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Learning social attitude at the computer

For the first time, the positive effects of computer games on thoughts,
emotions and behaviour will be the subject of closer scrutiny by social
psychologists. A total of three studies will explore how, to which extent
and for how long cooperative gaming behaviour influences the
personality of gamers positively. The project, funded by the Austrian
Science Fund (FWF), will complete the current state of research on
personality effects from computer games, which has previously been
dominated by studies of negative consequences. The studies have the
potential to offer significant ideas for analysing and reinforcing social
skills in all age groups.

Scientists currently agree that violent video games increase aggressive
tendencies. When it comes to cooperative games, i.e. games played in a
team with other (human) players pursuing the same goal, however, the
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effects are less well known. In such games, the success of one player
depends on the success of another player, and vice versa. Can these
games influence the thoughts and emotions of players, as well as their 
cooperative behavior? A team of social psychologists will be looking for
answers in a project funded by the Austrian Science Fund.

From first-person shooter to team player

Prof. Tobias Greitemeyer from the Institute of Psychology at the
University of Innsbruck, who is in charge of the project, explains the
background: "In two earlier pilot studies, we had already noted the
positive effects of collective gaming. However, to validate these
findings, we must conduct more extensive, longer studies. That's exactly
what we'll be able to do now." The project, which is about to be
launched, is divided into three distinctive studies seeking to answer
different questions.

The first correlational study is set to investigate the magnitude and type
of impact that cooperative video games have on prosocial cognition.
Participants will be interviewed about their preferences and gaming
habits. Subsequent word completion tasks will highlight the prevalence
of cooperative thought patterns; these are considered to be an indicator
of the tendency towards community-oriented behaviour. Surveys and so-
called "dilemma tasks", in which participants have to make decisions in
situations of social conflict, provide clues about their social value
orientation. For example, prosocial gamers can be distinguished from
competitive and individualistic ones. It is this distinction that points to
important correlations between gaming behaviour and emotional
attitudes.

Furthermore, a longitudinal study will focus on the degree of positive
effects after several months of consumption of cooperative video games.
It will investigate ways of thinking and emotional attitudes, as well as
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behavioural patterns. Comprehensive surveys conducted on two
occasions, 4–6 months apart, will demonstrate both the changes that have
occurred and the predictive value of the first interview.

High score in social behavior

The third study in the project has an experimental design and will look at
directly quantifiable causal relationships between gaming behavior and
its positive effects. In two experimental set-ups, participants will either
pursue a common goal or play alone. Afterwards, the tendency towards
prosocial thinking and the empathy of the players will be measured. The
results of the surveys and tasks are expected to offer clues about whether
prosocial thinking, emotions, such as empathy, or both, give rise to
community-oriented behavior.

All in all, the three studies have been designed using methods that seek
to make them universally applicable, and to offer a scientifically
substantiated result. Prof. Greitemeyer explains: "Whereas the
correlational and longitudinal studies relate directly to the participants'
world of lived experience, the third study has an experimental design and
therefore allows for a direct identification of causalities." The scope of
the project is as comprehensive as its design: between 300 and 2.700
schoolchildren, students and adults will be interviewed over a period of 4
to 6 months. The FWF project will therefore provide the first thoroughly
substantiated data on a highly topical but scarcely researched
phenomenon.
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