapeutic GM will need to develop goals for the group on both the individual and group level. The GM needs to be able to identify target skills and processes (e.g., impulsivity, emotion regulation, conflict resolution) and design the group to address these goals. Additionally, a therapeutic GM works with the group to reflect and process therapeutic themes and personal reactions that arise during the session (Boccamazzo & Connell, 2019; Connell, 2018a; Game to Grow, 2018; Kilmer & Kilmer, 2019).

Just as it is helpful to have experience running games in a non-therapeutic context, it is valuable to have experience running non-TTRPG groups. As with any mental health treatment, supervision or consultation when beginning this work is an important part of best practice for treatment (APA, 2017). Further, once competency in this modality is firmly developed, ongoing consultation and continuing education are valuable resources and support for mental health professionals (Rousmaniere et al., 2017).

Willingness to Play

We define play as an activity that is done for its own sake (Connell & Dunlap, 2020).

Play may feel particularly challenging as a mental health professional, as it may be seen as a threat to the expert role (Bowman & Lieberoth, 2018). If a GM is able to conceptualize growth and recovery as a collaborative, client-centered process, this role may feel less threatening (Boccamazzo & Connell 2019). Additionally, the GM may find it helpful to consider the healthy functions of play and the benefits of an expert modeling such behavior.

Vygotsky believed that play is the most important activity in which children engage (Bodrova, & Leong, 2015). Play can be planned in advance or manifest spontaneously. Though play is often seen as fun it can be a socially complicated activity for adults (Bowman & Lieberoth, 2018) and children with social anxiety (Ginsburg et al., 1998; Hearn et al., 2017; Pickard et al., 2018). In western culture, it is often viewed as a transgression from the norm when adults engage in play (Bowman & Lieberoth, 2018). Thus, it is common for those engaging in play to experience self-critical or self-conscious thoughts about participating in the activity. These thoughts can be present whether one is playing a video game, trying a new activity (e.g., dancing), or role playing a character.

Role playing is a risk; it requires one to step out of their comfort zone and practice new perspectives and behaviors, often unfamiliar to the role player. Such behavior is unusual in our day-to-day interactions and carries with it the risk of judgment for acting outside social norms. This judgment may originate internally or externally, regardless of whether or not the perception of judgment is accurate. As the one running the game, the GM sets the stage for what behaviors are expected and acceptable around the table (Connell, 2018b). If the GM is not willing to model appropriate behavior, get into character, and be animated, excited, or invested in the story, the players will not either.

The GM is also responsible for modeling interpersonal boundaries and norms around the table. For example, should a player start making fun of the GMs acting, it is up to the GM to correct the players behavior. If left unaddressed, the players problematic behavior is likely to be directed towards the character acting of fellow players. As such, it is the responsibility of the GM to show what topics are acceptable and how to correct behaviors. How this is handled will vary depending upon the GM, the players, the agreed-upon group norms, the treatment goals of the group, and the specific grievance. For example, a player says, Wow, you really suck at doing voices! to a GM voicing a character. In a group focused on teaching social skills to children on the autism spectrum, this might offer a teachable moment about appropriate comments and differing perspectives. In contrast, modeling how to stand up for yourself might be the more appropriate reaction in a group focused on social anxiety and issues related to empowerment.

If one cannot engage in play, the effectiveness of running therapeutic TTRPGs is reduced. Thus, enjoying ones role of GM or clinician is vital for an effective therapeutic intervention. Much of being a GM is being an actor or performer (Boccamazzo & Connell, 2019). Many are not comfortable being the center of attention, and that is okay! Just as being a researcher or clinician is not a good fit for every psychologist, being a therapeutic GM is not right for everyone. Being a therapeutic GM involves weaving together ones theoretical orientation, the therapeutic needs of the group, game mechanics, and the goals/objectives of the group into a unified whole. At the end of the chapter, resources will be provided for building skills as a GM.

Fines Frame Theories of Change

The most in-depth study on TTRPGs to date is Gary Alan Fines 1983 study of D&D players. Fine sought to understand what was occurring during games of D&D and if the players were in touch with reality or if, as many feared, the game produced identity confusion and psychosis (Fine, 1983). Fine found that those who played TTRPGs operated within three different perspectives, which he described as frames, and later on became the basis for his Frame Theory.

The first frame is of the here and now, or the player as a person. To be successful in this frame, a player has to know who they are, where they are, what is occurring with the other players at the table, and what was going on in their physical environment (Fine, 1983).

Fine (1983) found that play became impossible if the players did not utilize a uniformly agreed-upon rule system leading to his second frame: gaming mechanics. The players need to be aware of the rules of the game they are playing. Without an agreed-upon set of rules, a game cannot be played. Any disagreement of the rules between users creates confusion and makes having a shared gaming experience difficult, if not impossible.

The third frame adopts the perspective of the character. The player has to keep in mind that their character has a different and unique frame of reference  because the character is playing in the imaginary world. Their character is not aware of the player controlling them nor the mechanics of the game being played.

In a typical TTRPG session, players will seamlessly switch between the three frames. Consider the following three statements:


	Bondro looks through the room trying to see if there are any traps.

	I rolled a 17.

	Nadia, can you pass the chips?



The first statement concerns character action and is an example of frame three. The second statement is in reference to game mechanics and relates to frame two. Finally, the third statement is a players request for food and is a reflection of frame one.

Playing the game becomes difficult, if not impossible, when a player struggles to define and understand which frame they are working within. For example, a GMs response to a request for information about the game world would vary depending on the perceived frame of reference (i.e., the player or the character). Further, a player may exhibit a tendency to misinterpret actions taken against their character as actions taken against them personally. A character may be randomly targeted by the attack of a monster, but perceive the event as a personal attack. Groups quickly become disjointed when players exhibit confusion around frames of reference, resulting in diminished joy, engagement, and therapeutic potential. The ability to distinguish between different frames is a skill that can develop or atrophy depending on the frequency with which it is practiced.

Frame Confusion and Bleed

On occasion, problems may originate when there is confusion between different frames of reference. A common type of frame confusion occurs when a player perceives events that are happening to their character as actually happening to them (confusion between frames one and three). Frame confusion is disrupting to the individual, the gaming table, and the flow of play overall. It can occur for a multitude of reasons, most readily when the motivation behind another characters action is unclear and a player becomes negatively impacted by their interpretation of that action. For example, Sallys character helped an NPC by donating part of her earnings from her last adventure. Meanwhile, Harry, another player at the table, had their character rob the same NPC. Sally became angry, feeling betrayed by Harry, who she had considered a close friend up until this point. Thus, frame confusion can transform tension between characters into tension between players.

Another example of frame confusion can occur when players mis-interpret the motivations behind others actions, such as when a player misattributes how another character feels about their character with how that characters player feels about them as a person. Such examples of frame confusion can influence and sometime lead to Bleed. While frame confusion refers to a blurring of boundaries between different frames of reference, Bleed refers to the emotional exchange between the player and character, and vice versa (Bowman, 2013). Bleed occurs bi-directionally, resulting in players experiencing either bleed-in or bleed-out. Bleed-in occurs when a players emotions impact their character (Bowman & Lieberoth, 2018), while bleed-out occurs when a characters actions impact its player (Bowman & Lieberoth, 2018; Lankoski & Jrvel, 2012; Leonard & Thurman, 2018).

To elaborate on the aforementioned example, the NPC becomes angry with Harrys character for robbing him, and Harry now inaccurately perceives that the GM is angry with him. The players, Harry and Sally, are now experiencing emotions that are congruent with their characters, blurring the boundaries between frame one and frame three. This blend of frame confusion and bleed-in offers a prime opportunity for process and discussion in therapeutic games. The GM can pause the game to help address frame confusion and work to help strengthen a concept known as theory of mind, ones ability to understand that others have a unique and different perspective from oneself.

While the disruptive nature of frame confusion is sometimes undesired in a game, the emotional crossover of Bleed is not inherently unhelpful. Bleed can be leveraged as an opportunity for clients learning and growth by a competent therapist to adaptively shift individual and group perspectives (Boccamazzo & Connell, 2019; Kilmer & Kilmer, 2019). Indeed, having corrective emotional experiences through the character is one of the most important tools for the therapeutic GM (Boccamazzo & Connell, 2019; Kilmer & Kilmer, 2019).

Bleed is one of the greatest agents of change available to the therapeutic GM (Boccamazzo & Connell, 2019). Bleed-out allows a player to have a corrective emotional experience through play. Individual players may experience bleed-out when they feel the rush of emotion that can accompany ones character defeating a difficult villain or solving a complex puzzle (Bowman & Lieberoth, 2018; Lankoski & Jrvel, 2012; Leonard & Thurman, 2018). Examples include when players: learn to speak up for themselves, feel pride in the actions of their character, or have ones character act in kindness and continue to provide support to their group, despite being personally frustrated. Further, bleed-out can also entail the communal experience of victory that can manifest around the table.

Frame confusion and Bleed elicit multiple perspectives from the player. Although this can result in a person experiencing unwanted emotions, such as anger or fear, the empathy engendered from alternative perspectives is generally considered an adaptive and pro-social trait. Learning how to make space for and work through such emotions is a common goal of TTPRG therapy. Further, allowing oneself to experience unwanted emotions in a safe and controlled environment can help foster growth and learning (Boccamazzo & Connell, 2019; Kilmer & Kilmer, 2019). Consider the following case example.

Mia had been verbally and emotionally bullied by someone she had considered a friend in school. One of her goals in her therapeutic D&D group was to learn what positive supportive friendships look like. Throughout the campaign, the group had been working to stop an evil god from being summoned to the world. They identified the green dragon responsible for this plot and were able to ambush it. The groups forethought, planning, and use of resources led them to victory. When the group was told of their victory, they burst into tears, and Mia was able to articulate why. She simply said, Look what I can do when Im with my friends. The experience of victory was shared between those who supported one another. The experience of heroic victory felt by Mias character allowed for bleed-out to occur and for Mia to understand what friendship can feel like.

In the above example, Mia learned that the girls around the table were her friends and while in real life they did not fight Dragons, they were stronger and better together. It was through the emotional experience of her character that this lesson was driven home for her. Mias growth and experience are understood from an applied TTRPG perspective through the fourth frame.

The Fourth Frame

Fines Frame Theory has been reiterated upon by Boccamazzo and Connell (2019), who posited the existence of a fourth frame - the therapeutic frame. This occurs when TTRPGs are used therapeutically. Traditionally, a therapist leverages their therapeutic orientation to understand the needs of their individual clients while collaborating to generate appropriate treatment goals. Once goals are established, the therapist monitors progress through measurement (e.g., self-report measures, verbal feedback, behavior change, etc.) and documentation. In doing so, they can design in-game interventions that allow clients to vicariously experience scenarios that move them towards their treatment goals and promote growth.

TTRPGs give the therapeutic GM powerful tools to combat societal and personal struggles when viewed through the fourth frame. Placing fictional avatars in a fantastical setting allows for the therapeutic GM and players to discuss important or difficult topics with emotional distance. For example, one or more group members may struggle with bullying and would benefit from focusing on that topic. Therapeutic GMs can provide player characters an opportunity to interact with NPCs experiencing similar issues, allowing for opportunities to address bullying in a covert and less threatening context. This allows the players to practice skills in a setting where the risk of failure is small. Further, when failure inevitably occurs, it is the character, not the player, who experiences the consequences. Within frame theory, this shifts the failure from occurring in frame one to frame three. Thus, players are provided increased opportunities to challenge maladaptive beliefs and practice new behaviors (i.e., social risks) within the context of the game, allowing for therapeutic growth not readily found without the aid of the game.

Consider the following example. Sydney has been diagnosed with social anxiety. One of their goals was to practice self-advocacy, as Sydney reported difficulty with confrontation and speaking up for themselves. The GM created opportunities in the narrative for Sydneys character to advocate for themselves and the group. Further, the GM took a direct approach by stating, Your characters warnings are being ignored by this NPC, and asking Sydney, How do you think [your character] would react to this? In this example, the GM could then deliberately contrast their question with, How would you react to this? Thus, forcing a different frame upon the event.

Such language from the GM helped to moderate the distance between the thoughts and behaviors of Sydney and their character, providing a scaffold for Sydney to master the skill of flexibly differentiating between perspectives (frames) and associated behaviors. This facilitated Sydneys ability to engage in desired behavioral changes, initially through their character and ultimately in their everyday life. In this case, Sydney experienced less anxiety and self-doubt as they worked towards their treatment goals through their avatar.

Therapeutic Orientations as Applied to TTRPG Therapy

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT)

A therapeutic GM operating from an Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) perspective will enact change by leveraging the six core processes of the hexaflex. In ACT, pathology is believed to be the result of being psychologically inflexible. Psychological flexibility is considered to be the result of the six core processes working in conjunction (Boccamazzo & Connell, 2019; see Figure 5.1).
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Figure 5.1 The Six Core Processes of Psychological Flexibility and Inflexibility.

From an ACT perspective, pathology has the potential to develop if rigidity is found in any one of the six core processes.

When playing a character, a player is able to examine the characters thoughts, feelings, and actions without being fused with the character. Group members are provided opportunities to develop skills analyzing their characters areas of flexibility and rigidity. Further, these analyses can occur at the group level, as the whole group works together to analyze individual and group behaviors. This process allows the player to make decisions about what the character should do next, based on the characters values or what is best suited to the situation, independent of the characters thoughts and feelings. Additionally, the GM can design the game environment to promote mindfulness and create opportunities for values consistent action. Through TTRPG therapy, the player can test and develop skills such as observing thoughts and feelings of their character without being rigidly tied to them, which can then be applied to their life outside the game. TTRPG therapy allows players to observe, understand, and develop challenging shifts in thought and behavior in a safe space where the natural consequences (and therefore motivations for change) are clearly apparent. A player can apply their own values to a character and act based on these, however this is not necessary. Simply practicing how one is able to act flexibly and consistently with any set of values is sufficient for increasing insight and developing these skills.

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT)

From a traditional Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) perspective, distress is often related to unrealistic and unhelpful automatic thoughts/ beliefs (Beck & Beck, 2011). These thoughts influence feelings and behavior, which can ultimately influence subsequent thoughts. This triad of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors is called the cognitive model and is a core concept in CBT. Shifts in thoughts and behaviors can lead to changes in feelings. Traditional CBT treatment involves identifying, evaluating, and challenging unrealistic and unhelpful beliefs, as well as developing new patterns of behavior in line with the clients goals.

In game sessions, the GM can introduce situations and provide space to identify and challenge unrealistic and unhelpful beliefs. For example, a player who has the belief, Im a bad person, could be exposed to a situation in which their character has the opportunity to save a child with no direct benefit (i.e. a monetary reward). If the player character saves the child, the GM can ask questions to further challenge this belief (e.g. How does this action line up with your characters beliefs about themselves?). TTRPGs also allow space for players to test out new patterns of behavior in a safe space. The reality-mirroring nature of the game allows players to practice behaviors in a space where they can observe the possible outcomes of the behavior, but are sheltered from consequences that might be experienced from trying out a behavior at work or school for the first time.

Humanistic Therapy

From a humanistic perspective, individual suffering stems from incongruence between ones ideal self and their actual self (Maslow, 1973; Rogers, 1951). Several basic assumptions pervade humanistic therapy. First, individuals have free will (personal agency) and must take personal responsibility for their choices and the associated consequences (e.g., self-growth and fulfillment versus stagnation). Second, people are inherently good and possess an innate drive to overcome hardship, reach their maximum potential (self-actualization), create, and improve the world around them. Third, all individuals are assumed to view the world from unique, yet equally valid, perspectives. Furthermore, an individuals subjective, conscious experience (i.e., perception and interpretation) is more important than objective reality. To create change in humanistic therapy, the client works toward increased understanding of their own worldview while developing self-acceptance. Consistent with humanistic therapys basic assumptions, the therapist promotes change through unconditional positive regard for the client, empathy, and genuineness, while treating the client as the expert of their experience.

When utilizing this orientation in TTRPG therapy, a GM takes a less directive role, allowing players to fill a greater role in world building and story direction. Furthermore, the narrative of the game creates a controlled space that provides opportunities for players to move towards self-actualization. During game play, the GM would expect and encourage players to make the best decisions for themselves, with an emphasis on understanding their characters and their own viewpoints, while developing a positive and consistent sense of self. Finally, in accordance with the assumption that subjective experience is more valuable for personal growth than objective reality, a humanistic GM perceives lessons learned vicariously through simulated experience (play) as equally valuable to lessons learned outside of the game.

Group Therapy

According to Yalom (2005), change in group therapy occurs through multiple mechanisms, primarily dependent on the group itself. Yalom identifies eleven factors that promote healing and change in psychotherapy: instillation of hope, universality, imparting information, altruism, corrective recapitulation, socializing techniques, imitative behavior, interpersonal learning, group cohesiveness, catharsis, and existential factors. Instillation of hope and universality occur early on in a group therapy clients start to understand that they are not alone in their struggles and begin to gain hope for change. For these factors to work, clients need not all have the same diagnoses, nor do diagnoses and problems need to be explicitly discussed in group. Imparting information occurs in multiple ways in TTRPG groups. For example, players may offer advice about game mechanics (such as which die to use or how a spell works) or about how to handle a particular situation in-game (e.g., recommending a conflict-resolution strategy), with the latter advice translating to out-of-game skills. Similarly, TTRPG therapy groups offer an ideal setting for the modelling and imitation of adaptive behavior changes. Altruism occurs when group members have opportunities to help each other, as well as NPCs in the game. Through these experiences, players can build confidence and cohesion, as well as challenge negative self-image.

Throughout the game, the players will set norms for the group, which may or may not be explicit (i.e. party rules), and begin to act more cohesively. This becomes apparent through game play, as players transition from relying on the GM as a guide and authority, to using each other as game and social references. Socializing techniques and interpersonal learning happens throughout the group on both a conscious and unconscious level. Much of this is set through group norms and can be driven through the facilitation of giving and receiving direct feedback from group members. Group cohesion and interpersonal learning supports the ability of the group to provide corrective recapitulation experiences.

Corrective recapitulation leverages current group relationships to challenge maladaptive lessons learned in previous important relationships. Many players may have negative, self-directed thoughts that stem from unfulfilling or hurtful prior experiences with important individuals in their lives. Having new experiences and hearing different feedback from group members can help to challenge and correct these prior experiences. Similarly, catharsis allows group members to express and work through previously suppressed emotions. The fantasy setting and variable psychological space between player and character can promote the expression and resolution of previously repressed emotions. Finally, existential factors speak to the concept of understanding that one exists as a small part of a larger system, a system that will continue to move and change regardless of the players wishes. Players learn to experience emotions and the changes of life without becoming tied to or stuck in a particular moment or emotion. Though some of Yaloms 11 therapeutic factors are differentially present at the beginning, middle, or end of a group, they can be leveraged by the GM to meet the needs and goals of the group as a whole.

Conclusions

TTRPGs are powerful therapeutic tools when used by a trained professional. Regardless of therapeutic orientation, TTRPG therapy allows for direct observation of the players response to social interactions around the table, as well as to real-world problems encountered in the game. Traditionally, therapists are limited by a clients insight and the behavior exhibited in the therapy room when working with an individual. The addition of a TTRPG in a group setting allows for more direct observation of experiences that can mimic real world problems. This can be particularly useful when working with a client to better understand and intervene in the moment with behavior that may be harder to directly observe in a traditional therapy room such as impulsiveness, conflict resolution, avoidance, and creative problem solving. Although research into the therapeutic application of TTRPGs is ongoing within multiple disciplines, the field is still in its infancy. The theories and practices of mental health professionals will continue to evolve as this area of research develops.
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Dungeons, Dragons, and Social Development

Adam Davis, MA Ed. & Adam Johns, MA

Dungeons & Dragons has shown to be a fantastic tool for helping youth develop in numerous ways. In fact, playing Dungeons & Dragons in childhood and adolescence aligns with and may help overcome the struggles within Eriksonian stages of psychosocial development. Many of the benefits of Dungeons & Dragons are incidental, and simply playing the game with a guiding and therapeutic hand may contribute to positive outcomes. Youth may experience benefits in academic outcomes related to literacy and mathematics simply from playing and engaging within the fantasy world. Additionally, the interactional nature of the game provides an environment to enrich social skills and connectedness. While these benefits are accessible to any child, game masters have the opportunity to use Dungeons & Dragons intentionally to harness the games potential to maximum benefit, especially for populations that are in need of additional support, such as those on the autism spectrum.

Staging Developments

Erik Erikson was an important and influential psychotherapist throughout the 1900s, and one of his many important contributions to the field of psychology was his psychosocial stages of development. Erikson posited that development was based in unconscious challenges that occur at various stages of life. The challenges at each stage is a conflict between two important concepts that require the individual to navigate their understanding of the world.

For example, Eriksons first stage of development, from birth to around 1-year-old, states that the child is struggling with trust and mistrust (Erikson, 1982). During this period of time the child must learn to navigate what and who they can trust in order to shape their concepts of those two ideas. A child that learns trust learns that the world is generally good and trustworthy, whereas a child that learns mistrust takes away the opposite. In either case, the child decides their belief about the world and their loved ones, and then uses that as a building block in their next areas of development. However, the two stages centered on pre-teen and adolescent development are most applicable to exploration in Dungeons & Dragons: Industry versus Inferiority (ages 6-11), and Identity versus Role Confusion (ages 10-20).

In the Industry versus Inferiority fourth stage of development, children direct their energy and focus into mastering skills and a wealth of new experiences. In this way they are often enthusiastic about learning, questioning the world, and understanding that it is possible to be good and bad at different tasks. This stage of development is a struggle between feeling rewarded for ones efforts, seeing oneself as skilled, capable and industrious, or feeling arrested by ones failures and internalizing a sense of inferiority.

Dungeons & Dragons and other role-playing games are relevant to this fourth stage of Eriksonian development because they contain the aspect of role playing as a hero and not just being skilled as an individual, but being an important part of a heroic team. In Dungeons & Dragons, players play characters that are usually very capable and able to fight monsters and save the day from ultimate disasters. Few players seek to play characters as bumbling shopkeepers or as incompetent farmers! In Dungeons & Dragons, individuals must use various sources of feedback in order to see oneself as successful and capable. Such feedback can come from ones own appreciation of a job well done, the praises of a teacher or parent, or through a clear measure that ones skills allowed for the success of a task. Dungeons & Dragons provides many opportunities to see oneself as successful and capable through the successes of their character. As the players character is successful in the game, the player can reinforce the view that they have of themselves as industrious rather than inferior, supporting them to continue to take risks and attempt new skills in the future.

In Eriksons fifth stage of development, Identity vs Role Confusion, adolescents aged 10-20 are tasked with discovering and understanding their role within the world around them. This stage is a crucial period for adolescents to learn what their job and career paths could be, but in many ways the stage is much more than that. It is a stage of development where individuals figure out who they are and the roles that they want to play within the society around them. Individuals who receive the proper opportunity, feedback, and support, are able to successfully discover career paths, personal identity, sexual identity, and even a sense of personal morality throughout this stage.

There are clear parallels to these important developing skills in any role-playing game. The nature of role-playing games is that the characters roles are asymmetric, where each character is good at and bad at different things. The rogue may be quick and dexterous but is rarely strong, the barbarian might be strong but not intelligent, and the wizard may be intelligent but socially inept. Each player selects a combination of class, fantasy race, equipment, attributes, and even personality that help sort their characters into skilled and unskilled areas. As choices are made, the player creates, and often explores, a role for their character in the group dynamics at the table. There are many ways to observe, view identity exploration, and role discovery at a Dungeons & Dragons table. There is a dynamic of the players discovery of interacting with new peers at a table, of experience and knowledge of the game itself, and of character roles within the game. All of these give opportunity for Dungeons & Dragons to help foster a player through their livable period of personal identity exploration. When well-fostered by a group of supportive peers and game master, this gives many opportunities to explore the kind of role that an adolescent might look for or enjoy in their own life.

Rolling for Mathematica and Literacia

Like many games, role playing games offer an opportunity for building academic skills that is enhanced by the fun and engaging experience of the game itself. With regard to academics, there are obvious opportunities that games like Dungeons & Dragons present for building skills. Whenever a player rolls dice for a check or an attack roll, they are building an understanding of statistics, basic math, and numeracy skills. While when a child has to look up rules or monster statistics theyre building literacy skills as they learn how to quickly and effectively navigate the rulebooks. A player is much more likely to double check the math on an attack roll when they know that it may mean the difference between missing their target and dealing the final blow against the rampaging skeleton or fiend.

For many students in the US, math classes are the bane of their early education experience, and for many teachers, creating engagement in math concepts is a difficult task. Studies have shown that, in the US, many students enjoyment with math classes decreases as they progress through education (Dossey et al., 1988). A possible reason for the challenge in mathematic engagement is the lack of clear correlation to real-world application. However, once the correlation is made more apparent learning is facilitated easily. For example, one study done with a group of third graders gave them the option to decide how they wanted to learn, and they picked Dungeons & Dragons, bringing in much better engagement in the elementary classroom and applied mathematics skills (Carter, 2011).

Of course, in many ways it makes sense to apply such an engaging and rich hobby for teaching math and numeracy skills. The utilization of Dungeons & Dragons to add to those skills and create a curriculum for deeper and more integrated mathematics understanding is simply a matter of modifying the game to purposefully foster, teach, and encourage the specific skills or knowledge that a teacher is highlighting. For instance, shooting a bow in an arc could be a simple dice roll with a bonus, or could require a greater level of specific parabolic arc calculation in order to be a successful attack.

As in mathematics, Dungeons & Dragons opportunity for improving literacy is rooted in the fun and engagement of the game. Learning reading comprehension skills is difficult when a student does not care or connect with the material itself. In a role-playing game like Dungeons & Dragons, the players understanding of the rules has a direct correlation to their success in understanding the game. Further, it gives an opportunity for the player to connect to their experiences through a story that they are helping to define. A study by Stephanie Kaylor (2017) found that

[P]articipants felt that playing TTRPGs improved at least one literacy skill and that greater depth and breadth of TTRPG experience helped some participants to surmount real or perceived difficulties with reading or speaking (p. 5).

One participant of the study reported that the fun and engagement of role-playing games helped them to overcome challenges related to dyslexia:

His love of the game motivated him to read the rulebooks, which in turn improved his ability to read. As he said, Thats what D&D did for me. I was invested. I needed to learn these rules in order to play the game, so I had to sit there with a 60-page book and read it (Kaylor, 2017, p. 22).

Utilizing Dungeons & Dragons for academic improvement certainly requires a shift in teacher mindset and a creative examination of the way in which academic goals are presented to students, but it also provides a great opportunity for students to find a new form of engagement with material that they may have found difficult to approach in the past. Students who might not be as interested in reading through great works of history or important works of fiction, may find that their motivation is improved when they are acting out their interaction with Marie Antoinette to convince her to change her stance on the ongoing revolt of the people of 18th-century France.

Social and Group Bonding

The development of social skills correlates with many clinical positive outcomes later in life, and measurements of social connectedness show significant reductions in many adverse outcomes including depression, substance abuse, and other clinical concerns (Steiner et al., 2019). Many young children identified as needing services to support the building of social skills receive skills in the form of play-based groups, though when they reach adolescence, they have less access to play-based interventions. Additionally, many youths are not identified as needing social support until they reach late adolescence, which can hamper their own interpersonal and social development. Because teachers, parents, and therapists acknowledge this truth and seek to support the social outcomes in childhood and adolescence, many youths are enrolled in social skills groups or social skills instruction programs. These groups have shown to improve overall social competence and friendship quality in research studies (Reichow et al., 2013).

Children with autism are often the clients identified as needing supplemental services to assist with socialization (Rose & Anketell, 2009). Dungeons & Dragons and similar games provide a framework for a fun, play-based social skill intervention strategy that empowers youth to build social skills and social connectedness in a semi-natural setting that can be easily generalized into other environmental settings.

Vignette: Kitzars Speech

Shannon is enthusiastic but extremely under-socialized. Pervasive medical conditions result in frequently lengthy hospital visits, and have prevented her from attending a regular school setting. She is excited to have a social group, but extremely hesitant to speak up. As her performance deficit is based on anxiety, she often freezes up when she is put on the spot. Her quiet nature and hesitancy has made it difficult for her to build positive relationships with the other members of the group. Shannon is playing a noble dragonborn fighter named Kitzar, a descendant from a royal bloodline. The adventuring party has discovered that a horde of undead monsters is marching toward a nearby town, searching for a powerful magic artifact that will make their evil army unstoppable. The party knows that they cannot defeat the horde without aid and travel to neighboring kingdom to ask the king to rally his armies against the undead invasion.

Knowing that Shannon struggles with conversational exchange and self-advocacy, the game master encourages her practice of skills by establishing that the king is a haughty dragonborn who refuses to converse with anyone who is not of royal blood, which means that Kitzar is the only character who can address the king directly. When the characters are in the kings chamber, the game master makes sure that the King only responds to Shannons in-character statements, but lets the other players offer her suggestions or help so long as those suggestions are not overwhelming or unwelcome. Shannons nervousness and anxiety makes speaking as her character challenging, but the game master gives Shannon the option to describe Kitzars voice and stance as confident and noble even when she is not able to present herself this way in real life. At the end of the encounter the king agrees to share a battalion of troopsunder Kitzars commanddue to the nobility and confidence shown by Kitzar in the request.

In this example, Shannon was struggling to compose herself with a calm and confident demeanor. She did not need to be taught how to conduct herself, but needed an opportunity to practice and receive feed back on her presentation and affect in order to build skills. In Shannons case, her struggle was not in learning appropriate pro-social behaviors, but in utilizing them effectively. Most of the social learning in this case occurred through the prompting and shaping of behaviors. She had been taught, in other social groups and from parents, what a confident and calm disposition looked like. However, she lacked the opportunity to practice social interaction in an environment in which it was safe to practice and generalize skills.

Because Shannons social struggles were based on her anxiety and low self-efficacy, the challenge was adjusted to Shannons individual needs as a player. The game master made sure to provide a role-play challenge, but not one that would be an impossible task for Shannon. Shannon experienced the reciprocal success of her character and the resultant rewards of practicing her skills, all while receiving guidance from her peers and the game master on the best way to demonstrate confidence through body and voice.

Vignette  Zombardos Fireball

Tim is playing as a wizard named Zombardo. Tim has been very focused on personal success and often struggles to allow his teammates to be a resource or help for him. He frequently fails to include teammates in his planning. The game master designs an encounter where Zombardos party must surprise and ambush a group of bandits robbing a bank vault. Zombardo, without consulting the rest of the group, decides that he will step into the open and use the powerful fireball spell to incinerate the bandits single-handedly.

Since the game master understands Tims performance deficit around effective communication and because Tim has used this strategy in the past, the GM has planned ahead and equipped the bandits with necklaces that make them immune to the damage of the fireball spell. The bandits are unaffected by the spell and quickly overwhelm Zombardo. The characters played by Tims fellow players come to Zombardos aid and are faced with a challenging fight because their teammate Zombardo is badly injured.

In the midst of the battle, Tim finally role-plays as Zombardo, telling the rest of the team about the protective necklaces and suggesting that stealing the necklaces might help him be more effective. Listening to Zombardos (and by proxy Tims) suggestion, the rest of the team focuses on taking the necklaces from the bandits instead of trying to defeat them directly. Once they do so, Tim joyously announces that Zombardo will launch another fireball for maximum impact, ultimately defeating the bandits.

At the end of the session the players gave compliments to each other. Tim stated that he appreciated how the team helped him out, and the other players stated that they appreciated how Zombardo (and by proxy Tim) shared the information with them and asked for their help.

In the above example, much like the vignette above featuring Shannon/Kitzar, the game master enabled skill practice both at the table and through in-character interactions. The game master designed the in-game scenario to target Tims real-world areas of social growth such that he would practice the desired skill while role playing his character. Because Zombardos use of the skill was instrumental in achieving a desired game outcome, the encouragement and reward for skill practice were built into the game and required minimal additional prompting and reward by the group facilitator. What made this scenario especially effective for the group was the opportunity for the players to reflect on and appreciate each other for the specific ways in which they worked collaboratively to find success. Tims use of the pro-social behavior was heavily reinforced both through the in-game outcome and the social encouragement from his peers.

When designing in-game scenarios to prompt and shape social behaviors and build social capacity, the game master needs to ensure the story of the game is compelling to the player so that the players will be motivated to use the skills as their characters. The game masters responsibility is then to support the acquisition of the skill by rewarding its use and providing feedback as necessary, and by facilitating an environment where the pro-social behaviors are safe to practice and supported by peers.

The Roles We Play

Shannon and Tim had learned many of their skills for social interaction through direct instruction, though of course not all behaviors learned by children are taught to them directly. According to Banduras (1977, 1986) social learning theory, behaviors are naturally learned by observing others in a relational context. When indirectly learning a behavior from another, an individual notices the other using the behavior and observes the outcome. The individual then, on their own, uses the modeled behavior and experiences their own degree of success in achieving the outcome. Over time, an individual will have enough practice and feedback to improve the skillfulness with which they can use the behavior. In an ideal natural context, desirable prosocial behaviors are modeled, observed, and imitated by children. In an ideal environment, children have the opportunity to both learn appropriate behaviors and, through a process known as vicarious punishment, learn how not to behave. If they see a peer use a behavior and receive a punishment, they will ideally learn not to use the same behavior.

There are many reasons why children do not learn and use positive prosocial behaviors. Children may not have access to an environment that provides appropriate modeling and feedback, if at all, and thus do not have the opportunity to learn from peer modeling. Some children (because of complexities related to autism, sensory processing challenges, etc.), are not able to sufficiently translate observed behaviors into effective social skill practice. A child with challenges integrating observed behaviors and who lives in an environment with insufficient modeling will be especially susceptible to challenges in building a repertoire of effective social skills. Regardless, understanding the natural context in which children integrate behaviors provides game masters who are using role-playing games to support youth the framework for how to structure the environment and game sessions to maximize social outcomes.

It is important to remember when working with individuals to help them flourish socially that discrete observable behaviors are only one small piece of the puzzle. The discrete behaviors in ones toolbox are an individuals social skills. Once social capability refers not only to ones learned skills but also to the individuals desire and capacity to use them effectively in the appropriate context. It is a mistake to assume that a youth struggling to build social connections need to be explicitly taught appropriate social skills, as there are many reasons why a youth may not use positive prosocial behaviors.

The two cases above are a clear example of this. In DeMatteo et al.s (2012) analysis, three types of deficits emerged: knowledge deficits, performance deficits, and fluency deficits. While the types of deficits are not entirely discrete, specific intervention strategies should be used to address the different types of deficits, and games like Dungeons & Dragons provide a powerful tool to assess and address the different types of deficits. Because each type of social deficit compels a different type of intervention, it will be important for game masters using Dungeons & Dragons or other role-playing games to understand what type of deficits a child has in order to best support their development of a social skill repertoire and thus build their social capability. The game master has the opportunity in the context of a role-playing game to subtly prompt the use of a behavior in a natural context either at the table with peers or through character interactions within the narrative context of the game. Observing whether or not a skill is utilized provides the game master the opportunity to assess for deficits and thus strategize an appropriate intervention (see Table 6.1).

[image: ]

Table 6.1 Skill Deficits.

When a youth does not utilize a social skill because they never learned it, the resulting knowledge deficit requires that they are taught the skill directly or provided the clear opportunity to observe and reflect on the skills use by a peer or model. The child must learn not only the specific skill, but also the context in which to use it. A child who has just learned a brand new behavior will still most likely have a performance or fluency deficit.

Performance deficits arise for many different reasons, such as an individuals belief that a skill is ineffective or a lack faith in their own capacity to use it effectively. Individuals may also have a lack of desire to achieve the outcome of a skill or have a strong avoidant fear of the outcome of using a skill ineffectively. It is possible that a child previously attempted to use a skill but was not successful, such that they were punished by the environment and learned to avoid using the skill in the future for fear of a similar outcome. Shannon from the above vignette struggled with confidence and as a result rarely performed the skill without strong encouragement while Tim had used the same tactic repeatedly and required divertive help. Many children with performance deficits will need initial encouragement to perform the skill and then be provided rewarding reinforcement to continue to practice it, regardless of their initial skillfulness.

A child with a fluency deficit knows social skills and attempts to use them, though lacks the capacity to use them to successfully achieve a desired outcome. In this case, the child does not need encouragement to use a skill or direct instruction on the performance and context for a skill, but needs constructive feedback and coaching on how they use the skill. The child will the opportunity for repeated practice in order to integrate the skill and feedback on how to improve as they practice.

As mentioned above, the types of skill deficits are not wholly discrete, i.e., an individual may have more than one deficit and may require interventions to address multiple deficits simultaneously. Additionally, deficits in one area of social skill may be wholly unrelated to capacity in another area of social interaction, e.g., a child may be knowledgeable and skilled at the ability to start and maintain a conversation, but may struggle giving and receiving compliments, making clear requests to others, following instructions etc.

A game master attuned to the social experiences of the players will be able to identify lagging social skills and harness the inherent potential of the game to intentionally encourage prosocial behavior development. The process for naturally reinforcing social skills using a role-playing game is to observe when a skill should ideally be prompted and assess for the type of deficit when a skill is or is not utilized. If a skill is not used in a social setting, the game master should keep track in order to provide modeling, instruction, and reinforcement.
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Why Older Adventurers Can Beat a Lich: How Dungeons & Dragons Empowers Older Adults

Joseph F. Atanasio, PsyD

Dungeons & Dragons uses a combination of shared storytelling, dice rolls, puzzle-solving, and strategical game play to facilitate a unique experience, usually for a group of anywhere between two and six players. While it has recently grown in popularity with younger Millennial and Gen-Z audiences due to its use in popular culture, Hollywood productions, and video-game media, it has a surprisingly much older history. Its original baby-boomer and Gen-X players, who once played in their teens and 20s, are entering into their older adult years. It might seem a bit off or eccentric to see a group of geriatric residents and patients playing a game based heavily on imagination, pretending to be heroes and magic wielders. But this generation is the original adventuring party that grew up reading the wildly fantastical pages of Tolkiens Lord of the Rings or Jules Vernes Journey to the Center of the Earth. Accessing these types of fantasy adventures through the new 5th Edition of Dungeons & Dragons can have a powerful nostalgic effect for many.

One may initially believe that Dungeons & Dragons only caters to the child inside of us. So much of the game is spent in the imagination, utilizing childhood tropes such as searching for long lost treasure or having underdog heroes fight an uphill battle against powerful magical villains. The exploratory and adventurous themes of tabletop games such as Dungeons & Dragons may even seem destined, at times, to be utilized therapeutically with children and adolescents. These games tend to promote all of the necessary skills that help adolescents navigate through the socially demanding and stressful learning environments of home and school. Teamwork, verbal communication skills, conflict management, boundary setting, empathy, problem solving, and other solution-focused behaviors are integral to a healthy growth pattern of social development in children and adolescents (Beauchamp & Anderson, 2010). Tabletop games such as Dungeons & Dragons engage the imagination and growing minds of youth, challenging them in cognitive and social skills that will be necessary for healthy functioning as adults (Carter, 2011).

How then does a clinician integrate such an imagination-based intervention into therapy with an older adult/geriatric population, a group that is in a completely different stage of life with vastly different cognitive, emotional, and social needs? Perhaps while differences exist between adolescence and older adults in the nuances and details of their needs and life experiences, there are a plethora of similarities to be found. The cognitive building skills that Dungeons & Dragons has to offer its players can technically be of benefit to any age cohort, but are especially impactful with older adult and geriatric populations. The same skills that teens need to navigate through new dynamics of adolescent social life are the very skills that can promote increased happiness and daily positive functioning in the lives of older adults who find themselves living in independent senior housing, senior centers, physical rehabilitation facilities, or even nursing homes (Williams & Kemper, 2010).

The Wizards Mind: Cognitive Impact of the Aging Process

It is first helpful to understand how a tabletop game such as Dungeons & Dragons can address the clinical and cognitive challenges of older adults. The game fosters a vast number of executive functions and cognitive skills within its gameplay, skills that are essential to the possible prevention of age-related cognitive disorders such as dementia (Tse et al., 2018). Planning, organization, behavioral inhibition, regulating ones own behaviors, and evaluating others all are incorporated into the role playing narrative of tabletop games. The group may need to tactically plan out a battle before engaging enemies to reduce casualties, or perhaps another challenge entrusts a player to act diplomatically with a disagreeable and not entirely truthful non-player character in the story (role played by the Dungeon Master). Understanding how to regulate ones words, tone, and social skills within this role play could be critical to gaining useful information or aide in a quest.

As we age, our minds become vulnerable to a trending decline in various cognitive abilities. Often our fluid intelligence (process-based abilities such as problem solving, reasoning, and working through unfamiliar tasks) is initially affected by the ageing process. As we age further, our crystallized intelligence can then become eroded; this is the type of knowledge that we have accumulated over longer periods of time such as academic facts or learned skills. Our memory is also impacted as we age, with our short-term memory being most diminished; this leads to greater problems in attention, encoding, and recall (Luo & Craik, 2008; Williams & Kemper, 2010). Cognitive decline may be more noticeable to some older adults than others. Tabletop games such as Dungeons & Dragons can incorporate memory-based puzzles and traps that the players must navigate through, testing and exercising these vulnerable cognitive abilities in older age. Some studies have shown how brain training games can have a positive impact on the improvements in memory-related tasks for older adults (Carle, 2007). One example may be to test a group of players on memorizing a sequence of glowing magical runes in order to get through that part of the dungeon to the next room.

One could imagine that recognizing a decrease in these abilities may lead to concern, frustration, and even sadness or depression, in some cases. These innate abilities that we often take for granted gradually change over time, which can impact our self-perception, mood, and sense of autonomy. Luckily, cognitively challenging games such as D&D and additional socially interactive activities such as art therapy allow an individual to practice and strengthen these skills, and potentially prevent rapid cognitive decline (Andel et al., 2005; Herholz et al., 2013).

Research has shown that engaging in skills-based activities that exercise these vulnerable cognitive abilities can help prevent their decline and loss due to both the aging process, as well as biological diseases such as dementia and Alzheimers Disease, in participant self-reports (Papp et al., 2009) and empirical research (Nguyen et al., 2019; Robertson, 2013). These studies have supported the idea that despite cognitive decline in older adults, certain skills can be preserved through cognitive training programs. Cognitive training program may include play therapy or training in particular tasks that encourage the use of working memory, abstract thought processing, spatial awareness, and decision-making strategies. Tabletop role-playing games (TTRPGs) implement many of these similar skills-based cognitive functions through narrative storytelling, recall of relevant information to utilize your characters abilities, puzzle solving, and even utilizing map-based visual aides to strategize an in-game battle with models and figurines. To date, some studies question whether specific cognitive training with a single program or game can transfer the benefits and effects to other untrained tasks and daily living skills (Owen, 2010; Papp et al., 2009). These studies have supported the findings that playing a cognitively challenging game only improves the used cognitive function within the practice of that specific game rather than broadly increasing its strength across multiple tasks or challenges. From a clinical and therapeutic perspective, however, playing D&D may also help older adults regulate common mood disorders found when living in a nursing home, and assist them in answering a common question that arises when they are thrust into life transition due to a loss or changes in health or living environment: Who am I now?

The Fighters Uphill Battle: Common Clinical Issues within Older Adult Populations

Depression is a prevalent mental health diagnosis found in older adults living in nursing homes or retirement facilities  and even appears to be a cross-cultural experience, as shown through international studies (Chuang & Kuo, 2018; Wang et al., 2014; Bohlmeijer et al., 2010). Many older adults, even outside of assisted living environments and in the absence of mental health issues, will likely benefit from the playing of TTRPGs. Gary Gygax began the formal creation of his Dungeons & Dragons game in his adulthood, inspired by childhood experiences and readings that influenced his imagination and sense of adventure. Many older adults are around the age that Gary would be at the time of this books publication, and many may even remember reading the same fantasy or science fiction publications and novels that he based his story telling game design after (Kelly, 2014-2015). Authors such as Edgar Allan Poe, Poul Anderson Robert E. Howard and Ray Bradbury greatly influenced a generation of adolescents, including Gary Gygax, enthralled with mystery and fantastical adventure. Works such as Conan the Barbarian and Three Hearts and Three Lions likely became the scaffolding for many of the narrative and even structural aspects of Gygaxs tabletop creation (Johnson, 2017). These are further experiences and wonderful memories to be shared within a therapeutic narrative and expansion upon the group therapy model.

Group therapy via Dungeons & Dragons can become a powerful tool in helping older adults overcome depressive symptoms including isolation, hopelessness, and personal loss of meaning (Agronin, 2009). Group members become aware that the mental and physical health symptoms they experience on a daily basis are often shared by others in the group, leading to a sense of solidarity and commonality in and out of the game. In groups, similarly aged peers can connect with each other, share life experiences, and even grow a sense of belonging as they help each other navigate through life experiences and present challenges. Within the group there potentially develops an overall sense of usefulness and helpfulness towards one another, a source of pride that is often lost when one begins to age and depend on the aide of professional staff for basic tasks and functions (Rachel and Turkot, 2014). Bringing older adults together to form a team challenges them to interact and exercise their social skills, leading to many emotional benefits (Chuang & Kuo, 2018). Such groups assist them with breaking down feelings of cognitive stagnation and even relational despair that often are related to older adult depression in long-term care settings. Group therapies utilizing Dungeons & Dragons can also assist with other common emotional difficulties when managing living changes due to aging including shame, guilt, loneliness, and a lack of purpose (Chuang & Kuo, 2018; Bohlmeijer et al., 2010; Wang et al., 2014).

The narrative portion of TTRPGs allows older adults to reminisce and share their life experiences in meaningful, fun, and sometimes surprisingly innovative new ways via the Dungeons & Dragons experience. They begin to build a sense of accomplishment and positive self-perception (Chuang & Kuo, 2018; Wang et al., 2014). A prime example of this comes from one group member who played the character of a bard, a magical entertainer who uses an instrument to cast magical spells. The patient was a long time blues enthusiast, and he would lift the groups spirits by bringing his harmonica to session and playing it every time he casted a spell. This not only created a more immersive effect for the gameplay and group, but it introduced a talking point of excitement between group members as they shouted out different songs for him to play. This immersion brought group members closer together and became a catalyst for discussing deeper life issues. Topics such as pain management, loss of support systems from family or friends, and even complaints about facility food quality, all began to be discussed and emotionally processed and through the shared storytelling experiences in the Dungeon and Dragons group. At one point, the group members feasted at a high-end tavern after a long battle in the game, where every member got to choose the best meal they ever had, bringing more smiles to their faces than perhaps the underwhelming, over-served, and questionable chicken piccata coming up for dinner in the facility. The narrative of their in-game choices reflects back to them a staunch reminder of who they are and what meaningful values they hold onto, no matter their living environment.

A Druids Therapeutic Manual: Utilizing Dungeons & Dragons in Group Therapy for Older Adults

Picking the right Dungeons & Dragons game module to play for a geriatric population group will be essential in having a seamless and cohesive experience for players, especially those new to TTRPGs. The new-player friendly starter sets, such as Lost Mine of Phandelver (Mearls et al., 2014) or Dragon of Icespire Peak (Crawford et al., 2019), are perfect sandbox storylines that allow new players to get used to the rules of the game while also feeling a moderate sense of freedom in the places they choose to explore or the quests they agree to take on. The simple narratives of these stories may be more relatable to an older adult population with little to no experience of the Dungeons & Dragons world, than a complex and lengthy storyline that could potentially take years to complete (yes, some games take years to get to the end of the adventure!). When working with older adults, a clinician may want to consider changes with members inpatient status, health concerns, doctors appointments, and overall cognitive functioning or physical mobility. Setting up a storyline for a realistic number of sessions, whether an established publication or made up (homebrew) story, will keep members from being overwhelmed. A weekly session that runs for an hour and a half over the course of 10 weeks may be a good starting place for a closed group where accommodations for older adults can be considered.

Perhaps the most difficult part of utilizing Dungeons & Dragons in a clinical setting is that as a therapist, one is ascribed two roles and responsibilities: that of the clinician supervising the therapeutic process of the group, and that of the dungeon master ensuring a fun, interactive, and immersive experience for the group players. These two roles are at times difficult to manage at the same time. Each has unique challenges and requirements that can sometimes come into conflict with each other. It is therefore important to have a set of guidelines that can be used and modified (depending upon the type of group) to ensure the clinical progress and safety of your members. It is noteworthy that many state laws consider older adults, ages 65 and up, to be a potentially vulnerable population to work with and certainly an underserved clinical population that need specialized care, knowledge, and clinical skill to work with. Despite these challenges, older adults can also provide some of the most clinically rewarding experiences and some of the most unexpected narrative choices in your tabletop therapy game and interventions.

As one is taking on the role of a Dungeon Master (DM), the primary role must be as a clinician. The group therapist should work towards ensuring the functionality of the group on a clinical and therapeutic level. As a dungeon master, it is important to consider how to homebrew (create your own adventures outside of the manual) and write in some challenges within a storytelling narrative which complement the therapeutic need and milieu of each group member. If one group member tends to have challenges asserting themselves, perhaps they are the ones asked to give a rallying cry speech before a battle. Or maybe an isolated group member is given consequences when always trying to scout ahead alone. There will be times when some of these technicalities of being a DM/therapist may require more attention and focus than making clinical observations during a group. For example, teaching rules of the game to new players even during play, clarifying questions players have of the storyline, and putting in narrative detailed descriptions of the world that is being played through to enhance immersion can take up a lot of attention from the leading clinician that is acting as a DM. This is just one of many reasons why it can be very helpful to co-run the group with another clinician. This would be structured similarly to groups run in Dialectical Behavioral Therapy (DBT) as established by Marsha Linehan (2015).

As within DBT groups, a focus upon skill-based learning and psycho-education is a must within the D&D groups, and can be especially impactful while working with geriatric populations. Tabletop games often have complex rules and parameters which are not as initially intuitive to learn as simple board games that only use a six-sided die to determine movement. This can be a challenge while teaching older adults with limited tabletop gaming experience and who may have attention, focus, or even eyesight difficulties, which make reading a character sheet, game rules, or the smaller numbers on 20-sided die. A two-clinician-led group can assist with these challenges. While one clinician teaches and manages the flow of the group from a practical game running perspective, the co-runner can focus more on clinical concerns while they observe, take notes, and give feedback on how members have been processing various emotional and cognitive discoveries.

Likewise, a D&D tabletop therapy group benefits from a separation of clinical roles between a two-clinician-led group. The DM can focus on keeping the game running (essential for clients with attention or focus difficulties), prompt responses or engagement for depressed or socially anxious members, and deliver an immersive experience that incorporates clinical and therapeutic challenges for the members. If the goal for an inpatient group member is to practice pain management through their narrative, the primary clinician acting as the DM can take the members through a therapeutic guided body-scan exercise after a significant battle where the group may have suffered some injuries. This creates an in-game experience consistent with narrative, that may also be an essential coping skill and tool that clients utilize outside of group. The DM can focus on helping the group members play out this experience through immersive guided imagery and story description while the co-runner clinician has the choice of just observing and taking clinical notes or prompting reflections from the players after the exercise. The co-clinician is therefore able to pay more attention to emotional reactions, cognitive patterns, strengths, and needed areas of growth for individual group members. Feedback and ways to address these observations can be shared with the DM and prepared for next session.

Structure and format of the group is malleable and can fluctuate in clinical focus per session depending on the goals. It may be helpful to begin many groups with a 15 minute check-in, assisting group members emotionally and cognitively warm up for the game. This is especially important when working with older adult populations who may be excited to utilize this time to share with each other highlights or difficulties of their week as social interactions can sometimes be limited within hospital or nursing home settings, exacerbated by clinical issues such as depression or physical disability. It may also be common for group members to trickle into the start of the group due to difficulties with mobility, or if conducting an inpatient group, the limited patient transportation that is available to bring each group member from their room to group. A check-in will allow group members to trickle in without missing the main parts of the narrative storyline and game engaging activities.

During a check-in, each member gets a turn to share about their week without going into much processing. This individual check-in would only last a few minutes to ensure other members know what they may encounter in terms of each players mood and general engagement. Many things can be disruptive in a nursing home or rehabilitation center setting. Health issues, inpatient facility policy stressors, financial loses, and even peer or family deaths can all be prominent contributors to changes in depression and anxiety levels for older adult group members. Sometimes, the groups bard wont want to sing their songs of magical inspiration, and the healer of the group may be frustrated to be designated as such if they are at health risks themselves. The check-ins allow the group to prepare for any new challenges group members may have faced during the week. Check-outs can also be enveloped into the end of sessions, allowing group members to debrief, reflect on the highlights of the session, and maybe even acknowledge how the session emotionally impacted them. Suggestions and criticisms should also be a part of the check-out to help the DM navigate changes that can be made to the narrative, or help the co-runner catch unhelpful group interactions or behaviors.

While engaging in role play and pretending to be ones best self can be relieving, it is important as a clinician to observe how narrative can emotionally impact our group members. Many older adults have experienced and survived multiple traumas and/or losses. It would be advisable to be aware of these histories and find an appropriate level of adult-themed narrative without it becoming triggering. Narrative therapy can be a fantastic way for individuals to work through and process their trauma, and games like D&D are a fantastic opportunity for clinicians to help individuals role-play out successful stories of trauma survival. However, this can be talked about with each individual group member prior to sessions and the beginning of group, and it should be done at the members own pace rather than forced upon an individual for the purpose of the groups enjoyment.

It can have more clinical impact to let a group member have a 1:1 in-game encounter with an NPC that represents a possible former real-life abuser rather than get the whole group involved with a giant battle that downplays the significance of this NPC towards a single members back story. There is nothing more empowering that seeing a group member achieve emotional catharsis for standing up to a representation of their trauma and then get the full support from the rest of the group members after the encounter. For instance, in one group run a member had been placed inpatient for physical rehabilitation and a general failure to thrive as physical conditions had worsened due to inability to care for himself independently. While inpatient for an extended period of time, the client lost his home due to inability to pay rent and began to lose his eyesight from an ocular stroke. This severely impacted the clients emotional stability as he became emotionally traumatized from multiple areas of loss. This client incorporated his disability and loss into his game character, a blind, wandering monk that utilized heightened skills of perception through smell and hearing to scout ahead for the group. The client took the trauma from age-related struggles and reframed them into empowering strengths that could assist his group in game.

A Monks Focus and a Bards Song: Ways to Incorporate Coping Skill Building into Narrative Play

Another clinical focus that can be implemented into game therapy with the geriatric population is the practice of particular skills and everyday difficulties both in and outside of the group. For instance, there are many clinical considerations when your group is older in age. Pain management can greatly impact session attendance, with some members finding it difficult to get to the group due to arthritis, neuropathic pain, or general immobility issues. Sometimes gastrointestinal issues and incontinence can be an emotional factor that prevents members from attending due to embarrassment (Kurniawan & Kolopaking, 2014). Other times group members just want to learn skills on how to manage their symptoms so that they can enjoy the social aspect of group. Sessions can have story-driven themes attached to them on a weekly basis; one week the story may focus on the experience of loneliness and how empowering social engagement and teamwork can be, while another weeks game can examine how to process grief, loss, and existential themes of death or dying, a frequent occurrence in a nursing home setting. The 15-minute check-ins can be alternatively used to teach basic coping skills, which then can be prompted to be utilized in-game. Successful use of these skills in-game can then result in in-game rewards such as magical equipment, improved reputations with story-line factions, or free dice rerolls, often called inspiration points in D&D game play (Cordell et al., 2014). Learning how to use deep breathing, mindfulness, I statements, or thought-stopping skills can all be part of psycho-education and narrative. During one session, before going into a large battle, the groups player monk guided the group in a deep breath mindfulness exercise to strengthen each others focus and prepare for the fight.

Another consideration is that depending on the group, some members may have cognitive limitations that impact their ability to navigate through the adventure or play their character in a cohesive manner. There are many rules to tabletop games such as D&D, and at times there may need to be compromise on how to simplify or provide supporting material for players who have attention/focus difficulties, memory impairment, and other cognitive limitations. A player may be attracted to the idea of playing a wizard but find it tedious to remember the extensive amount of available spells to them, a classic feature of this type of character in most TTRPGs. It can be helpful to guide the player to a general idea of the types of spells they imagine casting, with the DM picking their spells for them and providing a brief annotated written explanation: Polymorph - Turn someone into an animal! Or Fireball  Blow stuff up! Patience in teaching complicated tabletop games is something that not all dungeon masters enjoy doing or have mastery in. Grab plenty of pencils, and a bunch of extra character-sheets that players can build and create their character on to help players avoid feeling judged if they make mistakes.

Additional therapeutic interventions can integrate into a tabletop group for older adults. These various activities can assist with feelings of stagnation and lack of emotional expression. Firstly, journaling can be a fantastic complementary coping skill that has both in-game practical uses and emotional insight-building skills (Smyth et al., 2018). Members can write a weekly journal about sessions, note parts of the narrative that might be important for solving a puzzle, and exercise the puzzle-solving cognitive skills to help manage memory loss or attention difficulties. Journaling has also been particularly helpful in facilitating positive attitude towards health conditions and medical related anxiety (Smyth et al., 2018). This may be a particularly effective intervention to utilize within an inpatient geriatric population. Group members can also emotionally reflect on their weekly session experience, building insight into how their mood changes based upon their participation and furthering their therapeutic experience.

A complementary therapeutic enhancement is to combine elements of art and music therapy into the experience. Certain tabletop games can be played with small figurines and characters that can be painted. Group members imagine their characters appearance  this can be a powerful way to reflect their inner vision of themselves. The therapeutic process of art can assist with emotional expression and overall depression reduction (Kim et al., 2016; Stephenson, 2013), strengthening the overall therapeutic narrative in addition to helping clients practice the visual-spatial and emotionally-expressive skills promoted with model painting. Music has also shown to be an effective therapeutic intervention with older adults (Norman, 2012; Schmid & Ostermann, 2010). If a bard is in the group, (a character often focused on casting magic spells with music and song), encourage them to sing their favorite rock or blues songs from sentimental musical eras  this can bring the group together. DMs could even enhance the game by playing the actual tune and integrating battle music.

An Adventuring Case Study

Go ahead, just throw another fireball and set everything on fire again, just like the last time. Itll be great, weve already got the town angry at us.

 Strider, Human Ranger

In the particular adventure quoted above, Strider is being played by one of five 50+ aged residents in a nursing home and physical rehabilitation facility. There was a lot of banter and sarcasm coming from Strider towards his fellow nursing home resident and friend who plays in the game as the elven sorcerer, Sakorah. The two residents had always been at odds in personality and strategy, trying to overcome these differences in a game that often rewards teamwork and cooperation. The dungeon-delving party consisted of five older adults ranging from their 50s to their 70s had been exhaustingly out of options while fighting two trolls in the game, who snuck their way into the local inn for a midnight snack. Some bickering between players ensued, magical fireballs were cast and thrown, and the team ran off laughing into the night, away from disgruntled townsfolk waiving pitchforks at the adventuring party for indeed burning their town down.

The creation of this therapy group was part of a trial intervention to see if having an older adult population engage in a structured cooperative game could enhance sociability and cognitive functions while addressing some clinical symptoms of anxiety and depression. The most prominent symptom that all the players exhibited was severe isolation behaviors and limited interactions with fellow residents along with a general loss of interest in hobbies or activities they once found enjoyable. The group members had been clinically diagnosed with mental health disorders ranging from depression, generalized anxiety, trauma related disorders, and chronic pain. In addition, a multitude of physical diseases and disabilities all contributed to their severe isolation behaviors while residing in a long-term care and rehabilitation facility. For these clients, the role-playing tabletop game of Dungeons & Dragons had brought them a myriad of positive and hopeful new beginnings that changed their lives over the three-month group adventure and beyond. It alleviated their hopelessness and assisted them in building coping skills, but most importantly, it helped them find meaning in a place they had struggled to call home. Through social interaction and the engagement in an immersive narrative, these nursing home residents began to come out of their isolation and battle their symptoms.

Group participation was based upon significant screeners of depression, anxiety, and clinical observation of isolation. Anxiety, depression, and stress clinical screeners such as the PHQ-9 and the DASS-42 were used to gauge severity of clinical symptoms, and all participants had been engaged in months of previous individual psychotherapy. Only one of the five group members had any experience of Dungeons & Dragons, having played the initial edition that came about in the 1970s. Having one semi-experienced player helped the cohesive structure of the group, in that role playing and acting out imaginary scenarios may sometimes feel childish or too whimsical for some adults. The simple modeling of the experienced player in role play appeared to have eased new players into the immersive world.

Many of the group members joined the adventure for various reasons; almost all were experiencing significant levels of social isolation within the rehabilitation and nursing home facility, limiting their communication with peers and often relying on staff to provide them with their social communication needs. Therefore, the primary objective of this group was to assist members in reducing their social isolation, building up their communication skills, and obtaining a general sense of peer support for the medical and mental health symptoms they had been facing. Members were first met in individual sessions with the clinician, establishing individual goals for what they hoped to get from group therapy, as well as building a character that either represented their ideal best self, or a flawed self that would eventually grow in character and skill throughout the adventure.

The party ended up consisting of a Dragonborn Fighter, a Human Monk, a Human Ranger, a Dragonborn Druid, and a High Elf Sorcerer, each character uniquely reflecting the personality traits of their creators. For instance, as mentioned previously a resident who had recently lost their eyesight incorporated this disability into their Monk character as a strength in the perception skill, hearing things from afar and warning the group of oncoming danger. One group member who suffered from significant lymphedema, a medical condition contributed to severe obesity and mobility difficulties, made their Druid character (a magical being that relates to nature) a woodworking artisan, able to craft his own weapons and tools, a skill and self-care activity he missed engaging in outside of the facility. In addition, the Druids freedom of being able to turn into an animal such as a wolf or a horse and run with additional mobility throughout the game contrasted his frustrated position of being wheelchair bound due to his obesity. The Dragonborn fighter was a resident who felt that they were in a constant battle with unending ruminating anxiety, utilizing the courage and constitution of their character to represent their dominance over psychosomatic symptoms.

As the group progressed, each session was met with excitement about continuing the storyline and getting into more narrative trouble. It began to feel as though playing with a group of older adults was mimicking a bunch of teenagers hitting on barmaids, causing a ruckus in towns, and engaging in the most social interactions they had experienced in over a year. At a baseline minimum, they were having fun in an environment where they had previously believed such a privilege was not possible. Indication of clinical progress no doubt came in the self-reports of looking forward to each group session on a week to week basis, and significantly feeling the loss of a group member if they were out for the week due to medical issues or other responsibilities. It also came in the form of reduced depressed symptoms screened by the PHQ-9 and reduced stress indicators within the DASS-42. There were also clinical observations of residents reaching out and spending time socially to more peers outside of group. While no cognitive skills were measured over the course of the 10 weeks, each member was engaging in recalling information from past sessions and participated in their unique ways when solving puzzles, all contributing to an overall sense of teamwork.

Ending a campaign, let alone a therapy group, can be a difficult and emotional experience for many group members (Benson, 2001). Having the players reflect on their in-game adventure as well as their personal growth and the overall group dynamics was a good way to solidify the important therapeutic challenges many of the members worked through during group. When was said and done, the group members, despite their stage of life, began to realize there was continued room to grow, both in game character levels and enriching social experiences. There is nothing that stands out more than the group reflecting on their individual growth and the support they receive from each other, all within an environment and period of life where uncertainties are just as prominent as ever.

Thanks doc, this game is the one thing that got me out of bed all these months...

 Sir Gareth, the anxious Dragonborn Fighter
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Introduction to Comic Conventions, Fandoms, and Cult Followings

By Shane Tilton, PhD

The building hosting the comic convention acts as a sacred safe space for this celebration of fandom. The space allows those individuals attending to present the various temperaments that fans display in service of sharing and emoting their joy of popular culture (Tilton, 2016). San Diego Comic-Con, the Penny Arcade Expo (PAX), Wondercon, Dragon Con, Origins, and GenCon make up a majority of shared social popular culture experiences.

These comic, gaming, and popular culture conventions allow individuals who enthusiastically enjoy one or more different series from the realm of graphic novels, video games, books, movies, anime, or some other mode of popular culture (i.e., a fan) to celebrate their enjoyment of those titles with others that share their same passions (i.e., a fandom). Some of the more passionate fans within the community share their knowledge about the more nuanced areas of their selected areas of expertise in popular culture.

This expression of knowledge is tied into the sense of social identity for members of this subculture as their connection to the larger community depends on their ability to share their knowledge and expertise toward the lexicon of geek life (McArthur, 2009). These types of fans can recite word for word all of the lines from Monty Python and the Holy Grail or could tell others the order of boyfriends that Scott Pilgrim faced in Scott Pilgrim vs. the World as easily as someone would sing Happy Birthday or say the Pledge of Allegiance. These choleric individuals are described as nerds, but a better description would be those fans that want to share what they know with the massive fandom (Matz et al., 2016). Their passions are less in line with caring about how the larger society sees them and more about maintaining their place within the fandom by being the guardians of knowledge related to a specific graphic novel series or some other series in the various modes of mass communication distribution (e.g., film or television show). Those outside of this small in-group can feel that this level of guardianship among the fan community can be tantamount to gatekeeping or nerd-checking. This barrier can prevent those that have not passed the Litmus Test of Fandom from becoming a member of a given community or even interacting with members of this community (Lau et al., 2019)

There is another subgroup within the fandom of those individuals that denote a more passionate set of fans that are more extroverted than the previously listed group of individuals. This group feeds on the socialization that events like the San Diego Comic-Con provide. They will proudly show off t-shirts, pins, statues, and posters of the favorite graphic novel series like the way that sports fans will put on the jersey of their favorite player or team while holding a sign supporting their team while attending a game (Robinson, 2018). Both types of fans referred to in the last sentences take pride in their fandom of focus. They can quickly lose themselves to hours of their selected passions and maintain them regardless of how others feel - as long as there are a select few that share those feelings and are willing to perform those rituals of emotion within the group setting (Rothenbuhler, 1998). These sanguine people often wear their geek pride within the immersive social environments that are connected to their passions (Kefir & Corsini, 1974).

Regardless of their quirks, fans generally engage with one or more types of activities to express their fandom to a specific fan community (e.g., fans of the Marvel Cinematic Universe (MCU)) with the larger general public. Engagement with more than one fan base requires a level of cultural literacy and multiple levels of interaction among the members of the fan communities as expression of passions for the fans chosen media interest.

Jenkins Five Levels of Fandom Activity

The famous communication theorist and sociologist Henry Jenkins (1992, p. 277) wrote about these passions in his foundational work, Textual Poachers: Television Fan & Participatory Culture. He noted five levels of activity that fandoms traditionally engage in when interacting with core texts essential to their favorite shows, books, movies, or other artifacts of popular culture. Fans of their content will begin their fandom with the reception and consumption of mediated works with close and undivided attention, with a mixture of emotional proximity and critical distance. Jenkins notes the fans will hyper-analyze every word and action in a film, television episode, or graphic novel with both an emotional connection to the works and the ability to use common tools of media analysis2 .

Steven Braun, information designer and fan of the movie Big Lebowski, is the perfect example of Jenkins quote. His Visual Guide to the Big Lebowski (2018) explains how One can watch the film numerous times without fully grasping how the various plot threads tie together  if they do at all. The fans of the Big Lebowski, and by extension fandoms in general, make meaning from the viewing of the fans given work of passion. Moreover, those fans articulate those meanings by the performance of the lines and actions from the fans selected graphic novel, film, or other media production.

Secondly, fans learn the communitys critical and interpretive practices; fans often know how to read a series based on other fans reactions. These readings are based on the fans media literacy of reading, listening, and watching other series within the same genre (e.g., what is canon to the overall universe of a given comic or series). Members of a fandom even understand how to connect the world presented in their favorite works into the everyday life experience of the fan. For example, there is the Machete viewing order to the Star Wars films and television series that inform the community of the preferred way to view the series; this offers a critical perspective on the value of the different episodes within the series and the perceived issues surrounding one of the movies (Sim, 2018). The Marvel Cinematic Universe (MCU) has a similar viewing order designed to inform the fans the correct chronological order to view the movies and television show in order to make sense of the full MCU and see how the different characters from the various Marvel titles interact with one another (Petrakovitz, 2018).

Fans of a given show would create a multi-faceted public memory of the fandom and use the critical and interpretive practices to turn the information associated with fandom into knowledge that can be shared within the community. Jenkins would later argue in Convergence Culture (2006) that these two levels of fandom activities would form a collective intelligence (Levy, 1997).

The third mode of activities that fans pursue is the ability to organize in service of their favorite works of popular culture. Fandoms typically organize as one collective to present a singular voice expressing the wishes of the fan base. The collective whole shows the studios the power of the fans in a way that a single fan cannot. The most basic form of this activism is to organize rallies in support of a cause.

A prime example of fandoms ability to support causes happened in 2016 when Marvel created a new Captain America series entitled Captain America: Steve Rogers. It was in this comic series that Captain America took a heel turn (Oestriecher, 2018) by proclaiming Hail Hydra. There was an immediate reaction from the fans in the form of an online, organized protest under the hashtag #HydraCap (Riesman, 2017). The immediate reaction was also in the form of fans of Captain America donating money to the United States Holocaust Museum as a way of fighting Nazis in the spirit of what Captain America originally stood for (Walsh, 2016). It is in this spirit that the fans believe they are performing a type of social good to fight an underlying evil in society. Those fans are internalizing in the morality and code of ethics that Captain America would show if Captain America did exist in the real world of those fans.

Fourthly, fans will tend to create works that speak to the aesthetic traditions and practices of the fandom. The popular term for those works would be fan fiction. These works act as both a type of cultural capital that shows the fans investment in their favorite mediated works and as an artifact that can be gifted to and read by others in the fandom. Consalvo (2003) noted the issues that can come from this level of activity. For example, fans of Buffy the Vampire Slayer maintained Slayer Links, which was a Webring of almost 1,000 stories, fansites, and archives of Buffy fan fiction. 20th Century Fox television issued cease and desist orders and threatened the publishers of those pieces of fan fiction lawsuits if they didnt remove their work online. When facing those threats, most of the fandom reverted to the third level of action and organized to protest against attacking a central tenet of fandom. Those fans performed Operation Blackout in May 2000 to show their disapproval and limit promotion opportunities for 20th Century Fox and WB Channel, which was showing episodes of Buffy the Vampire Slayer (Chonin, 2012). The battle over these actions gave fans a feeling of agency over their ability to use characters from the show in creative works and caused intellectual property holders to pause with regards to how to interact with fans (Moore, 2002).

This perceived agency is vital from a psychological perspective as it provides an outlet for those fans to have a space to work out issues they may be experiencing by using the heroes and characters from their favorite stories as proxies for themselves and psychological problems they are facing. Jon Cohen (2009) noted this theme in his work on parasocial breakups, as the fans of shows used the parasocial relationship with characters in television shows to essentially supplement their social support systems through pathos-driven expressions about the fans connection to the characters. Those type of expressions and connections between fans and characters, especially comic book characters, have given professionals an inroad in discussing key psychological and social issues with patients for transformational growth.

This concept of using comic book characters is not a new style of treatment. Dr. Lawrence Rubin and Dr. Harry Livesay (2006) describe the use of fantasy play therapy as a mode of conflict resolution, tension reduction, and problem solving within childhood and young adult therapeutic sessions and the means to deal with physical/sexual abuse, issues surrounding having a disability, trauma, loss, and grief in the context of adult psychotherapeutic sessions. This ability allows the psychologist to work with the patient on their trauma by using the persons fandom to incorporate a structured set of therapies tied into the patients favorite character or series (Scarlet, 2017).

The last level of activity that fandom performs is one of community development. Jenkins (1992) makes the argument in this section by stating that this level of activity:

Capture something essential about fandom, its status as a utopian community the fans recognition that fandom offers not so much as an escape from reality as an alternative reality whose values may be more humane and democratic than those held by mundane society. (p. 280)

Fandom exists in a hyperreal state that allows those within the community of fans a sense of closeness with strangers that have similar cultural tastes and maintain strong social ties, even though they may only have interacted with others for just a few hours. The shared social experiences members of fandom have act as the foundation of all interactions among fans.

The world of fandom uses the norms established by comic books and expands those norms to help guide communal interactions. These norms allow for members of the fandom to talk about the personal issues they are facing under the guise of discussing issues associated with their favorite graphic novel (Suskind, 2014). San Diego Comic-Con gives a shared space for fans, content creators, psychological professionals, and researchers to interact with one another in a physical space to connect the issues facing characters in various novels, films, television shows, and games with the issues fans face on a daily basis.

Conventions as a Natural Outlet to Socialize within Fandoms

Community development is central to the comic convention experience (Rosenberg, 2010). There are promotional materials given out or sold during these events which are highly sought after memorabilia. For example, there are typically limited-edition Funko dolls that are only sold during the San Diego Comic-Con, collector pins which can only be found at certain times, and memorabilia that is crucial for some fans to obtain. Conan OBrien has made a set of Ultimate Conan Funkos designed to celebrate the San Diego Comic-Con community by creating a multi-layered artifact of fandom (e.g., the Funko figure is the popular collectible currently as it relates to fan culture). Conan incorporates comic book icons like Superman, Hellboy, and Jedi into the design of the Funko by dressing up as those characters for the Funko figure, and they are shared during the shows he tapes during San Diego Comic-Con.

Erving Goffman (2007) essentially argued that these artifacts of fandom act as the means to present ones self as a fan to others in the fandom. Fans collect Funkos and other hard to find items. They attend panels during the Comic-Con. They get autographs on and a picture with celebrities like John Barrowman, R.L. Stine, or Brian Michael Bendis. These actions allows fans to collect cultural capital (Throsby, 2011) as a means for creating shared social experiences based on the discussions of those artifacts (e.g., remember that time we stood in line to get Neil Gaimans signature), maintaining a persons place in the hierarchy of the fandom (e.g., Im the only one that has all 16 Doctor Who signatures including John Hurt, Peter Cushing, and Richard E. Grant), or as tokens of private memories that the fan shared with the fandom in the form of autobiographical narratives (Tilton, 2014).

Perhaps the best example of how conventions perform the act of being a natural outlet for fandoms to socialize is the ability of these events to showcase the more obscure elements of popular culture. It is these films, television shows, and other creative works that find their place at conventions, as these events will generally host a critical mass of fans that share the same niche tastes; it is one of the few times that fans that share the same taste can be together in the same room to enjoy them. These groups are best known as cult followings.

Cult Followings

The concept of a cult following is based around the idea that a rabid group of fans fixate on some form of mediated content that either is:

a.) a cerebral classic like Blade Runner,

b.) a surrealist show like This is Spinal Tap,

c.) a low-budget laugh fest like Rocky Horror Picture Show, The Room, or Clerks, or

d.) a sect of series that never reached a critical mass of success during the time it originally aired like Firefly, Twin Peaks, or Mission Hill (Olson, 2018).

The definition of what makes a cult film or cult television series is relatively fluid. Therefore, the definition of a cult following is also fluid. One reasonable interpretation for this term is a cult following is made up of fans that self-identify as enjoying a cerebral classic, surrealist show, low-budget laugh fest, or sect of series listed above.

It also means that these fans will be more likely to hyper-perform the Jenkins Five Levels of Fandom Activities. Cult followings typically have more restrictions when compared to other fan focuses (e.g., not many public outlets might show The Room, or getting copies of the posters for Clerks might be difficult). Therefore, fans of cult classics will become more emotional in a convention space, as their object of affection is on display and potentially enjoyed by others.

Conventions represent one of the few times that fans of these cult classics can display the artifacts of their favorite programming (e.g., wearing a Browncoat is important to fans of Firefly/Serenity) or performing the meaningful rituals of fandom (e.g., all of the audience participation associated with attending a viewing the Rocky Horror Picture Show). These artifacts and rituals associated with cult programming and cult followings makes up the voluntary performances (Rothenbuhler, 1998, p. 27). These performances that fans take part in show their connection to the fandom. In addition, those fans can recite the entire movie and invoke key pieces of dialogue to express their emotions (e.g., saying Oh, hi Mark communicates a level of absurdity that is understood by fans of The Room).

Conclusion

Conventions can provide a framework for understanding ideal representations of fandom and the actions that occur among fans of popular culture. The visual depictions of fandom shown through the convention center when those centers host these expressions of popular culture are also home to fans and their passions. These passions can be a joyous presentation of love for the imaginary and can also be a malevolent environment to those that break the norms of geek culture. It is fair to note the potential harms within this environment as a gentle warning that any human interaction can be psychologically damaging when those people involved do not observe Wheatons Law of Dont be a dick.

These events should be on the radar of anybody that interacts with geek culture regularly. They often act as the epicenter of fan culture and fan studies. Fans can define part of their identity based on their ability to attend these conventions year after year. Others develop parasocial relationships with celebrities that show up at these events. Still more may come to these gatherings as a means to feel like they are an insider who knows what is happening. Finally, there is a select group of fans that attends for the same reason they would attend a family reunion: they feel like they are part of a bigger whole than themselves. Further interest in conventions and the power they provide for therapy clients is clearly a must for the clinical realm of psychology as the power held is more than meets the eye.
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When Heroes Become Villains: Developing Parasocial Relationships with Characters and the Expectancy Violation of Meeting the Actors

Emory S. Daniel Jr., PhD

In 2013 at a Tampa Bay Comic Con, three actors from the television series Game of Thrones hosted a panel concerning the show. Rory McCann (Sandor The Hound Clegane), Jason Mamoa (Khal Drogo), and Masie Williams (Arya Stark) participated in this panel, sharing their experience in the show and answering questions from the audience. One of the most emotional moments came from Masie Williams concerning one of her colleagues and friends. One of the attendees asked a question to the panelists about what it was like working with Jack Gleeson. Gleeson played the character Joffrey Baratheon in the series, and the character is generally hated amongst fans due to his cruel and vile nature towards people and animals, while cowering in fear during any real danger. When the question came up, Rory responded by sarcastically saying:

Jack? Well its no problem really, because he, in real life, hes a little shit. So, theres no acting required, and its pretty easy, really.

Masie had a much more honest and sympathetic response towards the question:

Rorys lying, Jack is really nice. Fantastic actor, obviously because you guys all hate him. But um, yeah, but hes lovely, and hes really nice, and he gets a load of hate in the street, and thats really sad. Cause Hes lovely, and he doesnt even want to be an actor thats how Hes fantastic, and doesnt even want to act. Hes a good guy. Stop hating on Jack. Hate Joffrey, not Jack.

Clear from the differing viewpoints of the actors from the series itself, there are many different ways of viewing playable characters within media series that impact how they are seen off screen. The viewpoints held by all individuals help to demarcate what and how people feel about them, their acting, and perceptions of who they are as a person outside of their acting career as well.

The Fallacy of Fanbases

There are many actors that experience the same hostility for different reasons. Robert Pattinson who plays Edward Cullen in the famous movie series Twilight. While he did not enjoy his character in the film and thought he was written as too perfect, he noted that fans screaming at him felt like the sound you hear at the gates of hell. Jake Lloyd who played young Anakin Skywalker for the Star Wars prequels expressed how other children were mean to him after his role in the film.

Many actors have trouble with life after the roles they played in popular media. Actors often find themselves not liking the character they played or the film they starred in, or even the fans they interact with frequently. Interestingly, the role the actor plays can create fan bases that actors were not expecting.

However, most actors have an expectation about who their character is, and how they should act. Actors have stated that they hate playing the protagonist. They could experience hostility from fans when their real-life self does not mirror their character on screen. William Shatner, who played Captain Kirk on the hit sci-fi show Star Trek, has expressed his anger with fans who constantly walk up to him to ask for an autograph in public. This demeanor has not gone unnoticed by Star Trek fans, who have called him Captain Jerk. It has also spurred many online articles and forum posts on Quora and Reddit, sharing negative stories about their interactions with Shatner at conventions. While generally being unkind to fan bases would turn any loyal fan in the wrong direction, it is an interesting question to determine how much do an actors and their character personality match. Perhaps more importantly, the actors are supposed to behave their on-screen character according to their fans? However, it raises the question: why do fans feel this way? Why do people have expectations concerning how a celebrity interacts with their fan base? Why are the connections so important to fans, knowing that theyve never met their favorite characters? And how can scholars and therapists apply this research into application with their clients? It is important to first understand what connections we have with characters and the actors that play them.

Parasocial Interaction

A viewers one-way experience with a spokesperson is known as a para-social interaction (PSI). Although the spokespeople typically do not feel them on screen, viewers still perceive realness in the communication. Cohen (2009) refers to these interactions as the emotions and behaviors an audience member experiences while viewing the person in the media. The feelings are often consistent with the emotions that the character is experiencing or trying to convey (Klimmt et al., 2006). The parasocial interaction is central to the relationship between two individuals as it has the potential to influence advertising a product based on the interaction a person has with the celebrity. Horton and Wohl (1956) further explain that PSI is a seeming face to face relationship between spectator and performer, (p.215) and that a character can become a greater part of a social network through factors like commitment and identification (Eyal & Dailey, 2012). With greater identification and engagement, audience members can experience a near real world social relationship, even though the actual relationship is one-sided (Horton & Wohl, 1956). Moreover, Giles (2002) suggests that these one-sided interactions can become a usual social activity for the viewer. Although viewers do not consider these interactions to be comparable to actual social relationships, they often act similarly to how they would in typical social relationships. Similar emotions can occur that parallel social interaction, which makes them comparable in some ways (Daniel & Westerman, 2017).

Social interactions and PSI often share some similar traits with each other. One such commonality is from Giles (2002), who offers many different levels to PSI and how they compare and contrast with social interactions. For instance, Giles exemplifies two main factors for PSI that shares similarities with social interaction: companionship and personal identity. Companionship refers to the idea that viewers would remind them of other friends that they knew and thus would be able to increase or decrease the value of PSI. Additionally, personal identity refers to viewers using character situations and behaviors as a way of understanding their lives. Self-reflexive elements help create a strong bond with the viewer, and in some cases, PSI is valued more than actual social friendships (Gleich, 1996). Through companionship and personal identity, there are some similarities on how PSI can parallel and even supersede social relationships.

With PSI, there is also variance in the strength of interactions within the relationship itself (Gleich, 1996). First, viewers have to feel the need for companionship through their experience of the actor, which is gratifying a need for social interaction. Next, people might be so attached to a character and that they would enjoy seeing them in other programs or commercials, which is known as person-program interaction. This may even lead to empathetic interaction, which refers to some degree of affective, behavioral response from the observer to the actor on the screen (Gleich, 1996). For example, a viewer might verbally address a character, or feel empathy if the character makes a mistake. Within entertainment media and advertising, PSI can be a very sophisticated experience for an audience member. For instance, John Snow from the show Game of Thrones never addresses the audience, however when stabbed several times by his peers in the show, fans took to social media and expressed their sadness, anger, denial, bargaining, and acceptance towards his supposed fate (Daniel et al., 2018; Daniel & Westerman, 2017). It is because of the continued exposure that we feel like there is legitimate interaction and thus form an emotional bond with the character that enriches each subsequent interaction.

Parasocial Relationships

While PSI focuses on the singular interaction that the viewer has with the character, the idea of PSR focuses more on recurring interactions. Horton and Wohl (1956) coined the term parasocial relationship by the way audience members develop a one-sided relationship described as a perceived real experience. Parasocial relationships (PSR) are relationships between viewers and characters they watch, and can potentially involve emotions and reactions towards the characters after the interaction has ceased (Horton & Wohl, 1956). The viewer, in this case, feels like they are having an interaction long after the program has concluded (Cohen, 2009). Some of the original research on PSR and interactions stems from the relationships that people develop towards television news anchors, which in part is due to the illusion of connection that the anchor makes while he/she was staring at the camera (Levy, 1979). People create an illusion of presence by watching and feeling as if the anchor was talking directly to them, where a news anchor feels as if they are present with the viewer watching them in the living room; even though they cannot physically see them (Noble, 1975).

Rosaen and Dibble (2008) stated that people typically know PSRs are not real, but other research has indicated that the experiences felt by these states of being are similar to interpersonal relationships (Horton & Strauss, 1957). The perceived similarity of relationships occurs because they have similar cognitive and emotional effects on the viewer (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). Development of the relationship also shares similarities with other social relationships. Both types of relationships contained components such as proximity, attraction, similar attitudes or values, and frequency. As time progresses, and if a viewer watches this character for long enough, then comfort, closeness, perceived friendship, and self-dis closure increases creating a sense of closeness (Eyal & Dailey, 2012). However, the main difference between a PSR and a social relationship is the reciprocity of the relationship (Horton & Wohl, 1956). Compared to an actual friendship, there is little or no real interaction that occurs between the viewer and the character. Therefore, some individuals may prefer PSR to actual relationships because of vicarious social experiences (Vorderer et al., 2004) without many demands, obligations, and responsibilities that real relationships may require.

While PSI is not perceived as having the same interaction standards compared to face-to-face social interaction, for the viewer, PSI feels like a genuine attachment with social interactions between the viewer and the character.

Fandom

Being a fan is an experience within the area of popular culture. Whether an individual is captivated by comics, fantasy, sci-fi, games, anime, etc., people watching have an attachment to the phenomena that they are experiencing. Cavicchi (2014) argued that fandom is an extraordinary form of audience that includes everything from emotional attachment to performers of obsessive collecting (p. 52). Typically, fandom is perceived as a mediated action, as the individual is not actually engaging interpersonally with the celebrity on a regular interpersonal basis. While a fan can parasocially interact with John Snow, it is far less likely to communicate with Kit Harrington interpersonally face-to-face or through social media. In turn, this is why many of the interactions with celebrities are so treasured at Cons, because they are very special to the fan. While individuals feel distant from the object or person that they are viewing, it is important to them that they establish a relationship despite the distance (McCutcheon et al., 2002). Fans go to comic cons in order to feel accepted and closer to their fandoms. If they know that a celebrity or several cast members will be at a con, this increases the want and need to be a part of the culture. For instance, in 2008, the first Twilight movie was announced to be released, and a special trailer and panel would be offered at the San Diego Comic-Con. Fans swarmed to the convention and it became the first time that San Diego Comic-Con completely sold out. However, fandom has only increased, as comic-con regularly sells out, and shows like Game of Thrones have yearly panels with extensive attendance. All that said, fandom is important to people because it contributes to personal identity, is emphasized within communities with shared social identity, and adds a social interaction to their fandom towards the character.

Fiske (1992) established a model that included three main elements to fandom. First, discrimination and distinction was a category in the model; second fandoms create culture and original work (e.g. jargon, dress, theories, art), and third fans also establish cultural capital that emphasizes areas like knowledge or collections. Discrimination and distinction establishes boundaries within fandom groups. Much like the premises within social identity, things like: time, money, collections, participation all establish levels of fandom. The boundaries (which vary in fan groups), weed out the true fans from people that are considered casuals or someone who is not as dedicated as those who fall under the true fandom category. Waiting an entire Con to watch a panel of Star Wars characters would be perceived as a stronger level of fandom. Culture applies here as well, as fans show off their Funko Pop! figures from their favorite series, signed by their favorite actors. Other fans of the series recognize this and want to engage in conversation including jargon, fan theories, and rumors about upcoming games. Third, video games are another example of social hierarchy through potentially how many times they have been to a Con to see their favorite show. This creates group boundaries and separates groups by creating social capital amongst those most interested (Loporcaro et al., 2014).

All these variables determine the strength of the interaction and/ or connection that is perceived between a viewer and a character/actor in a series. Talking with a celebrity or getting their autograph might be a momentous occasion, particularly if the viewer is a fan of the product the character/actor that they are featured. However, the problem links back to the beginning of this chapter: when fans see a visual or verbal inconsistency with their perceived view of a character/actors demeanor.

Expectancy Violation

As a whole, through interpersonal relationships, individuals have a shared schema on how the people in each relationship should respond to one another (Planalp & Honeycutt, 1985). Over time, as relationships develop, individuals observe their friends in different contexts, thus being able to predict future responses to encounters (Burgoon & Hale, 1988). While fans typically expect celebrities to not remember certain gestures or interactions, a fan would feel that a celebrity would be excited to meet someone who admires their work. However, as people experience more frequent interactions, there is an opportunity for behavior that deviates from the perceived norm. These deviations act as any behavior that fails to live up to an idea of expected behavior (Davis & Todd, 1985).

Divergences from anticipated behavior fall within the category of a recognizable theory in communication research called Expectancy Violation Theory (EVT). At the core, EVT explains how fans and celebrities alike will fail to meet expectations in their interactions, though this can be a positive or negative violation of the norm. For example, celebrities might play a villain and fans might perceive them as a villain. However, in reality, the actor is perceivably a genuinely kind person. In turn, this is a positive violation from the perceived norm. However, the opposite could be true, too, which would lead to a negative violation.

Cohen (2010) argues there is a differentiation between EVT in the context of social and otherwise mediated relationships. Traditional social interactions would experience EVT because of direct communication between both parties. However, audiences do not have a reason to develop expectations involving interaction or expressions of relationship commitment from a media figure. Mainly because, unless the audience is yelling at the television, there is no social interaction, and the characters will not communicate in return. That said, Cohen (2010) found that expectancy violations occur in mass media messages through parasocial relationships. This process happens in three different ways with both social and parasocial relationships (see Table 9.1).
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Table 9.1 Relational Expectancy Violations.

However, all three instances can be turned into a positive violation. JK Rowling wrote a young girl named Natalie into her book Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, while donating millions of pounds to various charitable organizations. David Harbour, an actor from the show Stranger Things, fulfilled a promise to officiate a wedding in Illinois, and Tom Hanks took selfies with a newly married couple in New Yorks Central Park. These are all examples of positive violations.

Obviously, when violations occur, there can be a plethora of different reactions that will subsequently occur. However, violations are not created equal. We might expect a celebrity to act a certain way based on their character. If its a villain, and the actor is nice, then that is a positive violation, and vice versa. Arousal occurs as an outcome to the previously mentioned positive or negative violation. The psychological attention of the fan is aroused from the message(s) delivered by the celebrity (Burgoon & Hale, 1988). The message itself may not be that negative, as in William Shatner not wanting to sign an autograph while hes at dinner, but the negative arousal towards Shatner might be much worse than the action. Burgoon & Hale, 1988 (1978) categorized our violations into different levels of tolerance towards those committing the violations. People typically have either low or high levels of tolerance. So even if a celebrity is rude, and the fan does not expect it, they still might not feel that threatened by the deviation. However, there are cases where expectations are actually understood and they match what actually occurs. For example, if a fan heard about how kind Tom Hanks is in real life, and upon meeting him, experiences the same positive interaction, there would be no violation.

Expectations Versus the Myth

Perhaps the most difficult component of the conversation concerning interactions between fans and celebrities is the clients point of view. What happens when a client meets their fandom hero and the expectations were not what they anticipated? How does one work with this difficulty when the real world doesnt match their fandom expectations? One likely scenario would be the creation of a problem to the clients psyche, self-object, and warp their sense of reality. When this occurs, clients require adequate support to help them through the process of rectifying their self-concept and personal fandom feelings, but there are additional aspects of care that can be used as proactive clinical management.

First, its important to understand that many actors and streamers are not aware of the viewers communicating with them via different areas of media. Fans can have meaningful, genuine interactions when viewing their favorite fandom, and the actor likely is unaware of the other person due to the anonymity of being on screen. Therefore, the actor might not be having the same experience as the fan, which also increases the fans expectancy violation towards the celebrity. This often generates scenarios similar to William Shatners mentioned above and creates a discord between the fan and the actor. Clinicians can help prevent this from becoming overwhelming when they communicate about what their clients expectations of the meeting may or may not be, with an effort to keep them within a rational boundary of reality.

Second, there are fans that like to remain anonymous and prefer that the celebrity is not aware of them out of personal shyness or because of privacy concerns relating to voyeurism. Nabi et al. (2003) argues there is a role within voyeurism with reality-based television and other media based applications. This becomes not only a privacy concern for celebrities, but also a stalking concern as fans might pursue the celebrity physically (in rare cases) or through transmedia bordering upon obsession. Ultimately many actors have expressed concerns that their lives are their business, and the fan needs to respect that privacy. Having conversations about healthy boundaries and what they consist of can help with these concerns within the clinical realm. Enforcement may be difficult in some cases, but creating a list of what is reality based, what the character may represent, and consistent reminders that an individual being viewed is an actor playing a role who likely does not represent those same characteristics in real life is superbly helpful.

Lastly, it is important to understand the dynamics between character and the celebrity. While expectations can be based in and out of reality that the actors do not match the fictional character, it should always be understood that the character is not a real representation of the actor themselves. Perhaps even more importantly, even if the actor is not necessarily playing a fictional character, they might put on an alternate version of themselves to keep viewership and appearance. The idea of being on all the time is difficult in streaming and acting, and it should be respected by all parties. By discussing these different viewpoints in the therapy room, the client can express themselves accurately, but also the clinician can help with bringing the fantasy back into a reality based intervention.

These suggestions may not change the way fans perceive celebrities or their favorite show, movie, or game, but it is important to lessen the violation whenever possible to ensure the clients meeting celebrities does not impact them negatively. Regardless of whether the valence of the interaction is positive or negative, transparency between the celebrity and their fans are important to positive interaction and self-identity. Celebrities hold a great deal of power through their mass-mediated microphones, and if they can communicate a level of respect with their fan base, this will only increase the joy of fan and celebrity interactions. Fans feel a connection to their fandoms and the messages from them, and the impact upon their self-identity makes these instances important to not just negotiate interpersonally, but also intrapsychically. By having these conversations ahead of the meeting, many personal difficulties can be avoided and pro-actively circumvented.
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No Girls Allowed: The Gendered Attendance of Conventions

Sarah A. Hays, PsyD


A Note to the Reader

It would be prudent to point out a couple of things prior to your reading this chapter. Firstly, that the term geek convention(s) is purposed only for this writing  rarely does anyone actually uses this terminology. This is used to refer to the general genre of geek-related interests that pertain to convention events (such as anime conventions, gaming conventions, and the like). The typical terminology used to describe conventions would be either by their actual name, or perhaps even as short as the proper noun use of con.

Secondly, this chapter will be an overview of the way geek conventions have evolved over time, particularly relating to gender and Social Identity Theory. Though it would be ideal to address all gender identities rather than the duality between male and female, very little has been written about the experience of those outside the male-female dyad in this context.

There is much written and worthy of discussion beyond the topic of gender, and it is encouraged that the reader seek further information on the experience of any minority (in gender, age, disability, race, heritage, and beyond) in convention spaces. It is entirely possible (and this author argues probable) that those who do not fit the White, cisgender, straight male category of traditional geeks have experienced some sort of discrimination in their lived experience of the geek identity and its communal spaces. This is a chapter based on the context of its time and the available data  with the hope that in coming years, there will be more to report regarding gender and its greater spectrum relating to conventions.



A Review of Social Identity Theory

Social Identity Theory was created to describe how social interactivity and grouping occurs (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Overall, this theory states that individuals we develop social identity through understanding those aspects of an individuals self-image that derive from the social categories to which he perceives himself as belonging (p. 40). Per Tajfel and Turner (1979), people like to have positive social identities, which relates to the relative quality of personal self-esteem. To create good self-esteem with social identity, people compare their affiliated social groups (in-groups) with other groups (out-groups) in hopes that their affiliations are superior to the others. If they do not find their in-groups to be satisfactory or positive, they will often either try to improve their in-groups or leave for the more preferable out-groups. Tajfel and Turner (1979) suggest people compare themselves through personal and individual attributes or qualities (e.g. race, language, unique descriptors). A common and unfortunate side-effect of comparing in-group to out-group is often a negative interpretation of the out-group, in order to compensate and view the in-group as positive. For the active comparison below, the in-group will be considered male con attendees and the out-group will be considered female con attendees.

In an article on the exploration of the psychology behind geek cultural engagement, McCain et al. (2015) described belongingness as a crucial element of social identity - where geeks tend to find belongingness through common connections. Given that the common connections in geek communities vary, the simplest way to consider these are through an anthropological lens, such as cultural artifacts and consumer goods (McCain et al., 2015). Connecting around artifacts and goods revolves primarily around sharing and deepening of knowledge, particularly through fandoms, and is used as social currency in interactions (McCain et al., 2015). Belongingness and its role in group cohesion is an important aspect of conventions, attendees, and social comparison groups for those within geek culture.

Conventions: A Brief Demographic History

When considering who attended early conventions, there is little description given in the available literature and history; this is typical of past documentation of fandoms (Fuller-Seeley, 2017). Most early records on convention statistics are from those attending the convention rather than from the convention staff. Current convention companies (such as ReedPOP, who have put on many conventions including PAX and New York Comic Con) sporadically release press statements on general attendee data. These, at most, include a gender binary on attendees; more typically, the general headcount is all that is shared. Furthermore, this data is difficult to obtain beyond news articles about conventions and is nearly impossible to find on the website of any given convention itself.

From the data that does exist and is available, modern gender split of attendance for New York and San Diegos Comic Cons are about half women and half men (SDCC; Eventbrite, 2014; Holloway, 2018). This is a far cry from SDCCs origin, attended by exactly one woman in its inaugural event of 300 total attendees (Mayer, 2019). Though the data is difficult to find in consistent hard numbers, there is repeatedly a discussion of the balancing of gendered attendance  citing, in particular, the release of the movie Twilight and its debut in the con space in 2009 (Holloway, 2018; Scott, 2019). This resulted in significant backlash with several attendees toting signs stating Twilight has ruined comic-con; though unspoken, the underlying issue was directed at the increase in female fans (Holloway, 2018).

A survey of self-identified female geeks revealed that as of 2014, 70.5 percent were in attendance of nerd events (Robinson, 2014; see Table 10.1). Nearly 60 percent of participants indicated participation in geek interests multiple times a day, and over 90 percent participated on a weekly basis or more (Robinson, 2014). A breakdown of the reported interests and engagement in sectors of geek culture showed a diverse range of responses. Many of the identified subcultural categories are present in the convention space.
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Table 10.1. Respondent Subcultural Interests, Adapted from Robinson (2014).

The Media Mirror: Assumed Fandom and the Male Story

The lukewarm welcome given to Twilight fans is nothing new for girls and women hoping to enjoy fandom in convention spaces. There is a long-standing history of the message that geeks and fans, creators of the content, and interested future consumers are overwhelmingly male (Cicci, 2017; Scott, 2013, 2019; Waldman, 2014). For example, the characters contained in comic books visually portray the cultural combat between the male in-group and female out-group. Characters early in comics included female roles as companions, highly sexualized and emotionally weak heroes, and typically tertiary or secondary roles to the dominant male-marketed hero story (Scott, 2013). Though comics are only one example, this theme is echoed throughout other forms of media. In a survey of geek women, 94 percent reported that the portrayal of nerds in mainstream culture was depicted as males yet 60 percent of respondents said no when asked whether their personal experiences in geek spaces were in a primarily male population (Robinson, 2014). Pruitts (2018) qualitative study of geek women also revealed that nearly all participants felt geek culture is overwhelmingly geared towards males.

Those who attempt to diversify content often receive significant push-back against their integration of the perceived in- (male) and out-groups (female)  or expectation of respect between them (Salter & Blodgett, 2012). In the case of Kelly Marie Tran, an actress from the most recent Star Wars trilogy films, pushback from fan outrage led her to take down her social media accounts and question her value as a person (Tran, 2018). Star Wars fans took to social media following the debut of the eighth movie in 2017, harassing Tran with racist and sexist comments through the summer of 2018 (Arnold, 2018). Tran (2018) shared the thoughts she experienced during the backlash in an op-ed piece for the New York Times:

Their words seemed to confirm what growing up as a woman and a person of color already taught me: that I belonged in margins and spaces, valid only as a minor character in their lives and stories Because the same society that taught some people they were heroes, saviors, inheritors of the Manifest Destiny ideal, taught me I existed only in the background of their stories, doing their nails, diagnosing their illnesses, supporting their love interests  and perhaps the most damaging  waiting for them to rescue me I believed those words, those stories, carefully crafted by a society that was built to uphold the power of one type of person - one sex, one skin tone, one existence.

Worsening the divide, a viral meme called the fake geek girl was created to justify the belief that attractive women would only attend conventions to lure unsuspecting nerds into dating them (Welsh, 2013). This meme was used to imply that female fans did not actually know the references they used, thus trivializing their fandom. Scott (2019) reflected the futile experience for women most directly:

The fake geek girl presents a zero-sum game for female fans, not only because fakeness is predicated on the notion that fan affect is quantifiable and must be authenticated but also because within this paradigm, only male fans (or those who align themselves with an affirmational notion of authentic fan culture) are empowered to define and delimit what constitutes a real fan. Accusations of fakeness can always be applied without grounds, and proving oneself becomes an ongoing challenge, and one that is ultimately impossible to achieve (p. 99).

Knowledge of geek content is often used as social currency, social identity, and sense of belongingness (McCain et al., 2015). The label of fake geek girl directly stands to hinder the out-groups ability to spend any of the social currency they may have in an effort to be accepted by the in-group. This pushes the out-group away from active belongingness to geek cultural identity and groups them with the general populous as less aware and less intelligent (McCain et al., 2015). The way that many women feel is reflective of this rejection; in a survey of geek-identifying women, only nine percent of respondents reported feeling that women are consistently welcome in the nerd community (Robinson, 2014). In the same survey, only one third of respondents felt consistently comfortable in the community (Robinson, 2014). Pruitt (2018) interviewed female geeks and discovered a small measure of within-group exclusion against women who chose to dress in sexy costumes. Pruitt (2018) noted that the women in sexy costumes were assumed to be trying to attract male nerds -even among other geek-identified women. Regardless of intent, nearly all respondents in Pruitts (2018) study reported feeling the need to prove themselves as nerds.

Another way that the male in-group of geek culture creates the gender divide is through the pervasive belief that women will ruin their enjoyment of their fandoms (Woo, 2018). If not seeking dates, they are expected to be wives, girlfriends, or sisters dragged to conventions by male fans (Woo, 2018). These attached out-group members are seen as threats to unbridled enjoyment of fandoms, or as women intending to sabotage and police male engagement in their geeky passions (Woo, 2018). The oft-spoken stereotype is that women or girls do not like their boyfriends and husbands to play video games or read comics  women only want men to put away childish toys for more serious or adult pleasures. With the notion of ulterior motives, women are seen as a general challenge to true fandom and inauthentic in their knowledge of the culture to which they strive to belong. This creates an active challenge toward out-group members of the geek community at in-person community events, leading to what can sometimes be difficult experiences.

The idea that women and girls belong to the out-group is even delivered through the language used when describing the differences between genders in the academic analysis of geek content. Scott (2013) puts it plainly, stating in her analysis of female comic characters how

the issue is not simply that popular and academic literature generally renders female comic book readers invisible; it is also that the moments in which they are visible, they are too frequently compartmentalized and contained (p.4).

A repeated  yet false  theme is how females are just now realizing their fandom with pop culture and media (Cicci, 2017; Holloway, 2018; Woo, 2012). In a study on geek experiences in geek-related community spaces, many respondents reported believing that women and girls are new participants in the scene; notably, the entirety of the sample for this particular study was male (Woo, 2012). The oft expected response, particularly culturally, is that females who are interested in joining the in-group must compromise their female identity to do so  thus becoming one of the boys (Scott, 2013; 2019). Pruitt (2018) reported every participant in her study described the performance of gender explicitly:

The gender performance of women is often, knowingly or unknowingly, negotiated carefully. Displays of too much femininity can have women treated as an other, someone less than in the nerd community, while displaying too much masculinity can have women seen as just one of the guys. (p. 74)

Cosplay and Consent

As mentioned in the introduction to conventions, a unique cultural element to geek conventions is cosplay (originating from the Japanese term Kosupure, or costume play; University of Montana Library, 2019). Cosplay is where individuals or groups will dress up in representative fashion to appear like a favorite character from media. This often includes makeup, custom-made outfits and accessories, and even acting like or quoting the character when in-costume. Not all attendees cosplay, but it is relatively common. Of course, women are among those who cosplay.

As women began to speak up about their experiences in convention spaces, there became a clear pattern of harassment of the out-group surrounding their cosplay. Attendees reported several instances of non-consensual contact: photos taken of womens backsides or breasts, lewd questions in interviews or passing, touching or grabbing of womens bodies or cosplay accessories (Geeks are Sexy, 2013; Donnelly, 2019). The ever-present argumentative response, when these actions are declared unwarranted and unwanted, is that the woman dressed in a sexy way so she was clearly asking for it (Geeks are Sexy, 2013). The unfortunate cycle of out-group exclusion, in this circumstance, is that many female characters included in stories or media are frequently sexualized; female cosplayers who want to cosplay as female characters often face the decision of presenting in costume that is sexualized in nature, thus the characters featured in the male-dominated narrative cater to an explanation the in-group uses to exclude women.

Another article described the harrowing experience of one convention attendee, who was a female cosplayer dressed as Valkyrie. She reflected how she was cornered for photos, then was held in the center of a circle of unmoving men  bumping into her and only let free once another female fan convinced two tall men to create a gap in the circle (Moore, 2017). This led to the cosplayer refusing to attend SDCC  a convention reputed for its struggle to create clear guidelines around harassment (Moore, 2017; Waldman, 2014). Among relevant studies, one revealed that all participants had heard about or experienced sexual harassment in geek community spaces (Pruitt, 2018).

Out-Group Cohesion

Tajfel and Turner (1979) theorized that in-group cohesion plays a primary role in building self-acceptance and self-esteem. Within the out-group, togetherness can create a sense of positive belonging on its own; this can lead to the desire from the in-group for integration (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Amidst the harassment at geek conventions, women have created communities together to combat the negativity. One response from the out-group was the formation of the 16-Bit Sirens, a group that created CONsent  a movement that declared how costumes do not equate with consent (Cosplay is not Consent, 2013). At Emerald City Comic Con, (ECCC, Seattles annual show) the organizers have made efforts to be more inclusive in the content offered and the culture it provides. Women outnumber men in attendance of ECCC, and this is largely attributed to the inclusive approach to panels, policies, and staff behaviors (Talbott, 2019). Comparatively, SDCC only had 29% female panelists over the past 10 years of events (Holloway, 2018). This too is changing as more female panelists presented in recent years than in the earlier decade (Talbott, 2019).

An annual uprising has become tradition, specifically surrounding a Star Wars character, Rose Tico (played by Kelly Marie Tran). There is a cosplay parade that occurs annually outside of SDCC where fans dress up like Rose and rally to support Kelly. The rally was started to create a sense of belonging after Kelly faced immense shaming and bullying from male Star Wars fans (Donnelly, 2019). This rally has shifted the narrative of conventions from a classically fandom-engaging space to one of togetherness and acceptance, especially for those who have felt rejected by the traditionally male-centric culture.

Considerations for the Geeks Therapist

Conventions are exciting gatherings and may seem awfully dismal for women after reading the above content. It is worth noting that this comparison has dissected the cultural experience of female fans in convention spaces, particularly through the lens of what articles and discourse exist at present. There are many who do not experience any discrimination in their time at conventions, and many others who do  this analysis stands as an effort to bring light to the uncomfortable facets of gendered experiences. It is vital to consider how clients anticipate, experience, and walk away from geek conventions; how their social identity is formed and transformed through their time at geek community events. By building a plan detailing safety measures and boundary expectations, clients will be able to enter convention spaces with more confidence. If clients express interest in cosplay, clinicians can explore with clients how they embody the heroes and dynamic narratives of their favorite characters. Utilizing empowerment and positive psychological strategies can help clinicians reinforce self-esteem for clients, thus allowing clients to consider their in- and out-groups at play in the geek cultural community.

Conversations about expectations and safety at conventions should always be considered in order to prepare the individual for entrance into this busy domain. By creating expectancies, boundaries, and self-governing rules, the individual can feel safer when they enter the realm of conventions. Truly they are a wonderful place to feel safe, merge with fellow geeks, and enjoy cultural artifacts together.
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Introduction to Comic Book Characters

Aaron C. Cross, PhD

As geek culture continues to grow in leaps and bounds, people are exposed to characters and experiences that are superhuman in nature. This is not just because of the superheroes themselves, but because of the connection between the reader and the storyline. Consumers of comic book movies and readers of the books forge real and personal connections with characters that go beyond simply this character looks cool and that even allow them to understand parts of themselves when paired with psychological theories. These connections, then, can help readers figure out who they are, what they feel, and that they are not alone with whatever they are personally experiencing.

A Brief History

While characters such as Buck Rogers, Flash Gordon, Dick Tracy, and The Phantom existed in the 1920s and early-to-mid-1930s as newspaper comics, the world of comic book characters truly began April 15th, 1938 with Action Comics #1 (Klock, 2002). This was the debut of Superman and perhaps the most famous issue of comics ever. Less than a year later, the darker counterpart to Superman  Batman  began with his introduction in Detective Comics #27. With these two characters leading the way, comics grew and began to flourish until the 1940s. It was at this point the market exploded and hundreds of characters were created. These characters, usually outfitted with a clear sense of good versus evil, let readers feel a sense of contributing to making the world a place where good prevailed (Vollum & Adkinson, 2003).

However, with the onset of World War II, there was a tremendous surge of characters with a patriotic bent, such as Captain Freedom, American Crusader, U.S. Jones, Yank and Doodle, Star-Spangled Kid, Fighting Yank, and American Eagle, with the only nationalistic toned character to currently remain to this day being Captain America. The year 1941 also marked the creation of Wonder Woman, one of the  if not the - most long-lasting and memorable female characters in comic book history. The stories and tone of these comics were and are thematically polarizing, with the common enemy for many of the characters being Nazis and unfortunately-exaggerated caricatures of Japanese soldiers (Hirsch, 2014; Scott, 2011). For example, the cover of Captain America Comics #1, the debut of Captain America, was even illustrated with Steve Rogers punching Adolf Hitler in the face.

However, it was not until the 1960s that Stan Lee, Jack Kirby, and Steve Ditko expanded the realm of comic books with some of the most iconic characters. Between 1961 and 1967, these three men combined to create, among others, the Fantastic Four, Ant-Man, The Hulk, Spider-Man, Thor, Iron Man, Doctor Strange, the X-Men, and the Avengers. The introduction of so many new characters also allowed writers and creators to experiment more with different stories and heroic themes. These new tools also allowed them to dive into deeper issues. Characters such as the X-Men have been explained as illustrating bigotry in several forms  from racism to anti-semitism to homophobia  and the loneliness, isolation, and pain inflicted by those actions (Baron, 2003; Fawaz, 2011; Shyminsky, 2006). The Hulk, in contrast, was designed to illustrate the common fear of nuclear war, while also tapping into a sense of frustration and rage surrounding the uncertainty of the climate of the world (Poole, 2011).

Flash forward to the 1980s and 1990s, where the tonal shift of comics began to evolve to a darker, grittier style to match consumer desires. As a result, the characters created and released in those decades were significantly darker than in years past. Individuals such as Lobo, Cable, and Deadpool eschewed the standard superhero style of unabashedly good in favor of more morally gray or anti-hero attitudes. Stories shifted focus from good versus evil to those with more nuanced and thought-provoking plots spurring readers to philosophically connect to the character ideals. The Punisher, after Vietnam, finds himself unable to cope with the normal world, illustrating to a violent degree how PTSD can irreparably damage people (Earle, 2018). Characters from Watchmen showed a wide range of experiences, outlooks, and damages, many of which fit potential readers belief systems (Hughes, 2006). Even Batman took a darker path, with Frank Millers reimagining of the character touching on aging and how the world continues to change no matter what someone does (Klock, 2008).

The 2010s brought even more change, and the idea of what makes a superhero has evolved to culturally represent more of the world. Characters such as Miles Morales and Amadeus Cho provide different stories for timeless characters, while brand-new creations such as Kamala Khan and Spider-Gwen offer a way for a more diverse consumer population to see themselves as the heroes from the outset. Of course, one would be remiss to not mention the effect that the comic book movie universes have had on characters and consumers as well. With the Marvel Cinematic Universe, characters such as Black Panther and Captain Marvel represent a different type of comic book fan through new stories and compelling character work that illustrate cultures, not just characters. In terms of the DC Extended Universe, Wonder Woman, through the work of Gal Gadot, has also become another empowering icon for women and girls of a new generation. Through these stories in this format, a wider range of consumers can identify with what they see and celebrate who they are. More importantly, the viewers that, up to this point, may not have seen superheroes like them, are now able to feel connected to the characters they see. Beyond that, they are also provided the chance to connect with a wider audience of comic book readers and movie viewers they may not have previously had.

Real Life Importance

With such a long and expansive history, it stands to reason that comic book characters have and continue to influence those who read about or watch them on the cinematic screen. The reader is able to accompany the character as they go through adventures and experiences in their own lives thus allowing a point of reflection after the story has ended. It seems unlikely that someone will watch Thor wield Stormbreaker and truly believe that they could fight back an army. However, watching that same character deal with PTSD, self-loathing, and depression is a story that many more patrons can connect with on a personal level. When these characters who seem all-powerful reveal that they are, in fact, flawed and human, they are providing a way for people to relate to them in more meaningful ways.

Take, for instance, one of the most famous stories in Iron Man history  the Demon in a Bottle storyline. Rather than fighting against Fin Fang Foom or the Mandarin, Tony Stark finds himself fighting against his own nature and his addiction to alcohol. Instead of super-powered foes, Stark is battling a common  and more importantly real  problem that readers may actually face. People may not put on a literal suit of armor in their day to day lives, but they very well may be experiencing a deep need to drink that they feel is getting out of control. For them, that character becomes someone they understand and relate to because they are going through the same experience formulating a kinship between the reader and the character.

Similarly, one can consider how grief is presented through characters such as Batman and Spider-Man. Even though consumers are not likely to be bitten by radioactive spiders or be billionaires who turn to crime fighting, they could still be experiencing the loss of father figures or other loved ones. In those moments, seeing that characters grieve and mourn and go through that self-same loss could provide them with a sense of knowing they are not alone (Clyman, 2012). Those consumers can understand that they do not have to experience Batmans trauma of seeing his parents gunned down to still be undergoing that sense of confusion, sadness, anger, and loss of direction that the characters feel. They can see themselves and, perhaps, that can help them more properly grieve.

Beyond grief and addiction, the presence of characters can also help readers and consumers to simply feel as if they are seen and acknowledged (Neve, 2004). This is exemplified in the experience that many viewers had with Black Panther. With the representation of a culture outside of the typical white experience, African-American viewers were able to see themselves shown on the big screen in a way that was not frequently represented (Allen, 2018; DAgostino, 2019). TChalla is noble and strong and clearly the lead, while the country of Wakanda has a culture uniquely  and proudly  its own. For many, Wakanda Forever was not just a movie line. It was a symbol that allowed them to feel as if they were now fully invested in and accepted as a vital part of the broader comic book community.

Similarly, with Wonder Woman and Captain Marvel coming out in a movie form over the last few years, women and girls have also seen themselves represented on-screen in ways that they may not have experienced before. While characters such as Black Widow, Gamora, and Valkyrie are interesting characters, the amount of agency they experience tends to be limited, with all of them serving mostly as ancillary characters that help to enhance the growth of other people. Wonder Woman and Captain Marvel, though, put the female characters front and center and behaving with courage, strength, and femininity. In short, they show that women can carry  and more importantly, lead  their own heroic stories.

Emboldened Future

What, then, does the future hold? Right now, the comic book world is undergoing some growing pains as it tries to figure out what exactly the role is that it plays in culture today, be it escapism, political commentary, a mix of both, or something utterly new (Begg, 2019; Proctor & Kies, 2018). In the era of Stan Lee, comic books tended to couch messaging in their stories rather than make things explicit (Lee & Mair, 2002). Now, however, what people believe comics can and should mean drives them forward into building new stories. Some creators are eschewing traditional publishing (e.g. DC or Marvel) and are utilizing crowdfunding to create comics they feel are not driven by larger political forces. Others are foregrounding their political beliefs front and center in the work they create. In both cases, this has translated into the representation of all different kinds of communities, religions, sexualities, and genders. As this process continues, particularly regarding who comics are for and who has ownership of what as fans, there has been and will be anger and frustration and arguments. There will be and is, however, room for creativity in new ways with new creators and new characters.

In all the change occurring in comics, one critical component does remain: the desire to make characters and stories that will connect with readers and make them feel something. For instance, Scott Snyders work on Batman through the storyline of Death of the Family taps into a type of worry and fear not commonly felt in many comic books. The arcs (the narratives which are driven via the storylines) by Gerry Duggan in Deadpool that touch on ideas such as loss and marriage create a new sense of depth for a character that is often written off as purely comedic rather than someone with complicated emotions. This extends beyond the comic books as well. Thor in Thor: Ragnarok can show that self-doubt can happen, even to those who are powerful, while the final snap of Thanoss fingers in Avengers: Infinity War is a reminder that, in fact, good does not always win. Sometimes, despite their best efforts, people will lose.

Perhaps these stories illustrate best what comic book characters can be for people. Whether they can fight, turn invisible, heal quickly, shoot webs, or simply just afford to put on body armor and scare criminals, these characters retain deep, abiding feelings about what it means to be human -a connection that the readers experience themselves. They provide a way for people to be seen in their stories and try to figure out who they are on their own. From Captain America punching Hitler in the face back in the 1940s to the movie Logan illustrating in painful, heart-breaking detail what it is like to deal with ailing, aging family and the complications and emotions behind loss, comic book characters have shown that readers, viewers, and consumers are ultimately not alone in this world. We have these characters and they have us.
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From the Hulk to Captain America  How Values and Emotions Influence Our Approach

Matthew J. Fellows, MA

Everyones lives are deeply complex and seemingly full of unwritten social rules and constant struggles to balance personal needs and wants against the needs and wants of others in life. Everyday living is so often defined by the problems at hand in any given moment, and so rarely defined by personal successes or accomplishments. In addition to this push-and-pull dynamic everyone is constantly living in, leisure time is increasingly devoted to observing others within our social circle; people who, more often than not, put forward their best face and hide their own struggles. We, as clinicians, see this day in and day out in the people we work with, people who unconsciously train themselves to compare personal failures to others successes, while everyone else silently does the same. It would be tough to design a more efficient method of fostering self-doubt, anger, isolation, and anxiety if one tried.

Thus it is often of little surprise to see clients that would prefer to spend their time engaged in fictional worlds. From Hogwarts to Hoth, Westeros to Wakanda, and every space between, the illustrious lore of other worlds with other beings offer a solace from the misery of social media and interpersonal critique. One who works in the field of counseling and therapy may see clients utilize this to manage their stress, anxiety, depression, and even symptoms of more serious psychological disorders.

Avenging Emotional Inadequacy

Taking a respite from daily life into a world where one understands the rules, on a universal level, is to step into a place where one cannot be truly hurt - even the greatest trials present as fascinating story developments instead of anxiety-producing or traumatic events. This inherent barrier between the reader and the world they choose to engage with lies at the core of using stories to address the real-life struggles of our clients. Readers use these worlds, in this case the Marvel Cinematic Universe (MCU), to bridge the gap between their own passions and self-reflection (Berkowitz, 2012).

As with most therapy sessions, a client isnt going to get very far very fast if the therapist and the client arent able to correctly identify emotions, at least in retrospect, and preferably in the moment (Lieberman & Eisenberger, 2007). This can be very difficult for some who are new to therapy, especially if the client was raised in or acclimated to an environment that actively pushed them to suppress or not express certain emotions (Flynn et al., 2010).

A good example of this emotional suppression can be seen in the development of young men, who are often told that experiencing emotions such as fear, sadness, and embarrassment is unacceptable, and that anger or rage are more appropriate responses to feelings of vulnerability (Butler et al., 2007). In this case, it is not difficult to see the similarities between the client described here and The Hulk, whose defining characteristic (until Avengers: Endgame (2019), more on that later) is his inability to control himself when he gets angry, and the damage and hurt that loss of control can result in. Learning to label emotions can take time and there are many different avenues a therapist can take to help guide their client to a place of self-reflection. Yet, when one has an established universe full of complex and relatable characters that the client is already familiar with, such as the MCU, an effective way to do this can be through identifying emotions of the characters and then drawing parallels to the clients life.

Seemingly insignificant parallels could help a therapist and their client connect behavioral or emotional struggles between themselves and those of the members of The Avengers. In fact, all of the Avengers have their own personal battles that clients can relate to outside of their super hero persona (i.e. alcoholism, narcissism, abandonment issues, etc.). Yet, it is important to keep in mind, one could not possibly address all the members of the MCUs Avengers and the issues they face in one therapy session, let alone an entire lifetime.

Although clients can likely relate to many of the personal struggles, narratives, and relationships throughout the films, it is likely that there is at least one character they feel connected to most. For example, the therapeutic application of The Hulks character journey to a client who struggles with controlling their anger can lead to further discussions and methods of coping strategies used within the film that may translate to such a clients life. However, there are many more examples within the MCU that could be used to draw parallels between a client and the characters in The Avengers.

Starting From Ground Zero

Tony Stark, (AKA Iron Man), is the first character that viewers are introduced to in the Marvel Cinematic Universe, and one that shows some of the most poignant examples of personal growth throughout the series. For example, in the movie Iron Man 3 (2013), we see what is arguably one of his darkest moments: Tony Starks battle with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

Viewers of this film find that Tony Stark has begun to show the telltale signs of PTSD, including flashbacks, panic attacks, nightmares, and hypervigilance. He carries with him the terror of having nearly died and the guilt of the people who perished in the attack despite the best efforts of The Avengers. Initially, to Tony, these symptoms appear unrelated, and even he is surprised when the artificial intelligence within his suit, J.A.R.V.I.S., identifies a panic attack that he experiences when asked by a child about the details of the invasion. A client experiencing similar trauma responses may find this example useful in helping them tie together symptoms to form a narrative that can help begin the healing process. By watching Starks acceptance and transformation of these symptoms, the narrative itself helps to provide the basis of change, acceptance, and transcendence, but also a perfect launching point to discuss the symptoms in a realistic atmosphere.

Tony Stark is also uniquely positioned to show a distinct and drastic personality growth throughout his story arc, with the viewers first introduction to the character in Iron Man (2008) showing a narcissistic, self-centered man who is only invested in his own self-interests, even at the expense of the loss of others lives. Throughout the MCU, viewers watch Tony Stark develop not only empathy and compassion for others, but eventually a sense of selflessness and self-sacrifice, which culminates in him laying down his life for the preservation of the universe. This is obviously an extreme example of a personality change, but one that is methodically laid out throughout his films within the MCU, showcasing a separation of Ego from the self. A therapist working with a client who struggles to show empathy for others could use this to show the overall improvement in the quality of Tony Starks life and those around him, without the expectation that the client sacrifice themselves for the survival of the known universe.

Grieving for Others

Natasha Romanoff, (AKA The Black Widow), is a former soviet spy turned S.H.I.E.L.D. agent and later a member of The Avengers, and is one of the most skilled and intelligent members of the team. She is presented initially in the MCU as a calculating, emotionally-distant, and pragmatic person who is able to manipulate even the most cunning adversaries into revealing secrets. While her character undergoes considerable personal development throughout the next films, her most prominent changes happen following the snap in Avengers: Infinity War (2018), where the film ends with half the life in the universe being extinguished due to Thanos using the Infinity Gauntlet.

The next film, which takes place five years in the future, following the snap, shows us that Natasha has entirely devoted herself to her work, ignoring her self-care, and even making hostile statements towards friends who she thinks may ask her to look on the bright side. In these scenes, one sees that she is barely eating or sleeping, and is crying in private, something we have not seen before, indicating a break in the quiet confidence seen in previous films. This presentation and change of the character is a good example of what can happen to someone who undergoes a major loss in their life or experiences a tragedy that takes something important from them.

Viewers will notice Natasha continually searching for answers, displaying irritability, sadness, and hopelessness, and demonstrating an uncharacteristic lack of self-care. These are all things a client dealing with a major loss may experience or do. Within a therapeutic setting, a client and therapist could use Natashas journey into grief and loss to identify themes within the clients own life, and work to create individualized coping strategies before destructive thought patterns and behaviors become the norm.

Persevering Through Life

When it comes to helping clients draw parallels between the experiences of The Avengers and their own experiences, one would be hard-pressed to find a character who has been through more than Thor. Thor Odinson has, since he was first introduced to the MCU, been exiled from his home by his own father, been betrayed by his own brother multiple times, gone through a major breakup, lost his mother and father in separate but traumatizing ways, learned of a sister his family had hid from him, watched his homeworld be destroyed (by said sister and an apocalyptic demon), had his hammer shattered, lost an eye, became king of the remaining Asgardians following the destruction of his world, watched the remaining Asgardians (including his brother and best friend) and their culture be wiped out by Thanos, and then failed to kill Thanos when he had the chance, resulting in the death of half of all living beings in the universe.

Within all these tragedies, it is not hard to pick out themes of trauma, personal failure, and significant loss of pretty much everything that could be important to someone. From these events, we come to see more character development in Thor than arguably any other member of The Avengers. Most notably, we see Thor, who has become used to victory and success for at least the past 1,000 years, suddenly come to terms with what it is like to experience a series of failures. Later in this chapter, we discuss the impact of these failures and losses on Thors psyche and how to tie them into a meaningful discussion with a client in a therapeutic setting.

Of course, this is not a comprehensive breakdown of all the members of the MCU that could be used in therapy. Other characters that could just as easily be used in therapy include Scott Lang, AKA Ant-Man, and the family dynamics he deals with during a divorce and the relationship he has with his daughter during this time, Valkyrie, who uses alcohol to combat her PTSD and depression she experiences for being the only surviving member of the Asgardian Valkyrie force, or TChalla, AKA Black Panther, who is forced to decide whether to forfeit the secrecy and security of his home nation in order to share their advanced technology to help a world that previously exploited them.

The Staging of the Clinical Room

Identifying themes of personal challenges and growth are only the first part of using the MCU in a therapeutic context. The next step is often the most enjoyable; bridging the gap between characters and clientele by watching the movies. When a therapist working within this framework encourages a client to watch the movies, it serves three important clinical purposes. Firstly, it lays out and highlights the issues the client may be dealing with in an engaging and narrative-driven way. Second, it forces the client to focus on how the issue is resolved in the context of the story, which could provide them with ideas on how they might effectively handle their own problems moving forward. Third and finally, it provides them the opportunity and an excuse to take time for themselves and watch a movie theyll likely enjoy. As always, self-care and engaging in enjoyable activities are an important part of mental wellness and recovery, and clinicians using these characters in a therapeutic setting should be careful not to over-analyze these characters and take the joy out of them for the client.

While it is important that the client enjoys their time watching these movies, a structured goal should be in place to help guide the client and focus their attention on the relevant issues that are addressed in the film. This will be a highly individualized goal based on the client, the therapeutic approach used in sessions, the clients identified issue, the movies the client watches, and where in their recovery process they are. This is where the homework comes in. While giving clients homework may not be a standard practice for every therapist, it may prove difficult to address parallels between clients and the characters without first having a client re-watch the relevant films through the lens of mental health. When possible, merging previously established homework practices or techniques with the MCU characters may help clients focus on the most important patterns of behavior. The following is a quick example of how this might work:

The clinician is working with a client who shows features of Borderline Personality Disorder, if not an outright diagnosis. In this particular case, they have a history of unhealthy and unstable relationships in which they have suffered significant emotional abuse and have lost respect for themselves. Very often in a situation like this, a practitioner may look to dialectical behavior therapy (DBT) skills as a means of addressing this (Swales et al., 2009). When integrating the themes of the MCU, a therapist gets to add a new layer of understanding. Not only can the therapist in this case teach the client about the DBT skills that help address their lack of self-worth, but they can provide an example of an MCU character that reflects those values. In the example here, one may choose to teach the client the FAST skill, as introduced in Marsha M. Linehans book, Skills Training Manual for Treating Borderline Personality Disorder (1993). This skill is used to serve as a way to help clients remember how to maintain respect for themselves in relationships, reminding them to be Fair to themselves and others, give no unjustified Apologies, Stick to their own values, and be Truthful. For someone familiar with the MCU, Captain America is a clear representation of these values, and serves as a wonderful example of someone who shows respect to himself and others. At this point, the therapist would request that the client watch films that show Captain America displaying these values and ask them to identify not only moments where the skills of FAST are demonstrated, but how people around Captain America react to him using these skills. Through the films, it is shown that not everyone appreciates when Captain America stands by his values, which could help the hypothetical client prepare for possible negative reactions to newly-found boundaries and self-respect in their life.

Coping with the Emotional Core

With the core basics laid out of how to draw parallels between the MCU characters and a client, one can move to incorporate the next step in therapeutic healing by addressing another important feature of many of the characters within the MCU: emotional regulation and coping strategies. The MCU is so jam-packed with the emotional reactivity of the characters and the coping strategies they use to deal with the problems that they face (and each other), that it would be nearly impossible not to find some examples in these films that one could easily connect to a client. The best part of this is that the emotional regulation and coping strategies of the MCU characters run the gamut from inspiring and effective to downright self-destructive, but nearly all the characters eventually exhibit some form of positive growth.

As was mentioned above, The Hulk (Bruce Banner) is a clear-cut example of coping strategies and self-reflection being utilized in a positive manner throughout the films. When the viewers first meet Bruce Banner, he is a timid, intelligent, quiet man who becomes The Hulk when he gets angry. While in his Hulk form, he causes large-scale destruction and chaos everywhere he goes and assaults friends just as easily as enemies. By the time the movies progress to Avengers: Age of Ultron (2015), we see that Bruce/Hulk has developed a calming mantra (suns getting real low) that can help him regulate his emotions and leave his Hulk state more voluntarily than he could before. As the films continue, the viewer eventually sees that Bruce Banner and his alter-ego Hulk are at odds with one another and that the Hulk will not appear, even to help Bruce when he needs it most, leading Bruce to say Weve got a lot to figure out, pal. Finally, in Avengers: Endgame, the viewer finds that in the years that have passed since the snap, Bruce Banner has been able to integrate the best parts of himself with the best parts of The Hulk, resulting in Professor Hulk, who is able to stay as logical, friendly, and intelligent as Bruce Banner, but maintain the physical strength and resiliency of The Hulk. The viewer sees that he has accepted his anger for what it is without letting it control him, and as a result, he has become the best of both worlds. A client struggling with emotional regulation may find Banners journey to be a helpful blueprint for what people can do to respect and acknowledge their emotions for what they are, without being controlled by them. Mindfulness practices could easily be worked into sessions at this point, including breath counting, progressive muscle relaxation, guided imagery, and meditation.

But what about the characters who dont cope so well, what can be drawn from their experiences? When Thor Odinson is first introduced, he is arrogant, powerful, resilient, and seemingly invincible, but over the films, he undergoes more tragedy and hardship than likely any other Avenger, as was noted earlier. In Avengers: Endgame, five years after the snap, the viewer finds Thor as he has never appeared before: depressed. He reveals that he has lost everything that was important to him, and in turn has isolated himself, taken to heavy drinking, stopped maintaining personal hygiene, and views the future as hopeless.

Throughout Avengers: Endgame, Thor works through these barriers to offer help to the Avengers and eventually finds himself in the past in Asgard, where, on a hunch, he tries and is able to call his old hammer, Mjolnir back to him. This moment is important for a couple of reasons, but they all revolve around one key piece of information: Mjolnir can only be called or lifted by someone who is worthy of it. When Thor calls Mjolnir, the viewer sees that Thors depression does not make him any less worthy of wielding his hammer, which drives home the ever-important message that people struggling with depression so often forget: even at the lowest moments, when one feels more hopeless than ever before, people are still worthy of happiness, love, affection, support, and respect.

In addition to Thors worthiness, a message is conveyed that failure in ones life does not reflect on who an individual is at their core, nor diminish what they are capable of in the future. In all of this, it is worth noticing that Thors depression doesnt go away after he retrieves Mjolnir. He still has those same feelings, and he doesnt magically lose weight or get a haircut, but he does find the motivation to keep fighting for himself and those he cares about.

Endgame

As one works with clients and utilize geek culture to connect with them, it is important to remember that there are many other resources at ones disposal. The MCU is a wonderful entry point, as the characters are widely-known, and their stories are presented on film in a beautiful and engaging way, but there are hundreds of characters and thousands of story arcs in comic books and television series that can be used in the same way. A therapist who identifies a client with an affinity for the MCU should not be afraid to venture into the X-Men comics or movies to find themes of feeling outcast or rejected by society. Similarly, DCs Batman comics have been beautifully addressing themes of loss, trauma, and developing personal values for 80 years.

Whether or not using popular geek culture like Marvels MCU is right in ones personal practice or therapy style, it is important to keep in mind that these resources should be used in conjunction with evidence-based therapeutic practices, and not as a replacement for them. The ultimate goal in this practice is to utilize aspects of geek culture that ones client identifies with, and link themes within the stories and characters to the problems or barriers a therapists client is facing in their own life.
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Positive Psychology and (Super) Heroes

Ryan M. Kelly, PhD & Jason M. Bird, PhD

The original concept of the superhero has been around for over 80 years with the earliest known superheroes being the Clock in 1936 and DC Comics Superman in 1938. These early superheroes served as a working prototype for the thousands of future superheroes that followed them. In the early 1940s, a massive eruption of new comic-book superheroes entered onto the scene including the Flash, Green Lantern, Aquaman, Captain Marvel, and Wonder Woman. At the same time that America saw the growing emergence of superheroes, psychology was quickly evolving in the mid-20th century. Almost instinctively, superheroes began to serve as a meaningful representation of our human condition and real-life experiences. As we start to witness from a very young age, we as human beings are able to identify with and relate to the superhero narrative. At the most basic level of comparison, we realize that all superheroes have both superpowers, or personal strengths, and weaknesses, or vulnerabilities. With this basis of understanding, a new era of psychology and psychotherapy has now evolved with the inclusion of superheroes and their experiences as a model for enhancing positive mental health and overall well-being. This has led to many different models of working therapeutically with superheroes in the clinical setting (Scarlett, 2017).

Overview of Positive Psychology and PositivePsychotherapy

Over the past two decades of psychological research, scientists and practitioners have been striving to find a healthy balance between disease, or deficit-focused, models of mental health and strengths-based, positive well-being models. Acknowledging that traditional deficit-focused models of mental health do not effectively promote optimal human functioning, the field of positive psychology has begun to challenge conventional treatment methods for improving ones mental health. Leading researchers have defined positive psychology as the scientific study of how human beings function at their best, which is often associated with peoples positive emotions, character strengths, and life circumstances that contribute to their overall happiness (e.g., subjective well-being) or the good life (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Seligman et al., 2005). As a whole, positive psychology research has identified the need to study critical areas of development associated with optimal functioning and happiness (Proctor et al., 2009). In combination with one another, positive psychotherapy and superhero therapy provide a harmonious relationship for mental health providers to be able to integrate more engaging and strengths-based therapeutic approaches.

Positive psychology researchers have posed several theoretical models of well-being and happiness that complement and may further enhance the use of superhero therapy. One theory of positive psychology outlines well-being as a collection of multiple emotional responses across time (Kahneman, 1999; as cited in Kim-Prieto et al., 2005). By utilizing this theory to explain the development of SWB, Durayappah (2011) proposed an elaborated model known as the 3P Model of Subjective Well-Being. The 3P Model hypothesizes that the development of well-being is a product of a persons cognitive and emotional responses to past, present, and prospective (future) experiences. Durayappah (2011) suggested that present experiences are the strongest determinants of well-being because they are often the most salient to ones life. Previous research indicates that individuals who are presently experiencing positive emotions and high social self-efficacy are also more likely to report greater levels of well-being or happiness (Bird & Markle, 2012; Lyubomirsky, King et al., 2005). Likewise, our past experiences also contribute to present levels of well-being. For example, previous studies have indicated that reminiscing, experiencing gratitude, and finding meaning in previous life events can positively influence a persons level of well-being (Emmons & McCullough, 2003; Froh et al., 2008). Finally, research demonstrates that prospective experiences (i.e., anticipated events in the future) can also contribute to a persons happiness. Previous studies have found that focusing on positive prospective experiences can increase ones sense of hope (Snyder et al., 2005), optimism (King, 2001) and purpose in life (Sheldon et al., 2002).

Another burgeoning topic complementary to positive psychology is the research on human resilience. For our purposes, resilience can be defined as a developmental process or dynamic capacity to successfully adapt to adversity or disturbances that may threaten an individuals or systems overall functioning (Yates et al., 2014). Simply stated, resiliency is the characteristics or factors of a person that allows them to overcome adversity and continue to thrive in their daily lives.

Appropriately, the field of positive psychology has developed a number of intervention strategies that have demonstrated strong efficacy for providing a catalyst for improving well-being, resilience, and changing human behavior. Examples of these evidence-based, positive interventions have included keeping a gratitude journal (Emmons and McCullough, 2003), writing a letter of gratitude (Seligman et al., 2005), practicing forgiveness of other people in our lives (McCullough et al., 2000), counting ones blessings regularly (Lyubomirsky, Sheldon et al., 2005), participating in goal setting (MacLeod et al., 2008), and engaging in acts of kindness (Lyubomirsky, Sheldon et al., 2005). These strengths-based, positive psychology interventions have been rigorously tested, and outcomes of these research studies have shown significant increases in individuals life satisfaction (Froh et al., 2008), school satisfaction (Suldo et al., 2010), problem-solving self-efficacy (Ayres and Malouff, 2007), as well as significant decreases in participants self-reported negative affect (Froh et al., 2008) and overall depressive symptoms (Seligman et al., 2005). As described in Durayappahs (2011) 3P Model of Subjective Well-Being, focusing on past, present, and prospective experiences of ones life may all contribute to the development of well-being.

Comparing Superheroes to the 3P Model of SWB

The superheros journey to success or well-being shares several similarities to our own human experience and development. In context, both humans and superheroes evolve from influences of their past, present, and future experiences. The narrative of superheroes is a caricaturized, yet still relatable, depiction of the real human experience, providing mental health professionals with a very useful means of conceptualizing and intervening with their clients. To elaborate on this point, lets consider an instance of each temporal experience as it relates to Batman (past), Deadpool (present) and Dr. Strange (future).

Batmans Past (Post-Traumatic Growth)

Bruce Waynes greatest trauma and tragedy was the death of his parents, Thomas and Martha Wayne. They were murdered for the first time by Joe Chill in Detective Comics #33, November 1939, and have since died over 100 times in varying depictions across comics, cartoons, movies, and video games. As sadistic as this may seem, it is by design, for it is the death of Bruces parents that gives Batman life; specifically, the meaningful evaluation of his parents gruesome murder that transforms his trauma into focus. This may also be referred to as post-traumatic growth.

Post traumatic growth is defined as the experience of individuals whose development, at least in some areas, has surpassed what was present before the struggle with crises occurred. The individual has not only survived, but has experienced changes that are viewed as important, and that go beyond the status quo (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). Bruce goes through something terrible, which for many would remain as a haunting past that affects present and future functioning, but instead of withering away, he becomes a prolific hero. How? Perhaps the social support from Alfred? Or the financial means to meet his other psychological needs? Yes and yes, but more importantly, Bruce found meaning in his suffering. Instead of being held prisoner by the flashbacks of his parents demise, perseverating on the pain and senselessness of it all, he lets himself observe them, proactively evaluating his trauma in attempt to prescribe meaning to it. Evaluating his past, he determines that this suffering through his parents death was a result of a systematic problem with his hometown, Gotham City, and that by overcoming his traumatic bereavement, he could pursue a purposeful future. He becomes Batmana knight in matte, black armorwho saves those who would otherwise experience the same injustice and misery he faced. This in turn allows him to experience gratitude for his remaining loved ones.

Deadpools Present (Sense of Humor)

One might be surprised by the remarkably tragic history of Deadpool, aka Wade Wilson, at a glance. He is usually very positive and humorous and lives in the moment, as if devoid of pain or worry; however, he has one of the most tragic backgrounds of any comic book superhero. Among other things, Wade Wilson lost his mother to cancer when he was six years old, was abandoned by his father (in some comic variants, was tricked into killing his family), suffered physical and emotional child abuse, struggles with schizophrenia and depression, lives in a perpetual state of progressive brain cancer, loses everyone he loves tragically, and has experienced an incomparable amount of combat-related physical trauma. Furthermore, regarding his prospective future, he is essentially immortal and destined to watch everyone die as he experiences the ebbs and flows of humanity as a hollow spectator, becoming increasingly distant from humanity. So why is he always joking? Whats there to joke about? The same question was asked of Dr. Victor Frankla tragic holocaust survivor and innovative psychiatrist and neurologist about his time at the concentration camps. He addresses this in his book Mans Search for Meaning (2006):

Humor was another of the souls weapons in the fight for self-preservation. It is well known that humor, more than anything else in the human make-up, can afford an aloofness and an ability to rise about any situation, even if only for a few seconds Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms  to choose ones attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose ones own way (p. 63; p. 116).

Deadpool would certainly agree, especially with the notion that perception is affected by choice. There is something to be said about the self-determinism of someone who can set aside unhelpful past and future evaluations  defy thinking or acting upon the negative emotions of reactive (e.g., bereavement) or nonreactive (e.g., clinical depression) neurochemistry  and just experience a mindful, positive moment. In fact, research has found that experienced affect from a bad or good event can account for more variance in subjective well-being than external factors like the circumstance itself (Campbell et al., 1976).

In spite of everything, humans have the ability to smile and laugh  to reframe a threat into a challenge or joke  effectively distracting or augmenting feelings of anger, stress, or fear. Laughing and smiling (even fake smiling) have been shown to decrease cortisol (i.e., stress) and increase endorphins (i.e., pleasure) and T-cell efficiency (i.e., physical immunity; see Scott, 2015 for a review). Deadpool provides a running, caricaturized way of doing this in even the darkest of moments. In his words:

When youre confronted with a horrible situation, there are only two reactions that make sense: laughter and tears. And laughter, after all, is natures anesthesia. Tears hurt too much.

 Deadpool, Xmen Origins, Deadpool

Doctor Stranges Prospective Future (Intrinsic Aspirations and Purpose)

Similar to the comics, in the movie depiction of Doctor Strange, Dr. Stephen Strange is the worlds leading neurosurgeon. He is renowned for his surgical skills, as well as for his exceptional arrogance and hubris. His genius intelligence, skill, and achievement at the top of his field have given him a superiority complex and, to some degree, a god complex. That is, until he experiences a serious car crash, resulting in catastrophic injuries to his hands that leave him unable to perform surgery. This sends him spiraling into panic, anger, resentment and depression. Ultimately, in a desperate attempt to regain control over the future he destined himself with, he begrudgingly subscribes to non-scientific doctrine of mystic arts, where he incidentally finds a sense of purpose and well-being that he realized was missing all along. But how is that possible? How could such a confident man with such exceptional skill and achievements be so deficient in well-being or purpose?

This is actually not that uncommon  we see that it depends largely on the type of aspirations one may have, and the way they look towards the future. Dr. Strange began with extrinsic aspirations he aimed for wealth, fame and image and his achievements reflected that; however, intrinsically, he was bankrupt. He did not have a sense of meaning or purpose beyond these superficialities, and he was unaware of what he wanted when it came to aspirations like affiliation, personal growth, or community. Research indicates that extrinsic aspirations relate negatively to well-being indicators, and that attainment of such aspirations provides little psychological benefit (Kasser and Ryan, 1993, 1996). The opposite is true of intrinsic aspirations  in fact, theyve been found to increase the commitment and confidence one has towards their own goals and allow for more purposeful, hopeful pursuits and meaningful achievement. As a note, both the pursuit and achievement of such a meaningful, purpose-drive prospect have been found to increase ones SWB, self-actualization, self-agency, and lifespan (see Durayappah, 2010 for review).

A Balance of Temporal States

The reality is, there is a unique benefit to each temporal state in assessing and intervening in ones life, as well as a unique cost. Like most things, what matters most is balance  in this case, a temporal balance through which one may simultaneously perceive their past, present, and future positively. Batman finds meaning in his past, which allows for the development of a purpose-driven future; however, he rarely appreciates the positive emotions of the present. He worries that by doing so, he will accidentally interfere with his past evaluations and future expectations (hes not wrong) and is fearful that such personal changes for Bruce Wayne would absolve the necessary existence of the Batman (it would). Deadpool is able to live happily in the present, using humor to reframe strife as a challenge and avoid his painful past, but also seems to wander purposelessly, unable to accumulate meaning (especially towards the future). Dr. Strange finds meaning in his past, positivity in his present, and purpose in his future, but also dwells (literally) in a multitude of prospective futures through the time stone (a fortune-telling cosmic gem). Much like what if questions for people with clinical anxiety, this becomes all too encompassing, and interferes with his well-being. So, with this in mind, what would a good temporal balance look like? Consider the following Figure 13.1:

[image: ]

Figure 13.1 The 3P Model of the Components of Subjective Well-Being.

As indicated, SWB under our temporal states is not confined neatly into the past, present, and prospect (future)  instead, judgments of SWB between temporal states are notably discrepant. This is because they all affect each other through cognitive biases or channels, and while the list of psychological rules and cognitive distortions is ever growing, there are a few basic examples to consider. Specifically, the biased interplays between the present and past, past and (prospect) future, and future and present. These examples will draw from relevant comic book narratives.

In 1985, Strack and colleagues (1985) demonstrated that people use recent events to help evaluate their current lives (e.g., how am I doing lately?), but as recent events begin to be seen more as distant memories (five years or older), those events begin to be used as a standard of comparison for life satisfaction (e.g., is my life as good or meaningful as it used to be?). We see this frequently in superhero comics in the form of the James Dean Effect (Diener et al., 2001)  many heroes often prefer to die abruptly at the peak of their crime-fighting career rather than dying comfortably some years later. A good tongue-in-cheek example of this is through The Watchmens Hollis Mason, the retired Nite Owl vigilante, who became stuck in the good ol days, only to be ironically beaten to death by the trophy given to him by the city during his prime. Such preoccupying reminiscence has been shown to decrease ones ability to find satisfaction in the present (Bryant, 2003).

Regarding biases that exist between the past and future, one example is that we tend to overestimate the generality and magnitude of feelings (positive or negative) originally experienced during a given moment when predicting our future (Brickman et al., 1978). Such an overestimation of the effect of a past event on our well-being is often referred to as retrospective impact bias, and has been shown to cause poor future planning and negatively affect impact bias  the overestimation of the affective impact of future events (Wilson et al., 2003). Consider an example from the Star Wars comic book Doctor Aphra. She is essentially an interstellar archeologist repeatedly risking her life for the next big artifact to find and sell. Over and over, she anticipates that finding the item will be amazing and life-changing (impact bias), but is then disappointed or endangered when she finally does obtain it. Once out of danger, she (defensively) belittles or dismisses the misfortunes of the event, later falsely recalls that the event went well (or at least, not that bad), and then plans to essentially make the same mistake despite rejections from her less biased crew (retrospective impact bias). These types of temporal biases are among the primary reasons why some people (like Aphra) do not learn from their mistakes (Wirtz et al., 2003).

Lastly, there are the biases that exist between the prospect and the past. A common example is counterfactual thinking, the concept that humans tend to imagine alternative outcomes to a life event that has already occurredessentially, wishing something had gone better or appreciating that something couldve been worse based upon how real the alternative feels. A good example of this is that Olympic medalists who win bronze medals tend to be more appreciative than those who win silver medals. This is because the bronze winners can easily imagine having lost entirely (and thus are grateful), while the silver winners can easily imagine winning gold (and thus may feel disappointed) (Medvec et al., 1995). Comics are notorious for creating alternative timelines and universes to explore such counterfactual thinking, both by the author and the characters (e.g., Bishop and Cable from Uncanny X-Men, The Flash, Superman, Spiderman, and Hal Jordan as the Green Lantern).

The key to finding balance despite these biases is to experience temporal states in a clockwise direction; that is, experiencing prospective future, then the present, then the past, and back to the future. Consider the direction of Hollis Mason (The Watchmens Nite Owl), as well as an amended direction based on the clockwise model:

Hollis Mason: Past (life used to be so meaningful) [image: ] Present (I wish life was as meaningful as it used to be) [image: ] Prospect (Im looking forward to Saturday to talk to Daniel about my past) [image: ] Past (those were the days)

Amended: Hollis Mason: Prospect (Im going to find a new, purposeful way to be heroic) [image: ] Present (Im enjoying brainstorming ideas and feeling empowered!) [image: ] Past (my past bravery made me the heroic man I am today, and Im grateful!) [image: ] Prospect (Im anticipating success!)

While the old model was imbalanced towards a temporal preference of the past, in the amended model, Hollis finds a renewed sense of purpose, which then allows him to engage and enjoy the present, giving greater meaning to his past with greater utility of his memories, increasing the likelihood of having thoughts and actions that improve life satisfaction and positive emotions. Here is another way to view it:

Optimism and Purpose [image: ] Positive Emotions and Self-Determinism [image: ] Gratitude and Learned Meaning [image: ] Anticipation/Achievement of Goals

Contrary to the traditional model of mental health, positive psychology demands attention by both researchers and clinicians to focus on what makes something work, in addition to addressing what impairs functioning. A particularly useful model found within the field of positive psychology is the 3P Model, which considers how humans SWB is affected by their experience within different temporal states (past, present and future), as well as how these states affect one another. Superheroes and their narratives can serve as a helpful way for clinicians and clients to better understand the power of positive psychology, providing caricaturized depictions of the real human experience with a focus on strengths over weakness, resilience over frailty, meaning over trauma, purpose over hedonism, and mindfulness over fear. Clinicians should pursue more education and training on how to apply this increasingly popular medium (superhero comics, movies, shows, video games) to help connect with their clients and improve their well-being.
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The Psychology of Anime: Belongingness, Resilience, and Hope

Ryan M. Kelly, PhD

Whether one is aware of it or not, the global impact of Japanese visual culture is omnipresent and ever-flowing, imbued with the relatively modern, influential power of manga (i.e., Japanese comics) and anime (i.e., Japanese animation). Through paint and paper, the spirit of Japan successfully reached the entirety of the colonized world by the early 20th century (Macwilliams, 2008). Then, in 2019, thanks to the unbelievable pilgrimage of a man named Logic Watanabe, anime reached the uninhabitable continent of Antarctica. Mr. Watanabe wanted to pursue an ambition inspired by the narrative storyline of his favorite anime A Place Further Than the Universe (K, 2019). But why? What is so remarkable about manga and anime that makes it so expansive? Why would it inspire a fan to go to such great lengths? Consider Mr. Watanabes triumph:

For but one warm moment on the cold shores of a harsh tundra, a young man stood alone, proudly holding a flag of four anime characters who, like him, had traveled painstakingly to Antarctica in search of something lost. In the story, the characters traveled together to find their mother who was lost on an expedition. Not so dissimilarly, Mr. Watanabe went to overcome a profound sense of loss, and to purposefully explore the gleam of meaning he had gained from connecting with the characters and narrative of the anime (K, 2019). Both the characters and Mr. Watanabe faced great obstacles and fears, and overcame them through resilience and social support, ultimately finding their own sense of achievement.

Pain, resilience, meaningful connections, and victory. These are the essential components of anime and manga narratives and contribute greatly to the breadth and depth of the influence on its fans and our world culture. They provide the stories that people want to hear  the ones that validate who they are now and help them discover who they want to be. They are the stories that humans deeply relate to. Mr. Watanabe, through the inspiration of an otherwise trivial TV show, became the protagonist of a similarly inspirational story and discovered a profound sense of purpose and achievement.

Humans vicariously learn from creative narratives and story characters. They help us better understand ourselves, the nature of the world and our place in it, and provide powerful imagery (real and imagined) that can elicit significant emotional inspiration. Together, anime and manga represent a world-wide phenomenon, and even compared to other forms of visual story-telling, have a remarkable influence on our collective culture and psychosocial development. That being said, its clear that clinicians must deeply consider the stories being told, how they affect clients, and how therapists might utilize the psychological power of Japans visual culture in a therapeutic context.

Origin of Manga

Although some equate manga in Japan to comic books in the United States, that would be inaccurate. While comic book and graphic novel sales in the US and Canada totaled around one billion dollars in 2018 (Griepp & Miller, 2018), manga sales in Japan total 10 billion dollars annually, accounting for roughly 40% of all books and magazines sold (Hayes, 2013). To further emphasize its popularity, reportedly, more paper is used in Japan to make manga than toilet paper (Lee & Burunova, 2019).

The first use of the word manga (translated to random drawings) appeared in 1814, Japan; specifically, appearing as Hokusais Manga, which included 12 volumes of simplified drawings of things like famous beauties, sumo wrestlers, samurai, landscapes, and urban merchants. Essentially, Katsushika Hokusai painted and sketched a visual summary of traditional life in Japan. Hokusai provided an alternative outlet  volumes of pictures that caricaturized and criticized social conditions that readers were experiencing and could relate to  including starvation, oppression, desperation, neglect, and fear. More than that, they felt a catharsis and release reading these works that validated their difficult experience, and in some ways eluded to a more hopeful outcome.

In 1853, at the behest of Matthew Perry, the American Commodore, Japan opened their ports to the US, resulting in a massive exchange of visual culture resources between the two countries. Western themes began to appear in manga, and Eastern themes became more prevalent in US visual culture. Manga was further brought to the West at the World Expo in Paris (1867), once again increasing its influence over the West, and vice versa. More than ever, Western cultures were able to experience a unique way of connecting with narratives and characters in positive, meaningful ways (Macwilliams, 2008).

Origin of Anime

Although there is much anime that stands on its own, a majority of works are actually based on of existing manga. For instance, Sazae San, the longest running animated TV series in the world (1969  present), is based off the manga first published in 1946. For 50 years (73 years including the manga), the people of Japan have relied on Sazae San to help cope with the trials and tribulations of common Japanese life, so much so that some viewers even experience Sazae San Syndrome  a temporary depression that occurs when the credits roll at the end of the show (Macwilliams, 2008).

Animated manga was largely inspired by the technicolor innovations of Walt Disney, as suggested by the current chairman of Toei Animation (first anime publisher), Kozo, in the documentary Enter the Anime (Lee & Burunova, 2019).

Japanese animation, that is, Toei Animation, started right after Japan lost the war. It was based on Disney. It was a brand new industry. It was a way to give kids hope after losing the war. Thats how Toei Animation began Thats why Toei Animations target audience is always kids. Thats why they make anime that makes them happy. And thats something they shouldnt stray from. I really love the phrase Friendship, Effort, Victory. How to teach that to kids is where the love in anime is.

Although Toei Animation is largely meant for children, the theme of friendship, effort, and victory is a running one within most anime to this day. Specifically, if that were to be expanded upon, it would include friendship (meaningful connections, belongingness, acknowledgement), effort (resilience, persistence, integrity, strength) and victory (achievement, external validation, self-acceptance). Although other animated shows may focus on these as well, anime provides an unparalleled, concentrated form that could only be derived from the hopelessness of traumatic desolation and, from that, an achievement of actualized hope. In other words, anime is the visual projection of a people who suffered an unprecedented nuclear devastation and, instead of withering away, raged against that hopeless blight to become a thriving, technological superpower.

Anime first arrived in the States after WWII with shows like Astroboy and Gigantor, prompting the boy and his powerful companion theme. In the 80s, classics like Akira, Speed Racer, Dragon Ball, and Voltron appeared along with the rise of Studio Ghibli (e.g., Totoro), further demonstrating the genres diversity and potential to succeed in western culture. Then, in the 1990s, the presence of anime skyrocketed. A mainstream population of young viewers became enthralled with shows like Pokmon, Sailor Moon, Dragon Ball Z, Evangelion, Cowboy Bebop, and feature films like Princess Mononoke, Ghost in the Shell, and Ninja Scrolls. Cartoon Network even launched Toonami, a nightly program that played back-to-back anime that appealed to girls and boys of all ages. The fact is, Americans were relating to these shows, and discovering that they wanted something more than their current culture and lifestyle. They were finding something that was missing all along.

The Allure of Japanese Visual Culture

As far west as one might go, the presence of these mediums is unavoidable. Go to your local bookstore and you will find manga books like Naruto. Watch TV on Amazon and Netflix and youll scroll past original anime titles like Blade of the Immortal or Seven Deadly Sins. Shop at a Walmart in rural North Dakota and you will see Pokmon cards at the front and Dragon Ball Super toys at the back. Manga and anime imagery, as well as the Japanese culture embedded within them, have a massive presence within our collective human visual culture.

The reality is, Eastern and Western cultures are both fundamentally different and complimentary; such is the case with their primary cultural perspective. Western cultures tend to be individualistic, meaning that society prioritizes being of an independent mentality rather than a group one. Conversely, Eastern cultures (including Japan) are often collectivistic, meaning they emphasize the needs and goals of the group over the individual. As can be observed in anime, they often promote ideas like honor, respect, and (family) duty. Yet, both cultures appear to have an appreciation for their differences. For many in the West, the ideals and principles or a collectivistic culture are alluring, in that it appears that people belong to and become something more than themselves. At the same time, the East has historically demonstrated an interest in the cavalier, worry-free wanderer that embodies the Western priority.

In addition to differences in cultural perspectives, the East and West differ in communication style, especially as it relates to context. In the West, people are more willingly to adopt a low context form of communication, where thoughts and feelings are explicitly stated, reducing the demand for reading between the lines, environmental context, or non-verbal communication. In Eastern cultures, its the opposite  verbal messages are often indirect, and the context of non-verbal communication and relationship dynamics become much more significant. Interestingly, anime meets the needs of both of groups. While the characters often interact within a high-context style, much of the dialogue is internal  to the consumer, an outward expression of the thoughts and feelings of the characters. Furthermore, everyone seems to be able to use high-context communication incredibly well, in that they truly know what the other person is thinking or feeling without them needing to express it. Even in low-context communication, people can feel misunderstood. For both types of consumers, its incredibly alluring to see people interact such that theyre able to express themselves accurately and have others fully understand (and validate) their experience.

Overall, the general allure of anime and manga is that it allows us to both connect and escape. For the prior, it offers a window into the Japanese culture  their aspirations, fears, fetishes, and dreams  that offers a unique reflection into who we are and who we want to be. Through its characters, it provides exaggerated archetypes that we may easily relate to. As a whole, anime and manga contain extraordinary powers to determine peoples demands on reality and are themselves coveted substitutions for firsthand experience (Macwilliams, 2008). Regarding escape, the director of Aggretsuko, Rarecho, states it eloquently  especially for those who feel abnormal or constrained, it can liberate people bound by the mundane, where the mundane may be forced upon them by their environment or the world they create for themselves (Lee & Burunova, 2019).

Fanship and Fandom

Regarding the sense of belongingness and connection that manga and anime provide, there is no better representation than within the powerful world of fanship and fandom. Fanship refers to a great connection to an interest, both emotionally and as it relates to ones own personal identity (e.g., being an anime/manga fan is a part of me). In addition to watching a varying plethora of animes and/or reading multitudinous volumes of manga, anime and manga fans high in fanship may write their own stories or fan fiction, fan dub (i.e., narrate over existing anime), draw anime themselves, or cosplay their favorite characters. Fandom, on the other hand, refers to connecting to and identifying with a fan group with the same fanship (e.g., I see myself as a member of the anime community). Examples might include attending anime conventions or anime clubs. When discussing the therapeutic benefits of manga and anime, both fan-ship and fandom will be referenced, as they are equally essential as the narratives and characters themselves.

Therapeutic Benefits: Cathartic Expression

As previously mentioned, Eastern culture can be emotionally repressed, due in large part to a high-context communication style and a collectivistic culture. Individual needs can fall to the wayside and expressive outlets can be scarce. Manga and anime provide the perfect medium to address this. To this point, manga expert Frederick Schodt discusses the power of anime and manga in expressing peoples feelings:

(Manga) are mediascapes of dreamscapes where stressed out modern urbanites daily work out their neurosis and frustrations. Viewed in their totality, the phenomenal number of stories produced is like the constant chatter of the collective unconscious  an articulation of a dream world (Schodt, 1996, p. 31).

The overt expression of emotions in anime is deeply embedded within the animation style. For instance, Hiroyuki Seshita, supervising director of the anime Levius, talks about the importance of matching the colors of a fight scene with the emotions of the fighters (Lee & Burunova, 2019). Initiatives such as these allow for the visual language to match, and be a magnified projection of, the viewers mood and energy level as it relates to the characters, the narrative, and the extreme emotions they feel in life.

The creators of Max Gamer, the first comic book about an autistic superhero, took special note of this, as their primary demographic included individuals on the spectrum who struggled greatly understanding emotional context and theory of mind (Gaskill & Kelly, 2011). They specifically incorporated a manga style to allow aspies to fully understand and vicariously express intense feelings of loneliness, fear, anxiety, anger and love by matching emotional scenes to befitting backgrounds (e.g., red background for anger, floating hearts for love) and commonly used manga symbols (e.g., cross-mark for frustration, tear-drop for stress, speed lines for excitement). Per the aspie readers reports, the once hard to discern, implicit information became explicitly expressed and comprehendible through the environment context, character narration and emotional symbols. Furthermore, for young learners, the high-emotional expression found within the art style and narrative has been found to provide a visual vocabulary of sorts for scaffolding writing techniques, particularly dialogue, tone and mood (Frey & Fisher, 2004).

In addition to allowing individuals to understand and express their own individual emotions, manga and anime have also been used to express communal feelings of oppression and provide a means of rebellion against those oppressive forces. As examples, Chibi anime (i.e., cute, childish animation style) was a large part of Kawaii culture in Japan in the 1960s (i.e., cuteness culture) that rejected the traditional demands of adulthood, while female viewers have historically watched anime to escape the sense of oppression, gender discrimination, and the romantic status quo (Chen, 2004). Regarding the latter, although some stories continue to depict women as submissive characters at the disposal of the male protagonist (e.g., Elizabeth Liones, Seven Deadly Sins), more and more are portraying them as (1) remarkably strong fighters who grow to simultaneously accept their feminine nature (e.g., Casca, Berserk) or (2) fierce, androgynous women who the males look up to (e.g., Masaaki Yanagisawa, Natsuki Crisis). 

Therapeutic Benefits: Family, Friendship, and Belongingness

According to Maslows Hierarchy of Needs, a sense of love and belongingness is an essential human psychological need, preceded only by food, water, and safety. Unsurprisingly, this is something many manga and anime consumers seek, whether vicariously through the stories or directly through fandom. In fact, in one study, a primary predictor of individuals pursuing anime (and fandom) was self-reports of gaining a sense of belongingness (for women) and uncertainty reduction (for men) by watching anime (Ray et al., 2017). Simply put, these mediums make viewers feel like they are a part of something bigger than themselves  a large community of misfits, connected by a visual culture made by misfits  that offers the reassuring warmth of acceptance. Examples of fandom resources that might directly address these needs include anime/manga conventions, clubs at school (very common), and online communities (e.g., forums). Furthermore, consumers become acculturated to the relational values and principles embedded within these mediums, gaining a sense of friendship, family, and romance.

Within anime and manga, friendship is seen as the strong supporting foundation from where the hero launches into other pursuits, whether it is revenge against wrongdoers or rampaging aliens, or fight against inner demons and weaknesses (Reynor, 2017). It is an essential component of anime. It stands as a reminder that we need to share our beliefs and passions with others, and that resilience can be found through teamwork. There are two Japanese terms that refer to general categories of friends. The first is Tomodachi, which is basically a reliable friend found within a good friend group (e.g., Edward Elrich and Louis Armstrong, Fullmetal Alchemist), and the second is Nakama, which refers to a deeply loyal, sensitive, and potentially contentious friendship bound by mutual goals, beliefs, and values (e.g., Kai Ichinose and Shūhei Amamiya, Forest of Piano). It submits that everyone has a group they belong to, and that all individuals are capable and deserving of intimate, meaningful connections. Furthermore, the stories inspire a pursuit for a system of peer support while providing a vicarious escape from feelings of loneliness, especially for those who are often withdrawn.

When it comes to family, manga and anime strongly promote values of respect, love, forgiveness, and acceptance. This is often done through an initial sacrifice. Often times, the protagonist of the story has experienced a great loss, such as the death of a parent or devastating isolation from a community. This device was largely influenced by the massive influx of orphaned children from the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, exemplified by mangas such as Fruit Basket and animes like Clannad X Wolf Children. The beginning of these stories include agonizing themes of alienation and a deep longing for family  a desire to have the opportunity to be loved and become a part of a collective good. Through a formulaic narrative, the protagonist often finds acceptance from others and a family (of sorts) thanks to goal-oriented actions, resilience, and self-discovery. Regarding the latter, its important to consider the well-established theory that positive self-identity is dependent upon interactions with friends and family, and vice versa, referred to as social identity theory.

Therapeutic Benefits: Positive Self-Identity

Social identity theory (Tajfel et al., 1979) maintains that individuals belong to groups to maintain positive and distinct social identities as part of a broader need for positive self-evaluation. The word distinct social identity should be noted, as it is believed that standing out meaningfully from others is a separate psychological need, as proposed within Brewers (1991) optimal distinctiveness theory. Consequently, men and women who watch anime and participate in fanship and/or fandom do so because they report gaining a sense of personal distinctiveness, purpose and positive self-esteem from these novels and shows (Ray et al., 2017). In general, having a positive social identity has been shown to foster a sense of efficacy, meaning, continuity (i.e., connection between the past, present and future), belongingness, interpersonal distinctiveness (Vignoles et al., 2006), uncertainty reduction (Hogg, 2000), friendship (Wann, 2006), social support, and formation of a world view (Haslam et al., 2009). It would seem crucial, then, to capitalize on this widely available medium that has been shown to contribute towards this  one that promotes a wealth of positive values (e.g., honesty, loyalty, persistence) and principles (e.g., fairness, self-worth, honor) for individuals to adopt, and does so in an engaging, meaningful way. So with that being said, how might one apply it?

A Therapeutic Application: Positive Conceptualization ofDiagnoses

The therapeutic applications of anime are limitless  even a multi-chapter book on therapeutic anime would struggle to provide a comprehensive review  but for the sake of exemplification, consider the conceptualization of ones diagnosis. Many anime characters embody mental illness and victimization, and its really no surprise; many anime writers themselves have struggled with mental illness and social ridicule. For example, the creator of Neon Genesis Evangelion, Hideaki Anno, suffered from depression and psychosis. Another good example is the author of Attack on Titan, Hajime Isayama. Reportedly, he was frequently bullied as a child, and claims that those experiences are what originally lead him to anime and continue to shape his works.

In every anime, you can find at least one main character that could easily be diagnosed with a mental illness, such as Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder (ADHD), a mood or anxiety disorder, or Aspergers Syndrome (AS). In this light, this section will review a handful of characters from popular anime series that fall into common mental health categories, along with a few examples of how they meet the criterion, and will follow up with a discussion on why this is so significant. These strengths are important to note because they are often what make these individuals exceptional and allow them to develop extraordinary resiliency.

ADHD

ADHD is one the most common childhood brain disorders, and generally refers to marked impairments in regulating attention and energy. People with ADHD often have poor executive skills (e.g., disorganized) and difficulty with self-inhibition and regulation. However, they have also been shown to demonstrate notable strengths, such as greater athletic ability, creativity, sense of humor, social engagement, and empathy. A popular example of an anime character with ADHD is Naruto Uzumaki from Naruto and Naruto: Shippudden.

Naruto is a young boy studying to be a ninja, and he easily fits the bill. Because of his inattention, he hates studying, bombs his tests, gets in trouble for not listening, and often forgets instructions. He is notoriously disorganized and messy, is usually running late, and is often losing things. Because of his hyperactivity, he impulsively says or does things that he immediately regrets, gets in trouble for being rambunctious, finds himself in dangerous situations, and is usually bothersome to those around him. However, Naruto never gives up. He excels at things that require trial and error learning, and has more energy and stamina then his peers. Because of this, he excels in hands-on tasks, can practice harder and longer, and can push himself past normal limits. Although he is not good at traditional problem-solving, he is often thinking outside of the box and being creative. Furthermore, although he tends to lack social grace, he is extremely outgoing and has unlimited empathy for even the worst of enemies.

Mood and Anxiety Disorders

Not including lifetime prevalence, roughly 5-12% of children and adolescents are diagnosed with a mood and/or anxiety disorder. Although these disorders are distinct, they are usually comorbid with one-another (i.e., co-occurring). People with these disorders generally engage in irrational, negative thinking, perseverate on worrisome or depressing life events, isolate themselves, and have greater difficulty adjusting to their environment. They also may somaticize (i.e., express psychological distress physically), especially young children, or have irregular eating and sleeping habits. However, they have also been shown to demonstrate notable strengths, such as exceptional creative abilities (e.g., music, art) and greater self-awareness. Furthermore, when managed, those with anxiety are often more motivated to succeed. Two examples of anime characters who struggle with mood and anxiety problems include Tatsuhiro Satou (Welcome to the NHK) and Shinji Ikari (Evangelion). Satou is a 22-year-old hikikomori, which is essentially the Japanese word for agoraphobic. As a note, the term hikikomori often implies a failure to launch or quarter-life crisis. His anxiety confines him to his room, where he frets about every little thing and struggles with some paranoia. His condition is bleak, and because of this, he is very depressed and engages in suicidal ideation. However, despite his hopelessness, his story is about breaking the confines of his condition and pursuing social engagement. This is especially relevant today, as both anxiety and failure to-launch rates have increased in the US. For instance, in 2016, 15% of Millenials ages 25-35 reported that they were living with their parents, compared to the 10% of Generation Xers in 2000 (Fry, 2017). Satous story offers an inspiring example of overcoming these states. As a note, this anime can either be therapeutic or contribute to negative thinking, but in any case, it is a fair depiction of what it is to be clinically anxious, depressed, or generally stagnant.

Shinji is a young boy who has been called upon his distant father to pilot a mecha suit  a weaponized robotic suit  despite suffering from clinical depression and anxiety. Sometimes he is isolating himself and ruminating on his loss of the will to live, while other times he is proud of being an exceptional pilot and having skills that others do not possess. He is often seeking approval from his father and peers, seemingly as a way to make up for his sense of self-worthlessness. Shinjis character offers a good reflection to individuals with strained parent-child relationships and provides a relatable sense of intermittent self-doubt and internalizing symptoms paired with a victorious overcoming. As a note, what makes this anime great is that its been directly tied as a projection of the authors own mental state.

Aspergers Syndrome

Though technically no longer a separate diagnosis, AS is a high-functioning form of autism that generally refers to marked impairments in social interaction and communication, as well as repetitive behaviors, pervasive interests and/or sensory issues. People with AS, or aspies, often have difficulty understanding and interacting with those around them, grasping conceptual ideas like emotions, and adjusting to their environment. However, they have also been shown to demonstrate very notable strengths. Some of these strengths include greater cognitive abilities, extraordinary breadth and depth of knowledge and experience in their special interest area (e.g., art, history, computers), and unique splinter skills (e.g., art, composing music), and they are generally some of the coolest kids youll ever have the pleasure to know. A great example of an anime aspie anime character is L from Deathnote.

L is a world-renowned detective who takes on investigating a supernatural serial killer. For the vast majority of his life, and for a large part of the anime, he is painfully isolated. Like many aspies, this appears to be because his chronic failures to form relationships have disheartened him to even try. In addition to difficulties similar to Sai, L has very odd and seemingly uncoordinated movements, as well as very particular eating habits. He also appears to suffer from a serious sleep disorder, which is not uncommon among aspies. But L is a genius. His ability to think logically is off the charts, which is what makes him such a great detective. Furthermore, like many aspies, he bravely decides once again to attempt to form relationships, despite a lifetime of failures.

Conclusion

Above all else, anime and manga provide inspiring, emotionally expressive stories of friendship and resilience in the face of crippling adversity. They suggest that no matter how hopeless, weak, and rejected one may feel, there is something special within them  a powerful potential to be achieved that will help them succeed and flourish. They suggest that no matter how daunting an obstacle may be (whether it be dealing with a bully or defeating a god) or how much others doubt you, if you believe in yourself, remain strong and work hard, you can overcome it and find acceptance. Ultimately, they encourage them to have hope and to belong to something greater.

Everyone wants to be happy, and to garner love, respect, and power (e.g., control). This is especially true for those who are unhappy, or who feel like their psychological needs are not being met. Young children rely primarily on family for such approval and self-worth; however, an essential part of adolescence is becoming less dependent on family and more dependent on peers. This can also be observed in the formulaic narrative found in anime. The family is often killed off, thrusting the protagonist to look towards their peers to meet their psychological needs; however, because the protagonist is so different and their peers are prejudicial, the protagonist must again look elsewhere. They must look inside themselves to find self-dependence, a sense of self-worth, and the ability to adapt to their environment.

As this happens, they begin to be acknowledged by their peers, and also tend to adopt a family of sorts. They form meaningful connections, which consumers experience vicariously, and through their interest and social identity within the anime community, obtain a sense of belongingness and achievement, as well. Because of this, anime and manga have a lot to offer, especially therapeutically. Mental health professionals can easily use this medium to enhance and enrich their practices by having an interest in anime, growing curious as to the draws, and becoming familiar with how the narratives can impact their clients positively and negatively.
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Finding Identities:Why Being a GeekIs Socially Powerful

Kelli Dunlap, PsyD & Chrisha Anderson, PhD

Mental illness pertains to the presence of a mental health condition or disorder that has a significant negative impact on a persons mood, thoughts, and behavior. Mental wellness, however, is more than just the absence of mental illness; as defined by the World Health Organization (2013) as, a state of well-being in which the individual realizes his or her abilities, can cope with normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to his or her community (World Health Organization, 2007).

Exploring how identifying as a geek can benefit persons experiencing a mental illness, support individuals seeking to improve their mental wellness, and bolster overall mental health is becoming a movement within psychology (McArthur, 2009). Specific ways geeks actively engage in their own mental health, both in managing mental illness and advancing mental wellness through specific lenses of geek culture, is vastly important to explore and understand. Areas of geek fandom have the potential to be problematic and harmful if used incorrectly by the untrained clinician. Examples of and recommendations for how mental health providers can leverage the positive and supportive aspects of geek culture and promote a geek-culture identity to achieve therapeutic ends will be explored here.

What Does Geek Fandom Have to Do with Mental Health and Wellness?

In its present form, the word geek can be traced back to 1876 where it was used as a synonym for fool or a person uncultivated (Perlman, 2019). In the early 1900s, the term was used to describe circus performers who bit the heads off of snakes, but by the 1950s, the meaning shifted to refer to overly diligent and unsociable students or a person obsessed with a certain activity or cause. The concept of geek as a negative continued strongly into the 1980s and 1990s where nearly all 700 citations of the term were used to describe undesirable people or traits (ibid). Today, the Websters New World College Dictionary (2014) defines geek as, a person regarded as being especially enthusiastic, knowledgeable, and skillful, esp. in technical matters. For people who consider themselves to be geeks, the term is an identity marker that conveys a passion and connection to a specific piece of culture (or cultures) and, at its core, is about the desire to connect with others around a shared interest or idea.

Humans are a social species and tend toward wanting to feel accepted, valued, and have a sense of belonging. In Maslows hierarchy, love and belonging are the most important needs we have after our basic needs for survival (Maslow, 1943). For geeks, the desire for social connection can be complicated due to the stigma those within this community often face. Many individuals identifying as geeks feel judged or stereotyped due to their interests, which can lead to challenges in getting social needs met and feeling safe enough to be genuine in relationships. Despite these difficulties, geeks have found a variety of ways in which to connect over the years. In the past, finding and maintaining these activities was often tricky, leading to feelings of isolation and purposeful exclusion (Jenkins, 1992). With the rise of the Internet, however, geeks found and invented new and creative ways in which to connect and form relationships with others of similar interests.

Social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter have seen an explosion of fandom and geek-related activity (Booth & Kelly, 2013; Jacobs, 2018). On Facebook, easily searchable pages and groups provide a digital space through which like-minded people can connect to discuss these shared interests. Hashtags for specific topics, such as television shows, movies, games, and technology make it easy for users on Twitter to find others to connect with, as well as providing an open environment through which to chat with any public Twitter user. This ease of connection over common geeky interests and activities can and has helped geeks not only with fulfilling social needs, but also providing normalization and validation of interests and identity (Anderson, 2019). The globalization of geek culture and the Internet also means that no geek is ever truly alone, as there are always other people available to talk to through social media.

Of course, not everything is kittens and rainbows; geekdom is not immune to the same problems that plague larger socio-cultural interactions. Sexism, racism, and misogyny continue to be problematic in many geek spaces. Perhaps the most prominent example of this was Gamergate, an organized harassment campaign centered on issues of sexism and progressivism in video game culture (Gray & Leonard, 2018). Another famous example was in 2017 when the television show Doctor Who announced that for the first time a woman would play the lead role of the Doctor and faced vitriol from a small group of misogynistic fans. The organized social media harassment against Star Wars Kelly Marie Tran, which forced her off of social media, is yet another example of the misogyny that plagues geek culture to this day at times.

Geek spaces also have a problem with gate-keeping. Gate-keeping in geek spaces refers to a person or community takes it upon themselves to decide who can and cannot belong within a specific group. Gate-keeping has traditionally mostly been focused on the exclusion of women, leading to stereotypes like the fake geek girl, which posits that the only reasons a woman is involved in a geek community is for attention. Issues of race are also prevalent across the spectrum, from lack of representation and stereotyped portrayal in media to racial attacks when a cosplayer of color cosplays outside their race.

Again, its important to emphasize that these problems do not stem from geek culture but rather the larger socio-cultural environment in which the members of geek culture were raised. Ending on a positive note, however, is the push of geeky spaces to embrace inclusion and diversity. Progress, like all social change, is slow but cultural items like the latest edition of Dungeons & Dragons including gender-inclusive language (McGrane, 2018), the latest Star Trek series featuring a woman of color in a lead role, and the omnipresent conversations at conventions and across the internet around diversity and inclusion in geek spaces is reason for hope.

Now that an understanding of geek culture has been established, it is important to examine a few specific ways in which geek culture functions as an asset to mental health and wellness. While each domain of geekdom has its own norms and culture, common therapeutic factors are found throughout the different geek-o-spheres and provide opportunities for healing, growth, and connection.

Fanfiction

Fanfiction is a type of story that is written by fans and based on established characters and/or universes. This type of writing can be used to expand or fill in the blanks of an existing story, be a fix it for storylines or endings the fans didnt appreciate, or develop romantic (often queer) pairings between characters that may or may not be romantically involved in the original content. These stories are written and consumed primarily by women, creating a tight-knit community of participatory fandom culture. Fanfiction also provides authors and readers alike the freedom to utilize their favorite media as a sandbox to engage in characters and storylines that mirror issues they may be facing in their own lives (Anderson, 2019; Jenkins, 1992).

How it Helps

Within the context of mental health, fanfiction can and does serve several positive, therapeutic purposes. As these works are created by fans without the confines of what is deemed acceptable (rather than obscene, indecent, or profane) within mainstream media, society, or Federal Communications Commission (FCC) regulation. Fan writers have the power to put well-known characters into scenarios that are not seen in canon text (e.g. material considered official), such as changing of sexual orientation or gender expression, analysis and processing of characters emotional trauma, setting of characters in an alternate universe different from their canon placement, and exploration of sexual fantasies. Fanfiction authors often put their own emotional difficulties or challenges onto the characters they are writing, helping their characters  and ultimately themselves  work through those issues. This type of writing has been seen by authors as a type of therapeutic journaling, which is widely seen as an effective mental health intervention unto itself (Costa & Abreu, 2018), as well as a component of other expressive therapy modalities, such as narrative therapy. For example, fanfiction could easily be used to help clients envision stories of how they would like to live their lives, applying exaggerated traits seen in characters like Captain Marvel or Frodo Baggins to their own struggles.

For some, reading fanfiction can be a welcome escape or distraction from the stress in their day-to-day lives, just as any other book or work of fiction can be, helping with emotional regulation or allowing for a joyful boost during a challenging day. However, fanfiction is freely available on the Internet, making it far more accessible than other forms of entertainment. The fanfiction sharing site Archive of Our Own (AO3) is home to over 2 million users, 4.8 million fan works, and more than one billion hits per month. It was nominated for a Hugo Award in 2019 for Best Related Work, giving a new and frequently desired sense of validity to this type of literature. The format through which these works are disseminated allows and even encourages feedback from readers, including commenting, leaving kudos, and even making requests for further stories. Themed fanfiction community events and charity drives also encourage collaboration between authors to co-write stories, and the ability to add images to fan stories also encourages collaboration between fan authors and fan artists. This leads to additional possibilities for the formation of relationships and community among those in fandom, as well as creating a rich, layered platform for creative expression and exploration of deep, emotional themes.

Social Contributions

A common and consistent theme within geek culture is helping others. Video games are typically aimed at solving problems or saving the world. Superheroes defeat supervillains, Harry Potter battles the Dark Lord Voldemort, and the Winchesters fight against literally anyone or anything that threatens humanity. Its therefore no surprise that the people who identify as being geeky are also interested in being heroes.

Avenues through which geeks can give back to their communities are plentiful, as the communities have not only embraced the idea of helping others, but formed its own highly successful charitable foundations. For example, within the science fiction community, multiple charitable organizations aimed at improving mental health and wellness have formed, led by both actors and fans. Supernatural (SPN) actor Jared Padalecki, after openly discussing his own battles with mental illness, launched a t-shirt campaign entitled Always Keep Fighting, which raised money for multiple organizations who work with mental illness. Its massive success led to the You Are Not Alone campaign by fellow Supernatural actors Jensen Ackles and Misha Collins, which helped fund an online crisis support network to provide immediate intervention to individuals who are in crisis from mental health related issues or cyberbullying. Misha Collins has also founded Random Acts, which is a charitable organization whose mission is to conquer the world one random act of kindness at a time, and has helped with disaster relief in Haiti, and to build a school in Nicaragua. SPN Survivors and Attitudes in Reverse are two fan-founded organizations, both of which are aimed at raising awareness for mental illness and suicide, and both of which were inspired in part by the Supernatural fandom.

While Supernatural is perhaps the fandom most associated with mental health and charitable work, it is not the only fandom within the science fiction community to promote altruism. The Harry Potter Alliance has been in operation since 2005 and has encouraged fans to engage in activism in a variety of social justice topics, including racism, gender equity, and LGBTQ rights. Other organizations such as Stands work with celebrities to make fandom merchandise where part of the proceeds for the sale go to benefit charitable organizations of the celebritys choice, allowing fans to have merchandise that highlights their favorite artists while also helping others.

Gaming, a genre of geek that frequently is in the news for all the wrong reasons, also serves up serious philanthropy. For example, Games Done Quick (GDQ) is a series of video game marathons that have raised over 19 million dollars for charities such as Doctors Without Borders over the last nine years; Able Gamers is the worlds largest charity for gamers with disabilities; Childs Play is a charity that donates toys and games to childrens hospitals; Gamers Outreach equips nurses and child life specialists with the means to make activities and technology accessible to hospitalized kids and teens. Clearly there is a serious need for promoting the identity of being a geek that has vast potential mental health benefits.

How it Helps

Research consistently highlights the benefits of altruism on mental health and mood (Post, 2005). Helping others helps us, which is likely what draws so many people to these organizations. Often people want to help others and improve their communities, but arent sure how to get involved. Organizations founded and promoted by celebrity favorites can make philanthropic engagement easier to get involved with, but also becomes tied to social identity and community. Becoming involved in charities that are geeky in nature means that participants arent only reaping the emotional benefits of helping others, but are also becoming more entrenched in their geek community, sharing the experience of helping with other like-minded individuals, as well as feeling closer to and supportive of their favorite celebrities.

Within the geek community there is a solid connection between philanthropy and mental health. Several charitable endeavors focus specifically on mental illness and have had an impact that is deeply personal to those who choose to involve themselves. The Always Keep Fighting campaign has had a direct impact on the mental wellness of those in the Supernatural fandom, as it encouraged fans to talk about their own emotional struggles, and connected fans through the #AKF hashtag on social media who were in need of support or encouragement. The You Are Not Alone campaign similarly connected others needing support through the #YANA hashtag, but also directly led to funding a network of trained volunteers providing crisis support to the fandom. Both of these programs also led to ongoing open conversations between the cast and the fans on the topic of mental health, decreasing stigma attached to mental illness, and encouraging ongoing discussion and education. These are just a few examples demonstrating the passion and determination geeks can leverage within themselves and mobilize en masse to achieve goals important to them. Charity events like this, due to their public nature, work to destigmatize mental illness and promote psychological wellness in the geek space. For clinicians, these kinds of events can be used as examples of the power of community to make a difference, as well as potential activities that may help clients connect with a community that shares their experiences or values.

Conventions

While social media has become a staple of communication among geeks, in-person events such as conventions are of massive importance to geek culture. Conventions can have a wide variety of themes, including comics, specific television shows or films (e.g. Star Trek or Doctor Who), gaming (e.g. video or role-playing games), or even technology (e.g. hacker conventions). The purpose of any convention is to get together with other like-minded individuals, as well as getting to meet or listen to leaders and celebrities within those genres.

Having an event at which to meet with other people in the geek community serves a critical function in the social lives and identities of its attendees, as it provides a physical space, date, and time for people to come together around their shared interests. For those brief hours or days, individuals are able to be amongst others who also identify as geeks, providing a primarily safe and non-judgmental environment with which to engage fully in fan fiction interests and activities without fear of stigma (Anderson, 2019).

How it Helps

While many geek interests are becoming more mainstream with the recent popularity of franchises such as Harry Potter and the Avengers, being a geek continues to be associated with stigma in a way other fandoms are not (Cohen et al., 2017). This can contribute to people tamping down their enthusiasm for things that bring them joy and not being open about these interests with people around them. This can lead to feelings of isolation and othering, which attendance at geek-themed conventions surrounded by individuals of similar interests can work to improve or heal.

Additionally, while the stereotype of a geek as an individual who is socially awkward is not always accurate, there are individuals within the community that suffer from social anxiety or other types of mental illness which can make connecting with others and forming relationships difficult. Conventions can not only provide a common interest to help break the ice when meeting new people, it can also provide a non-judgmental and comfortable environment for people to let their geek-flag fly proudly. Social media can facilitate these relationships going far beyond the convention floor, leading to long-term friendships, and meeting people in person that are already known from social media can lead to similar relationship formation.

It is also worthy of note that many organizations that are associated with mental health and philanthropy have booths at these conventions, giving resources, mental health, and more to individuals that may need them. National organizations like Random Acts, as well as local groups (such as body positive cosplay, geek themed non-profits, and mental wellness organizations) attend all types of conventions and can serve as a first-contact point for mental health education and support. For example, Take This is the first mental health organization created to cater to a gaming audience, both players and developers, and is best known for providing quiet, low stimulus spaces at gaming conventions known as AFK Rooms. AFK rooms are staffed by trained mental health professionals and volunteers and offer everything from a place to rest and charge your phone to mental health resources to crisis intervention. Furthermore, academic-fan led panels exploring psychological themes of geek-related fiction and activities are also becoming more frequent, adding additional ways attendees can use conventions as a way to improve and better understand their own mental wellness.

Access to celebrities is also a way in which conventions can contribute to mental wellness for attendees. Fans of science fiction and fantasy genres are not only interested in this genre as a hobby, but look at participation in this community as more of a lifestyle and identity (Chadborn et al., 2018). Works of fiction provide characters and stories which people can gain inspiration from, and access to the actors and authors who portray them can be very meaningful. However, social media and conventions now also give a new way for artists and audiences to have direct communication and insight into the lives of these celebrities, allowing fans to gain inspiration from the creators and performers themselves. Being able to share these experiences with artists has also been shown to help individuals who are managing mental health related issues such as depression, addiction, and even suicidality. Finding connections and forming relationships with celebrities  even if those interactions are very brief  can be extremely validating and improve mental wellness (Zubernis, 2017).

Cosplay

A portmanteau of the words costume and play, cosplay involves creating costumes and/or dressing up as a specific person, character, or aspect of a fandom. Persons who participate in cosplay are referred to as cosplayers. Costumes can range from relatively simple to extremely elaborate and can be bought, hand-made, or a combination of the two. Many conventions offer cosplay contests where cosplayers get to show off their creations.

Cosplay transcends a wide variety of geek cultures including gaming (pictured left), anime, science fiction, and fantasy. Costuming and performance date back thousands of years, but the notion of creating a costume specifically for geeky interests has its origins in the 1930s. The first record of wearing costumes to a convention was World Con in 1939 (Pettinger, 2014). Attendees Forest J. Ackerman and Myrtle Douglas wore futuristic costumes - futuristic jumpsuits and capes created by Myrtle - to the convention, becoming the first cosplayers (Pettinger, 2014). The term cosplay itself, however, wouldnt be invented until 1983 when it first appeared in an issue of My Anime by Nobuyuki Takahashi (Plunkett, 2014).

How it Helps

Cosplay almost inherently embodies core attributes of several different kinds of expressive therapies, such as expressive arts therapy, drama therapy, and role play. For creators, cosplay is an active, tactile activity that requires problem solving, critical thinking, creativity, imagination, patience, and persistence. Some cosplayers have reported that crafting cosplay helped them cope with depression and anxiety by giving them a task to focus on, connecting them to a large community of fellow cosplayers, developing new skills, and gaining a sense of achievement (McGeehon, 2018).

As a generally not popular person, being able to be someone else for a day is fun. Building my armor is a great way to take my focus off of my depression and wearing it to a con makes me almost forget that I even have depression. Bringing smiles to kids faces, having full grown adults go crazy when they see you, and feeling like a celebrity with people taking pictures of you is a totally awesome feeling. When Im in my armor, Im not afraid to be myself. Ill be silly, dance around, and talk with people I usually wouldnt have the bravery to talk to normally. For me it is a huge self-esteem booster and a great way to enjoy my life without worries, even if it is just temporarily.  Cosplayer Magikarp (K. Dunlap, personal communication, 2019.)

Cosplayers who dress as characters or objects from their favorite fandom may also benefit from performative or role playing actions. Role play is widely utilized in therapeutic settings as an intervention tool, from therapeutic D&D social skills groups (Connell & Boccamazzo, 2019) to job readiness training. This kind of role play can be equivalent to creating an avatar, allowing someone to project an idealized self into the world or to hide behind a mask which makes social situations easier for those with social anxiety. Crossplay is another common kind of role play where a person cosplays as a gender other than their own. Because crossplay is normalized, cosplay spaces can foster safe places to explore or experiment with gender identity.

Geek fandoms are a culture unto themselves and, like all cultures, can provide context through which mental health professionals can better understand a person. Recognizing the importance of geek culture for those who identify themselves as geeks is a form of cultural competence. The simple act of practicing genuineness and positive regard for geek clients around their geeky passions is a critical first step. Utilizing a clients interests and strengths is a core component to any kind of good therapy and this remains true even when those interests include going to a convention with 40,000 of your fandom friends dressed as Tetris block.
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Sexism in Geek Culture

Stephanie Orme, PhD

In the fall of 2014, a culture war that had been brewing within the video game community for decades came to a bubbling point. While games journalists and other public figures were calling more diverse representation in games, a vocal contingent of players began to publicly express their frustrations  and outright anger  with what they perceived as an attack on gaming culture. These players accused games reporters of favoring games with a feminist agenda at the expense of the games they had grown up with. The real spark came when the jilted ex-boyfriend of female game developer Zoe Quinn penned a scathing blog post accusing Quinn of sleeping with a games journalist in exchange for a positive review of her game Depression Quest. (It has been proven that said review does not exist (Illing, 2017)).

Rallying under the hashtag #Gamergate on social media, these individuals launched an online harassment campaign against so-called Social Justice Warriors  feminist game critics and others who advocate for more equitable representation of marginalized groups in games. Several prominent women in the gaming scene became primary targets of Gamergate, including Quinn, feminist media critic Anita Sarkeesian, and game developer Brianna Wu (Wingfield, 2014). The constant barrage of harassment and threats launched gaming culture into mainstream news coverage. By the summer of the following year, Gamergate had largely faded into the backdrop; yet, the anti-women sentiments that under-girded the movement far precede it, and continue to linger (Gray & Leonard, 2018).

While Gamergate gained mainstream notoriety due to the particularly vicious nature behind its harassment tactics, this anti-women ethos came as no surprise to (women) players who are part of geek culture. For them, gender-based harassment in the form of slurs, criticisms, and outright threats come hand-in-hand with being a woman in a historically male-dominated cultural territory. Yet, those who do not participate in geeky spaces (e.g. gaming, comics, sci-fi) often tend to not realize, or understand the depths of, the types of toxic behavior women in these spaces routinely endure. This chapter offers context on several key issues related to sexism in geek culture, and how the effects of these issues might be experienced by mental health practitioners patients.

Fake Geek Girls and the Politics of Geek Authenticity

Geek authenticity  what it means to be a geek  has been demarcated by the kinds of men who dominated the cultural spheres of gaming, comics, fantasy, and sci-fi for decades (Massanari, 2015). They have positioned themselves as the arbitrators of geek culture and, by extension, who gets to be part of its membership. As such, women who identify as geeks constantly find their geek identity called into question and challenged by male members of geek culture who, for a variety of reasons, feel the urge to gatekeep geek culture.

Women who publicly express their geek fandom may find themselves branded a Fake Geek Girl, a timeworn trope used to describe women who merely pretend to enjoy aspects of geek culture for attention (Reagle, 2015) or any other reason. Editor in Chief for Uproxx Brett Michael-Dykes captured this anti-women mentality when he declared, We all know girls like this. By now were on to them. Yet they persist, like a fungus. Im talking about attractive females who fancy themselves as nerds (Dykes, 2011). Demarcating a woman as a fake geek delegitimizes her cultural capital within geek spaces by asserting she has no genuine passion or knowledge about geek subject matter, stripping her of any say within that community. Similarly, women who shop in physical retail outlets carrying geek products such as video games and comic books while in the company of a male friend or romantic partner are often assumed to be into geek culture because of their male companion (Orme, 2016). While not all women who follow their friends or significant others into a geek retail store are necessarily invested in the experience, many of them are  and their personal ties to geek culture are erased.

Women who wish to be viewed as real geeks find themselves having to prove themselves to the male gatekeepers of various geek communities. In gaming culture, for example, being a real gamer means playing certain types of games, or even specific titles. Casual and mobile gaming  which enjoy popularity among many female players  are not regarded as real games, and those who play them are not real gamers (Kubik, 2012). Many women in traditionally male-dominated geek spaces  comic book shops, sci-fi conventions, esports tournaments  routinely find themselves being literally quizzed on their knowledge of geeky lore by male members of those communities (Gardner, 2018). Because many geek spaces were historically male-dominated, men became the ones to dictate the standards for what constitutes an authentic geek. This places girls and women geeks in an unfortunate bind, as Scott (2019) so aptly notes:

The fake geek girl presents a zero-sum game for female fans, not only because fakeness is predicated on the notion that fan affect is quantifiable and must be authenticated but also because within this paradigm, only male fans (or those who align themselves with an affirmational notion of authentic fan culture) are empowered to define and delimit what constitutes a real fan (p. 99).

One might ask, Whats the big deal about whether someone else thinks youre a real geek or not? The cultural capital that comes with having real geek status can actually drastically affect the ways in which girls and women experience geek culture. Aside from feeling like they are on the margins of geek culture, with products and marketing being directed at a presumed male demographic (Scott, 2017), women are often deprived of having a voice in geek spaces. Their opinions in both face-to-face and online communities may be discredited by the gatekeepers who determine that they are not real geeks (Scott, 2019). At its worst, this may also lead to gender-based harassment that discourages women from participating in geek communities altogether.

Harassment, Toxicity, and the Thot Police

Unfortunately, the internet has made it easier to bully and harass women geeks. There is ample evidence that women face unequivocally more harassment while playing online games than males (see Cote, 2015; Fox & Tang, 2016). For many women, logging into an online gaming environment comes with the expectation that she will experience some sort of gender-based discrimination, and even harassment, should her gender identity be revealed while playing (McLean & Griffiths, 2018). Examples of harassment range from the most benign insults (quit the game and go make me a sandwich) to outright threats of violence. For years, the now-defunct blog Fat, Slutty, or Ugly documented instances of sexism and gender-targeted harassment experienced by women players, categorizing them under themes such as lewd proposals, Sandwich Making 101, and death threats (OLeary, 2012). While trash talk is practically a staple of multiplayer gaming  and not something that women uniquely experience  sexist comments, rape jokes and threats, and other gender-based harassment exist in a whole other category, and have lasting impacts on women long after they turn off the game (Fox & Tang, 2016).

In fact, this type of behavior is so prevalent that many women hide their gender identity while playing online games with strangers, using gender-neutral usernames or forgoing the use of in-game voice chat features (Cote, 2015; McLean & Griffiths, 2018). Using voice chat affords players in team-based games competitive advantages, as they are able to communicate strategy quickly and more effectively. Thus, women (and other minority players) find themselves in a double-bind: risk the possibility of opening themselves up to gender-based toxicity or be forced to play with limited competitive capabilities (Loehr, 2018).

The rise of video game live-streaming  the broadcasting of oneself playing a video game  has created more opportunities for womens visibility in gaming culture. However, with that visibility comes the possibility of gender-based toxicity. The term Twitch thots3 has become popular parlance for describing conventionally attractive women on the platform  the idea being that these women are merely relying on their physical attractiveness to exploit the presumed heterosexual male audience for views, donations, and paid subscribers rather than producing quality content (Dalbey, 2018). The term has spawned an entire ecosystem of memes ridiculing female broadcasters, perpetuating the misogynistic logic that a woman cannot be both attractive and a good content creator. High-profile female broadcaster Amouranth reported being harassed and doxxed4 after users accused her of hiding her relationship status from the community so that male viewers might donate to her in hopes of developing a romantic relationship with her (Alexander, 2018).

Then there is the harassment levied at anyone perceived to be pushing feminist agendas in geek spaces. Post Gamergate, there exists a heightened resistance to attempts to critique and diversify the comics, sci-fi, and other geek industries. The comic book community has recently seen its own version of Gamergate  Comicsgate  unfold on Twitter. In July 2017, editor of The Unbelievable Gwenpool Heather Antos and several female Marvel staff members gathered for milkshakes to honor the passing of industry icon Flo Steinberg. After Antos tweeted a selfie of the group, dozens of individuals began accusing Antos and her colleagues of being fake geek girls and the creepiest collection of stereotypical SJW5s anyone could possibly imagine and flooded her private message inbox with sexual harassment (Francisco, 2018).

This added fuel to an already burning fire of resentment towards diversity from some comics retailers who blamed declining sales on Marvels recent push for more diverse representation (Elbein, 2017). A handful of anti-feminist individuals began circulating a blacklist of comics creators including the likes of Kelly Sue DeConnick, Ta-Nehisi Coates, and Matt Fraction, among others who are women creators and creators of color. The posters encouraged anyone concerned with the state of comics to boycott their work (Francisco, 2018). A similar campaign against diversity had transpired a couple of years prior within the science-fiction writing community. As with previous years, two right-wing groups known as the Sad Puppies and the Rabid Puppies, attempted to rig the voting for the 2016 Hugo Awards, the prestigious honoring of works in sci-fi literature and drama (Barnett, 2016). The effects of movements like Comicsgate and the Hugo Awards incident are also felt by fans, who may experience toxic behavior in communities where they express their enjoyment of certain creators and their works.

Box Office Bullies and Resistance to Representation

Issues regarding representation in geek culture have continued to make headlines the past couple of years, following the recent surge of female protagonists in traditionally masculine subsets of geek culture. Perhaps the most notable of these cases is the Star Wars film sequels, The Force Awakens (2015) and The Last Jedi (2017), both of which feature more women and people of color than previous films in the franchise. The Force Awakens netted over $2 billion globally and become a worldwide cultural phenomenon, in large part due to its strong female protagonist Rey, which helped to usher in new fans. However, many (mostly male) fans of Star Wars were quick to label Rey a Mary Sue, a term reserved for female characters who are perceived to be unrealistically and flawlessly adept at doing things, because she possesses naturally strong Jedi abilities without having had training like Luke Skywalker undertook in the original trilogy (Kain, 2017). Rey, in being a competent young woman, threatened the fabric of the Star Wars universe  and fans masculinity.

The greatest backlash would come with the arrival of the second film in the sequel lineup, The Last Jedi. This film boasted Star Warss most diverse cast of characters yet and featured the franchises first Asian-American actor or actress in a major role  Kelly Marie Tran as Resistance maintenance worker Rose Tico. After the films release, Tran was subjected to months of harassing, racist, and sexist messages on her Instagram account, resulting in her deleting all of her photos and leaving the platform (Chuba, 2018). Some members of the Star Wars fandom felt betrayed when their fan theories about Rey being the descendent of a legendary Jedi (thus explaining her innate ability) were proven false (Barsanti, 2018). Others were enraged by the way that Vice-Admiral Holdo shut down flyboy hotshot Poe Damerons battle plans  the type of masculine bravado that had been a staple of older films (Ong, 2017).

Some enraged Star Wars fans took the internet to proclaim that the film had destroyed Luke Skywalkers legacy. One individual went so far as to post an edited, 46 minute long cut of The Last Jedi titled The Last Jedi: The De-Feminized Fan Edit, which strips all positive portrayals of female characters present in the original film, re-writing male characters as flawless heroes. Admiral Holdo is written out of the film entirely (meaning Poe gets to be the noble hero to carry out her self-sacrificial battle tactic), Rey is made less powerful while antagonist Kylo Ren is made emotionally more rigid, and Roses sister Paige is deprived of her last heroic act before dying, among other changes (Barsanti, 2018). Another Star Wars fan created an online petition that garnered over 116,000 supporters begging for The Walt Disney Company (which owns Lucasfilm) to remove The Last Jedi from official Star Wars canon  in other words, pretend it never happened (Have Disney Strike, n.d.). There has even been an online campaign to create a fan-remake of The Last Jedi that alleges to have received over $416 million in pledges as of May 2018 (http://remakethelastjedi.com). All of this backlash seems rather moot, as the final film in the trilogy, The Rise of Skywalker, is releasing in North American theaters in December 2019.

This has not stopped disgruntled fans concerned about social justice warrior politics from finding ways to express their displeasure with female-led franchises. The newest trend in anti-feminist online culture is review-bombing, the practice of flooding review-aggregating websites like Rotten Tomatoes with negative ratings to lower a films overall score. Users have been exploiting the platforms Want to See feature, which was meant to indicate anticipation of upcoming releases. Marvels first female-led superhero film Captain Marvel became the target of negative reviews prior to the films release after right-wing trolls on Reddit and 4chan called upon users to tank the films ratings (Kaplan, 2019). (Captain Marvel smashed several box office records and is currently the 24th highest grossing film globally (Box Office Mojo, n.d.)). The forthcoming The Rise of Skywalker received negative reviews on the website before the films title had even be revealed. In response, Rotten Tomatoes has announced they are disabling the comment function from the review pages of films that have not yet been released (Alexander, 2019).

Implications for Therapists, Clinicians, and Mental HealthProfessions

The video game and comic book industries, Hollywood, and other media producers all seem to be trying harder to create a more inclusive geek culture, but with it comes unprecedented levels of blowback, from digital vandalism like review bombing to direct harassment of marginalized creators and fans. The current tumultuous state of geek culture has very real ramifications for those who seek to be part of it.

Woo (2012) has argued that geek culture allows us to create a sense of community  something that we are increasingly desperate for in an increasing socially fragmented age. A lower sense of belonging has been linked to depression and declining mental health (Kitchen et al., 2012). Tocci (2009) explains that social outcasts tend to gravitate towards solitary interests, which tend to overlap with many segments of geek culture (e.g. gaming, reading, watching TV). Woo (2012) suggests that one way we cultivate geek community is by amassing consumer goods and cultural artifacts (e.g. collectible figures, merchandise) that give us a certain social capital within the community. However, this can become a challenge for fans from marginalized groups, like girls and women, who may not be the target demographic for product creators. The marketing of geek merchandise continues to cater to a male demographic, with limited options for girls and women (Scott, 2017). When geeky products are produced and marketed with only male fans in mind, others are restricted in how they can visibly participate in self-expression.

Aside from general feelings of alienation, many women geeks may also experience genuine fears about safety. In addition to online harassment and threats women geeks receive, there is a troubling history of sexual harassment of women at fan conventions, particularly among those who come in costume  known as cosplaying  as their favorite characters. The internet is rife with horror stories from cosplaying women who have been stalked, photographed without permission, and sexually assaulted, resulting in petitions to convention organizers to help combat the problem (Waldman, 2014). The San Diego Comic-Con  one of geek cultures preeminent gatherings  has a notably vague code of conduct, leaving cosplayers to largely look after themselves and each other. Riding the #MeToo movement wave, anime convention attendees began circulating an online spreadsheet of abusers and harassers who frequent U.S. anime conventions (DAnastasio, 2019). It is difficult to ascertain just how prevalent sexual assault is at geek events, as many cases go unreported, and convention security is limited to the convention center and not what happens off-site. To help fill this void, the Cosplayer Survivor Support Network, a support group for cosplay community members who are victims of harassment, abuse, and other trauma, was formed in 2016 (http://cosplayer-ssn.org).

Marginalized geeks are carving out their own spaces in geek culture, from women-owned comic shops to LGBTQ+ geek events. A few examples include:


	The Geek Initiative (http://geekinitiative.com): Hosts a crowd-sourced list of inclusive comic book stores in the U.S.

	Black Nerd Girls (http://blacknerdgirls.com): Entertainment news hub with a focus on Blackness and geeky hobbies.

	Geeks Out (http://geeksout.org): Hosts conventions and organizes queer spaces at events.



One can also find local communities and events by searching online or by asking at your local comic shops, game retailers, and geek hobby stores.

The ostracizing and harassment that many girls and women face as members of geek culture can be detrimental to their health and well-being. Yet, for all of the sexism that plagues it, geek culture can, at times, be a wonderful thing. Comic shops, video game tournaments, and fan conventions can all be hubs for connecting with like-minded individuals. Affinities for certain characters and stories can bring people from diverse backgrounds together, and give parents and their children something to bond over. Despite its growing pains, geek culture is worth saving, making it vital that mental health specialists are informed about it.
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3 Thots, which stands for that ho over there., is a term used to describe promiscuous women in general. It has been adopted by Twitch users to degrade women on the male-dominated platform.

4 Doxxing refers to the process of searching for and publishing the personal information (e.g. address, contact information) online, typically with malicious intentions.

5 SJWs (which stands for Social Justice Warrior) is a derogatory term used to describe anyone who advocates for diversity and inclusion.





Resource Groups for Clinicians

Leylines Geek Therapy Training provides high-quality webinar trainings with the experts and leaders in the field. Clinicians and mental health experts are able to provide and share the knowledge that has been developed by working with their clients. These modalities have been resulting in clients having less anxiety (e.g., social), less depressive symptoms (e.g., after playing video games), improved self-esteem, richer interpersonal interactions, greater social and school engagement, and greater development of social skills and problem solving. They are being used to improve overall psychological well-being across all ages, as well as focusing on the specific needs of targeted populations, such as those with ADHD, ASD, PTSD, and mood and anxiety disorders.  www.geektherapytraining.com.

Take This is a mental health 501(c)3 non-profit organization providing comprehensive resources, support, and consultation tailored for the unique needs of the game community, and embraces its diverse cultures and needs. They provide mental health education and a variety of outreach programs to serve the game and game development communities. They work in a spirit of partnership with other organizations addressing these issues among game enthusiasts, streamers, and creators.  www.takethis.org.

Geeks Like Us (GLU) is a community-based media company designed to help geeks flourish. Created by geeky psychologists, GLU aims to celebrate the science and passion within geek culture through related articles (e.g. The Healing Laugh of Deadpool), podcasts (e.g., Brain Noodles), YouTube Series (Psych at the Table), convention panels (SDCC, PAX) and streaming content (Thuppence, Clinical Roll). Above all else, GLU strives to help people grow and embrace what it means to be unapologetically enthusiastic. - www.geekslikeus.com

Game to Grow is a 501(c)3 non-profit organization dedicated to the use of games of all kinds for therapeutic, educational, and community growth. Our therapeutic social skills groups help youth become more confident, creative, and socially capable through the intentional facilitation of customized, collaborative gaming experiences. Were most well-known for our use of tabletop role-playing games like Dungeons & Dragons. Many of the kids and teens in our groups struggle with social challenges related to autism, ADHD, anxiety, or depression, and the groups help them build social skills, reduce isolation, and develop friendships. We also provide training, consultation, and support to other therapeutic and gaming professionals, educators, parents, and advocates, so that even more individuals can benefit from the life-enriching power of games. - www.gametogrow.org

The Bodhana Group is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization that advocates the use of tabletop gaming as a directed therapeutic and clinical practice that can benefit personal growth, as well as enhance social and educational services to individuals and families. The Bodhana Group advocates the use of tabletop gaming as a directed therapeutic and clinical practice that can benefit personal growth as well as enhance social and educational services to individuals and families. We believe that the inherent benefit one gets from playing games can be focused and utilized to make one better. Better at math or reading. Better at socializing or emotional expression. Better at coping skills. Better at life. The Bodhana Group offers training, consultation and services for individuals, families and organizations. - https://www.thebodhanagroup.org/.

RPG Research is an international, 501(c)3 non-profit, 100% volunteer-run, human services charitable research and community services organization, studying the effects of collaborative music and all role-playing game formats and their potential to improve lives worldwide. Working with a wide range of regular and special needs populations from ages 2 through 102+. - http://www.rpgresearch.com.

Gamenamic Leaderships Mission: Using gaming to help people learn about themselves, group dynamics, and discovering how the world works. We facilitate games and workshops that promote leadership and team development. Facilitators guide players through the game experience, offer coaching throughout, and engage the participants in case-in-point learning. Following the game experience, a facilitated debrief prompts players to critically reflect on their own development, as well as how the mental models present in the game can contribute to leadership outside the game. - Gamenamic.org

It is Roll Play Leads mission to support the social skill growth of teens who live with anxiety and other forms of mental illness through leadership development in the form of table-top role playing games (TTRPG), mainly Dungeons & Dragons.- rollplaylead.org/

Women in Games is an international non-profit designed to support women working, or interested in working, in the global digital games industry. WIGJ (formerly Women in Games Jobs) has a presence in 23 countries, representing Europe, North and South America, Asia, and Africa. On an international level, WIGJ has regional ambassadors dedicated to achieving WIGJs mission of doubling the number of women working in games in 10 years. Every year, WIGJ hosts an annual European conference featuring industry guest speakers, panel discussions, and workshops. Local chapters in cities around the globe offer spaces for women game makers and allies to gather to promote inclusive hiring in game design through lectures, mentorship programs, and networking events. For more information, visit http://www.womeningames.org.

AnyKey is a non-profit advocacy group that works to cultivate an inclusive climate in the competitive gaming industry. Backed by research, their initiatives are to amplify the voices of individuals making strides towards inclusivity in esports, connecting marginalized members to resources for support, and providing esports organizations with actionable items to make their spaces more inclusive. AnyKey hosts Women in Esports networking events and is a staple of Diversity Lounges at major geek events, where they invite discussion of important diversity and inclusion issues. AnyKey started the glhf Pledge (Good luck, have fun! Pledge), which players, live-streamers, and other members of esports culture can take to show their commitment to building an inviting esports community for all. For more information, and to take the glhf Pledge, visit http://www.anykey.org.

Monte Cook Games has always been about acceptance and inclusion. In their products, in the events they support, and in the gaming spaces they strive to create, they welcome people from all walks of life, all genders and orientations, all religions and cultures, and all ethnicities. Monte Cook Games support the civil liberties of all people, and manifest that support in our own small way: through the fun and imagination of games. They have created a Consent In Gaming PDF that is free to use and can be downloaded from their website: https://www.montecookgames.com/
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Examples Final Fantasy. Runescape, and
Pokémon.
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Adventure

Player assumes a role as a protagonist within the game
storyline via the narrative drive gameplay

Originally began with computer text adventures using keyboard
arrows

Challenges and action are not a focus or part of the game play like in
action games.

The player goes through a linear and plot-driven narrative with the
singular focus of completing the adventure

One will explore and encounter multiple obstacles and barriers in
place which will remain until a tool or similar item is used to work
through the obstacle/barrier

Haunted House, Heavy Rain.
Examples King's Quest. The Longest
Journey
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and Pixels: The
Triumphant,
Turbulent Stories
Behind How Video
Games Are Made.

Jason Schreier Harper Paperbacks

Dungeons & Dragons
Essentials Kit (D&D | Wizards RPG Team | Wizards of the Coast
Boxed Set)

Dungeons & Dragons
Monster Manual
(Core Rulebook, D&D

Roleplaying Game)

Wizards RPG Team | Wizards of the Coast

Dungeons & DragonS
P " | Wizards RPG Team | Wizards of the Coast

Extra Lives: Why

e G M Tom Bissell Vintage
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Media as Story, Noah Wardrip-Fruin
Performance, and | and Pat Harrigan

Game.

The MIT Press
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Poyehology Seres | Travis Langley Sterling
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Reality Is Broken:

Why Games Make

Us Better and How | Jane McGonigal Penguin Books
They Can Change the
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Return of the Lazy = Independently
Dungeon Master Biichnet Shen published
Superhero Therapy | Janine Searlet Instant Help
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Relational Expectancy Violation (REV)

Defined Examples of REV
N For example, Johnny Depp
First, relationships suffer when )\ loved actor from

a partner deviated from moral
relationship norms. Things like
abusive nature, drug abuse, and

his roles in the Pirates of the
Caribbean movies, has had &
streak of violent behavior. leading

smalll’” ”:hm E;V“.;"l dallbe | oral violations with fans, thus
“’m“"" Es‘i" existing creating a strain for subsequent
it moralnopms roles with Fantastic Beasts.

In an ABC News morning

Second, trust violations can occur
when someone breaks a promise,
or even acting in an inauthentic

segment, broadcasters
interviewed Harvii Kindlon, a
‘young man who tried to give
Megan Fox a yellow rose at a
Transformers movie premiere,

‘maner to impress others (Jones | (/ick she snubbed him. While
8 i 1530 Kindlon went on record to say he
SRS was not upset or felt ill feelings
towards Fox, he did mention that
he felt rejected and disappointed
‘with the encounter.
— . Being rude or making others feel
- sucta °°°“' small are considered breaking
when an individual expects their |~ %7 NI TS ARE
friends to adhere to a code of .
ey of universal rules (Argyle &

Henderson, 1985)
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Genre Description Examples
Also called “survival” games,
Bﬂttl.‘ Royale/ | these !lml‘lt‘)' on exploration Fortnite, PUBG
Survival and scavenging and “last man
standing” gameplay.
int i sacin compenion | Yo Sped
Racing o i s Gran Turismo
with any type of land. water. air. Sport
or space vehicle. e
Games that involve taking on the |Final Fantasy
Role playing | “role” of a player and progressing | Series, World of
through a narrative Warcraft
Games that involve shooting at. or | Call of Duty,
Shooter destroying. a series of opponents | Unreal
or objects. ‘Tournament
Simulation | Games that simulate real-world | SimCity, The
activities Sims
Stre (Games that emphasize the use of | Starcraft,
i strategy Civilization
Games that are adaptations of
. FIFA, Madden
Sports existing sports or variations of NFL titles
them
Games that are tspically plased | oope
Party as forms of entertainment at
N - Jackbox
social gatherings
Puzzle Games that emphasize puzzle Tetris, Portal

solving
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Other

Tncludes games which do not fit into the aforementioned categories
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Strategy

The player creates, manages, and/or controls items
within the world to achieve victory.

Focus on careful. methodical, skillful planning to win

Use in game mechanics to their advantage to plan a series of actions
using the game system bonuses to add to their chance of victory

* Real-time strategy (RTS)

* Tum-based strategy (TBS)

* Turn-based tactics (TBT)

Strategy sub-genres * Real-time tactics (RTT)

- Multiplayer online battle
arenas (MOBAs)

- Tower defense

Civilization, Age of Empires.
Examples Starcraft, Wareraft, Clash of
Clans, League of Legends
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Action-Adventure

Hybrid — Consist of elements found in both action and adventure games

Began as players became bored with pure adventure games

To progress in the game, one typically obtains a tool or other in-game
items to overcome obstacles, etc. and includes smaller obstacles
requiring navigation. combat, gathering, and simple to complex puzzle
solving in order to progress

Reflex skills are relied upon during parts of combat to dodge or
advance on an enemy

Puzzles are more common than combat, requiring a constant cognitive
process to think through the conniving riddles

Storyline is linear and goal driven

Tend to focus on exploration and item gathering to level up

Typically clear delineation of enemy. hero, and populace to be rescued
or saved

Minecraft, Assassin’s Creed.
Examples Resident Evil, Half Life. Portal,
Legend of Zelda






OPS/images/53-1.jpg
Action

The gamer is often under time pressure and combat
can be one player at a time; turn taking combat

Challenges the gamer in:

* Tests of physical skill

- High reaction speeds

- Superior hand-eye
coordination

Includes activities not considered

to be central to the game play

- Puzzles
- Races

- Mazes

- Challenges

- Exploration demands

Examples

Overwatch, Super Mario
Brothers, Super Smash Brothers,
Call of Duty. Donkey Kong
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Megan Condis

University Of Iowa
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Benjamin Woo

McGill-Queen's
University Press

Getting Gamers: The
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Jamie Madigan

Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers
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Gerald Jones

Basic Books
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Gameplay Guide:
Role-Play the Best
Campaign Ever—No
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James D'Amato

Adams Media

The Video Game
Debate

Rachel Kowert and
Thorsten Quandt

Routledge

Video Games and
Well-being: Press
Start

Rachel Kowert

Palgrave Pivot

Woke Gaming:
Digital Challenges to
Oppression and Social
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Kishonna Gray and
David Leonard

University of
Washington Press
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Respondent Subcultural Interests

Subcultural Interest Respondent Participation (%)
Cosplay 30.1
Anime-Based Media 332
Collectibles 435
Table-Top Gaming 503
Cartoon-Based Media 544
Comics 60.1
STEM 66.8
“Nerd Events” 705
Video Games 731
Fantasy/Seifi 782
Internet Culture 902
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Characteristic

Definition

Individuals are free to come and go as they please

Neutral Ground | with little obligation or entanglements with other
participants
Leveler An individual's rank and status in the workplace
- or society at large are of no import
Conversationis | Conversation is a main focus of activity in which
the main activity | playfulness and wit are collectively valued
Accessibility & | Easy to access and are accommodating to those
Accommodation | who frequent them
A cadre of regulars who attract newcomers and
TheBegulam |- o sine st hisictissntis G
Low Profile Characteristically homely and without pretension
The Mood is The mood is generally playful and market by
Playful frivolity
A Home Away | They exhibit rootedness, feelings of possession.

from Home

spiritual regeneration, feelings of being at ease.
and warmth
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