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Abstract 

This thesis explores the videogame Animal Crossing: New Horizons (ACNH) (Nintendo 2020) 

as a digital cultural phenomenon that has become a critical space for navigating loneliness, 

intimacy, and selfhood among Millennials and Zillenials (aged 18-35) during the COVID-19 

pandemic and within the context of neoliberal societies. Drawing on Winnicottian Object 

Relations Theory (Winnicott, 1971) and situated within psychosocial (Hollway and Jefferson, 

2000) and psychocultural (Bainbridge and Yates, 2014; Giffney, 2021) research traditions, the 

study investigates how digital play functions as both a transitional object and a “third space”. 

 
A triangulated qualitative methodology was employed, comprising 12 psychosocially informed 

semi-structured interviews, photo elicitation (player-generated artefacts), and researcher 

reflexivity. These approaches were used to explore ACNH as a site of meaning-making and 

emotional navigation. Grounded in a constructivist epistemology, the study recognises 

knowledge as co-constructed through subjective experience and the dynamics between 

researcher and participant. Thematic analysis revealed that ACNH functioned as a potential 

“third space” (Winnicott 1971), facilitating emotionally sustaining solitude and mediated 

intimacy through digital world-building. While single-player modes offered comfort and creative 

autonomy, multiplayer features introduced complex negotiations with vulnerability, co-

presence, and social norms. 

 
 

Findings suggest that the game’s flexible mechanics both uphold and subvert dominant 

ideologies, including those of gender and neoliberalism. This reflects the boundary-crossing 

potential enabled by contemporary technological platforms (James and Leader, 2023; Marsh 

et al., 2016). Players navigated the game’s open-ended play to explore identity, engage in 

self-expression, and perform affective and digital labour. In some cases, this transformed 

leisure into “playbour” (Törhönen et al., 2019; Woodcock and Johnson, 2019). At the same 

time, aesthetic movements such as “Cottagecore” offered a form of nostalgic escapism, 
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highlighting tensions between pastoral fantasy and socio-economic reality (Ryan and Tileva, 

2022). 

 
 

These dynamics became especially salient during the 2020 pandemic, when ACNH served as 

a digital refuge for processing grief, cultivating relational care, and staging acts of cultural 

critique within the constraints of a commercial game environment. My psychoculturally 

informed research suggests that the game facilitated multiple forms of boundary crossing and 

belonging, allowing players to navigate between the “True Self” and the “False Self” 

(Winnicott, 1960). 
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Introduction 0.1 

Video games are a dynamic and rapidly evolving medium that holds a significant position in 

contemporary popular culture. By 2025, the global gaming market is projected to be worth 

$256.97 billion (Miller 2022), underscoring their growing economic and cultural impact 

(Amadori 2020; Gabbiadini 2017). While some have argued that this is due to the coronavirus 

pandemic, this shift was already underway beforehand; in 2019, digital games generated $120 

billion, three times more than all movies combined (Bullard 2020). 

 
Of interest in recent years is the rising popularity of open-world, social simulation and sandbox 

games. These genres invite players into immersive spaces where creativity, freedom and 

connection thrive. Refer to Appendix A for a full list of gaming terms. Titles like The Sims 

(Maxis, 2000 to present) and the Animal Crossing series (Nintendo 2001- present) exemplify 

these genres, blending minimal constraints with rich opportunities for interaction and self-

expression. 

 
In addition to their cultural significance, video games are increasingly woven into everyday life. 

They now function as tools for socialisation (Ballard and Spencer 2023), education (Bird and 

Edwards 2014) and mental health interventions (Birk et al. 2019). Games offer platforms for 

collaboration, connecting people across geographical and generational boundaries (Bowman 

2023). 

 
This research focuses on Animal Crossing: New Horizons (Nintendo, 2020; hereafter ACNH), 

a game that combines sandbox creativity and social simulation to create an experience 

centred on interpersonal connection, freedom, and intimacy. Games like ACNH show how 

video games can shape daily experiences, offering space for relaxation, creative expression, 

and the navigation of personal and social challenges. 
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Released at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, ACNH became more than just a game; it 

was a cultural phenomenon that offered solace and a sense of community during a time of 

unprecedented global isolation (Elize 2020). It was described as "the game for the coronavirus 

moment" (Kahn 2020) and noted for providing some with a "lifeline" during the pandemic 

(London 2020). The pandemic profoundly altered how people experienced loneliness, 

intimacy, and relatedness (Hwang 2020), with virtual worlds like ACNH serving as vital spaces 

for emotional expression and connection. 

 
My connection to video games informs this work. I recall childhood experiences such as 

playing Sonic Heroes (SEGA, 2003) on the PlayStation 2 with my younger brother, relishing 

the control and creativity these games offered. Similarly, my early encounters with the Animal 

Crossing series, starting with Wild World (Nintendo, 2006), shaped my fascination with the 

genre’s blend of nostalgia, customisation, and social interaction. However, as a cisgender 

woman, my engagement with video games has also been shaped by the pervasive sexism 

within gaming culture. Games with large female audiences, such as Animal Crossing and The 

Sims, are often dismissed as "not real games" (Faulkner 2024). This marginalisation within 

gaming communities both fuelled my frustration and motivated my decision to explore these 

games academically, particularly during the pandemic, when ACNH gained popularity as a 

haven for connection and creativity amidst global uncertainty. 

 
Amidst global uncertainty, the growing popularity of games centred on social interaction, 

player freedom, and creativity has coincided with the pervasive presence of neoliberalism as 

the dominant political and economic ideology in the West (Rustin 2014). Neoliberalism, with its 

emphasis on individualism, competition and self-sufficiency (Harvey 2005), has profoundly 

shaped how interpersonal relationships and experiences of relatedness are understood and 

navigated. By prioritising personal success, productivity and self-promotion over collective 

welfare and community ties, neoliberalism has fostered a cultural environment in which 

feelings of isolation and loneliness have become increasingly common (Becker et al. 2021). 
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In this context, individuals are often encouraged to view relationships through a transactional 

lens, reducing human connections to their perceived value or utility (Freeman 2020). As 

traditional communal structures weaken under the pressures of an individualistic ethos, people 

may grapple with a profound sense of disconnection (Hertz 2021). This environment of 

emotional and social fragmentation intensifies a longing for belonging and shared experiences 

(Putnam 2000; Hertz 2021). 

 
The COVID-19 pandemic of 2020-22, with government-mandated "lockdowns" in many 

countries, exacerbated loneliness for many (Kilgore et al. 2020). As a player myself, I became 

interested in the relationship between young adults and ACNH as a space of solace during this 

time of social disruption (London 2020; Elize 2020; Petter 2020; Bue et al. 2020). 

 
This research focuses on the experiences of players aged 18 to 35, a demographic that is not 

only central to ACNH’s player base (Etchells 2020) but also disproportionately affected by the 

pandemic's emotional and financial toll (Grelle 2023). This age group is largely composed of 

Millennials and Generation Z, sometimes referred to as ‘Zillenials’, a cohort uniquely shaped 

by both analogue childhoods and digital adulthoods (Pence 2021). The study involved a 

thematic analysis of player interviews, alongside screenshots and videos of in-game 

interactions. Participants were recruited via various online social media and fandom spaces 

dedicated to the game. 

 
My research is heavily influenced by the psychocultural approach to exploring media objects 

and texts, as practised by Yates (2019; 2018; 2014), Bainbridge (2020; 2019; 2013), Giffney 

(2021; 2020), Johanssen (2022; 2019), and a wide range of other scholars who have 

contributed to the development of this interdisciplinary framework. 

 
This approach emphasises the insights afforded by Object Relations psychoanalytic theory in 

the exploration of cultural artefacts. Object Relations Theory is often closely associated with 

the work of Melanie Klein (1930; 1955) and Fairbairn (1952), and underscores the centrality of 

early relational experiences, typically with the mother, in shaping the psyche. Giffney (2021; 
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2020), for example, draws on Kleinian theory to explore how phantasy and affective 

investments structure our engagements with texts and media. 

 
The psychocultural approach deepens the understanding of ‘[…] the relationships between 

objects of the media and popular culture and the processes of emotional experience and its 

role in shaping notions of identity and relatedness in the contemporary age’ (Bainbridge 2014, 

p15). While grounded in psychoanalytic concepts, the psychocultural is situated within the 

broader psychosocial tradition, which seeks to explore the dynamic interplay between psychic 

life and social reality (Frosh 2010; Hollway 2006). The psychosocial provides a wider 

framework that accommodates diverse methodologies and theoretical positions, with the 

psychocultural forming a more focused exploration of affect, identity, and media within this 

broader field. 

 
By employing a psycho-cultural approach, this research also draws on the work of Object 

Relations psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott to better understand how ACNH facilitates 

experiences of relatedness and, therefore, intimacy. In contrast to some Kleinian perspectives 

that privilege internal phantasy, Winnicott’s work is notable for its attention to the interaction 

between internal and external realities, particularly the role of the real mother, not just her 

internal representation. This attention to lived experience and real relational dynamics makes 

Winnicott especially compatible with a psychosocial approach, which insists on the 

entanglement of inner and outer worlds. 

 
Winnicott’s (2016; 1971; 1958; 1960; 1965) emphasis on play and creativity as means of self-

actualisation and cultural experience enables a broader discourse surrounding play, one which 

includes the qualities of playing video games. This highlights how playing games such as 

ACNH has the potential to enrich both our inner and outer experiences. 

 
Specifically, Winnicott’s (1971) concept of transitional spaces, the intermediate realm between 

reality and imagination, provides a lens to explore how video games can function as a “third 

space” where players navigate selfhood, culture, and ideology. Through play, we creatively 
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engage with emotional and psychosocial processes, negotiating the boundaries between 

isolation and connection, aloneness and togetherness, fantasy and reality, and player and 

console. 

 
The transitional nature of this research is essential. My research considers how ACNH creates 

a liminal space where players confront feelings of loneliness while fostering intimacy and 

closeness with themselves and others. Within this liminal space, players navigate an evolving 

sense of self, using the game as a medium for self-expression and emotional exploration. The 

ability to customise their in-game world and form connections with virtual characters allows for 

a reimagining of identity and relatedness, offering a form of introspection that extends beyond 

the screen. In doing so, ACNH becomes a tool for rediscovering connection, both to oneself 

and to a broader, often fragmented, social world. It bridges the gap between isolation and 

meaningful interaction. 

 
This notion of boundary-crossing, which is also reflected in the title of the game (Animal 

Crossing), resonates across multiple dimensions of this research. These include transitions 

between childhood and adulthood, shifts between lockdown and reopening, and the merging 

of digital and physical self. Life is inherently shaped by transitional stages, whether moving 

through developmental milestones, adapting to social and cultural changes, or navigating 

personal identity shifts. These moments often bring uncertainty, but they also present 

opportunities for self-discovery and redefinition. In this context, ACNH serves as a reflective 

space where players can process these changes, offering stability and agency in times of flux. 

 
My research makes an original contribution to knowledge both methodologically and 

conceptually. Methodologically, it contributes to the study of video games by employing a 

psychoanalytically informed interview approach, drawing on Object Relations Theory, to 

explore players’ emotional experiences of gameplay. This approach facilitated a deeper 

understanding of how media objects such as ACNH are experienced affectively, and how they 

contribute to meaning-making during periods of crisis. Conceptually, the work is original in its 
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application of the field of psycho-cultural research (Yates 2019; 2018; 2014; Bainbridge 2020; 

2019; Giffney 2021; 2020; Johanssen 2022; 2019) to the study of video games, a field in which 

this framework has so far been used less frequently (Riviera 2022). The study applies a 

psychoanalytically informed perspective, drawing on both Kleinian and Winnicottian ideas, to 

examine the sandbox video game ACNH as a “media object of the mind” (Bainbridge 2013). In 

doing so, it extends the body of work that applies Object Relations Theory, and particularly 

Winnicott’s (2016; 1971; 1958; 1960; 1965) thinking, to the study of culture. 

 
The research makes an additional original contribution by considering the role of video gaming 

as a form of consolatory media during the COVID-19 pandemic (2020–2022), focusing 

specifically on its significance for Millennials and Zillenials. These generational cohorts were 

transitioning from youth to early adulthood during this period of profound social disruption. 

While academic work on ACNH is beginning to emerge (Riviera 2022; Benti and Stadtmann 

2021; Calloway 2024; King 2025), my study is distinctive in undertaking interviews with players 

during the pandemic and using a psychoanalytically informed method that foregrounds 

emotional life (Clarke and Hoggett 2018; Holloway and Jefferson 2013). This approach 

enabled the generation of novel insights into the psychological dimensions of gameplay, 

particularly how participants engaged with ACNH as a space to navigate issues related to 

Winnicott’s concept of the True and False Self. These dynamics were especially salient during 

the emotionally and socially stressful lockdown phases of the pandemic, when many turned to 

gameplay as a means of managing anxiety, loneliness, and disrupted identities. 

 

Introduction 0.1.2: Welcome to Animal Crossing 
 
A full list of terms related to ACNH gaming mechanics can be found in Appendix B of the 

thesis. When the first Animal Crossing instalment was released to Western markets in 2001, it 

entered a gaming landscape dominated by titles such as Silent Hill 2 (Konami 2001) and 

Grand Theft Auto III (Rockstar Games 2001). Unlike other games released at the time, Animal 

Crossing offered no linear progression. Its open structure fostered a strong sense of player 
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freedom. After moving to a small village populated by anthropomorphic Non-Player Characters 

(NPCs), the player is encouraged to expand their house by paying off a mortgage to the 

raccoon character, Tom Nook, while forming friendships with other NPCs. Players achieve this 

by collecting fruit, catching butterflies, fishing, and tending to flowers. 

 
Although there is motivation to pay off the mortgage and earn higher scores from The Happy 

Homes Academy by expanding and decorating the house, this neoliberal framework of 

financial and material self-advancement remains largely optional. Players are not required to 

upgrade their home to enjoy the game. 

 
At its core, the Animal Crossing series explores three key themes that have remained central 

since its inception: family, friendship and community. In fact, creator Katsuya Eguchi has noted 

that the concept for Animal Crossing was rooted in his own experience of loneliness after 

moving to Kyoto, Japan: 

 
“Animal Crossing features three themes: family, friendship and community. But the 

reason I wanted to investigate them was a result of being so lonely when I arrived in 

Kyoto! Chiba is east of Tokyo and quite a distance from Kyoto, and when I moved 

there, I left my family and friends behind. […] I realised that being close to them – being 

able to spend time with them, talk to them, play with them – was such a great, 

important thing. I wondered for a long time if there would be a way to recreate that 

feeling, and that was the impetus behind the original Animal Crossing.”- (Eguchi for 

Edge magazine, October 2008) 

 

Eguchi’s experience highlights the effects Neoliberal ideology can have on both the self and 

wider communities. In Japan, Neoliberalism positioned Tokyo as a central industrial and 

economic hub, leading younger generations to favour cities like Tokyo and contributing to the 

declining focus on traditional rural areas (Kubo 2020). 

 
It can be argued that Animal Crossing encourages certain aspects of Neoliberalism. A central 
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feature of Neoliberal ideology is entrepreneurship, with the ideal subject being entrepreneurial 

and market-oriented (Foucault 2010). Throughout the series, players are encouraged to sell 

items such as fruit and furniture to expand their houses. The game also reflects how capitalist 

systems become embedded in daily life. For example, players participate in the "Stalk Market", 

where turnips are bought and sold for profit. The value of turnips fluctuates, mirroring the real-

life stock market. A full definition of terms related to ACNH can be found in Appendix B. 

 
Since its first instalment, the series has also promoted core themes that challenge Neoliberal 

ideals, such as community, family and belonging. Players are tasked with turning an 

abandoned village into a vibrant and welcoming space, built through meaningful relationships 

with NPCs. While paying off a mortgage allows for house expansion, arguably more significant 

rewards come from engaging with the village itself. Improving the environmental rating through 

activities such as planting trees, building bridges, and donating to the museum unlocks golden 

tools and other in-game benefits. Becoming better friends with NPCs also grants access to 

new interactions and decorative items, such as villager photos. Choosing not to repay the 

mortgage has no negative consequences, such as interest or eviction. ACNH can be played 

alone or with others through three multiplayer modes. A full list of multiplayer modes can be 

found in Appendix C. 

 
In this context, Animal Crossing allows players to engage with capitalism in a low-stakes, 

creative environment, while also acting as a medium through which broader emotional and 

social experiences can be processed. This became especially relevant during the COVID-19 

pandemic, when lockdowns significantly changed everyday social interactions and led many to 

seek connection through digital platforms (Ballard and Spencer 2023; Sanders and Scalon 

2021). 

 
When ACNH was released globally on 20 March 2020, it was quickly deemed a commercial 

success and named the game to play during lockdown (Macdonald 2020). It sold five million 

digital copies in a single month, more than any other console game in history (Valentine 2020). 
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Nintendo also credited the game’s release during lockdown for a sharp rise in Switch console 

sales between April and September 2020 (Dean 2020). For many players, ACNH became "an 

escape from … well, everything about the world’s current [COVID-19] situation" (Macdonald 

2020). 

 

Introduction 0.1.3: ACNH as the ‘Game of Lockdown’. 

The Coronavirus was first reported in the global press on 21 December 2019, and by 11 

March 2020, it was officially declared a global pandemic, prompting many countries to 

implement lockdown measures (Aspinall 2020). China initiated the first major lockdown in 

Wuhan on 23 January 2020. Italy became the first European country to introduce a nationwide 

lockdown in early March 2020. The United States followed shortly after, enacting state-level 

lockdowns beginning with California’s stay-at-home order on 19 March. The United Kingdom 

announced a full national lockdown on 23 March 2020. Almost overnight, people found 

themselves isolated as social distancing measures were enforced to protect the most 

vulnerable. 

 
As a result, the nature of social connection and relatedness changed significantly. There was 

an increasing reliance on digital platforms and online communication to maintain relationships. 

For example, during lockdown, young people were more likely to use video games as a means 

of communicating with peers (Barr and Copeland-Stewart 2021). 

 
ACNH’s success cannot be measured solely in economic terms. With millions forced to remain 

indoors, the game provided a simulated social experience, offering players a sense of 

connection, routine, and emotional stability. ACNH has been widely described as a “safe 

place” (Blanco-Fernández and Moreno 2023; Mercade 2020), enabling cathartic experiences 

during an otherwise unsettling time. Players used the game to interact with friends online, go 

shopping, and explore art galleries and museums, creating new opportunities for expressions 

of relatedness both between players and within the game itself. 
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ACNH’s cultural significance during the pandemic is evident in the growing academic literature 

that explores its role in offering escapism and emotional refuge during a period of profound 

upheaval (Elize 2020; Macdonald 2020; Zhu 2020; Benti and Stadtmann 2021). For example, 

The Animal Crossing Diaries Project (Newmann 2020), documents how players experienced 

and played ACNH during the COVID-19 pandemic. Developed as a videogame heritage 

initiative, in conjunction with The National Videogame Museum, the project aimed to capture 

player experience as a form of cultural history. Material for the project was collected through 

player submissions, including written diary entries and personal reflections, forming a digital 

archive of play experiences from a historically specific moment.    

 

My work is unique in its use of a psychocultural approach, examining Animal Crossing: New 

Horizons as a “media object of the mind” (Bainbridge 2019, p. 3) during this transformative 

period. Rather than relying on open access archival materials data for this research were 

generated through semi-structured interviewers and photo elicitation in the form of player 

screenshots. These screenshots (player artefacts) were treated as culturally and temporally 

situated objects, anchoring players’ reflections in specific moments of play while also 

revealing the affective and symbolic dimensions of their experiences. This approach enabled 

dialogue and interpretive depth, allowing psychocultural processes, emotional responses, and 

cultural context to be examined through players’ own meaning-making, which would be 

difficult to access through secondary analysis alone.  

 

Introduction 0.1.4: A Communication Game. 

When launching the first instalment of the Animal Crossing series, Nintendo placed significant 

emphasis on communication, branding it not just as a social simulation game but as a 

communication game. This distinction is particularly noteworthy, as social simulation games (a 

subgenre of life simulation games) primarily focus on interactions between artificial lives, such 

as player-NPC relationships. In contrast, the term communication game suggests a more 

interactive, player-to-player experience. Unlike other sandbox life simulation games such as 

The Sims (Maxis 2000), Animal Crossing places greater emphasis on fostering communication 
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between players. A key example of this was Animal Crossing: City Folk (Nintendo 2008), 

which was the first Wii title to incorporate Wii Speak, enabling voice communication via the 

Nintendo Wi-Fi Connection. 

 
Nintendo continued to enhance social interaction within the series through the introduction of 

the Dream Suite in Animal Crossing: New Leaf (Nintendo 2012). This feature, alongside the 

Wi-Fi capabilities of the Nintendo 3DS, allowed players to visit each other’s towns using 

generated codes. Upon arrival, visitors were greeted with a personalised message from the 

town’s creator, and new avenues of communication emerged through message boards and in- 

game mail. The Dream Suite also facilitated the sharing of custom designs, further fostering a 

sense of creativity and connectedness between players. Due to its popularity, the Dream Suite 

was reintroduced in updates to ACNH, continuing to enhance the game’s emphasis on social 

engagement and interaction. 

 
ACNH’s multiplayer features allow up to eight players to play together online. Players are also 

able to send postcards to other players and to NPCs residing on their island. With its emphasis 

on communication and socialisation between players, it is unsurprising that ACNH was highly 

praised for ‘uniting people’ (Macdonald 2020) and offering players a creative means of 

escapism amid the backdrop of the coronavirus pandemic (Zhu 2021). 

 
The widespread acclaim for ACNH as a unifying and escapist medium during the pandemic 

underscores the significance of its social and communicative features. Beyond merely 

providing entertainment, ACNH became a space where players could navigate feelings of 

loneliness, connection, and self-expression during a period of unprecedented isolation. This is 

evident in contemporaneous published reviews of the game (Macdonald 2020; Zhu 2021). 

These themes form the foundation of this research, which seeks to examine ACNH through 

the lens of Winnicottian Object Relations Theory and to explore how the game has shaped 

players’ experiences of relatedness, intimacy, and selfhood during the pandemic. 

 
The structure of this thesis is built around four key objectives, each addressing different 
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dimensions of ACNH’s role in mediating personal and social experiences: 

 
O1) To explore how Winnicottian Object Relations Theory can enrich our understanding of 

self-experience, loneliness, and intimacy in the context of emergent virtual and technological 

experiences. 

 
O2) To investigate how the lived experience of social distancing and lockdown measures has 

changed the way players relate to and interact with ACNH 

 

O3) To examine how expressions of relatedness and intimacy during play enrich new and 

existing social relationships and the experience of playing ACNH. 

 
O4) To understand the potential of ACNH as a media object of the mind (Bainbridge 2019, p. 

3), enabling players to work through the complex experience of self, culture, and ideology. 

 
This thesis is structured into four chapters, each divided into thematic sections. Chapter One 

provides a literature review that situates the research within existing scholarship, examining 

themes of loneliness, play, and creativity in relation to neoliberal ideology and digital forms of 

leisure. Chapter Two outlines the methodological approach, rooted in a psychocultural 

framework. It discusses the use of qualitative interviews and player-generated artefacts, such 

as photo elicitation, while highlighting the importance of reflexivity throughout the research 

process. Chapter Three presents the findings and discussion, drawing from one-to-one 

interviews to explore the lived experiences of players. This chapter is divided into four thematic 

sections, each addressing a distinct aspect of player experience and underscoring the 

significance of play. Chapter Four offers personal reflections from myself in my role as 

researcher, consistent with the reflexive and psychocultural ethos of the study. Ultimately, this 

thesis aims to contribute to ongoing discussions at the intersection of technology, media, and 

emotional experience in an increasingly digital world. 

 

Chapter One: Literature Review 
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Introduction to Literature Review 

This Literature Review chapter maps the landscape of subjectivity, relationality, and cultural 

production within contemporary digital life. The research is framed through a psychoanalytic 

lens, with particular emphasis on the work of D. W. Winnicott. It explores how the intersecting 

forces of neoliberalism, digital mediation, and distinct subcultures are transforming 

experiences of selfhood, intimacy, and play. Rather than isolating a single affective 

experience, the review considers how emerging technologised environments give rise to new 

psychic negotiations, symbolic practices, and ways of relating to oneself and others. It seeks 

 

to uncover how contemporary self-experience, particularly within technologised and gamified 

settings, is being reshaped, contested, and symbolically processed. 

 
 

The first section of this literature review explores the concept of loneliness, distinguishing it 

from solitude and traces its contemporary manifestations, particularly among millennials. It 

also examines how spaces of connection, both physical and digital, shape experiences of 

relationality. Particular attention is given to the role of video games as emerging third places. 

These environments are considered as settings where traditional boundaries between self and 

other, public, private, and play and everyday life are increasingly blurred. Such spaces offer 

potential both for disconnection and for reimagining relational bonds. 

 
Section Two turns to the ideological conditions underpinning loneliness and disconnection. 

Drawing on critical perspectives of neoliberalism and its construction of the marketable self, 

this section examines how subjectivity is shaped by systems that prioritise self-sufficiency and 

productivity, often at the expense of communal bonds. Within this context, aesthetic and 

subcultural responses such as cottagecore are considered as symbolic attempts to reclaim 

intimacy, slowness, and groundedness. 

 
Section Three draws on empirical and theoretical literature to examine video gaming during 

the COVID-19 pandemic. It investigates how players use customisation, relational play, and 

aesthetic expression to navigate loneliness, identity, and culture. Video games create 
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immersive worlds that function as transitional spaces, allowing players to explore and express 

aspects of themselves in ways that align with Winnicott’s theories on the importance of play for 

emotional development (Winnicott 2016; 1971; 1958; 1960; 1965). At the same time, gaming 

frequently involves boundary crossings through nostalgia, as players engage with content that 

evokes memories of earlier gaming experiences, re-establishing connections to past selves 

and familiar cultural symbols. These experiences provide a platform for the exploration of 

identity, offering both escapism and deeper engagement with players’ internal worlds. Th is 

section also explores psychoanalytic inquiry into play, where the dynamics of fantasy, 

regression, and symbolic representation within gaming are further analysed. 

 
 

Taken together, these sections provide a layered account of how contemporary subjects 

grapple with the experience of selfhood, disconnection, and relationality in increasingly 

technologised lifeworlds, and how psychoanalysis, particularly Object Relations Theory, can 

offer a nuanced vocabulary for understanding these dynamics. 

1.0  Loneliness Introduction 

The first section of Chapter One explores the developing landscape of loneliness, establishing 

it as a central concern of this research. Rather than conflating loneliness with solitude, the 

section traces its contemporary manifestations, particularly among millennials, and highlights 

its emotional, cultural, and social dimensions. Given the complexity and variability in how 

loneliness is defined and experienced, this discussion lays the groundwork for the study’s 

broader objectives. Particular attention is paid to the environments, both physical and digital, 

that shape relational experiences. Video games are introduced as potential "third places": 

informal yet meaningful spaces where players can encounter both others and themselves. 

These spaces complicate traditional boundaries between self and other, public and private, 

and play and daily life. 

 
Despite the multitude of digital technologies, such as social media and video games, that 

enable connection both locally and globally, loneliness and isolation are increasingly becoming 



24  

key concerns for academics and policymakers alike (Jeste et al. 2020; Crouch 2018; Bandari 

et al. 2019). Almost daily, we are reminded of the psychological and physical risks loneliness 

can pose, with some describing it as a ‘silent killer’ (Jeste et al. 2020). 

 
The pandemic not only intensified pre-existing psychological distress but also introduced 

several new stressors. Prolonged lockdowns enforced social isolation, economic uncertainty 

and the persistent threat of infection contributed to elevated rates of anxiety, depression and 

post-traumatic stress (Xiong et al. 2020; Bruiner and Drysdale 2022). 
 

 
Nevertheless, loneliness, particularly among the young, is not a new phenomenon. In 2018, 

the Office for National Statistics identified youth as one of the characteristics most strongly 

associated with experiencing loneliness. While some definitions suggest that loneliness can be 

experienced regardless of class, age, disability, or relationship status (Rokach 2004), it is 

notable that those living in relative poverty are more likely to report feelings of loneliness and 

isolation (ONS 2019). 

 

1.1 Defining Loneliness 

 
The complexity and subjective nature of loneliness make it challenging to define; loneliness is 

often characterised as an emotional state where individuals perceive a disparity between their 

desired and actual social relationships. Bekhet et al. (2008) define loneliness as an 

unwelcome feeling of lack of companionship, emphasising the subjective nature of this 

experience. This aligns with Lederman (2023), who also highlights the distressing subjective 

experience of loneliness. Lederman notes that this experience does not always correlate with 

social isolation, indicating that one can feel lonely in the presence of others (Lederman 2023). 

 
Lederman echoes the perspective of Rokach (2004), who reflects on the pervasive nature of 

loneliness in contemporary society, suggesting that it has become common for many 

individuals, particularly in North America. The search for refuge from loneliness is described by 

Rokach as a fundamental human pursuit, one that transcends cultural and geographical 

boundaries. 
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A common theme across various definitions of loneliness is its recognition as a deeply 

subjective experience; thus, one person’s experience of loneliness can differ significantly from 

another’s (Lederman 2023; Bessaha et al. 2019; Rokach 2013). The concept of loneliness, 

therefore, requires an understanding that considers the relationship between the inner and 

outer realms of human experience. This research, therefore, adopts the following definition of 

loneliness: 

 

Loneliness is a subjective emotional state arising from a perceived gap between desired and 

actual social connections. Often, it is accompanied by feelings of disconnection or lack of 

companionship. Loneliness can occur even in the presence of others, highlighting its 

distinction from physical social isolation. Beyond relationships, loneliness can also be shaped 

by cultural factors and self-dynamics, where individuals feel isolated from their culture and 

community, further deepening their sense of disconnection. A sense of disconnection from 

one’s own self, identity or purpose can intensify loneliness, creating a feeling of inner 

alienation. 

 
In more individualistic societies, loneliness tends to be more prevalent, as cultural values may 

prioritise personal independence over communal ties. However, across all cultures, there 

remains a strong drive to alleviate loneliness, reflecting a fundamental need for meaningful 

bonds. In contrast, collectivist societies tend to emphasise social cohesion and community, 

which may mitigate feelings of loneliness (Heu et al. 2019; Barreto 2020). 

 

1.2 Loneliness and Solitude: Isolation to Introspection 

 
Winnicott (1958) emphasises the importance of what he called the capacity to be alone. 

Throughout his work, and in the essay of the same name (1958), Winnicott places great 

emphasis on the psychic environment of the infant in relation to healthy emotional 

development. For Winnicott, The Capacity to Be Alone forms the basis for experiences of 

solitude in later life. This capacity is rooted in the paradox of playing alone in the company of 
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another; the mother is internalised, often as a sense of comfort, allowing the child to play 

creatively and encounter the true, authentic self. As he writes: ‘Only if someone has her arms 

around the infant at this time can the I AM moment be endured, or rather, perhaps, risked’ 

(Winnicott 1958, p. 148). 

 
It is important to note that, like others, Winnicott distinguishes between solitude and loneliness. 

While these terms are often used interchangeably, Winnicott makes a clear and significant 

distinction between them. For Winnicott, solitude is not a defensive coping mechanism that 

harms the self or merely protects against anxiety. Instead, active-not communicating is seen 

as a potentially beneficial form of aloneness, “a most precious possession” (Winnicott 1953, p. 

30). Being alone in a state of solitude can also carry positive connotations when it is self-

chosen. As Barbara Taylor (2021) highlights, the notion of solitude has historically 

encompassed a wide range of human experiences. Winnicott (1958) further differentiates 

positive solitude from enforced solitude by employing the example of a prisoner forced into 

solitary confinement, noting that such enforced solitude causes suffering “beyond the 

imagination” (Winnicott 1958, p29). 

 
While Winnicott believed that both loneliness and solitude are integral to the human 

experience, the differences between the two are profound. Loneliness, for Winnicott, is a much 

more formidable experience, arising from an inability to form and maintain meaningful 

relationships with others. As Winnicott (1963) highlights elsewhere: ‘[…] it is joy to be hidden 

but disaster not to be found’ (Winnicott 1963, p. 440). In other words, if the self remains hidden 

and unseen by others, it can give rise to feelings of abandonment, isolation or nonexistence. 

While solitude can be understood as a positive experience of the self, loneliness is marked by 

a sense of isolation. If left unaddressed, it can lead to depressive and anxious states 

(Winnicott 1958, p. 30). 

 
In Winnicott’s view, chronic loneliness may stem from failures in early caregiving, particularly 

the absence of a reliable, attuned presence capable of providing a ‘holding environment’ in 
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which the self can emerge. In this light, modern experiences of loneliness might be understood 

as a broader societal failure to offer such an environment, one in which individuals feel 

psychologically held and socially recognised. 

 
In The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951) and The Human Condition (1958), Hannah Arendt 

highlights the political dimensions of loneliness, isolation, and solitude. For Arendt, loneliness 

is an existential condition marked by disconnection from both others and oneself. It is 

particularly dangerous because it renders individuals vulnerable to totalitarianism and other 

forms of extremism. When meaningful relationships break down and individuals lose the ability 

to engage with others, isolation sets in, increasing susceptibility to manipulation by extremist 

ideologies and regimes. 

 
Arendt’s work is especially valuable when examining the political dimensions of loneliness and 

will be revisited later in the literature review in relation to neoliberalism. She draws a crucial 

distinction between loneliness and isolation, noting that isolation involves the breakdown of 

individuals’ ability to participate in political or communal life. In such a state, individuals lose 

their role in public affairs and can no longer engage in collectivism. 

 
Arendt views solitude as a positive state, essential for thinking and self-reflection. In solitude, 

one is alone but not lonely; it allows for internal dialogue and the development of independent 

judgement. For Arendt, solitude is a foundation of individuality and critical thought. Those 

capable of maintaining their individuality and thinking critically in solitude, she argues, are 

better equipped to participate in public life and defend democratic values. 

 
While both Winnicott and Arendt recognise the importance of social connections in mitigating 

loneliness, they approach the subject from different perspectives. Winnicott emphasises the 

internal psychological processes that enable individuals to find comfort in solitude, contending 

that the ability to enjoy being alone is a sign of healthy emotional development arising from a 

secure attachment to a caregiver (Winnicott 1958, p30). Winnicott links loneliness to early 

developmental failures. 
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By contrast, Arendt views loneliness as politically dangerous, leading to alienation and 

increased vulnerability to extremism. In contrast, solitude is regarded as essential for personal 

autonomy and the capacity for critical thinking, and therefore for resisting oppression. 

 
Where their views intersect is in the recognition of solitude as essential to human flourishing, 

with both acknowledging its role in fostering self-awareness and individual growth. Both 

Winnicott and Arendt recognise the importance of social connections in mitigating loneliness, 

but they approach the subject from different perspectives. Winnicott emphasises the internal 

psychological processes that enable individuals to find comfort in solitude, contending that the 

ability to enjoy being alone is a sign of healthy emotional development arising from a secure 

attachment to a caregiver (Winnicott 1958).  

 
Where their views intersect is in the recognition of solitude as essential to human flourishing, 

with both acknowledging its role in fostering self-awareness and individual growth. 

 
Despite their differing frameworks, both thinkers converge in recognising the vital role of 

solitude in human flourishing. Solitude can cultivate self-awareness, creativity, and resilience, 

but it exists in a complex, often ambivalent relationship with loneliness. Individuals may retreat 

into solitude to avoid the pain of disconnection, yet prolonged isolation can intensify feelings of 

alienation (Galanki 2023; Ren and Evans 2021; Nguyen and Rodriguez 2024). Understanding 

this dynamic is essential to navigating the nuanced emotional terrain where solitude and 

loneliness meet. 

 
This complexity was brought to the forefront during the COVID-19 pandemic, when many 

people experienced prolonged isolation. In this context, video games such as ACNH emerged 

as important spaces that blurred the boundaries between solitude and social connection, 

offering players a way to mitigate loneliness while engaging in creative, communal play. These 

technologised environments illustrate how new forms of relationality can develop amid 

physical separation. 
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1.3 Millennial Loneliness 

 
Research shows that loneliness is intricately linked to various mental health issues, including 

anxiety and depression (Ho 2021; Dong et al. 2012; Fardghassemi and Joffe 2022; Giurgescu 

et al. 2022). For example, studies indicate that loneliness is a key risk factor underpinning 

anxiety and depression, with some suggesting that this psychosocial dynamic accounts for a 

considerable proportion of the variance in these symptoms during the COVID-19 pandemic 

(Keller et al. 2022; Ju et al. 2021). 

 
As mentioned earlier in section 1.1, loneliness is a universal experience that anyone can feel; 

however, it is particularly pronounced among vulnerable groups such as older adults. 

Research shows that older people often experience heightened levels of loneliness, which can 

lead to significant health declines, including increased risks of cognitive impairment and 

physical health problems (Chawla et al. 2021; Huang et al. 2021). The impact of loneliness on 

younger populations, specifically adolescents, has also been explored. This research 

highlights that loneliness is associated with increased anxiety and suicidal ideation (Beutel et 

al. 2017; Dziedzic et al. 2021; Zhu and Tian 2019), emphasising that loneliness is not only a 

personal experience but also a societal issue requiring intervention. 

 
Attention to loneliness among millennials has increased in recent years (Kirwan 2024; Akhtar 

2020; Mathews et al. 2019), particularly considering the rapid technological changes that 

characterise this generation (Twenge 2017; Su and He 2024). For example, a YouGov study 

found that 30% of millennials reported always or often feeling lonely during the pandemic, 

compared to just 15% of baby boomers (YouGov 2020). Furthermore, Hawkley and Cacioppo 

(2010) outline the physical and mental health consequences of loneliness, highlighting the 

need for interventions that address the underlying social dynamics exacerbated by technology. 

 
Turkle (2011) argues that the rise of digital technologies, such as smartphones and social 

media, has created a paradox in human interactions: individuals now expect more from digital 

communication but simultaneously expect less from personal connections. This shift has 
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contributed to increased feelings of loneliness, as technology, while facilitating communication, 

often fails to foster meaningful face-to-face interactions essential for developing empathy and 

emotional intelligence (Ju et al. 2021). Turkle emphasises that although technology can 

enhance connection, it often does so superficially, weakening the depth of human 

relationships. 

 
This paradox is reflected in broader societal trends. Halston et al. (2019) observe that social 

networking sites (SNS) are increasingly replacing face-to-face interactions, which can reduce 

the quality of socialisation and contribute to loneliness. This theme is further explored in recent 

research, which foregrounds the dual role of social media in the lives of millennials. Platforms 

such as Facebook and Instagram can facilitate connection, but they also contribute to feelings 

of isolation, particularly through social comparison. Engaging in upward social comparisons 

and ruminating on these platforms can intensify feelings of inadequacy and loneliness (Dibb 

and Foster 2021; Yang 2016). 

 
These ideas resonate with Hertz’s (2021) exploration of loneliness in The Lonely Century, 

which suggests that technology may exacerbate isolation rather than alleviate it. Similarly, 

Shah et al. (2020) argue that while digital technology can reduce the social, physical, and 

psychological risks associated with loneliness, these effects are often short-lived, and digital 

interventions may not lead to lasting reductions in loneliness. A critique of the general 

perspective put forward by Turkle (2011) and later Hertz (2021) is that it tends to focus 

predominantly on the negative consequences of digital technology for interpersonal 

relationships, often underestimating the potential benefits these tools can offer. While Turkle’s 

work offers important insights into the decline of face-to-face interaction and the rise of 

superficial digital communication, and Hertz extends this concern to broader societal trends of 

disconnection, both perspectives risk presenting a somewhat one-dimensional view. 

 

For instance, Keller et al. (2022) argue that during the COVID-19 pandemic, digital platforms 

played a crucial role in maintaining social ties, helping to reduce feelings of loneliness at a 
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time when in-person contact was not possible. This suggests that technology, rather than 

being inherently harmful, can serve as an essential means of fostering social support, 

particularly in times of crisis. Studies by Ho (2021) and Ju et al. (2021) complicate this 

narrative by showing that while excessive social media use can be linked to loneliness and 

poor mental health, these outcomes are highly dependent on context and individual 

differences. Variables such as the intent behind use, the quality of interactions, and personal 

coping mechanisms significantly influence the emotional impact of digital engagement. This 

points to a more nuanced and multifaceted relationship between technology and well-being 

than the perspectives of Turkle and Hertz alone suggest. 

 
This research adopts a more balanced approach by exploring how technology use, specifically 

the game ACNH, varies across different social and cultural contexts. This is particularly 

evident during the pandemic, which fundamentally altered how individuals relate to and 

engage with digital technologies. The pandemic necessitated widespread reliance on digital 

platforms not only for leisure, but also for work, education and social connection (Ballard and 

Spencer 2023; Aafjes–van Doorn 2022; Khan 2021). This reflects a more optimistic view than 

the one Turkle originally presents. As digital technologies become essential tools for 

maintaining social relationships and supporting resilience during global crises, it becomes 

important to adopt a balanced perspective, one that recognises the complexity of these 

engagements and the active role users play in shaping their digital experiences. 

 
Third spaces, understood as informal public venues distinct from home and work, play a 

crucial role in fostering social interactions that can alleviate loneliness (Nadizti et al. 2021; 

Finlay et al. 2020). These spaces include cafes, parks, and community centres, which are 

essential for building social and communal networks while reducing feelings of isolation (Lee 

2022; Ferreira 2021). Research by Meehan (2023) highlights that Third Spaces such as 

community centres, can significantly reduce loneliness and social isolation among adults. 
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However, the neoliberal framework, which emphasises market-driven policies and 

individualism (Harvey 2011), has contributed to the closure and commodification of these 

spaces, thereby exacerbating isolation. For example, Dassé (2019) examines how neoliberal 

policies in Los Angeles led to the implementation of the Safer Cities Initiative, which aimed to 

"clean up" public spaces but ultimately excluded marginalised populations and reinforced 

social isolation. Additionally, studies have shown that the privatisation and commodification of 

public land can alter social relations and diminish the communal value of these areas (Trantis 

2020). 

 
The erosion of physical spaces for social interaction limits opportunities for spontaneous 

encounters and community engagement, both of which are vital to human well-being (Finlay et 

al. 2019; Borowski and Stathopoulos 2023). Despite being highly digitally connected, 

millennials report disproportionately high levels of loneliness compared to older generations 

(Besse et al. 2021). The closure of third spaces, both before and during the pandemic, has 

further intensified this issue (Borowski and Stathopoulos 2023). Pandemic-related restrictions 

on social interaction, including the closure of many third places, contributed to an increase in 

loneliness and isolation among millennials (Finlay et al. 2019; McClain et al. 2023). 

 
For millennials, who often experience transitional life stages such as relocating for education 

or employment, and for those who are socially marginalised, third places can provide stability 

and a sense of identity within a community (Borowski and Stathopoulos 2023; Littman 2022). 

Disruptions to these spaces can erode that sense of belonging, contributing to increased 

feelings of loneliness, isolation, and disconnection (Littman 2022; Finlay et al. 2019). 

 
Moving beyond the concept of third spaces as purely physical, Winnicott’s (1971) idea of a 

“potential space” between mother and infant laid the groundwork for what later psychoanalytic 

theorists would describe as a “third space,” an intersubjective realm where therapeutic 

transformation can occur (Benjamin 2004). Winnicott’s notion of the potential space is central 

to understanding how third spaces operate within psychoanalytic practice. It is within this 
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space that the therapist and patient can engage in a shared experience that fosters 

exploration, creativity, and emotional development (Benjamin 2004). 

 
Winnicott’s perspective foregrounds the unconscious dynamics of a third space, emphasising 

their therapeutic potential. , From this perspective, individuals can engage in imaginative play 

that facilitates inner healing and allows for the expression of emotions; the act of playing in a 

safe environment allows patients to express their emotions and explore their identities without 

the constraints of societal expectations (Lenormand 2018). This process of play aligns with the 

broader psychoanalytic understanding of the importance of creativity and spontaneity in the 

therapeutic process. Within the practice of psychoanalysis, Third Space refers to the 

intersubjective space that emerges between the therapist and the client, facilitating a unique 

environment for the exploration and understanding of unconscious dynamics (Benjamin 2004; 

Ogden 2004). This relational dynamic allows for the emergence of new insights and the 

reworking of past experiences, which is crucial for psychological transformation. 

 
In line with this research’s theme of boundary crossing, both physical and psychoanalytic third 

spaces act as bridges between distinct realms. Physical third spaces, for example, link the 

private sphere of the home with the professional or public domain, offering a transitional 

environment for social interaction. Similarly, psychoanalytic third spaces connect the internal 

world of subjective experience with external reality, providing a framework through which 

individuals can negotiate these dimensions. 

 

1.4 Loneliness and Video Games 

 
The intersection of digital technologies, video games, and loneliness has had increasing 

attention, particularly in relation to gaming communities that are often perceived as insular and 

male-dominated (Condis 2018). Historically, studies of video games have focused on the 

potential link between violent gameplay and aggressive behaviour, with several investigating 

whether such games contribute to real-world violence (Anderson et al. 2007; Anderson and 

Dill 2000). 



34  

More recent research has shifted away from concerns about violent content toward broader 

questions about the impact of time spent gaming on player well-being (Boldi and Rapp 2024; 

Johanness et al. 2021; Wang 2019; Parlak et al. 2023). Scholars are increasingly examining 

the potential for gaming addiction and seeking to define problematic use, particularly in relation 

to emotional regulation and negative affect. While video games can offer opportunities for 

social connection and engagement, excessive or compulsive gaming has been associated 

with increased feelings of loneliness and emotional distress (Blasi et al. 2019). 

 
Greitemeyer (2019) and Gentile et al. (2017) report associations between violent or excessive 

gaming and heightened aggression. Furthermore, Wang et al. (2019) and Li et al. (2024) found 

that problematic gaming behaviours are linked to greater social isolation and feelings of 

loneliness. The phenomenon of “disordered gaming,” as noted by Zendle (2023), has been 

associated with increased gaming time during lockdowns. This, in turn, may exacerbate 

loneliness rather than alleviate it, a trend also reflected in studies by Naeem et al. (2023) and 

Estévez et al. (2019), who highlight how poor emotional regulation and escapism-based 

motivations contribute to problematic gaming and emotional distress. 

 
Research indicates that online gaming can serve as a social outlet, allowing players to interact 

and form friendships in virtual environments (McLean and Griffiths 2018). As a result, video 

games have increasingly been recognised as platforms that can facilitate social interaction and 

community building (Veal et al. 2024; Young and Wiedenfield 2022). There has however, been 

a tendency for academics exploring video game communities to focus on their insular nature, 

often highlighting intolerance toward gender and racial differences (Vysotsky and Allaway 

2018; Cote 2020; McCullough et al. 2020). 

 
The exclusionary nature of some gamer communities has contributed to the term ‘gamer’ 

becoming controversial. Some individuals, particularly women, choose not to identify as 

gamers, which can lead to missed opportunities for play and the psychological benefits 

associated with gaming (Kuss et al. 2022). Furthermore, Nguyen (2023) identifies how toxic 
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environments in competitive gaming can discourage female participation, reinforce social 

insularity and contribute to loneliness within these communities. 

 
Additional research has shown that female gamers often face unique challenges, including 

harassment and exclusion, which can significantly impact their gaming experiences and social 

interactions (Scidone et al. 2024; McLean and Griffiths 2018). Despite women comprising 

nearly half of the gaming population, they remain underrepresented and frequently encounter 

unfavourable treatment within gaming communities. Research has indicated that women 

experience higher rates of harassment and marginalisation in online gaming spaces, which 

can deter participation and reinforce a cycle of exclusion (Khan et al. 2022). 

 
The portrayal of female characters in games often reflects traditional gender stereotypes, 

influencing players' perceptions and reinforcing broader societal biases (Scidone et al. 2024). 

Additionally, research has found that feminist-identifying women gamers are more likely to be 

blamed for experiencing sexist incidents, particularly by individuals who hold strong sexist 

attitudes toward women in gaming (Bustos-Ortega et al. 2024). Female gamers often face 

harassment in online multiplayer environments, prompting many to conceal their identities or 

avoid social engagement. This self-isolation can lead to increased feelings of loneliness and 

anxiety, as they miss out on the communal aspects of gaming that otherwise promote 

connection and support (McLean and Griffiths 2018). 

 
Despite these challenges, many female gamers find solace and support within gaming 

communities, which can help counteract feelings of loneliness. McLean and Griffiths (2018) 

conducted a qualitative study exploring female gamers’ experiences of online harassment and 

social support. They found that although harassment often triggered anxiety and isolation, 

some women formed meaningful friendships through gaming, which helped mitigate these 

negative emotions. These connections were especially important for those who felt isolated in 

their offline lives. 



36  

Sandbox and social simulation games, such as ACNH, are frequently subject to gendered 

perceptions. These games are often labelled as “girly” or “non-games” due to their domestic 

themes, such as homemaking and social interaction (Cunningham 2018). Bryter’s Women 

Gamers Study (2024) indicates that women are more engaged with cosy-adjacent genres 

such as life simulation or farming sims, but the study also highlights that women participate in 

genres traditionally considered male-oriented such as PVP shooters (McBean and Smith 

2024). This categorisation it can be argued is therefore shaped less by the demographics of 

the players than by the nature of the gameplay itself. 

 
Such labels are problematic because they reinforce the notion that games appealing to 

feminine interests are less legitimate, further marginalising female gamers and perpetuating 

the stereotype that gaming culture is predominantly heterosexual and male. This perspective 

also implies that games must contain concrete goals to be considered fulfilling, thereby 

dismissing the value of experiential and imaginative play (Winnicott 1971). 

 

1.5 Gaming during Lockdown: Playing with Loneliness 

 
The COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 introduced unprecedented disruptions to everyday life, 

significantly affecting patterns of social interaction and psychological well-being (Delbosc and 

McCarthy 2021). During the lockdowns, the global gaming industry experienced substantial 

growth, with the number of gamers reaching 2.7 billion in 2020 (DiFrancisco-Donoghue et al. 

2023). Average weekly playtime increased by 1.5 hours compared to 2019 (IPSOS 2020). 

Fourteen percent of players reported discovering new games, and one in five engaged more 

frequently in online gaming with others. In Europe, one in five people played more video 

games, both alone and with others, during lockdown. The report also found that a fifth of 

parents had played more video games with their children since the start of the pandemic. 

Among those surveyed, 30% noted that playing video games helped them feel less anxious 

and isolated. This was especially evident in the UK, where half of the respondents stated that 

gaming made them feel happier (Mena et al. 2020, p. 14). This expansion positioned gaming 

as one of the largest segments of the media industry, with sustained growth in both revenue 
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and user numbers (Ecorys et al. 2023). While this report provides a practical overview of video 

game use in Europe during the early stages of the pandemic, emerging research suggests a 

more complex and nuanced experience for players as the pandemic progressed. 

 
Nebel and Ninaus (2022) highlight that the motivations behind playing video games during 

lockdown significantly shaped players' experiences. Individuals who played video games as a 

form of escapism reported an increase in perceived loneliness, whereas those who were 

motivated by social reasons experienced a decrease in loneliness. These findings reflect 

earlier research into the link between escape motives and problematic gaming (Bányai et al. 

2019; Király et al. 2017). It is important to note that escape motives are not inherently 

negative; they are primarily associated with lower well-being in individuals who also report 

psychological difficulties such as high stress and low self-esteem (Kardefelt-Winther 2014). 

 
Research has also examined the broader emotional impact of frequent interaction with violent 

video games. Players of these games are more likely to develop what is termed "emotion-

induced blindness" in response to violent imagery, meaning they become less emotionally 

reactive to such content in other contexts (Jinn et al. 2018). 

 
The desire for escapism is a key factor influencing the use of digital technologies and video 

games among those experiencing loneliness. Gabbiadini et al. (2021) found that loneliness 

often leads individuals to engage in binge-watching and other forms of digital consumption as 

a means of escaping reality. This behaviour extends to video games, where players immerse 

themselves in virtual worlds to temporarily alleviate feelings of isolation. While these activities 

may offer short-term comfort, they do not address the root causes of loneliness and may 

ultimately lead to further withdrawal from real-life social interaction. 

 
The ability of video games to facilitate social connectedness and interpersonal relationships 

through collaborative problem-solving, cooperative gameplay, online communities, and cross-

generational play has been well documented even before the pandemic (McGonigal 2012; 

Etchells 2020; Kowert 2020; Wohn et al. 2011; Zhang and Kaufman 2015). The social 
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dynamics of gaming, particularly in multiplayer environments, allow players to communicate 

and collaborate, fostering a sense of community and belonging. When players engage in 

collaborative gaming experiences, they can form meaningful connections that may help 

mitigate loneliness (Taylor 2018). The social benefits of multiplayer gaming, such as 

strengthened relationships and the development of gaming social capital, support present-day 

connections and contribute to the lasting emotional impact of gaming experiences. 

 
This sense of connection often extends into the realm of nostalgia. Positive memories of past 

gaming experiences shared with family, friends, or online communities enhance the emotional 

significance of games. Nostalgia evokes comfort and belonging, reminding players of 

meaningful interactions and joyful moments linked to both virtual and real-life relationships 

(Bowman and Wulf 2023). It plays a significant role in the experience of video game play, 

influencing players’ psychological well-being, social connections, and appreciation for gaming 

history. The emotional impact of nostalgia can enrich gaming experiences, as shown by Wulf 

and Baldwin’s (2020) research on Pokémon Go, which indicates that nostalgic engagement 

contributes positively to players’ psychological well-being and enjoyment. This finding aligns 

with broader psychological research identifying nostalgia as a valuable emotional resource 

that can protect against negative experiences and encourage social connectedness (Baldwin 

et al. 2015; Wulf et al. 2020). 

 
Nostalgia in video games can also act as a mechanism for self-reflection and identity 

formation. Wulf et al. (2018) suggest that nostalgic experiences lead to enhanced self-

optimisation and well-being, as players revisit past gaming moments to find meaning and 

satisfaction in their current lives. Baldwin et al. (2015) similarly argue that nostalgia can 

strengthen psychological resilience and reinforce a sense of self, especially during times of 

distress. This connection between nostalgia and self-concept is important, as it allows 

individuals to engage with their identities through the framework of their gaming history. 
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Online gaming communities offer a space where individuals who may feel marginalised in 

traditional social settings can connect and collaborate. Ju et al. (2021) found that expanding 

social contact through gaming may help interrupt the cycle of loneliness, anxiety, and 

depression. This suggests that gaming communities have the potential to function as vital 

support networks. While these digital spaces create opportunities for connection, they exist 

within a broader social context in which loneliness is increasingly recognised as a critical 

public health issue. 

 

2.1 Neoliberalism 

The experience of loneliness has become a central concern for both academics and 

policymakers (Crouch 2018; Bandari et al. 2019). Reports frequently emphasise the 

psychological and physical dangers associated with loneliness, with some commentators 

referring to it as a “silent killer” (Penycook 2016; Banks 2019). In response, there has been 

growing interest in examining the nature of loneliness, with researchers investigating its 

psychological, social, and cultural dimensions. 

 
A common theme across various definitions of loneliness is its deeply subjective nature; as 

such, one person’s experience of loneliness can differ significantly from another’s (Lederman 

2023; Bessaha et al. 2019; Rockach 2013). While loneliness is often portrayed as an individual 

or psychological issue, recent research has increasingly pointed to structural causes, 

particularly within the context of neoliberalism (Becker et al. 2021). This intersection between 

neoliberal ideology and loneliness carries broader cultural implications. Wilkinson (2022) for 

instance, argues that loneliness can act as a catalyst for political engagement. Shared 

experiences of isolation may prompt collective resistance to neoliberal systems. Neilson 

(2015) also examines how precarity and anxiety, products of neoliberal conditions, shape 

individual responses that oscillate between denial and resistance. This resonates with Arendt’s 

(1951) claim that totalitarian regimes rely on isolating individuals, eroding their political agency 

and fostering a sense of despair. Taken together, these perspectives suggest that loneliness is 
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not only a matter of personal suffering but also a symptom of wider sociopolitical dynamics, 

with implications for both individual well-being and the strength of democratic institutions. 

 
Neoliberalism is often characterised by its emphasis on individualism, market-driven 

economies, and the reduction of state intervention. Harvey (2011) defines neoliberalism as: 

 
“A theory of economic and political practices that suggests human well-being is best 

progressed by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms within an institutional framework 

marked by free markets, free trade and private property rights.” (Harvey 2011, p2). 

 
Harvey’s comment on human well-being within his definition contrasts with other definitions of 

neoliberalism that emphasise the economic aspects, most notably free trade, deregulation, 

globalisation, and a reduction in government spending as a form of laissez-faire economics 

(Ganti 2014; Cahill & Konings 2017; Plehwe et al. 2020). Harvey’s definition allows for 

consideration of the emotional and unconscious dynamics of neoliberal ideology and its 

profound influence on the self and well-being. Harvey (2005; 2001) further examines how 

neoliberal policies prioritise economic efficiency over social welfare, eroding the sense of 

community and shared responsibility once fostered and valued by welfare states. Harvey’s 

critique points out that dismantling collective social structures such as trade unions and 

community organisations has left individuals feeling unsupported in hyper-competitive 

environments. In this way, neoliberalism produces conditions in which social isolation and 

loneliness become pervasive. 

 
There has been a multitude of work across several academic fields relating to neoliberalism, 

leading some, such as Vengopaul (2015), to describe the concept as overused and therefore 

losing much of its analytic value. This view is somewhat short-sighted, as the term’s wide 

application reflects its importance as a framework for understanding global economic and 

political shifts since the late 20th century. Theories of neoliberalism, as put forward by scholars 

such as Harvey (2005) and Klein (2014), contend that the rise of neoliberalism has resulted in 

the privatisation of public goods and services, deregulation, and the weakening of social 
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welfare programs. Although these scholars wrote in 2005 and 2014 respectively, the effects of 

such policies are still evident today. Neoliberal policies like deregulation, privatisation, and 

austerity continue to shape our material and psychological realities. For example, in the UK, 

the new Labour government has announced a series of spending cuts attributed to 

“Conservative fiscal neglect” (Walker and Partington 2024). The tragedy of the Grenfell Fire, in 

which 72 people lost their lives, underscores the lasting effects of deregulation (Mckeon 2024). 

 
While Crouch (2022) argues that the COVID-19 pandemic has weakened the hold of 

neoliberalism by highlighting the importance of public services and the welfare state, 

neoliberalism has in many ways adapted and even expanded its influence in certain areas. 

Within the context of video games, which this research partially explores, the ongoing shift 

from traditional one-time purchase models to continuous monetisation strategies such as 

microtransactions reflects neoliberal market logic in the gaming industry (Svelch 2017). 

 
The entrenchment of market logic in everyday life connects with broader cultural and 

psychological responses to contemporary society. Bollas (2018) suggests that a widespread 

melancholia pervades modern life, emerging from an inability to create meaning in a world 

shaped by rapid change, market forces, and social fragmentation. According to Bollas, 

melancholia is not simply a state of sadness but a deeper engagement with the self and the 

world. It is a condition where the absence of meaning prompts profound existential questioning 

(Castelloe 2020). This view aligns with the psychoanalytic tradition, which recognises the role 

of loss and absence in shaping psychic life, as first articulated by Freud (1917) and further 

elaborated by Bollas (2018). 

 

2.2 Neoliberal Subjectivity 

 
The hyper-competitive, market-driven environment of neoliberalism has undoubtedly shaped 

and influenced our behaviour within it (Becker et al. 2021). Research by Pulfrey and Butera 

(2013) highlights that neoliberal values of self-enhancement are likely to foster antisocial 

norms and behaviours such as cheating. This research is further supported by Azevedo et al. 
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(2019), which challenged previous research claiming that people’s social and economic 

ideologies were independent (Jost et al. 2009)t; this study also highlights that support for free 

markets is not opposed to authoritarianism but is strongly connected to it. 

 
There is a growing body of empirical work that directly explores the impact of neoliberalism on 

individuals’ health and well-being. Recent research by Becker et al. (2021) found that 

perceiving one’s society as neoliberal, for example, characterised by a strong emphasis on 

individual success while minimal value is placed on the collective good, reliance on the free 

market and limited government responsibilities is associated with poorer wellbeing. Exposure 

to these messages led to an increase in anti-elite sentiment, marked by feelings of threat, 

unfairness and hopelessness. Furthermore, Card and Hepburn (2022) found that different 

aspects of neoliberal ideology affect well-being in contrasting ways: beliefs in personal 

responsibility were linked to better health, while anti-government sentiments correlated with 

lower social trust and life satisfaction. 

 
Under neoliberalism, the shaping of subjectivity is a central concern, as this economic and 

political framework influences not only societal structures but also how people perceive and 

understand themselves and their experiences. Neoliberal governmentality, as described by 

Foucault (2008, 2010), plays a crucial role in shaping subjectivity by embedding economic 

rationalities and technologies throughout various aspects of society. This concept refers to the 

dispersed practices that permeate social, political, and legal structures through economic 

rationalities and technologies (Walters 2012; Kukri 2011). Watts (2022) builds on Foucault’s 

work, redefining the concept of ‘homo economicus’ as an individual who acts as their own 

entrepreneur, treating themselves as both capital and producer. This individual embodies the 

ideal market actor, constantly seeking opportunities for self-investment (Watts 2021: 467). 

ersonal success is therefore increasingly framed as a product of individual effort and choices 

rather than structural advantages or disadvantages. This neoliberal subjectivity leads 

individuals to internalise market principles; they begin to measure their worth and success 

according to metrics such as productivity, efficiency, and profit. As a result, the self becomes a 
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project to be managed, with personal worth closely tied to economic performance (Foucault 

2008). However, Watts (2021) stresses the importance of recognising the diversity of identities 

and experiences across different socio-political contexts, as not all individuals conform to a 

singular neoliberal identity. This view is echoed by Zembylas (2022), who argues that the 

existence and impact of neoliberal subjects vary significantly across social spheres and must 

be approached with caution. 

 
Brown (2015) highlights that the internalisation of neoliberal values results in a form of self-

governance, where individuals monitor their behaviours and attitudes to align with market 

demands. When these high expectations are not met, this constant focus on performance can 

lead to feelings of insecurity, failure, and shame (Hoggett 2017). Furthermore, Homburg et al. 

(2021) found that individuals from disadvantaged economic backgrounds may experience 

heightened social identity threats and shame when engaging in consumption practices, 

especially in environments perceived as catering to lower-income groups. Such stigmatization 

reinforces feelings of guilt and shame, particularly when spending on non-essential or leisure 

items. Oliveira et al. (2019) emphasise that individuals facing economic hardship often 

experience deprivation across multiple areas of life, compounding emotional distress and 

reinforcing societal narratives that associate poverty with unworthiness and shame. 

 
Examining the dynamics of shame within contemporary neoliberalism is important to better 

understand the wider ‘structure of feeling’ (Williams 1977) permeating modern experience. The 

emotional and psychic landscapes shaped by neoliberalism play a crucial role in forming 

subjectivity. As Gill and Kanai (2018) argue, neoliberalism governs desires and attachments, 

creating a psychic environment where feelings of inadequacy, shame, and competition are 

pervasive. This emotional experience often leads to a performative aspect of subjectivity, 

where individuals feel compelled to present themselves in ways that align with neoliberal 

market logic, often at the expense of their authentic selves (Hoggett 2017). This cycle of 

shame and neoliberal subjectivity becomes further entrenched as individuals feel pressured to 

constantly prove their worth through productivity and market success (Neilson 2015). 
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Shame, as a social emotion, is deeply intertwined with neoliberal ideologies that frame 

personal failures as individual shortcomings. Chase and Walker (2012) argue that shame is 

co-constructed through societal narratives linking poverty and failure to personal inadequacies. 

This perspective is further echoed by Beddoe and Keddell (2016), who contend that neoliberal 

discourses portray poverty as a consequence of individual failings, thereby fostering a culture 

of shame among those affected. This sense of shame is intensified within societies that 

prioritise individualism and competition, as supported by empirical research from Young et al. 

(2021). 

 
Working within a psychoanalytic framework building on Freud’s work (1900, 1927, 1937), 

Layton (2010) highlights a “perversion of truth” inherent in neoliberalism, where individuals 

create white lies about themselves to avoid confronting uncomfortable realities. This leads to 

an alienation from the self, manifesting as a disconnect between true desires and the goals 

pursued. To Layton (2010), neoliberal subjects disavow vulnerability in favour of a 

performative individualism. 

 
This description of neoliberal subjectivity can be understood through Winnicottian theory 

(1960), which posits the development of the False Self. Winnicott explains that the True Self 

emerges when individuals feel safe expressing vulnerability, spontaneity, and authentic 

emotions. The disavowal of vulnerability described by Layton (2010) can foster the False Self, 

where genuine needs, emotions, and experiences are repressed to conform to neoliberal 

ideals of resilience, independence, and self-reliance. This pressure to appear invulnerable can 

further alienate individuals from their True Self (Winnicott 1960). 

 
Moreover, Layton’s notion of a “perversion of truth” aligns with Winnicott’s concept of the False 

Self, wherein neoliberal societies encourage individuals to project an idealised version of 

themselves. This performance conceals authentic desires, much like the False Self (Winnicott 

1960), which hides true needs to meet external demands. It is crucial to recognise that 

Winnicott (1960) views the False Self as existing on a spectrum, from healthy to pathological, 
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so the True and False selves should not be seen as opposing absolutes but rather as dynamic 

aspects of identity that can be balanced or disrupted (Winnicott 1960, p150). 

 
ACNH offers a space where vulnerability both challenges and reinforces neoliberal 

subjectivity. The game allows players to slow down and express care, subverting neoliberal 

values of productivity and competition. Yet, players also engage in managing and optimising 

their islands, mirroring neoliberal ideas of self-investment and entrepreneurialism. ACNH 

therefore, reflects the complex tensions within digital spaces between authentic expression 

and market-driven selfhood. 

 
To summarise, the neoliberal framework shaping our society has significantly influenced 

subjectivity and experiences of loneliness. The promotion of competition, individualism, and 

the internalisation of these values contribute to social disconnection and widespread isolation 

(Beckler et al. 2021). As individuals navigate these pressures, their well-being and social 

relationships are deeply affected. However, empirical research exploring this connection 

remains limited. This study engages with participants to examine their experiences of 

loneliness within the context of neoliberalism. 

 

2.3 Neoliberalism, The Marketable Self and New Forms of Labour 

 
Neoliberalism has fundamentally reshaped work dynamics, leading to the rise of ‘produsers’ 

and ‘prosumers’. Bruns (2008) defines “produsers” not as traditional content creators but as 

participants in a collaborative and ongoing process of content development known as 

produsage. This shift reflects a broader cultural move toward individualism and self-promotion, 

where users actively contribute to creating value while navigating the complexities of digital 

labour. The economic, cultural, and social implications of this transformation are significant 

and require critical examination of the forces shaping contemporary labour dynamics. 

 
Promotional culture, as explored by Andrew Wernick (1991), plays a key role in shaping 

societal dynamics, especially within the neoliberal context and evolving labour practices. 
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Promotional culture thrives by producing symbolic messages and images designed to appeal 

to emotions through identification and a sense of belonging with brands (Wernick, p. 182). 

While Wernick acknowledges the pervasiveness of promotional culture, he also argues that it 

can serve as a site of resistance. Consumers can appropriate promotional symbols and 

messages to construct their own meanings and identities. However, Wernick cautions that this 

resistance is limited by the dominant ideology embedded within promotional culture. His view 

is supported by more recent work from Somerville and Edwards (2021), who emphasise the 

need for a nuanced understanding of how promotional ideologies manifest in different contexts 

and the ethical questions these practices raise. 

 
The transformation of labour is rooted in the widespread influence of promotional practices 

across sectors, blurring the lines between production and consumption. As Somerville and 

Edwards (2021) highlight, promotional culture includes a broad range of activities, such as 

public relations, self-branding, and advertising, which have become central to both 

organisational and individual identities. 

 
Technological advancements like Web 2.0 have further shaped the relationship between 

audiences and creators by fostering participatory culture. Web 2.0 refers to the shift in how the 

internet is used, enabling users to connect and interact more horizontally (Solomon and 

Schrum 2007). 

 
Jenkins’s (2007) analysis of participatory culture offers insight into how technology has altered 

the audience-creator dynamic. Jenkins argues that convergence changes production and 

consumption, creating a participatory culture in which users actively engage in content 

creation. Jenkins (2004; 2007) also suggests that participatory culture holds positive social 

and political potential, providing a more democratic space where users influence media 

narratives and cultural trends, reinforcing the idea that consumers are integral to production. 

This culture is marked by the seamless flow of stories and experiences across multiple 

platforms, allowing users to engage with content in diverse and meaningful ways. This shift 
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has led to the rise of ‘prosumption’, a term that describes the simultaneous roles of consumers 

and producers within digital economies (Ritzer and Jurgenson 2010). It marks a broader 

transformation within the context of neoliberalism, moving away from traditional producer-

consumer dynamics toward a model in which the boundaries between these roles are 

increasingly blurred (Ritzer and Jurgenson 2010; Dusi 2017; Ritzer et al. 2012). While some 

argue that prosumption is a modern phenomenon, Ritzer and Jurgenson (2010) contend that 

the emergence of prosumer capitalism reflects a new economic paradigm where unpaid labour 

becomes more common. This view is supported by Dusi (2018), who highlights that the fading 

distinction between producers and consumers is driven by social change and technological 

innovation. 

 
The concept of “produsage” further encapsulates this transformation. Bruns (2013) explains 

how users now contribute to the production process while simultaneously consuming its 

outputs. This dual role can foster a sense of community and collaboration, particularly on 

online platforms where users co-create content. These dynamics are especially visible in 

gaming and streaming spaces such as Twitch and YouTube (Just et al. 2023; King and Hera 

2020). As audiences take on more active roles in both creating and disseminating content, 

traditional media institutions are increasingly challenged, and the gatekeeping functions of 

media professionals are called into question (Yadlin-Segal and Oppenheim 2020). 

Furthermore, the ability of users to remix and redistribute content enhances engagement and 

brings greater diversity to the digital media landscape, offering a wider range of perspectives 

and interpretations (Schiavon and Rojo 2009; Guerreri-Pico et al. 2018). 

 
While some view prosumerism and participatory culture as democratising forces in labour 

dynamics, a central ethical concern is labour exploitation. As consumers adopt producer roles, 

they often contribute time and creativity without compensation. This is particularly evident on 

digital platforms where collaboration and content sharing are common (Zang et al. 2022). Esri 

(2023) notes that platform owners regulate user-generated content to maximise profit, 

commodifying creative labour. Sokowati (2020) similarly argues that corporations like 
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Facebook benefit from unpaid user contributions without offering formal recognition. The 

attention economy intensifies this exploitation, as influencers must produce content 

continuously to remain visible, risking burnout (Brassett et al. 2022). 

 
Esports and gaming organisations have changed labour practices, particularly within the video 

game industry (Guarriello 2019). Johnson and Woodcock (2019) explain that content creators 

extend the visibility and lifespan of games through reviews, tutorials, and walkthroughs. 

Although much of the literature focuses on 'modding' as a form of prosumer activity (Lee et al. 

2020; Hofman-Kohlmeyer 2020), Nintendo’s restrictions make modding largely irrelevant to 

games such as ACNH. Kretzschmar and Stanfill (2018) add that modding exists in a legal grey 

area, selectively enforced by industry, which discourages community engagement. 

 
More widely, prosumer practices are gaining prominence on platforms like Twitch and 

YouTube. These platforms allow users to monetise game-related content, such as live streams 

and gameplay reviews, often through donations and subscriptions (Johnson and Woodcock 

2018). Influencers operate as entrepreneurial figures within neoliberal frameworks (Ashman et 

al. 2018). Micallef et al. (2021) argue that influencers shape the behaviour of young adults in 

gaming contexts. Cox and Kaimann further show that influencers can influence consumer 

decisions and product perceptions. Sjöblom and Hamari (2017) suggest that users are also 

motivated by social connection, highlighting the community aspects of game-related content. 

 
Despite its appeal, this form of commodification has limitations. Waetcger and Meschick 

(2023) find that gaming cultures, especially among young men, often promote competition and 

individualism, and can also facilitate harassment. Kretzschmar and Stanfill (2018) caution that 

while influencers can drive engagement, they may also reinforce harmful community 

dynamics. 

 
Influencers also face tensions between authenticity and monetisation. Forsyth and Malone 

(2015) argue that this can create pressure to maintain a curated persona. Winnicott’s (1958) 

theory of the False Self provides a useful lens for understanding this emotional labour. 
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Streamers may suppress authentic feelings in favour of a persona that aligns with audience 

expectations. Johnson and Woodcock (2017) note that this emotional management is 

essential for success, blurring the line between play and work. Kristensen and Wilhelmsson 

(2016) also suggest that enjoyment of play can be diminished by the pressure to perform, 

producing guilt and anxiety. 

 
ACNH presents a quieter form of digital engagement. Although it contains elements of self-

presentation and goal-setting, its slower pace and community focus allow for expressions of 

vulnerability and authenticity. In this way, ACNH both reflects and gently resists dominant 

neoliberal narratives by offering a space where digital labour and leisure intersect differently. 

 
The act of watching others play video games has become a prominent form of entertainment, 

with viewers often seeking escapism and social interaction through these platforms (Aini 2024; 

Li et al. 2023). Within video game content creation, ‘Let’s Plays’ have grown in popularity. 

These videos typically involve players recording their gameplay and sharing it online. As noted 

by Estrella-Ramón and Ellis-Chadwick (2017), this format not only entertains but can foster 

community engagement and interaction. It supports new forms of relationships between 

influencers and audiences, positioning video games as a dominant medium of media 

consumption. Participatory culture allows players to exchange experiences, strategies, and 

insights, enriching the gaming experience for both viewers and participants. 

 
Hodge et al. (2019) suggest that video game play can support moral development, indicating 

that Let’s Plays may serve as informal platforms for learning and social connection. This 

educational potential is reinforced by Bormann and Greitemeyer (2015), who argue that the 

immersive nature of these videos can deepen viewers’ understanding of social dynamics, 

enhancing empathy and moral reasoning. 

 
The professionalisation and marketisation of digital content creation, particularly within 

gaming, have blurred the boundaries between play and work. Streamers must often construct 

relatable personas and perform emotional labour to maintain engagement and viewer loyalty 
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(Törhönen et al. 2019; Woodcock and Johnson 2019). Zhang and Wu (2022) describe this 

dynamic as “platformed playbour,” where content creators invest affective and emotional effort 

to grow and sustain their audiences. 

 
Modern digital technologies play a central role in enabling these forms of labour. For example, 

Foxman (2022) examines how the Metaverse depends on the contributions of digital gamers 

and content creators to foster interaction and value. In this sense, gaming becomes a form of 

“playbour,” where gameplay functions not only as personal enjoyment but also as value 

generation for game developers and platforms through social media and streaming (Just et al. 

2023). 

 
As Törhönen et al. (2019) note, what was once recreational play is increasingly 

professionalised, altering how labour is understood in the digital economy. Within a neoliberal 

framework that prioritises individual entrepreneurship and marketable personal experience, 

playbour reveals how leisure can be commodified. Activities that are enjoyable and 

spontaneous are frequently entangled with economic pressures and productivity expectations, 

producing a complex tension between pleasure and performance (Esri 2023; Archer 2019). 

 
While Winnicott’s theories have been applied to virtual environments, most existing studies 

focus broadly on social media users rather than on content creators or influencers (Yuran 

2023; Hills 2014; Kuhn 2013). For instance, Johanssen (2018) draws on Winnicott’s concept of 

play to interpret Facebook user activity as a form of free-floating digital labour, shaped by the 

platform’s gamified interface. Similarly, Hills (2014) explores social media as a kind of 

“secondary transitional object,” mediating emotional states and connections in ways 

reminiscent of Winnicott’s (1971) original concept of the transitional object. Singh (2019) 

further applies the notion of the "false self" to online self-presentation, highlighting the 

psychological risks associated with curated and potentially inauthentic digital identities. 

There is a notable gap in empirical research applying Winnicottian psychoanalysis to 

influencers and livestreaming communities. This is especially true for video game streamers, 
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who occupy a unique hybrid space where performance, play, and digital labour intersect 

(Postigo 2014). By conducting interviews with video game streamers through a Winnicottian 

lens, this research seeks to address this underexplored area, offering insights into how these 

individuals navigate authenticity, playfulness, and emotional resilience within performative 

digital environments. 

 

2.4 An Escape from Neoliberalism? The cultural appeal of cottagecore and 
the pastoral. 

 
As Neoliberalism has permeated nearly every aspect of life, shaping how individuals live, 

work, and relate to one another (Monbiot 2016), many increasingly turn to forms of escapism 

for relief. One such retreat lies in the aesthetic and cultural revival of the pastoral. Although the 

pastoral genre has evolved, its core themes of nostalgia, simplicity, and harmony with nature 

continue to resonate in a world marked by precarity and instability (Papaevangelou and 

Roinioti 2021). 

 
The yearning for a slower, more grounded existence is visible particularly in the rise of 

movements like Cottagecore. As Jephcote (2023) suggests, the historical legacy of pastoral 

imagery informs the appeal of contemporary aesthetics such as Cottagecore, which channels 

deep-rooted desires for authenticity, calm, and escape from the pressures of modern life. 

 
Jephcote (2023) highlights that cottagecore’s roots can be traced back to historical 

representations of rural life, particularly in Victorian literature, which romanticised the 

countryside and its associated values. Literary traditions have long explored the tension 

between urban and rural life; specifically, pastoral poetry serves as a vehicle for expressing 

nostalgia for the simplicity and serenity of the countryside. This genre illustrates how urban 

poets sought solace in idealised depictions of rural life, reflecting their own discontent with city 

living (Jephcote 2023). Scholars have also traced the roots of cottagecore back even further. 

For example, the pastoral tradition in ancient Greece often depicted idyllic landscapes, 

harmonious relationships with nature, and a simpler way of life, resonating with the core 
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values of the cottagecore aesthetic. Dewayanti and Andhini (2023) highlight that poets such as 

Theocritus celebrated rural life and the beauty of nature, emphasising the joys of pastoral 

living. Drawing on Bollas (2018) and Williams (1984), the appeal of cottagecore can also be 

seen as a cultural and psychological response to the alienation brought about by 

industrialisation. Williams (1984) argues that the romanticisation of rural life emerged as a 

nostalgic counterpoint to the trauma of modern urbanisation, while Bollas (2018) suggests that 

the upheaval of industrial progress fostered a collective "manic mindset," making the pastoral 

a symbolic retreat from the pressures of modernity. 

 
While the pastoral genre has evolved, its core themes of longing for an imagined lost simplicity 

remain relevant, resonating with contemporary audiences who seek refuge from the chaos of 

modernity. The historical context of Cottagecore enriches the contemporary understandings of 

this aesthetic as it draws upon a legacy of pastoral imagery that resonates with current desires 

for simplicity and authenticity (Jephcote 2023). Drawing on Bollas (2018) and Williams (1984), 

this nostalgic turn can be read as a cultural response to the psychic and social dislocations of 

industrialisation. Williams identifies how the countryside was idealised in reaction to the rapid 

and disorienting changes brought by industrial growth, while Bollas explores how such 

historical traumas shape collective states of mind, framing nostalgia as a response to a deeper 

sense of cultural loss. 

 
Furthermore, the pastoral genre has historically provided a platform for critiquing contemporary 

society; by contrasting the idyllic rural life with the harsh realities of urban existence, pastoral 

literature has the potential to highlight social injustices and environmental degradation. This 

critical perspective allows for a deeper understanding of the complexities of modernity while 

simultaneously celebrating the virtues of rural life. While much research within the pastoral has 

focused on written literature, Sukmawan (2018) highlights that the environmental wisdom 

rooted in oral traditions emphasises the importance of ecological balance and sustainable 

living, thereby enhancing the positive connotations of pastoral nostalgia. 
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The cottagecore aesthetic evokes a particular pastoral nostalgia, which is signified by a 

longing for an idealised, often imagined rural life (Sánchez-Querubín et al. 2025). Pastoral 

nostalgia often serves as a means of escape from the complexities and stresses of modern 

urban life, evoking a sense of simplicity, tranquillity, and connection to nature, which many find 

appealing in an increasingly fast-paced world. The idealisation of rural life can foster a sense 

of community and belonging as individuals seek to reconnect with traditional values and 

practices, often associated with a simpler time (Xiang 2015). For example, Xiang discusses 

how nostalgia in Chinese literature reflects an idealised moment of the past, often associated 

with happiness and fulfilment that remains unattainable in the present. The notion of “halcyon 

moments” encapsulates this sense of nostalgia, resonating with themes found in pastoral 

literature where the countryside and rural living are depicted as paradise lost. 

 
This idealisation of rural life is not without critique. It often overlooks the socioeconomic 

realities and challenges faced by those living in the countryside. Such romanticised views can 

obscure the actual struggles of rural communities, reinforcing stereotypes and class divides. 

For example, Sukmawan (2018) highlights that the notion of the ‘rural idyll’ can detract from 

the complexities of rural poverty, labour exploitation, and environmental issues, creating a 

simplified narrative that fails to reflect lived experience. 

 

2.5 Digital cottagecore: A reaction to Neoliberalism? 

 
The nostalgia that cottagecore evokes is particularly resonant within queer communities, 

where nostalgia can serve as a way of reclaiming space and identity (Ryan and Tileva 2022; 

Barbeau 2022). The concept of collective nostalgia, as discussed by Smeekes et al. (2018), 

suggests that such feelings can foster social connectedness and belonging, especially 

important for marginalised groups. In the context of cottagecore, this nostalgia allows queer 

individuals to connect through shared experiences and values, creating a sense of community 

that transcends geography. Ryan and Tileva (2022) highlight how TikTok’s cottagecore 

subculture enables queer individuals, particularly queer women, to curate an idyllic vision of 

rural life through food, dress and imagery. This performative aspect provides a fictional lifestyle 
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that resonates with personal identities, offering a sense of community often lacking in 

mainstream, urban spaces. 

 
The aesthetics’ emphasis on traditional femininity and domesticity offers queer individuals a 

platform to explore and express their identities in ways that challenge normative expectations. 

Barbeau (2022) discusses a growing desire among queer communities to retreat from urban 

environments into close-knit rural spaces. This is echoed by Hayward and Hill (2024), who 

note that cottagecore evokes nostalgic imagery that resonates with marginalised groups. The 

aesthetic has also been embraced by Black women who place themselves into traditional 

iconographies and contexts, reinterpreting the aesthetic in ways that reflect their lived 

experiences (Hayward and Hill 2024). This highlights cottagecore’s potential as a space for 

marginalised voices. 

 
The gendered dimensions of cottagecore and pastoral nostalgia are significant. Nostalgia is 

often intertwined with notions of home and safety, both of which are highly gendered (Isaac 

2020; Sabre 2008). This can reinforce patriarchal structures, as rural idealisation often ignores 

the complexities of gender dynamics (Sjö 2015). Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity 

(1990; 1993; 2024) offers a useful framework here. Rather than being a reflection of an inner 

identity, gender is a socially constructed performance, enacted through repeated behaviours. 

Within cottagecore, this performative aspect provides room to navigate and express gender 

identities, while also critiquing conventional norms. 

 
However, this raises questions about authenticity and the pressure to conform to specific 

gendered expectations. As individuals curate their online cottagecore identities, they may feel 

compelled to adopt traditional representations of femininity, limiting more diverse expressions 

of gender (Barbeau 2022). Ridder and Bauewel (2013) note that social media engagement 

around rural aesthetics often reflects broader negotiations of gender and sexuality, allowing 

individuals to challenge normative roles while also navigating their constraints. 
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Cottagecore often reinforces traditional gender norms, being closely associated with femininity 

and domestic roles. While it can empower individuals to embrace homemaking and caregiving, 

it may also perpetuate stereotypes that confine women to traditional roles (Santoniccolo et al. 

2023). This tension has led to comparisons with the tradwife (traditional wife) movement, 

which promotes homemaking and family care as ideal roles for women (Santoniccolo et al. 

2023; Proctor 2023). Simmons (2023) explores how modern expressions of wifehood blend 

feminist and anti-feminist ideals, reflecting a negotiation between personal agency and 

traditional values. Cottagecore reflects this same duality, celebrating domesticity and craft 

while providing space for individual creativity and self-expression. 

 

2.6 Cosy games: A reaction or reinforcement of Neoliberal values? 

 
As the Cottagecore aesthetic gained momentum online, it has begun to influence various 

cultural mediums, extending beyond fashion and lifestyle into digital spaces (Ryan and Tileva 

2022). One of the most notable examples is the rise of cosy video games. These games 

reflect a broader cultural shift, aligning closely with the values and aesthetics of cottagecore 

(Andiloro 2024; Seunghyun 2022). While not all cosy games evoke pastoral nostalgia, many 

popular titles such as Stardew Valley (Concerned Ape 2016), Disney Dreamlight Valley 

(Disney 2022), and ACNH exemplify a return to simpler rural aesthetics, promoting a sense of 

tranquillity and community. 

 
Cosy games are characterised by gentle gameplay, soothing visuals, and an absence of time 

pressure or combat. Waszmiewicz (2024) defines them as games that prioritise comfort and 

tranquillity. Building on this, cosy games can also be seen as those that centre positive player 

experience and evoke pastoral nostalgia through nurturing, growth-based mechanics. Though 

they encompass a range of formats, from farming simulations to city builders, they generally 

create feelings of warmth and emotional safety, making the genre inherently subjective. 

 

Often framed as a form of resistant design that offers relief from high-stress and competitive 

gameplay, cosy games can also reinforce capitalist principles. Andiloro (2024) argues that 



56  

these games frequently replicate systems of productivity, ownership, and accumulation under 

the guise of relaxation. This paradox lies at the heart of many cottagecore-inspired games, 

where the fantasy of escape is mediated through tasks like farming, crafting, and 

homemaking, simulations of labour wrapped in aesthetic pleasure and fantasy. 

 
The cosy game’s alignment with cottagecore lies in its romanticisation of rural life and 

traditional crafts. These games often serve as virtual refuges from the pace of modern life, 

offering space for creativity and connection (Pinder 2024). Scully-Blaker (2024) observes that 

cosy games not only function as escapism but also encourage players to slow down and 

appreciate simple pleasures, echoing the ideals of pastoral nostalgia. 

 
Cosy games also provide players with opportunities to challenge traditional gender norms. As 

Waszkiewicz and Bakun (2020) note, such games often incorporate feminist and inclusive 

design principles, creating environments where players can explore identity without the 

constraints of competitive gameplay. This is particularly significant within the context of 

gendered gaming experiences. Lehdonvirta et al. (2014) highlight how gendered stereotypes 

can impact female players’ confidence and engagement, suggesting that inclusive design can 

mitigate these effects. Cosy games offer a variety of characters, creative tools, and 

cooperative mechanics, enabling players to subvert normative expectations and explore 

identity in empowering ways (Calloway 2024). 

 
Nevertheless, cosy games are not immune to critique. Andiloro (2024) provides a critical 

perspective on the concept of cosiness in games, suggesting that while they appear to resist 

stress and competition, they often reinforce neoliberal ideologies by embedding capitalist 

structures of work and reward. This mirrors Marxist critiques of leisure as commodified labour. 

Bodí (2024) furthers this argument by drawing on Giddens’ (2023) concept of “ontological 

security”, proposing that cosy games offer emotional stability through predictable routines, 

which can both comfort and indoctrinate. 
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Bollas’ (2008) concept of “evocative objects” is relevant in understanding the emotional impact 

of cosy games. These games often use soothing visuals, music, and environments to evoke 

memory, reflection, and emotional resonance. As Bollas explains, evocative objects shape our 

inner world by prompting associations between self and environment. In this context, games 

like ACNH or Stardew Valley act as digital evocative objects, enabling players to process 

feelings of stress or melancholy by engaging with nostalgic, emotionally charged settings. 

 

2.7 The Digital Divide 

 
Scholarship has shown that digital technologies have often developed within neoliberal 

political and economic contexts, which are inherently unequal and prioritise individualism over 

collective well-being, and profit over public service. This has led to a socioeconomic divide in 

digital access (Holley and Oliver 2011; Warschauer 2011). 

 
Selwyn (2009) argues that the discourse surrounding the digital divide in neoliberal contexts 

tends to individualise responsibility for digital access, thereby overlooking broader 

socioeconomic factors contributing to inequality. Building on this, Kuhn et al. (2023) propose a 

'theoretical kaleidoscope' to examine digital inequalities, stressing the need for a critical 

approach that scrutinises the ideology of digitalism and the inequalities it perpetuates. These 

perspectives collectively challenge the assumption that increased access to technology alone 

can resolve deeper social inequities, calling for more nuanced understandings that address 

structural and systemic issues. 

 
The participatory culture enabled by Web 2.0 has been cited as holding positive social and 

political potential, offering opportunities for democratisation (Jenkins 2006, 2013; Ford and 

Green 2013). Digital inequality remains persistent, calling into question the democratising 

promise of digital technologies (Jenkins 2007). The COVID-19 pandemic further exposed and 

exacerbated digital exclusion, as many aspects of daily life, education, employment, and social 

connection shifted online. 
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Age continues to be a significant factor in digital inequality. Older adults, particularly those with 

disabilities, low incomes, or who live alone, are more likely to experience digital exclusion 

(Mubarak and Suomi 2022; Blažič and Blažič 2020). This is often due to a lack of basic digital 

literacy, which has become increasingly essential in contemporary society (LGA 2019). 

Emerging research suggests that internet use among the 65-74 age group in the UK is rising, 

increasing from 52% in 2011 to 83% in 2019, likely accelerated by the pandemic (Tabassum 

2020). 

 
Geographical access also remains a challenge. Rural digital infrastructure falls behind that of 

urban areas; Ofcom (2021) estimates that 651,000 rural UK homes do not have adequate 

fixed broadband. This urban–rural divide is well documented across the Global North (OECD 

2025;Prieger 2013). 

 
Even as coverage expands, economic inequality remains one of the greatest barriers to digital 

inclusion. Digital exclusion is deeply embedded in broader social inequalities and 

disproportionately affects those on low incomes or in precarious work (Stone 2021). During the 

pandemic, only 51% of households earning £6,000–£10,000 had internet access, compared to 

99% of households earning over £40,000 (Edwards 2021). 

 
Gender is another important dimension. In two-thirds of countries worldwide, men are more 

likely to use the internet than women, with the Americas being the exception (ICT 2017). 

Globally, women are 25% less likely to have basic IT skills, and men are four times more likely 

to possess advanced skills such as coding (UNESCO 2019). This gap is reflected in the tech 

workforce: in the UK, only 26% of those employed in the tech industry are women (Owusu 

Addae 2023). The disparity extends to the gaming industry, where women represent just 22% 

of the workforce (Eccles 2022). 

 
Digital exclusion creates significant disadvantages across various sectors. Those without 

digital access face barriers in education (Soomro et al. 2020; Rogers 2016; Block 2010; Gorski 

2005), employment (Townsend 2020; Van Dijk 2017; Mavrou et al. 2017), healthcare 
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(Eruchalu et al. 2021; Ramsetty and Adams 2020), and community engagement (Alam and 

Imran 2015). Individuals who are digitally excluded often experience heightened levels of 

social isolation and loneliness (Martin et al. 2016). 

 
As a result, digital exclusion has become a growing concern for policymakers and academics 

alike. Various initiatives have been proposed to address the divide, such as removing VAT on 

broadband and introducing social tariffs to ensure affordable internet for all (Jackson 2020). 

These proposals gained urgency during the pandemic, as digital technologies became 

essential for maintaining relationships and daily functioning (Medway 2021). 

 

3.1 Understanding Play 

When we think of play, we often imagine the play of children: exploring sandboxes, pretending 

to be doctors or parents, or playing games in the playground or around a board. While these 

examples may be familiar, adult play is less frequently considered. This subsection explores 

current debates surrounding the concept of play, its role in psychoanalytic theory, and its 

relevance to video gaming. 

 
The relationship between contemporary media technologies and play has been examined both 

within and beyond game studies, with clear links established between media and various 

forms of play (Stephenson 1967; Fiske 1987; Silverstone 1999; Kerr, Kücklich, and Brereton 

2006; Raessens 2006; Simons 2007; Buckland 2009; Sicart 2014; Frissen et al. 2015; 

MacRury and Yates 2016). The increasing playfulness of media cultures reflects the broader 

ludification of society (Raessens 2016). Digital technologies have created new and pervasive 

opportunities for play, making games and playful interaction more embedded in everyday life 

than ever before. 

 
Although play is often associated with games, its definition has been widely debated across 

disciplines. A recurring theme in these debates is the centrality of play to the human 

experience. Philosopher Friedrich Schiller viewed play as a means of liberation from necessity 
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and obligation, describing it as "the free, non-utilitarian exercise of [a human being’s] various 

faculties" (Hein 1968, p. 67). For Schiller, play is a vehicle for exploring aspirations and ideals. 

The notion of freedom recurs in many definitions of play, yet this freedom does not imply the 

absence of structure. 

 
Johan Huizinga (1938), using cross-cultural examples, explores play across various facets of 

culture. He summarises its key characteristics, defining play as “a free activity standing quite 

consciously outside ‘ordinary’ life as being ‘not serious,’ while engrossing the player 

completely.” In this context, the player is free to perform actions without material 

consequences. Moreover, Huizinga argues that play is temporally and spatially bounded; 

players operate within defined roles and frameworks, indicating that play, while seemingly free, 

also implies a degree of structure. 

 
In Man, Play, and Games (1962), philosopher and social scientist Roger Caillois critiques 

Huizinga's definition as both too broad and too narrow. He notes that Huizinga excludes types 

of play that lack formal rules and fails to account for games of chance. Caillois introduces a 

distinction between highly structured games (ludus) and more spontaneous, less organised 

forms of play (paidia). He also categorises games into four types: 

 
Agon: games based on competition or conflict 

 

 
Alea: games of chance or luck 

 

 
Mimicry: simulation or make-believe 

 

 
Ilinx: games that involve disorientation or altered perception (e.g., spinning, falling) 

 

 
It is important to note that many games blend these categories. While Caillois did not envision 

digital games, his framework applies readily to them. For example, Mario Kart 8 (Nintendo, 

2014) exemplifies agon through its competitive racing, but also contains ilinx, as players 

navigate disorienting turns and sudden movements. The richness of gameplay often arises 
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from the combination of categories. However, Caillois argues that some forms are 

incompatible; ilinx and ludus are irreconcilable, as structured rules cannot coexist with the 

disorientation of perception (Caillois, 1958). 

 
The work of Huizinga, Schiller, and Caillois provides useful tools for analysing play. However, 

their theories are rooted in physical embodiment. In contrast, digital play complicates this 

notion, as it involves both embodiment and disembodiment (Harvey, 2009). Disembodiment 

occurs as players engage through digital interfaces, distancing them from their physical bodies 

and environments. Yet, digital play can also evoke embodied experiences through tactile 

interactions with controllers, keyboards, and touchscreens. 

 
Players, therefore, occupy dual spaces: the physical environment and the virtual game world. 

Gameplay emerges through the interaction between player and game (Ribbens and Poles, 

2009), creating a "potential space" where creativity, experimentation, and risk-taking can 

occur. This dual experience can enable imaginative freedom, but it may also foster alienation 

(Harvey, 2009; Sermon, 2012). The growing complexity of digital technologies highlights the 

need to revisit and expand traditional theories of play to account for these evolving dynamics. 

 

3.2 The role of disembodiment in digital spaces and digital play. 

 
Disembodiment in digital play has become a key aspect of research, particularly in relation to 

video games. Disembodiment as defined by Koteva et al. (2022) refers to the loss of physical 

presence that users experience when engaging with digital media, this is particularly evident in 

online environments and video games where individuals often interact through avatars or 

digital representations rather than physical bodies. 

 
A primary concern regarding disembodiment in digital play is the impact on body 

representation and identity. For example, Eck and Pfister (2024) explore the dynamics of 

disembodiment in virtual environments, focusing on a how the sense of embodiment with a 

virtual object changes once control is no longer active. Participants for this study used a 
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computer mouse or touchpad to control a 2D virtual hand with embodiment ratings measured 

throughout the trials. This study demonstrated that embodiment for virtual objects increases 

during active use but decreases rapidly after stopping interaction. This suggests that players 

may experience a temporary sense of embodiment while engaged in digital play, which can 

quickly dissipate. This study foregrounds the importance of understanding how the physical 

body is represented and perceived in virtual environments, as this can influence players' 

emotional and cognitive experiences. 

 
The therapeutic potential for the notion of disembodiment in virtual spaces is also of particular 

interest. Riva et al. (2019) explore how virtual reality can be used to alter individuals’ 

experiences of their bodies, thereby suggesting that VR can facilitate both cognitive and 

emotional changes by stimulating bodily experiences. This approach has implications for 

treating conditions such as anxiety and PTSD, where disembodiment may serve as a coping 

mechanism for trauma. The authors argue that by designing targeted virtual environments, 

therapists can help patients engage with their physical selves in a controlled manner. 

 
The connection between disembodiment and social interaction is further examined by James 

and Leader (2023), who argue that all social interactions are mediated through technology, 

which can both enhance and diminish the sense of embodiment. Their study of digital hugs 

illustrates how virtual experiences can be embodied, challenging the notion that 

disembodiment inherently leads to disconnection. Instead, they propose that technology can 

facilitate new forms of embodied social interaction, albeit in different ways than traditional face-

to-face encounters. 

 
Furthermore, the discussion surrounding disembodiment is not limited to digital play, it extends 

to the ways in which individuals navigate their identities in digital spaces. Quintas-Mendes 

and Paiva (2023) discuss the continuum of personhood in contemporary digital society, where 

identities are increasingly fluid. This fluidity can lead to a sense of disembodiment as 

individuals may feel disconnected from their physical selves while engaging in multiple digital 
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personas, thereby complicating the understanding of agency and identity in digital interactions. 

This is particularly useful when exploring players who engage with ACNH with multiple user 

accounts. This meshing between embodiment, identity, and disembodiment through avatars 

will be explored further in the literature review. 

 
 

Fuchs (2021) introduces the notion of “phantomization” in the context of virtual interactions, 

where disembodied communication can lead to a shift in empathy towards fictional 

representations. This phenomenon raises concerns about the potential for users to project 

their feelings onto virtual characters rather than engaging with the complexities of real human 

interactions. The implications of this shift are significant as it may affect how individuals relate 

to one another in both digital and physical spaces. 

3.3 Customisation and Personalisation: The Role of Avatars in Digital Play 

 
Avatars, within the context of gaming, serve as the primary means through which players 

engage with virtual environments, offering a blend of representation, identity, and agency. As 

digital proxies, avatars enable players to embody diverse roles, encouraging both personal 

expression and immersion. This subsection examines literature on the role of avatars in 

shaping player experience, particularly regarding identity formation, social interaction, and 

narrative engagement. 

 
Customisation is often central to the avatar experience, providing players with a means to 

explore and express identity within virtual spaces. Research shows that players who 

customise their avatars report stronger identification with them, leading to greater emotional 

investment and immersion (Morgan et al. 2020; Türkay and Kinzer 2014). This identification is 

particularly powerful when avatars reflect personal attributes, preferences, or aspirational 

identities. Customisation options can significantly influence how players perceive themselves 

and their avatars, deepening their connection to gameplay (Teng 2019; Türkay and Kinzer 

2014). 
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Advances in customisation tools have transformed gaming, offering more nuanced 

representations of players. Many modern games allow for detailed modification beyond 

physical traits, including clothing, accessories, and behavioural features (Czerwonka et al. 

2021; Lim and Harrell 2021). These enhancements support more meaningful personalisation 

and enable players to create avatars that align with their identities on multiple levels. 

 
Avatar customisation also allows for exploration of social identities and cultural 

representations. Players may create avatars that embody different social or cultural identities, 

engaging in a complex interplay between self-expression and social norms. This process can 

spark discussions about representation, stereotyping, and how avatar choices shape 

perceptions of self and others (Morgan et al. 2020; Goldman et al. 2013). Within virtual 

spaces, this engagement provides a platform for safely challenging and negotiating identity. 

 
Avatars can function as transitional phenomena, particularly for marginalised groups. Rivera 

(2022) discusses how avatars allow transgender individuals to explore and affirm identity in a 

safe digital environment. Drawing on Winnicott's theories of play, Rivera highlights the 

therapeutic value of this process for identity development. While Rivera focuses on gender 

dynamics, my research uses a Winnicottian object relations framework to explore how players 

relate to games and themselves, particularly in relation to loneliness. Rather than isolating one 

facet of experience, this approach seeks to understand broader emotional and relational 

experiences across participants. 

 
The psychological implications of avatar customisation also influence social dynamics within 

gaming communities. Customisation can support not only personal identity but also social 

interaction. Research suggests that avatars resembling their players can improve social 

engagement and accountability in multiplayer contexts (Peña et al. 2021; Wu et al. 2023). 

Similar avatar characteristics can encourage connection and foster a sense of belonging 

(Banks and Bowman 2021). 
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Demographic factors, including age and gender, shape customisation preferences. For 

instance, older players may prioritise features that enhance enjoyment and personal 

autonomy, while younger players tend to focus on appearance and functionality (Boffi et al. 

2022; Lehdonvirta et al. 2019). Gender representation is also key; studies show that female 

players often desire a broader range of female avatars, while male players are more open to 

gender-swapped avatars (Lehdonvirta et al. 2019; Chou et al. 2014). These findings show the 

importance of diverse and inclusive avatar options in game design. 

 
Recent studies have also explored how avatar customisation affects gameplay performance. 

While personalised avatars can increase engagement and satisfaction, idealised 

representations may lead to unrealistic expectations and performance-related stress 

(Koulouris et al. 2020). This suggests a tension between customisation as a tool for immersion 

and the potential for negative self-comparison, especially in competitive settings. 

 

3.4 Play through the lens of Psychoanalysis: 

 
The idea that play inhabits multiple domains is reflected in many common definitions, and the 

understanding of play as extending beyond the individual lends itself to comparisons with 

psychoanalytic theories. The concept of play has been central to psychoanalysis, particularly 

in relation to early childhood development (Charles and Bellinson 2019; Ramires 2016; Rudan 

2013). Diverging Kleinian (1997) and Winnicottian (1971) theories on play mark a significant 

departure from earlier psychoanalytic thinking about the motivations behind play. 

 
By including psychoanalysis in this discussion, I aim to develop a psychocultural approach that 

weaves together cultural and psychological dimensions of play. Unlike studies that examine 

either the cultural or the psychological aspects in isolation, my analysis explores how play 

functions at the intersection of both, drawing on Object Relations Theory to understand 

players’ experiences within broader cultural contexts. 
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However, it is helpful first to return to Freud. In his 1908 essay Creative Writers and Day-

Dreaming, Freud draws a parallel between children's play and adult daydreaming, suggesting 

that both serve as avenues for wish fulfilment He argues that through play, children construct 

imaginary worlds that allow them to satisfy unmet desires, effectively reshaping their 

experiences to align with their wishes (Freud 1908, p423). For Freud, theories of play are 

deeply rooted in the Pleasure Principle (1922), which governs the id by seeking immediate 

gratification while avoiding unpleasure. When these needs are not met, states of tension or 

anxiety arise. According to Freud, play helps alleviate three types of anxiety: objective anxiety 

(fear of the external world), instinctual anxiety (fear of one's own drives), and anxiety of 

conscience (superego conflict). 

 
Freud (1920) also discusses his grandson’s “fort/da” game, in which the child repeatedly 

throws a toy away (“fort” - gone) and retrieves it (“da” -there), symbolising the absence and 

return of his mother. Freud interprets this repetitive act as a way for the child to gain mastery 

over the anxiety of separation, illustrating how play functions as a coping mechanism for 

processing distress. 

 
Freud placed less emphasis on play in early childhood development, the work of child 

psychoanalyst Melanie Klein marked a significant shift within psychoanalysis. Building on 

Freud's ideas, Klein (1932; 1997) continued to draw on drive theory, particularly the death 

drive, and grounded much of her thinking in unconscious phantasy. However, she focused 

more closely on the earliest stages of infancy, particularly the first four to six months of life. 

Rather than highlighting external interpersonal relationships, Klein’s theory centred on the 

infant’s internal world and their relationship with unconscious representations of the mother. 

This move created a theoretical distance between Kleinian and Freudian psychoanalysis and 

laid the groundwork for further developments in Object Relations Theory. 

 
Klein’s theory of the unconscious is fundamentally rooted in the early mother-infant 

relationship. Unlike Freud, who located the development of the superego in later childhood 
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stages, Klein posited that the superego begins to form during infancy. She also emphasised 

that fear and aggressive tendencies manifest very early in life. Central to Klein’s approach to 

early childhood development was her innovative use of play in the analytic process. She 

maintained that, “It is when the child plays with the small toys that we can see the expression 

of opposing emotions most distinctly” (Klein, 1961, p. 67). Through play analysis, Klein 

highlighted the critical role of play in the development of the ego. 

 
To Klein, the infant's first object is the mother. Unlike Freud, Klein argued that object relations 

are present from birth, as the newborn begins to relate to the world through what she 

describes as part-objects, the first being the mother’s breast (Klein 1955). 

 
Central to Kleinian theory of early childhood development is the notion of destructive impulses, 

particularly what she identified as "primitive" sadism (Klein 1932). According to Klein, the infant 

manages anxiety and hunger by splitting the mother’s breast into the "Good Breast", 

representing love and the life instinct, and the "Bad Breast", representing hate, aggression, 

and the death instinct. She referred to this as the "paranoid-schizoid defence" (Klein 1946, p. 

12). These intense and conflicting drives contribute to the development of the ego. 

 
The infant’s experiences in the external world are constantly shaped by, and in turn shape, its 

internal world. Once a child is able to displace emotions onto other objects, play becomes 

possible. During play, the child experiences relief by transferring fantasies, anger, anxiety, and 

guilt onto objects that are not caregivers. 

 
One of the most significant shifts in psychoanalytic thinking came with the work of D. W. 

Winnicott (1957; 1958; 1965; 1971; 1984). Winnicott redirected attention from instinctual drives 

to the significance of interpersonal relationships in early development. His theories have had a 

lasting impact, particularly in understanding the role of play in childhood. 
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While Klein used play as a technique and focused on interpreting its content, Winnicott was 

more concerned with the experience of play itself. He felt that focusing too much on content, 

as Klein did, failed to address the essence of play (Winnicott 1971, p. 91). He wrote: 

 
“Play is immensely exciting. It is exciting not primarily because the instincts are involved, be it 

understood! The thing about playing is always the precariousness of the interplay of personal 

psychic reality and the experience of control of actual objects. This is the precariousness of 

magic itself, magic that arises in intimacy, in a relationship that is being found to be reliable. To 

be reliable the relationship is necessarily motivated by the mother’s love, or her love-hate, or 

her object-relating, not by reaction-formations of behaviour.” (Winnicott 1971, pp. 63–64) 

 
Winnicott placed particular emphasis on the role of interpersonal relationships in developing a 

sense of self. Unlike Freud or Klein, he believed play took place not only in the internal or 

external world, but in a third area he termed potential space: 

 
Playing takes place in the potential space between the baby and the mother-figure. 

[T]he initiation of playing is associated with the life experience of the baby who has 

come to trust the mother figure (Winnicott 1971, p69) 

 
It is the early, ‘reliable’ relationship between the infant and caregiver that Winnicott identifies 

as the origin of potential space. Within this space, the foundations for play, creativity, and 

friendship are formed. Paradoxically, the development of a relationship with the self arises 

through a relationship with another. Winnicott viewed infants as inherently spontaneous, and 

he argued that when the "good enough" mother consistently meets the infant’s spontaneous 

gestures, the True Self begins to emerge as a lived reality (Winnicott 1960). When these 

gestures are accepted, the infant channels this spontaneity into creative play. For Winnicott, 

spontaneous play is enabling because it offers a way to access the authentic, creative core of 

the personality. 
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It is the early, reliable relationship between the infant and caregiver that Winnicott sees as the 

origin of potential space. Within this space, the capacity for play, creativity, and friendship 

becomes possible. Paradoxically, a relationship with the self develops through relationship 

with another. Winnicott characterises infants as inherently spontaneous, and argued that when 

the “good enough” mother consistently meets the child’s spontaneous gestures, the True Self 

emerges as a lived reality (Winnicott 1960). When these gestures are met with acceptance, 

the infant expresses this spontaneity through creative play. For Winnicott, such play is 

enabling, offering a route to the authentic, creative core of the personality. 

 
However, while play can be a positive and enabling experience, problems arise when the 

mother is not “good enough.” If she fails to respond to the infant’s spontaneous gestures or 

protect the child from overwhelming experience, the infant’s spontaneity is compromised. In 

these conditions, a False Self develops as a defence, masking the child’s true nature in order 

to comply with the expectations of others. The False Self presents as a “polite and mannered 

attitude” (Winnicott 1960, p.11). 

 
Although the ability to play is rooted in early interpersonal relationships, Winnicott also 

emphasises that play is a personal and unique experience for each individual. It is through this 

creative and uninterrupted experience of play that the discovery of the self becomes possible 

(Winnicott 1971). 

 
Historically, and particularly within Western societies in the 21st century, play has been 

recognised as a central aspect of childhood development, serving as a medium for both 

learning and socialisation (Winnicott 1971). This association has not held true across all 

historical or global contexts. Dekker and Groenendijk (2012), revisiting Ariès’s work, argue that 

the concept of childhood as a distinct and protected phase only emerged in the late 19th and 

early 20th centuries as a result of modern social reform. Child labour continues in many parts 

of the world today, further complicating any universal assumptions about childhood and play. 



70  

The introduction of digital technologies has added a new dimension to how play is understood. 

Through video observations of both teachers and students using digital tools, Fleer (2018) 

contends that digital play should not be seen simply in terms of functioning or non-functioning 

technologies, but as a holistic and integrated form of engagement. This perspective aligns with 

Bird and Edwards (2014), who argue that digital technologies are now integral to early 

childhood education. They propose the Digital Play Framework, which helps educators 

understand how children engage with technology through play. Within this framework, Bird and 

Edwards (2015) highlight the concept of “hybrid play,” where traditional forms of play are 

merged with digital activities in what they describe as a bidirectional and integrated experience 

(p. 115). 

 
Furthermore, Marsh et al. (2016) offer a revised version of Hughes’ (2002) taxonomy of play, 

adding the category of transgressive play. This reclassification allows for a broader 

understanding of digital play, particularly how it is engaged with by both young people and 

adults. The inclusion of “transgressive play” is especially useful, as it captures how children 

often interact with digital media in ways not anticipated by designers. Marsh et al. note that this 

form of play is a common feature of children’s engagement with digital technologies. The 

concept also applies to adults, who may interact with games in ways that go beyond the 

original design. In addition, Marsh et al. highlight the boundary-crossing nature of 

contemporary play. Digital and non-digital elements often blend, allowing the experience to 

move fluidly across space and time in ways that were not possible before the digital era. 

 
It has been argued that digital technologies have the potential to enhance the richness of play 

and provide meaningful experiences for children. For example, research by Lehrl et al. (2021) 

indicates that digital experiences can foster children’s socio-emotional and academic 

development by offering learning opportunities that are both engaging and educational. 

However, the researchers caution that digital media use at home may also have negative 

effects on children's social and emotional competence. 
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The properties of digital technologies, such as re-programmability and data homogenisation, 

enable innovative forms of play characterised by convergence and generativity. These allow a 

more flexible and open-ended approach to play (Yoo et al. 2012). This shift not only has the 

potential to enrich children's play but also aligns with educational goals that prioritise creativity 

and critical thinking. 

 
The move from traditional to digital play platforms has introduced challenges, including screen 

addiction, reduced social interaction and negative impacts on mental health. A review by 

Pandya and Lodha (2021) found that prolonged engagement with digital devices may lead to 

issues such as anxiety, depression and low emotional stability. Excessive screen time has 

also been linked to a decline in physical health, often replacing more active forms of play with 

sedentary behaviour. 

 
Further supporting this, Ilvan and Ceylan (2023) examined the relationship between preschool 

children’s digital play addiction and the mother–child relationship as perceived by mothers. 

Using a sample of 450 participants, the study employed correlational and regression analyses 

and found that a negative maternal relationship, higher levels of children's digital play and 

increased maternal screen use significantly predicted children's tendency toward digital play 

addiction. 

 
These findings underscore the importance of both relational and environmental factors in 

understanding the development of digital play addiction. This is particularly relevant to 

Winnicott’s theories on the significance of early relationships in child development (Winnicott 

1953, 1961, 1971). The study’s focus on the mother-child relationship resonates with 

Winnicott’s concept of the “good-enough mother” and the role of secure caregiving 

relationships in supporting healthy emotional and behavioural development. 
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3.5 Psychoanalytic exploration of video games 

 
The growing economic importance of video games means there is an urgent need to explore 

the inner emotional lives of players from a psychocultural perspective, which considers both 

psychological experiences and cultural contexts. Video games have the potential to elicit a 

wide range of emotions through immersive engagement with game elements. Isbister (2017) 

draws on research from psychology, neuroscience and gaming studies to examine design 

techniques such as music, narrative and character development that facilitate emotional 

engagement. However, while Isbister’s work offers a compelling argument for the importance 

of emotional engagement in games, her perspective is that of a designer rather than that of 

players or consumers. 

 
In The Gaming Mind (2021), Alexander Kriss explores the psychological impact of gameplay, 

with a particular focus on digital forms of play. Drawing on clinical insights, Kriss argues that 

video games offer a distinctive form of play due to their interactive and immersive nature. He 

highlights the role of imagination in creating a space where players can explore social and 

emotional experiences. The process of imaginative play, supported by the safe and responsive 

environment of video games, can help players develop a more nuanced understanding of the 

self. 

 
As I have begun to discuss in relation to play, the interactive nature of video games benefits 

significantly from a psychoanalytic perspective. For example, Ewan (2009) draws on Freud’s 

concept of the uncanny (1919) to argue that horror video games evoke uncanny feelings 

precisely because of the player’s active participation in the horror experience. This interactivity 

intensifies emotional responses, setting games apart from more passive forms of horror such 

as film. Ewan identifies several features that contribute to this effect, including distorted reality, 

unsettling sound design and the use of familiar environments made strange. These elements 

work together to create a complex emotional experience that is both pleasurable and 

disturbing. While our engagement with horror-related cultural objects frequently evokes 
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feelings of the uncanny, as Cartlidge (2024) suggests, video games offer a particularly 

immersive space for these experiences to unfold. 

 
Spittle’s (2011) examination of the horror game F.E.A.R. shows how the game uses abject 

imagery and themes to unsettle players. Drawing on Freudian and Kristevan theory, Spittle 

explores the psychological impact of horror within gameplay. The game’s disturbing 

atmosphere encourages players to confront their own fears and engage with darker aspects of 

the psyche. In doing so, horror elements in video games can function as a metaphorical 

exploration of the abject, offering a safe space in which players can experience and process 

feelings of disgust and fear. 

 
The narrative structures within video games often reflect psychoanalytic themes, particularly 

those concerning identity and the self. Elvery’s (2022) analysis of Ni No Kuni: Wrath of the 

White Witch highlights how the game uses fantasy elements to explore emotional issues, 

effectively creating a "digital fantasy" that resonates with players on a psychological level. This 

engagement with fantasy allows players to reflect on their desires, fears and emotional 

conflicts through the lens of the game’s narrative, thereby enabling a form of emotional 

catharsis. The dynamic between narrative and gameplay mechanics can thus be understood 

as a reflection of the player's internal struggles and aspirations. 

 
A key area of interest in psychocultural approaches grounded in psychoanalysis is the 

emotional relatedness between player and game. The interactive nature of video games 

provides a space where players can project their emotions and desires onto non-playable 

characters (NPCs), often leading to a sense of identification with them (Kriss 2021). In this 

context, the psychoanalytic concepts of transference and countertransference become 

particularly relevant. When players identify with a character they control or interact with, they 

may internalise aspects of that character. For example, players may feel more empowered 

during gameplay when identifying with heroic figures (Hefner et al. 2007; Kriss 2021; Burgess 
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and Jones 2020). In this way, video games can serve as a contained and psychologically safe 

environment for working through unconscious desires and conflicts. 

 
The therapeutic potential of video games has also become an emerging area of interest in 

psychoanalytic discourse. Swank (2008) discusses the integration of video games into 

therapeutic practices, suggesting they provide novel ways to engage children and families. By 

drawing on the interactive elements of gaming, therapists can create safe, imaginative spaces 

for clients to explore emotions and relationships, thus facilitating personal growth and 

psychological insight. This application underscores the value of video games as tools for 

emotional exploration and therapeutic intervention. 

 
Winnicott’s work allows for an expanded understanding of this dynamic by extending the 

discussion of play to include the qualities found in video game experiences. His ideas shed 

light on the unconscious dynamics underpinning digital play. Kriss (2016) proposes that video 

game worlds can function as potential spaces, enabling players to navigate internal 

psychological conflicts while remaining connected to external reality. This dual experience 

allows individuals to explore identity and emotion in a way that is both reflective and 

interactive, fostering greater self-awareness. Winnicott’s Object Relations Theory has been 

applied in video game studies, particularly in relation to the player–avatar relationship (Riviera 

2022; Landay 2016; Koles and Nangy 2016). Howevr, empirical work in this area remains 

limited, with much of the existing research focusing on gender representation and identity 

performance within game spaces. 

 

3.6 Playing in the Digital Sandbox 

 
In recent years, there has been an abundance of research focusing on the sandbox genre of 

video games (Davis et al. 2018; Tichon and Tornqvist 2016; Gabbiadini et al. 2017; Moffat et 

al. 2017). Sandbox video games feature gameplay elements that afford the player a high 

degree of creativity in interacting with the game space. There however remains limited 
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empirical work on the player experience of sandbox games, which could be greatly enriched 

by incorporating a Winnicottian psychoanalytic perspective. 

 
Creativity is a key component of sandbox video games. For instance, games such as Minecraft 

provide players with a platform to explore, create and share their own unique worlds. This 

aligns with constructionist learning theories, which emphasise the importance of personal 

engagement in the learning process (Kutay and Öner 2022). The open-ended structure of 

these games encourages players to set their own goals and experiment with different 

strategies, promoting a deeper understanding of complex concepts (Cezarotto et al. 2024). 

This is particularly evident in educational contexts, where sandbox games are used to teach 

subjects such as mathematics and science, allowing students to participate in constructivist 

learning experiences that are both meaningful and enjoyable (Nkadimeng and Ankiewicz 

2022). The creative aspects of sandbox video games can be effectively explored through a 

Winnicottian lens, as his theories highlight the psychological significance of creativity in 

shaping the player’s subjective experience (Winnicott 1971). 

 
Winnicott (1971, p91) emphasises that creativity is central to the experience of being alive and 

to the development of an authentic self. He defines creative living as the spontaneous and 

meaningful engagement with the world, distinguishing it from mere compliance, where 

individuals passively adapt to external demands. Sandbox video games such as ACNH offer 

virtual environments that closely echo Winnicott’s concept of potential space; open-ended, 

player-driven play allow individuals to construct worlds, narratives and identities in a way that 

is deeply personal and self-directed. In this context, the act of playing becomes more than 

entertainment; it is a form of creative living that mirrors the psychological processes Winnicott 

describes, fostering exploration, expression and the integration of experience. 

 
However, Winnicott (1960) warns that when spontaneity is not met or is misrecognised, 

individuals may retreat into a False Self, conforming to external expectations rather than 

expressing an inner truth. Similarly, while potential space can support creativity, it can also be 
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manipulated or controlled in ways that restrict true play. This ambivalence is especially 

relevant in digital environments, where players are simultaneously empowered to create and 

yet subject to the constraints and monetised structures imposed by game design. Following 

Ogden (1994), who extended Winnicott’s ideas, play can involve both creative freedom and 

the unsettling experience of being “played with.” In this light, sandbox games are not simply 

positive or negative but offer a negotiated space in which the dynamics of control, agency and 

authenticity are constantly at play. 

 
Videogames are often compared to television and cinema due to their shared use of narrative 

elements such as plot and protagonist (Bissell, 2010, p. 12). However, unlike these linear 

mediums, video games allow for player agency and interaction. In particular, the core 

mechanics of sandbox video games offer players significant freedom to explore both the game 

environment and its narrative at their own pace. As Kirkpatrick (2011, p. 1) notes, designers 

create a platform that players can navigate in ways that are personal and self-directed. This 

freedom creates the conditions for self-actualisation within a potential space that exists 

between the player and the game, where creativity can be used to explore and question 

aspects of identity, the self, and social ideology. 

 
In this context, sandbox video games function not only as transitional spaces but also as 

transitional objects in Winnicottian terms. Just as a child uses toys to negotiate between inner 

and outer realities, players use video game mechanics as tools to manage and understand 

complex emotional and psychological experiences. The video game becomes a medium 

through which players symbolically interact with the world, using imaginative play to traverse 

new environments, test boundaries, and construct meaning (Bissell, 2010, p. 167). 

 
Sandbox games have also been recognised for their therapeutic potential, particularly in 

mental health contexts. Research suggests that unstructured video games, including those in 

the sandbox genre, can function as diagnostic tools for mental health conditions by analysing 

player behaviour and interactions within the game (Boldi & Rapp, 2021). The dual nature of 



77  

sandbox games, which allows for both creative expression and destructive actions, presents 

opportunities to explore psychological factors such as stress, anxiety, and social functioning 

(Griffith, 2024). For instance, studies have shown that engagement with sandbox 

environments can help children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) practise social 

communication skills in a safe and controlled setting, potentially leading to improvements in 

real-world interactions (Cadieux & Keenan, 2020). 

 
The design of sandbox games also plays a crucial role in their effectiveness as both 

educational and therapeutic tools. Their inherent flexibility allows for the incorporation of a 

range of learning styles and objectives, making them adaptable to diverse educational 

contexts (Cezarotto, 2024). The ability to create and modify game environments enhances 

player engagement and motivation, which are critical factors in achieving positive learning and 

therapeutic outcomes (Tornqvist and Tichon, 2016). As such, the development of sandbox 

games should be informed by the specific needs of their target audience, ensuring that the 

gameplay experience remains both meaningful and accessible (Hewett et al., 2020). 

 

Conclusion to Literature Review 

 
This chapter has explored a range of theoretical perspectives, drawing from media studies, 

game theory, and psychoanalytic Object Relations, to establish a psychocultural framework for 

understanding digital play, particularly within sandbox video games. By integrating these 

diverse approaches, this review highlights how video games function not only as cultural texts 

but also as dynamic spaces where identity, creativity, and emotional experience are constantly 

negotiated. The psychoanalytic insights of Winnicott and others provide a valuable lens 

through which to consider the interactive and immersive qualities of digital play, emphasising 

the importance of potential space, creativity, and the complex interplay between true and false 

selves. Meanwhile, media and game studies offer crucial understanding of the narrative 

structures and player agency that shape these experiences. 



78  

Combining these perspectives creates a unique psychocultural approach that accounts for the 

deeply relational and emotional aspects of gameplay, while also recognising the broader social 

and cultural contexts in which these interactions take place. This integrative framework is 

useful and original because it moves beyond purely behavioural or technological analyses of 

video games, instead foregrounding the psychological processes and relational dynamics that 

underpin play in digital environments. It allows for a richer exploration of how players engage 

with games not only cognitively but emotionally and socially, and how games can function as 

both transitional objects and potential spaces for self-exploration and development. 

 

Chapter 2 Methodology 

2.0 Introduction to Chapter 2 

This research aims to apply Object Relations Theory to study the experience of playing the 

social sandbox video game ACNH during the COVID-19 pandemic. Drawing on the work of 

psychoanalyst D. W. Winnicott, it highlights the effectiveness of a psychoanalytic methodology 

for understanding shifting themes of emotion and relatedness. The research is grounded in 

Winnicott’s theories, particularly his concepts of transitional objects and potential space 

(Winnicott 1971), and of the True and False Self (Winnicott 1960), which provide a rich lens 

through which to explore these phenomena. Winnicott’s work offers a profound understanding 

of human development and emotional life, with a specific focus on early relationships and the 

ongoing interplay between the self and the external world. 

 
The application of Object Relations Theory situates this thesis within a growing body of 

literature that employs a psychocultural framework and is informed by psychoanalytic media 

studies (Johanssen 2020; Giffney 2020; Giffney 2021; Bainbridge 2019). This interdisciplinary 

framework combines psychological and cultural perspectives to enable a nuanced 

engagement with emotions and anxieties in everyday life, particularly as they relate to 

increasingly technological modes of living. The Psychocultural approach is especially useful 

for researching ACNH during the pandemic, as the game became a digital space where 
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players could manage emotional states, form symbolic attachments, and cope with isolation. 

By foregrounding unconscious processes and affective responses, a psychocultural lens 

allows for a deeper understanding of why the game resonated so strongly during a time of 

global crisis. 

 
The focus of this research is on understanding the individual experiences of participants while 

taking into account the cultural and social contexts in which these meaningful experiences 

occur. This highlights the subjective nature of reality, which differs from person to person 

(Scotland 2012). The methodology integrates qualitative approaches to explore and capture 

the nuanced and personal experiences of players during the unprecedented period of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Semi-structured interviews incorporating photo elicitation (hereafter 

referred to as player artefacts) were employed to gather rich, reflective data. Thematic analysis 

was then used to interpret this material. While psychosocial approaches tend to centre on the 

interaction between the individual and their immediate social environment, a psychocultural 

framework extends this by explicitly attending to the symbolic, affective, and unconscious 

dimensions shaped by broader cultural narratives and practices. 

 
This chapter outlines the methodological approach of my research, emphasising the 

theoretical foundations that have shaped the study. It details the data collection process, with 

a particular focus on the use of interviews and the pivotal role of player artefacts. The chapter 

also explores the psychoanalytic foundations of the research, offering a comprehensive 

understanding of the methodological framework within which this study is situated. 

 

 

2.1 Research Objectives and Rationale. 

This research aimed to explore how virtual and technologised environments, specifically in the 

context of ACNH, shape and influence experiences of self, intimacy, and loneliness. It focused 

on loneliness and connection among 18–30-year-old ACNH players, based on an in-depth 

qualitative study conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic (2020 to 2023). The pandemic 

fundamentally altered how people experience and perform relatedness, particularly in digital 

spaces (Auriemma 2024). The release of ACNH coincided with the emergence of social 
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distancing and lockdown measures, offering a unique opportunity to investigate the 

intersections of selfhood, digital intimacy, and neoliberalism during a period of global crisis. 

 
Grounded in Winnicottian Object Relations Theory, this study sought to deepen our 

understanding of the psychological processes underpinning player interactions and their 

evolving relationships with both the game and its community. Through four central research 

objectives, the study examined how the lived experience of the pandemic reshaped players' 

engagement with ACNH, and how expressions of relatedness and intimacy within the game 

fostered new or strengthened social bonds. It also considered how ACNH functions as a 

symbolic “media object of the mind” (Bainbridge 2019, p3), enabling emotional and 

psychological processing that crosses and blurs the boundaries between self, culture, and 

ideology. 

 
The objectives that informed this research are as follows: 

 

 
O1) To explore how Winnicottian Object Relations Theory can enrich our understanding of self-

experience, loneliness, and intimacy in the context of emergent virtual and technological 

experiences. 

 
O2) To investigate how the lived experience of social distancing and lockdown measures has 

changed the way players relate to and interact with ACNH. 

 
O3) To examine how expressions of relatedness and intimacy during play enrich new and 

existing social relationships and the experience of playing ACNH. 

 

O4) To understand the potential of ACNH as a ‘media object of the mind’ (Bainbridge 2019, p. 

3) in enabling players to work through the complex experience of self, culture, and ideology. 

 
The practical steps in this research were informed by these objectives, which guided the 

research methodology and ensured that the data collected offered a comprehensive 

understanding of how the game interacts with themes of personal identity, culture, and social 
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experience in the context of a global crisis. 

 
• To conduct qualitative interviews with 18–35-year-old players of ACNH to explore how their 

experience of the game was impacted by the pandemic. 

 
• To analyse player artefacts and interview data to examine patterns of play and social 

interaction within ACNH. 

 
• To explore, through interviews and data analysis, how players imbue ACNH with meaning 

and use it as a tool to work through their experience of self, culture, and ideology. 

 
Understanding these objectives is crucial, as they highlight the impact of virtual environments 

like ACNH on emotional and social well-being. In an era where digital platforms have become 

central to human interaction (Hertz 2020), it is essential to explore how these spaces influence 

our sense of self, intimacy, and connection, especially during crises such as the COVID-19 

pandemic. By examining these dynamics, the study offers valuable insights into how 

technology shapes and reflects our psychological experiences. This contributes not only to 

academic theory but also to practical applications in mental health, community-building, and 

the evolving nature of social bonds in an increasingly technologised world. 

 

2.2 Research Paradigm 

2.2.1 Understanding the Psychocultural Framework 

Although explored in more detail in Chapter One (Literature Review), it is important to briefly 

outline the psychocultural framework and its relevance to the objectives and methodology of 

this research. 

 

Psychocultural research fundamentally involves the crossing and blurring of boundaries, 

exploring the interconnection between the conscious and unconscious, “how the ‘out-there’ 

gets ‘in-here’ and vice versa” (Frosh and Baraitser 2008, p. 347). While there are no strict rules 

that define psychocultural research situated within the psychosocialial studies, Frost and 

Jones (2017) highlight several common characteristics: 
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● Various forms of psychoanalytic theory are often used as tools to provide insight into the 

psychological realm. 

● There is a tendency to favour qualitative rather than quantitative methodologies. 

● There is often an interest in practice rather than simple theorisation or critique. 
 

● There is frequently a commitment to crossing disciplinary boundaries. 
 

 
The study of culture within the psychosocial context has employed psychoanalytic frameworks 

(Giffney 2021). Nonetheless, distinctions should be made between the psychosocial and the 

psychocultural. The latter emphasises a commitment to reflective thinking about cultural 

objects and experiences (Bainbridge and Yates 2011). While the terms are sometimes used 

interchangeably, the term psychocultural (as applied in my research) denotes the “distinctive” 

(Bainbridge and Yates 2012, p. 113) use of “theories and methods from the disciplines of 

psychoanalytic and psychosocial studies with those from the fields of media and cultural 

studies” (Bainbridge and Yates 2011, pp. i–ii). 

 
My research adopts a Winnicottian psychocultural approach to the video game ACNH, which 

is treated as a distinct cultural object through which individuals can engage in playful and 

meaningful affective and emotional experiences. The work of Winnicott, Bion, and Bollas is 

significant in psychocultural studies (Giffney 2021; Yates 2019; Bainbridge 2020; Bainbridge 

and Yates 2014a), as it offers a distinct lens through which to analyse and understand the 

dynamic interconnection between the inner and outer worlds of experience and cultural 

objects.   

Working with Winnicott: A Psychocultural Understanding of Videogames 

I will briefly outline and justify the Winnicottian framework that underpins this research. 

Winnicott emphasises the personal and unique experience of play. In his view, play is a 

creative and distinct process that enables the continuous exploration of the self. When this 

process is uninterrupted, it supports the emergence and discovery of the ‘true self’ (Winnicott 

1960). 

 
Play, for Winnicott (1971), occurs within what he terms the ‘potential space’ or ‘transitional 
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space’ (Winnicott 1971, pxiii). This is an intermediate area of experiencing that exists between 

the physical and psychological realms. It originates in the early relationship between infant and 

caregiver, where trust and emotional safety allow the infant to explore the world creatively and 

meaningfully. These theories are essential for understanding how individuals connect 

emotionally with objects, and how play facilitates inner self-exploration. As such, they offer a 

useful framework for exploring emotional connections with media objects such as video 

games. 

 
Winnicott (1971;1965;1960;1958) underscores the interactive essence of human development. 

This involves the interplay between the individual, their environment, objects, and culture. His 

concepts of ‘transitional space’ and the interactive nature of relating are particularly relevant to 

the study of video games. According to Cote and Raz (2015), part of the meaning and 

significance of games is created in the act of playing. Meaning emerges through the player’s 

engagement. In this way, a form of potential space opens between player and game, allowing 

for experiences of emotional connection and relatedness. 

 
The notion of transition and boundary-crossing plays a crucial role in this research. It is 

concerned with exploring the following: 

 

• The transitional space between childhood and adulthood, and how video games can 

bridge these boundaries through nostalgic encounters.The pandemic-specific 

transitional space between lockdown and reopening. 

• The crossing of boundaries between aloneness and togetherness, and the emotional 

space that arises in between. 

 
In recent years, media studies has seen a growing emphasis on emotion and affect. This has 

been referred to as the ‘affective turn’ (Clough 2007; Nightingale 2011). Affect theory explores 

how emotion and affect are produced, circulated, and experienced through media. While often 

used interchangeably, the terms ‘affect’ and ‘emotion’ describe different dimensions of feeling. 

Affect refers to unconscious, embodied aspects of emotional experience (Yates 2018). 
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Emotion involves the conscious, cognitive interpretation of affective states and is often labelled 

as happiness, anger, fear, and so on. Affect theory provides a way to move beyond binary 

oppositions such as cognition versus emotion or psychological versus cultural by 

acknowledging their interdependence (Lünenborg and Maier 2018). 

 
A Winnicottian psychocultural approach remains underused in video game studies. Although 

Riviera (2022) applied this framework to examine a trans woman’s therapeutic use of her 

avatar during transition, such examples are rare. My research builds on this limited body of 

work. It investigates how video games mediate experiences of selfhood, loneliness, and 

intimacy within technologically mediated environments, particularly during the COVID-19 

pandemic. This study focuses on transitional spaces between childhood and adulthood, 

aloneness and togetherness, and lockdown and reopening. It explores how video games 

function as sites of continuity and play across these shifting boundaries. 

 

2.2.2 Why Qualitative Research? 

This research is underpinned by a constructivist research philosophy, which aligns with 

qualitative research methods. I have chosen qualitative methods rather than quantitative 

approaches to gather rich data on ACNH players during the pandemic. The aim is to 

understand and learn about participants’ social and material circumstances while considering 

their lived experiences, perspectives and histories (Snape and Spencer 2003, p3). 

 

Quantitative research into video game habits has used large samples and revealed a medium-

sized relationship between potentially problematic video game use and poor psychological 

functioning (von der Heiden et al 2019). However, qualitative methods facilitate the 

development of a relationship with participants through techniques such as observation, 

interviewing and the use of participant-generated materials like screenshots and photography. 

This process allows participants to engage in a research experience that reflects aspects of 

the psychoanalytic encounter, including transference, countertransference and projection 

(Thomas 2018). 
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Unlike quantitative methods, which emphasise numerical and statistical analysis to explore 

cause-and-effect relationships (Denzin and Lincoln 2008, p8), qualitative approaches focus on 

understanding the complexities of human experience and social phenomena. They prioritise 

meaning, depth and context over generalisability. Qualitative research is therefore more 

concerned with exploring lived experience (Brennen 2017). 

 
Both qualitative and quantitative methods can involve similar tools, such as interviews and 

surveys, their differing epistemological foundations have sparked ongoing debates around 

research validity. Quantitative research is often positioned as more objective. However, this 

objectivity has increasingly been questioned. Scholars have highlighted that quantitative 

methods also carry biases, limitations and distortions (Jamieson et al 2022). To regard 

quantitative research as entirely objective neglects the role of the researcher and overlooks 

potential errors, such as the systematic exclusion of relevant data (Kaplan et al 2014). 

 
Data can never be truly neutral. The emergence of big data and machine learning has further 

revealed how these systems can reinforce structural inequalities and adversely impact minority 

groups (Jamieson et al 2022; Birhane 2021). Quantitative approaches, particularly when 

working with large datasets, may also oversimplify individual experience (Hammarberg et al 

2016). 

This is not to suggest that qualitative research lacks rigour. It involves a systematic and 

reflective process, from identifying a research area to collecting and analysing data, followed 

by interpretation and critical evaluation (Brennen 2017). 

 
This research project is primarily concerned with understanding and exploring changing 

themes of emotion and relatedness, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic. Through the 

medium of shared video game popular culture, it seeks to investigate the unconscious 

dynamics underlying human experience in relation to technological innovation and increasingly 

virtual lives. 

 

2.3 Research Design 
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2.3.1 Participant Criteria and Recruitment 

This research worked with twelve participants aged 18 to 30 who played ACNH from its 

release in March 2020 through to 2023, during the official lockdown periods of the COVID-19 

pandemic. Individuals in this age range represent a key demographic for both ACNH players 

and those more likely to report chronic loneliness, feelings of isolation, and financial 

precariousness (EMPL 2016). Once participants agreed to take part in the study, they were 

asked to select up to ten screenshots or short clips of themselves interacting with their in-

game avatar and non-playable character (NPC) villagers, terraforming their island, and 

decorating their in-game homes. The use of these player-generated artefacts allowed for a 

more comprehensive understanding of the player experience during the early stages of the 

pandemic. 

 
Following ethics approval, participants were recruited via Animal Crossing–related social 

media groups on platforms including Facebook, X (formerly Twitter), Reddit, and Instagram. 

Recruitment also took place via ACNH-related hashtags such as #ACNHInspo and #ACNH. 

Most participants were sourced from Reddit and Facebook. A full list of hashtags, subreddits, 

and Facebook groups used for recruitment can be found in Appendix D along with player 

information. 
 

Initially, the study design included the intention to recruit players based on the number of 

hours they had logged in the game, with a particular focus on those who had played for more 

than 500 hours. However, this metric was later abandoned. It became clear that the number of 

hours played did not necessarily reflect meaningful engagement. Players could form deep and 

impactful connections with the game even after relatively short periods of play. For instance, a 

frontline worker might log significantly fewer hours due to professional responsibilities, yet still 

engage with the game in a profoundly meaningful way. As a result, the study adopted a more 

flexible definition of engagement that prioritised the quality and significance of a player’s 

interaction with the game over the quantity of time spent playing. 

 
During recruitment, several potential participants expressed concern about sharing artefacts 
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from their islands. Some worried about the "state of their island" and hesitated to provide 

screenshots or videos. In response, the research approach was shaped by a commitment to 

creating a facilitating environment, as conceptualised by Winnicott (1960), in which players 

could express themselves freely without fear of judgement. It was important to reassure 

participants that the purpose of this research was not to assess or "rate" their island creations, 

but rather to provide a space in which they could reflect on and share their personal 

experiences with the game.In total, twelve participants were interviewed A full list of Player 

information can be found in Appendix D. 

 

2.3.2 Data Collection Methods 

 
Player Artefacts: Photo Elicitation 

Photo elicitation can be defined as the use of visual media within interviews to encourage 

discussion. It has the potential to generate rich datasets and uncover distinct layers of 

meaning, as this method can evoke emotions, memories, and ideas (Glaw et al. 2017). The 

increasing use of photo elicitation across a range of disciplines reflects a shift in research 

cultures toward more evocative, non-textual strategies that challenge traditional notions of 

objectivity (Bigante 2010). 

 

Visual images used in photo elicitation can be generated either by the researcher or the 

participant. In this project, participants provided the images. They were asked to submit ten 

screenshots or short gameplay videos, referred to as "player artefacts." The term "artefact" 

was selected deliberately, as it suggests a retrospective object of historical and cultural 

interest. The implementation of these artefacts allowed participants a degree of autonomy over 

what they wished to share. As Harper (2002) observes: 

 
“Photo elicitation may overcome the difficulties posed by in-depth interviewing because 

it is anchored in an image that is understood, at least in part, by both parties. If the 

interview has been successful, the understanding has increased through the interview 
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process.” (Harper 2002, p20) 

 
Photo elicitation is particularly effective in capturing lived experience, enabling interviews to be 

more closely grounded in everyday life (Rayment et al. 2018). For example, a 2019 study by 

Vänskä et al. used photo-elicitation interviews with nine children with disabilities to explore 

their perspectives on meaningful participation in daily activities. The study highlighted how this 

method can access experiences that are often difficult to articulate in more conventional 

interviews. 

 
Cultural studies scholars have also used photo elicitation to investigate perceptions and 

feelings related to increasingly digital and technological lives (Chang 2022; Chatzopoulou et 

al. 2020; Burles and Thomas 2014). However, within video game studies, photo elicitation 

remains a useful but underutilised tool for capturing the emotional and reflective dimensions of 

gameplay (Spokes and Denham 2019). 

 
There are several approaches to photo elicitation, including photo diaries (Gorm and Shklovski 

2017; Bedi and Webb 2018), photo interviews (Copes and Ragland 2022; Torre and Murphy 

2015), and photo sorting (Herrick et al. 2022). These methods have been used across diverse 

qualitative studies in disciplines such as sociology, psychology, and medical research. Within 

psychosocial studies, photo elicitation has been employed to explore identity transformation 

(Pearce et al. 2020). The "photo-matrix" technique, for instance, has been used to investigate 

unconscious dynamics, focusing on how emotion and the unconscious are communicated 

through visualisations, thus revealing nuanced aspects of human experience that might 

otherwise remain hidden (Thomas 2018). 

 
Despite its strengths, photo elicitation is not without limitations. Meo (2010) points out that 

sourcing appropriate visual media can be time-consuming for researchers. Moreover, Mahurf, 

Shohel and Howes (2007) argue that a photo, by itself, offers only a partial account unless 

accompanied by narrative explanation. 

 
Other scholars have addressed the role of the researcher in photo elicitation. Parker (2009) 
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raises concerns about potential limitations when the researcher selects the photographs, while 

Kerstetter and Bricker (2009) stress the need for researcher reflexivity. They note that 

researchers are not experts on the lived experiences of participants and that pre-selected 

images may fail to capture the full depth of participants’ meanings (Kerstetter and Bricker 

2009, p.687). In this project, participants selected their own images, which helped overcome 

these issues by ensuring greater relevance, personal significance, and opportunities for 

clarification during the interview process. This also enabled deeper analysis, as the act of 

choosing and sharing specific images illuminated what participants found meaningful. 

 
Photo elicitation also raises ethical considerations, including concerns related to privacy, 

informed consent, and anonymity. In ACNH, players have significant control over their in-game 

environments. They can customise their avatars, design their homes, and create unique island 

landscapes. This level of personalisation made it essential to carefully manage the use of 

visual artefacts. Screenshots were cropped and videos edited to maintain participant 

anonymity while preserving the emotional and narrative integrity of the content. The use of 

photo-elicitation was particularly useful as it allowed both the participant and I to explore 

several layers of feeling and emotion that were closely intertwined with their experiences of 

playing ACNH. 

One-to-one in-depth interviews 

The interactive nature of video games meant that participants were central to exploring 

relatedness, experience and how these intersect with digital play. Part of the meaning and 

significance of games is produced in the moment of play and thus through the players 

themselves (Cote and Raz 2015). This research employed a layered form of data collection 

comprised of photo elicitation (player artefact elicitation) and one-to-one in-depth semi-

structured interviews. 

 
Braun and Clarke (2013, p109) describe interviews as "professional conversations" , intended 

to allow participants to share their experiences and perspectives while capturing their 

language and concepts within a defined topic (Rubin and Rubin 1995). While this is useful, it 
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does not fully reflect the psycho-cultural dimension of the interviews. Parallels with the 

therapeutic encounter offer a more psychodynamic understanding. As Thomas (2018) states: 

 
"The research interviewer listens, the therapist listens; the research interviewer gives a 

gentle prompt (it is gentle in this tradition, at least), the therapist gives a gentle prompt. 

For both the aim is discovering or uncovering something." (Thomas 2018, p7) 

 
Thomas (2013) draws on Frosh (2010), who compares the qualitative interviewer to the 

therapeutic listener, both seeking to help the speaker work through experiences (Thomas 

2013). 

 
In this framework, the researcher must create a holding environment (Winnicott 1961) and 

manage the emotional material that may arise during the interview. The researcher becomes a 

container (Bion 1962), absorbing and processing the affect brought by participants. This 

process involved a significant degree of emotional labour on my part, requiring attunement, 

empathy, and containment in often intense or vulnerable exchanges. I reflect further on the 

personal impact of this work and the emotional demands of the researcher role in Chapter 4, 

where I explore these dynamics through a reflexive lens. 

Although research interviews are often associated with formal or evaluative settings, I argue 

that they should be understood as dynamic, psychodynamic spaces. Like therapeutic 

encounters, they aim to uncover and make sense of emotional and subjective experiences 

(Thomas 2018). 

 
The use of one-to-one semi-structured interviews allowed for a detailed exploration of 

participants' experiences leading up to and during the COVID-19 pandemic. This approach 

grounded the data in lived experience. Understanding the creative practices of players was 

central to assessing whether creativity and play served as mechanisms for coping with 

loneliness. These interviews formed part of the psycho-cultural methodology of the research, 

providing insights into the players' inner emotional lives and broader cultural meanings (Clarke 

and Hoggett 2018; Holloway and Jefferson 2013). 
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As already noted, one of the key aims of this study was to explore how the pandemic shaped 

experiences of ACNH. This required qualitative methods of data collection. In-depth interviews 

are widely used in media studies and are particularly useful in video game research for 

exploring motivations, identity, and community (Baldwin 2019; Rogers 2017). In cultural 

studies, interviews help examine how audiences make meaning from their engagement with 

media (Binns 2017; Boczkowski et al. 2018; Steiner and Xu 2018). 

 
One-to-one interviews were chosen over focus groups because they allow for a more 

personalised account of gameplay. While focus groups can generate discussion and insights 

(Adams and Cox 2008), individual interviews offer the opportunity to explore the complexities 

and contradictions of personal experience. They also enabled researcher reflexivity, allowing 

me to reflect on my own emotional responses and the psychodynamic processes within the 

research relationship. Excerpts of these reflections are included in Appendix E. One-to-one 

interviews were vital in understanding how players used ACNH to explore or resist gender 

norms and how these playful practices connected to broader emotional and social dynamics. 

The semi-structured format provided a flexible framework that encouraged spontaneous and 

unanticipated insights. It created a space where participants could express themselves more 

freely. This facilitating environment allowed for what Winnicott (1965) describes as 

spontaneous gesture to be recognised and validated. As a result, participants appeared more 

willing to share, and the interviews became sites of emotional expression and discovery. 

 
Although widely used within qualitative research, one-to-one interviews are not without 

limitations. Braun and Clarke (2019) note that virtual interviews are often seen as inferior to 

face-to-face encounters. Yet in a project shaped by the conditions of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

it is important to consider how research practices themselves were reimagined (Sah et al. 

2020). Psychoanalytic literature has explored how the absence of physical presence affects 

transference and containment (Migone 2013; Velykodna 2020). Some scholars found that 

remote formats encouraged avoidance, with patients turning off cameras or disengaging 

(Békés Aafjes-van Doorn and Roberts 2021). 
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However, in my experience during research, the screen acted less as a barrier and more as a 

transitional space (Jesser et al. 2022). Participants often felt more at ease in their own 

environments and expressed vulnerability that may not have surfaced in a formal setting. The 

online format, rather than diminishing the quality of the interaction, often fostered a sense of 

containment. It also allowed for the observation of non-verbal cues such as facial expressions 

or physical gestures, which offered valuable insight into unconscious communication (Stoll et 

al. 2020). 

 
There were limitations, however. Only those with internet access and a suitable device could 

participate, meaning individuals with fewer financial resources were potentially excluded. 

Some participants also felt anxious about being on camera. While I offered the option of 

camera-off interviews, the psycho-cultural framework of the research required observation of 

body language. For this reason, I prioritised participants who were comfortable being visible 

during the interview. 

The virtual format also allowed me to include participants based outside the UK. This was 

crucial given the global variation in lockdown measures and experiences of social distancing. 

This diversity enriched the research and reflected the wide reach and impact of ACNH during 

the pandemic. 

 

2.4 Data Analysis 

 
Thematic analysis, as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), provides a useful framework for 

systematically identifying, analysing, and interpreting patterns or themes within qualitative 

data. An annotated transcript can be found in Appendix F for a more comprehensive 

understanding of annotation and coding methods. 

 
I used this method of analysis because it is particularly well-suited for exploring complex, 

emotionally rich, and socially and culturally significant experiences. This makes it ideal for 

analysing data derived from player interviews and photo elicitation in the study through a 
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psychoanalytic lens. The flexibility and adaptability of thematic analysis across various 

disciplines including psychology, health sciences, and sociology (Hanley et al. 2019; Forbes 

2021) ensures that it can accommodate the diverse and nuanced experiences of participants, 

capturing both verbal and visual aspects of their narratives. 

 
In this study, I used thematic analysis to explore the emotional and psychosocial dimensions 

of players’ experiences, particularly in relation to their interactions with ACNH. The decision to 

use thematic analysis was driven primarily by its capacity to reveal underlying meanings within 

the data, allowing for a detailed exploration of participants’ emotional landscapes (Bischof et 

al. 2011). By focusing on both the verbal accounts from the interviews and the visual stimuli 

provided by the player artefact (photo elicitation) process, this approach captures the 

multidimensional nature of participants' experiences and offers insight into how they 

emotionally navigate key events. 

 

Thematic analysis is therefore well-suited to the reflexive approach of this research. It allows 

me, as the researcher, to maintain an awareness of my role in the interpretation process. This 

reflexivity enhances the quality and credibility of the research by ensuring that the themes 

identified are firmly rooted in participants’ lived experiences, while also acknowledging the 

interpretative role of the researcher (Drinkwater et al. 2022). Given the emotional depth and 

personal significance of the topics discussed by participants, thematic analysis provides a 

rigorous yet flexible method for uncovering meaningful patterns and drawing out nuanced 

insights from both interview and visual data. 

 
In using thematic analysis alongside player artefacts, this study seeks not only to understand 

the verbal accounts of players but also to examine the visual cues that influence their 

reflections on personal and emotional experiences. Photo elicitation has been shown to evoke 

deeper emotional responses and provoke more detailed discussions, particularly in research 

involving personal memories or emotionally charged events (Daggenvoorde et al. 2020). 

Therefore, combining this method with thematic analysis allows for a richer and more 
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comprehensive understanding of how players process and express complex emotions both 

verbally and visually. This contributes to a more holistic analysis of their experiences. 

 

2.4 .1 Analysing Player Artefacts pre-one-to-one interview. 

 
Once I had received the player artefacts, I conducted an initial review of the screenshots and 

videos. This preliminary review allowed me to contextualise the artefacts within the framework 

of the COVID-19 pandemic. I then began to code and categorise the data by identifying 

recurring themes, emotions, and symbols represented in the player artefacts. 

The use of player artefacts also enabled a consideration of what players chose to present, or 

not present, to me as the researcher. For example, several participants submitted artefacts 

relating to avatar play and avatar customisation. It was important to code the data in a way 

that highlighted the nuances behind each individual experience, acknowledging the personal 

and affective meanings embedded in their choices. 

 

Through categorising the data, I was able to identify key themes to address in the subsequent 

one-to-one interviews with participants. An example of analysed player artefacts can be found 

in Appendix G. 

 

2.4 .2 Analysing One-to-one interviews 

 
While Zoom allows for the transcription of meetings and interviews, it was vital for me to 

transcribe the interviews alongside the audio and visual recordings. This allowed me to review 

the interviews and gain a deeper understanding of the content. Personally, transcribing the 

data also enabled me to reflect on my own processes of transference and countertransference 

that took place during the interviews. Once the interviews were transcribed, I began a thematic 

coding of data (Kiger and Varpio 2020). Coding data allows for linking data to the research 

framework and other data (Gibbs 2007). 

 
As I went through the player transcripts line by line, I began to identify meaningful segments of 
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text and assigned them codes to capture the essence of each one. A full example of a coding 

table can be found in Appendix H. 

The initial codes captured essential aspects of the participant’s experience: the shock of 

receiving bad news and the sense of isolation due to distance. As part of the psychocultural 

approach of this research, it was important not only to focus on the surface content of what the 

participant said but also on the underlying emotional experiences and cultural meanings 

shaping their narrative. The psychocultural approach calls for heightened sensitivity to these 

emotional undercurrents and how they are culturally and psychologically mediated. This 

requires careful attention to how emotions are communicated, both verbally and through 

subtleties in language, such as the use of metaphors (“woosh”) or the emotional weight of 

physical distance from family. Understanding these emotions within a psychocultural 

framework deepens the thematic analysis by linking personal experiences to wider cultural 

meanings and emotional worlds. In doing so, my role as the researcher involved actively 

containing, interpreting, and responding to these emotions in the interview space. Drawing on  

Winnicott’s (1961) notion of the “holding environment” and Bion’s (1962) concept of the 

researcher as a “container” for projected affect, I sought to receive and process the 

participant’s emotional material in a way that allowed it to be thought about and reflected upon, 

rather than acted out or shut down. This process demanded emotional attunement as well as 

reflexivity, as my own responses and interpretations inevitably became part of the meaning-

making process. I explore this further in Chapter 4, reflecting on how my presence, 

containment, and engagement shaped the mediation and understanding of these narratives. 

 
Once the data was coded, the data was re-read alongside the coding. It was during this stage 

that I refined these codes into themes that recur throughout the data (Braun and Clarke 2003). 

In reviewing these themes, I ensured they accurately represented the participants’ experience 

and were distinct from one another. I further refined the themes, naming them to clearly 

convey their meaning. 

 
To analyse the data through a psychocultural lens, I paid close attention to unconscious 



96  

desires and conflicts present in the interviews, for example the internal conflict and emotional 

experience of shame experienced by players navigating neoliberal values and expectations. I 

paid attention to how players described their relationships with others and themselves. I 

considered patterns of attachment as well as dependency. For example, how did the player 

describe their relationship to themselves? How did this impact their formation of identity within 

the context of video game play? Furthermore, I analysed interviews for themes that align with 

Winnicottian concepts, such as the tension between the True Self and the False Self 

(Winnicott 1965), as well as how relational dynamics shaped player experiences and 

emotional responses. By employing thematic analysis across multiple interviews with players, I 

gained a deeper understanding of how different players experienced the pandemic and 

interacted with ACNH. The ability to contrast these themes revealed the complexity of 

emotional responses within the interview process, allowing for reflexive, flexible, and effective 

analysis. 

2.5 Ethical Considerations 

Throughout this research project, great consideration was given to the ethical parameters of 

this research. An approved and full version of the ethics list can be found in Appendix I. As an 

online research project oriented in psychoanalysis, this research faced unique ethical 

considerations at every level of the project. For example, The Association of Internet 

Researchers (2019) highlights the need to consider the ‘environment’ in which recruitment and 

research takes place. The reflexive approach to this research extended to the process of the 

‘emotional construction of the research environment’ (Brunner 2018) and was fundamental in 

the administration of this research. From the onset, it was apparent that people who may 

participate in this research project felt vulnerable. For example, several people who wanted to 

take part in the project wanted to do so without being interviewed on camera. Hiding from the 

camera in this way may represent a defence mechanism where the participant hides from my 

gaze as the researcher, perhaps in fear of judgement and in avoidance of vulnerability. 

Furthermore, players who did decide to take part in the project showed a sense of trepidation; 

several noted that they were worried about sharing images of their islands, feeling that their 
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islands were ‘not good enough’ or ‘not ready.’ This highlights that player islands hold personal 

meanings and great significance for the players, representing a space they have invested time 

and emotion in. Sharing this personal creation for some felt like exposing part of their identity. 

When a participant showed anxiety surrounding the sharing of their island, I assured them that 

the screenshots and videos they sent would be used for analysis and not to judge them or 

their islands, thereby reassuring the participant. 

 
When considering how to create a containing and supportive research environment where 

participants feel comfortable displaying vulnerability, we can draw on Winnicott’s concept of 

the True and False Self (Winnicott 1965). When individuals feel safe, accepted, and 

understood, a potential space for the True Self to emerge appears. In contrast, the False Self 

develops as a protective mechanism when the True Self is not validated. The False Self 

represents a facade adopted to conform to external expectations and avoid rejection and 

criticism (Winnicott 1965). 
 

It was important to establish an environment of trust and safety. My position as both an 

‘insider’ and an ‘outsider’ (Braun and Clarke 2013; Bukamal 2022) posed both benefits and 

challenges to this undertaking. As an insider and player of ACNH, I was able to build a rapport 

with players, allowing me to understand the challenges of playing the game. At the beginning 

of interviews, it was apparent that some participants were nervous about my position as a 

researcher. Players would begin in a formal manner, often not looking into the camera, 

seeking to hide from my gaze as the researcher. In this way, in the early stages of the 

interview, a sort of ‘False Self’ (Winnicott 1961) emerged, which can be particularly seen as 

several participants began the interview with short answers. It was interesting to observe that 

those who played ACNH to create digital content were much more difficult to engage 

authentically, with several giving guarded answers. For some participants who were also 

content creators, reminding them that their data would remain anonymous afforded them some 

freedom in how they responded to my questions. This gentle encouragement allowed them to 

move beyond their protective facades by creating a research environment in which they could 

be spontaneous and authentic. The experience of researching with both players and content 
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creators will be expanded upon in Chapter 4, Section 4 ‘Beyond the console.’ 

 
Anonymity in online research is a key yet complex ethical concern. Some personal narratives 

were used in this project. Informed consent was obtained before research began; participants 

were provided with a participant information sheet as well as a participant agreement form. 

Possible identifying information, such as island names, were necessary to understand player 

experience. However, participants may be identifiable through island names. This has 

increased ethical concerns relating to anonymity and confidentiality. To negate this concern, 

island names were pseudonymised 

 
As mentioned previously, I believe that in some respects the anonymity afforded to players 

enabled them to express vulnerability. However, some players, particularly those who have 

been able to commodify their gameplay experience, exhibited more trepidation surrounding 

anonymity because of their online personas. To reassure these participants, I reiterated the 

importance of player anonymity and highlighted the steps I took to anonymise their interviews 

and artefacts. By having these conversations, I reassured participants, and this allowed most 

players to express themselves freely. 

 
Of further concern regarding player anonymity were player artefacts, which acted as a form of 

photo elicitation. It was important to consider whether a participant could be identified via their 

island typography. While this is unlikely due to the numbers of players globally, extra steps 

such as cropping player artefacts were taken to ensure additional ethical safeguarding. 

 
I believe the element of anonymity heavily aided in allowing participants to exhibit vulnerability 

and authenticity. I believe my responses as a researcher, particularly in relation to concerns 

about anonymity, aided in creating a supportive and facilitating environment and in some ways 

constituted “good enough caregiving” in my role as a researcher. This allowed participants to 

cast aside the defensive facade of the False Self and allowed for participants to experience 

the True Self through the research interview. 

 

2.6 Navigating Psychocultural Research: Researcher Reflexivity 
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2.6.1 Researcher Reflexivity 

 
While the role of research reflexivity within psychocultural research will be explored in the 

Chapter ‘Researcher Reflections’ will briefly explore the reflexive underpinnings of my 

methodology. 

 

Reflexivity is a key tenant of qualitative research. Haynes (2012) offers a simplified definition of 

reflexivity as the recognition of the researchers' role within research practice, enabling the 

researcher to acknowledge how they affect the research process. Reflexivity allows for the 

reflection of researcher presumptions and biases in the hope of inclusive research practices 

(von Unger 2021). However, reflexivity is not merely a reflection (Haynes 2012), although the 

two are closely intertwined. Hibbert et al. (2010) note that reflection suggests a mirror image, 

allowing engagement with and observation of ways of doing. In contrast, reflexivity is more 

complex, moving on from mere observation to the questioning and thinking about ways of 

doing things. Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000) expanded on the relationship between reflection 

and reflexivity, noting that interpretation and reflection are two key elements of reflexive 

research practices. Interpretation is not solely based on objective data. It is also comprised on 

researcher interpretations and assumptions as well as the values and language implemented 

by the researcher. Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000) go on to note that reflection then turns the 

attention to the researcher, the community they inhibit and cultural conditions that inform the 

research project. This way of being critically reflexive seeks to understand the multiple 

constructed realities that occur rather than presuming one objective reality (Alvesson and 

Sköldberg 2000). 

 
In psychoanalysis, reflexivity is central to the analytic process, and while closely intertwined, 

the experience and meaning of reflexivity within psychoanalysis represent a distinct definition. 

Within psychoanalysis, reflexivity refers to the analyst's awareness of the unconscious 

dynamics that take place between the analyst and the subject (Brown 2006). Specifically, 

attention should be given to the transference and countertransference that can take place 
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between researcher and participant, this can be a useful tool for researchers and practitioners 

alike who seek to understand the unconscious, with transference referring to the participant's 

projection of their inner world and internal state into the interview setting, while 

countertransference refers to the practitioner’s or in this case, researcher’s unconscious 

projections (Rustin 1995). 

 
In psychosocial and psychocultural reflexive research is crucial. When the complexities of 

identity, culture, and social systems are explored, reflexivity not only enhances the quality of 

the research but also allows access aspects of reality which lie beneath the surface (Crociani-

Windland 2018). This sense of researching beneath the surface aligns with the goals of 

understanding the emotional and psychological experiences of participants within their socio-

cultural contexts. This reflexive approach ensures a more empathetic, ethical, and context- 

sensitive understanding of participants' lived experiences within their socio-cultural 

environments, fostering a richer and more nuanced exploration of identity, emotion, and power 

dynamics. 

 
 

As Holmes (2019) highlights, during the interview process, the researcher’s unconscious is 

harnessed, the researcher’s ‘emotions, imagination and meaning-making capacities are 

utilised’ (p13). In this way, the research interview can be seen as an intersubjective act, which 

is echoed in the work of Winnicott on creativity, for example, the infant who longs for the 

mother’s breast, in turn, the mother responds to this need instinctively and the breast appears 

‘if by magic’. This enables the infant to believe that they have created the world out of their 

own requirements (Winnicott 1973). For Winnicott, this illusion is central for the basis of the 

transitional space, where creativity can be experienced. During this interview experience, I 

kept a diary which allowed me to better understand my unconscious experiences, and how 

that shaped my interpretations and the psychodynamics of the interview encounter. Reflexive 

practices thus became a useful tool for myself as a researcher, adding a new layer of meaning 

and analysis to the project. 

2.6.2 Meet The Researcher 
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As mentioned in the previous section, researcher reflexivity evokes “thoughtful, analytic self-

awareness of researchers’ experiences, reasoning, and overall impact throughout the 

research process” (Råheim et al. 2016, p. 1). Integral to the notion of reflexivity is the 

positionality of the researcher, the “multiple overlapping identities” we carry (Kezar 2002, p. 

96) that influence and shape the research framework (Manhoar et al. 2019). 

 
I have always had an affinity for videogames. One of my earliest memories of playing a 

videogame is playing Sonic Heroes (SEGA 2003) on the PlayStation 2 as my little brother 

watched while I told him, “It’s still my go.” When Animal Crossing: Wild World (Nintendo 2006, 

hereafter ACWW) was released, I was 10 and this was my first interaction with the Animal 

Crossing series. My fondness for games such as ACWW where creativity, player control and 

customisation take centre stage has spurred my interest in games that can also be considered 

sandbox videogames. My appreciation of these games soon became a research interest. As 

much of the world went into lockdown, I became interested in how people were using video 

games, in particular the genre of sandbox (world-building) videogames. I began to question 

the growing popularity of these games, specifically those that could be considered ‘cosy.’ My 

enthusiasm for videogames and my curiosity about them as a research area situates me as an 

‘insider’ meaning I share particular attributes with the players who took part in this study 

(Braun and Clarke 2013). However, I argue that my interest in videogames as a field of 

research situates me as an ‘outsider’ (Braun and Clarke 2013; Bukamal 2022) as I approach 

them from a psychoanalytic perspective as well as for entertainment. This crossing of 

boundaries allows me to explore the psychocultural dynamic of videogames, going beyond the 

experience of gameplay. 

 
My position as a carer for my grandmother has undoubtedly influenced my research 

framework and interests. The work of Winnicott is deeply concerned with care and stability 

(Winnicott 1961; Winnicott 1971). The notion that no infant can be detached from the system 

and environment of care it is dependent on resonates with me profoundly as I see this can be 

applied and understood throughout life. Furthermore, my position as a cisgender woman has 
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directly influenced the games I choose to play and research. The term ‘gamer’ carries 

significant connotations, particularly for women. The term has been criticised for framing 

gameplay as exclusively male, and many women, including some who took part in this 

research, rejected the label ‘gamer’ due to the sexism associated with it (McPhate 2015). This 

level of sexism extends to what defines videogames; games with a large female demographic, 

such as Animal Crossing and The Sims are seen by some male gamers as ‘not real games’ 

(Faulkner 2024). As a woman who plays video games, I have experienced this sexism for 

myself. While this sexism may have deterred some, it incited me, partially out of spite, to take 

my passion for these videogames into a research interest. 

 

While I have focused on my gendered perspective on videogames, I believe that the act of 

playing videogames is inherently political, regardless of who you are. As expressive mediums, 

videogames portray the workings of real and imagined systems, encouraging players to 

interact with these systems and form their own opinions (Nardone 2017). Furthermore, 

videogames encapsulate elements of broader society, including the pervasiveness of digital 

culture, the dominance of neoliberal and political ideologies as well as innovative forms of 

meaning-making (Muriel and Crawford 2018). 

 
My role of researcher was not without complexity, there were feelings of discomfort, instances 

of awkward silence, and moments where I sensed transference at play. At times, I felt the pull 

to over-identify with participants, which brought challenges to maintaining researcher 

objectivity. These tensions, along with moments of frustration and emotional resonance, are 

explored in greater depth in Chapter 4, where I reflexively examine how my own positionality, 

emotional responses, and the relational dynamics of the interview process informed the 

research. 

 2.7 Limitations: 

 
While this study provides valuable insights into the interconnecting layers of player experience, 
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several limitations must be acknowledged. These limitations frame the scope of the findings 

and suggest avenues for future research. 

 
 

First, most participants identified as female, which may have influenced the perspectives and 

themes that emerged during data collection and analysis. It would have been valuable to 

include insights from individuals identifying as male, particularly given the focus on a game 

often perceived as feminine. Understanding male perspectives could have added a broader 

and more balanced view of the topic. 

Second, all participants were from countries in the Global North. As such, the study does not 

account for the opinions and experiences of players from the Global South. While this was not 

a specific aim within my research, this geographical limitation has potentially significant cultural 

and societal implications for how the game is perceived and experienced, which would be 

important to address in future research. 

 
Third, the study’s participants were aged between 18 and 30. This focus on a younger 

demographic excludes the experiences of older players. This was particularly evident during 

recruitment, as individuals outside this age bracket expressed frustration that their experiences 

were not represented. My research aimed to explore the experience of a specific age 

demographic however, including older participants could have provided additional depth and 

highlighted potential generational differences in gaming experiences. 

Additionally, the study employed a qualitative methodology with a small sample size. While 

this approach allowed for rich and detailed data collection, the findings are not generalisable to 

a larger population. This trade-off between depth and breadth is a common limitation of 

qualitative research. 

Conclusion to Methodology 
This methodology combines a psychoanalytic framework with a layered and participant-

centred qualitative approach to explore how Animal Crossing: New Horizons (ACNH) served 

as a site for navigating emotional and relational experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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With particular emphasis on the work of D. W. Winnicott (1965; 1971), this research situates 

itself within a growing field of psychocultural and psychoanalytic media studies (Giffney 2020, 

2021; Johanssen 2019, 2022; Yates 2014, 2018, 2019). It seeks to understand how virtual 

environments, particularly those designed for social interaction and creativity, shape 

experiences of self, intimacy and loneliness in times of social disruption. 

 
Because of the deeply reflexive nature of this project, data collection and interpretation were 

approached as a triangulated process. Alongside participant interviews and player artefact 

elicitation, the researcher’s own reflections and analytic memos were considered a third layer 

of data. Triangulation allowed for a more holistic understanding of the phenomena under 

study, grounding interpretations in the interplay between participant narrative, visual 

expression and researcher insight. As Haynes (2012) and von Unger (2021) note, reflexivity 

extends beyond self-reflection; it is a continual interrogation of how the researcher’s 

assumptions, emotional responses, and positionality shape knowledge production. In this 

context, reflexivity acted not only as a methodological safeguard but also as a productive tool 

for uncovering deeper psychological and cultural meanings embedded in participants’ 

experiences. This practice not only enhances the ethical and empathetic quality of the 

research but fosters a richer and more inclusive account of how identity, power, emotion and 

digital play intersect. 

 
By recognising players as co-creators of meaning within a digital transitional space, this 

research highlights the psychological and cultural significance of video games as tools for 

emotional expression, continuity, and connection. This methodology ultimately provides a 

framework for understanding the affective and relational dimensions of play in times of crisis, 

offering new insights into the intersections of technology, selfhood, and emotional life. 

 

Chapter 3 Findings and Discussion 

Introduction to Findings and Discussion 

 
In the following sections of this Findings and Discussion chapter, I explore the experiences of 
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players as shared through one-to-one interviews. The chapter is divided into four sections, 

each examining distinct aspects of player experience and highlighting the value of play. 

 

These sections are organised around key thematic patterns that emerged from the interviews, 

and they are consistently related to my central research objectives: 

 
O1) To explore how Winnicottian Object Relations Theory can enrich our understanding of 

self-experience, loneliness, and intimacy in the context of emergent virtual and technological 

experiences. 

 

O2) To investigate how the lived experience of social distancing and lockdown measures has 

changed the way players relate to and interact with ACNH. 

 

O3) To examine how expressions of relatedness and intimacy during play enrich new and 

existing social relationships and the experience of playing ACNH. 

 

O4) To understand the potential of ACNH as a "media object of the mind" (Bainbridge 2019, p. 

3) in enabling players to work through complex experiences of self, culture, and ideology. 

 
Section One explores players’ experiences of loneliness before and during the COVID-19 

pandemic. While loneliness and isolation have been described as an epidemic among 

millennials (Hertz 2021), existing research often focuses on older generations (Berg-Weger 

and Morley 2020; Bandari et al. 2019; Kemperman et al. 2019; Dahlberg et al. 2018). This 

section offers an important contribution by centring younger adult voices and situating their 

experiences within the psychosocial context of the pandemic. 

 
By exploring these encounters with loneliness, it became apparent that, for my participants, 

the pandemic has intensified existing experiences of isolation and loneliness, and players 

would seek feelings of closeness, connection, and a sense of belonging through play. 

 
 

The reasons that players experienced loneliness were varied and complex and often included 
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socioeconomic factors. Section one of this chapter seeks to understand those experiences 

through the lens of Winnicottian Object Relations Theory in line with research objective one: 

O1) To explore how Winnicottian Object Relations Theory can enrich our 

understanding of self-experience, loneliness, and intimacy in the context of emergent 

virtual and technologised experiences. 

 
Winnicottian Object Relations Theory is particularly suited to addressing shifts in loneliness, 

intimacy, and social interactions. The digital landscape has broadened the scope of 

connections beyond geographical boundaries, allowing for more forms of social interaction and 

experiences of closeness and intimacy in new digital Third Spaces (Nadizti et al. 2021). This 

section highlights that these Third Spaces, both physical and psychic environments, support a 

kind of play that can be creative and reflective of deeper psychological processes, including 

navigating experience through play. Their use reflects and strengthens theories relating to 

transitional spaces within Object Relations Theory, particularly those put forward by D. W. 

Winnicott (1971), and later expanded upon by the likes of Ogden (1992; 2004) and Benjamin 

(2004). Applying Winnicott's theories, especially those on transitional spaces and the 

intermediate area of experience between self and other, allows for a better understanding of 

the relationship between real and virtual worlds, and how they interact with identity and 

intimacy, particularly among Millennials. While new forms of digital communication have been 

noted to encourage superficial thinking, leading to disconnection and a reduced ability to 

replicate the depth and authenticity of face-to-face human connections (Atler 2017; Twenge 

2017; Baym 2015; Nass and Yen 2010), the insight offered by my research is crucial, as it may 

support the development of digital media that fosters genuine communication and belonging. 

 
Section Two focuses on Single player play and the solitary gaming experience. Exploring how 

external real-world events, specifically social distancing and lockdown measures, shaped 

player engagement, and interaction with the game. Themes such as the avatar-player 

relationship and creative customisation are examined. For my participants, solitary play did not 

equate to isolation but offered a nuanced experience, with feelings of connection to 

themselves and others through in-game mechanisms. 
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This section highlights how players exercised creativity and control over the gaming 

environment of ACNH. This gameplay element was particularly important during periods of 

real-world restrictions, offering not only feelings of autonomy but also an outlet for expression. 

Though often conducted in solitude, the experience of playing ACNH also involved elements of 

nostalgia and pastoral fantasy, allowing players to reconnect with and long for imagined, 

simpler times. 

 
Section Two addresses the following research objective: 
 

O2) To investigate how the lived experience of social distancing and lockdown measures has 

changed the way players relate to and interact with ACNH. 

 
O4) To understand the potential of ACNH as a media object of the mind (Bainbridge 2019, p3) 

in enabling players to work through the complex experience of self, culture, and ideology. 

 
Section Three explores multiplayer modes of play. Throughout the pandemic, players used 

ACNH to create and maintain new and pre-existing social relationships. Emerging from player 

interviews, Section Three will explore why players utilise multiplayer mechanics. This 

discussion revolves heavily around the concept of "playing together alone," exploring how 

shared experiences foster a sense of belonging and closeness. Despite the isolation of players 

in the real world, this section will also define closeness in the context of ACNH, ranging from 

sharing resources to emotional support during gameplay, and how this influenced the overall 

gaming experience for my participants. 

 
This section will also explore the broader themes of loneliness and the need for human 

connection in relation to multiplayer play. The accounts given by players highlight how ACNH 

serves as a connecting bridge over the solitude imposed by the pandemic. It allows players to 

cross physical, spatial and temporal boundaries. In this way, players move from a state of 

subjectivity to intersubjectivity, embodying the notion that "No man is an Island" (Donne 1923), 

even in the digital realm. The crossing of such boundaries highlights ACNH's role not only as 

entertainment but as a vital social tool during tumultuous times. It facilitates a space for 
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vulnerability, creativity and connection. 

 
Section Three's findings primarily relate to the following research objectives: 

 
 
 

● O1) To explore how Winnicottian Object Relations Theory can enrich our 

understanding of self-experience, loneliness, and intimacy in the context of emergent 

virtual and technologised experiences. 

●  O2) To investigate how the lived experience of social distancing and lockdown 

measures has changed the way players relate to and interact with ACNH. 

 
 

● O3) To examine how expressions of relatedness and closeness during play enrich new 

and existing social relationships and the experience of playing ACNH. 

 
 

• O4) To understand the potential of ACNH as a media object of the mind (Bainbridge 

2019, p3) in enabling players to work through the complex experience of self, culture, 

and ideology. 

 
Finally, in Section Four, we look beyond the console to explore how players have transformed 

the gameplay experience into valuable digital content. This section will explore the 

commodification of play and its implications for gameplay experiences, specifically within the 

framework of neoliberalism. Streaming services such as YouTube and Twitch, along with 

social media sites such as TikTok and Instagram, have allowed ACNH players to become 

active participants in the production and dissemination of videogame-related media, crossing 

and blurring the boundaries between play and work (Newman et al. 2020; Foxman 2022). 

 
While Winnicott (1971) views play as a spontaneous creative act, the commodification of play 

has undoubtedly reshaped gameplay experiences. Players are no longer solely engaged in the 

act of playing the game but are also immersed in a neoliberal culture of consumption and 

production, where worth is measured by the entrepreneurial ability to generate engaging 

content (Zhang and Wu 2022; Just et al. 2023; Johnson and Woodcock 2018). In this way, 
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these gamers have become prosumers, both producing and consuming digital content, 

thereby blurring the traditional lines between producers and consumers. Specifically, 

prosumers actively create, modify, and share content, contributing to the production process 

as a form of digital labour while engaging as consumers (Taylor 2018; Ritzer 2015; Fuchs 

2014; Jenkins 2006). This dramatic shift from enjoyment and spontaneity to external validation 

can alter the nature of play, compromising its authenticity (Winnicott 1971). 

 

This section also explores how this culture of content creation and the game itself reinforces 

neoliberal ideals of individualism, entrepreneurship, and self-promotion. Players have branded 

themselves through their islands, turning these personal spaces into marketable products. 

While it has been argued that ACNH offers players a utopian escape from the pressures of the 

“real” world, the commodification of play can reinforce neoliberal values of competition, 

consumption, and individual achievement (Johnson and Woodcock 2018). By examining this 

commodification of play experienced by my participants, my research provides deeper insight 

into cultural shifts and the ways in which digital spaces can both reflect and shape 

contemporary ideologies. 

 
Section Four is primarily concerned with the following of my research objectives: 

 

 
• O1) To explore how Winnicottian Object Relations Theory can enrich our understanding of 

self-experience, loneliness, and intimacy in the context of emergent virtual and technologised 

experience. 

 

• O4) To understand the potential of ACNH as a media object of the mind (Bainbridge 2019, 

p.3) in enabling players to work through the complex experience of self, culture, and ideology. 

 
The nature of play in relation to videogames is varied. While players may at first be drawn to 

games such as ACNH for whimsical escapism and creative potential, more reflexive analysis 

that looks “beneath the surface” (Cummins and Williams 2018) highlights a profound longing 

for connection that transcends mere social interaction. 
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Throughout each chapter, the theme of yearning for connection acts as a unifying thread, 

highlighting the human need for belonging, understanding, and meaning-making. Players who 

took part in this research navigate a complex landscape of virtual and emotional connectivity, 

reflecting the intricacies of human experience in the digital age. Another key theme emerging 

from my findings and analysis is crossing boundaries. My players experienced ACNH during 

the COVID-19 pandemic in various boundary-crossing ways, including transitions between 

childhood and adulthood, fantasy and reality, aloneness and togetherness, trauma and 

escapism, and work and play. 

 

3.1  Crisis of Connection: Millennial Loneliness 

 
3.1.0 Introduction 

The Coronavirus pandemic of 2020 brought unprecedented changes to our daily lives, 

profoundly impacting our social interactions and emotional well-being (Delbosc and McCarthy 

2021). As people coped with lockdowns, social distancing measures, and the sudden 

disruption of their routines, feelings of loneliness and isolation became increasingly pervasive. 

Amidst these challenges, many turned to digital spaces for solace and connection. 

 
In this section, I will explore players’ accounts of loneliness before and during the pandemic, 

examining how they navigate experiences of loneliness and solitude. I will also consider the 

ways in which players encountered loneliness within the context of their lives and the broader 

societal landscape. 

 
O1) To explore how Winnicottian Object Relations Theory can enrich our understanding of 

self-experience, loneliness, and intimacy in the context of emergent virtual and technological 

experiences. 

 
Understanding the intersection of loneliness, solitude, and play through a psychoanalytic lens 

in the context of video games such as ACNH offers new avenues to comprehend the factors 

that contribute to loneliness and how people cope, potentially informing interventions aimed at 
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addressing social isolation and mental health in virtual spaces. 

 
As discussed earlier in Chapter One, the current context of loneliness is complex, and younger 

generations are experiencing unprecedented levels of isolation and loneliness (Kirwan 2024; 

Akhtar 2020; Mathews et al. 2019). For some, this phenomenon is attributed to the integration 

of technology into daily life (Twenge 2017; Turkle 2015, 2011). Despite being more connected  

through digital forms of media, millennials often report feelings of loneliness and social 

disconnection. It is contended that our reliance on technology can create superficial 

connections that lack the depth and authenticity required for meaningful relationships. 

 
The correlation between technological reliance and increased loneliness among millennials is 

well-documented (Halston et al. 2019; Twenge 2017; Su and He 2024). However, as Baym 

(2016) argues, digital communication is not merely a finished form of face-to-face interaction, 

as Turkle (2011) once contended; it has the potential to facilitate nuanced and intimate 

communication as a mixed modality. It is, therefore, important to also consider the broader 

societal and ideological factors that contribute to experiences of loneliness. 

 

 

3.1.1 Loneliness: A Disconnect, Solitude: A Reconnection. 

This subsection will explore a theme that emerged during interviews when participants were 

asked about their experiences of loneliness, the distinction between loneliness, isolation, and 

solitude, and the experiences that cross the boundaries between the two. 

 
While several participants discussed their encounters with loneliness, to numerous participants 

there was a distinct difference between experiences of solitude, often associated with words 

such as 'creative', 'solace', 'pleasant', and 'peaceful', in contrast to experiences of loneliness, 

denoted by words such as 'isolation', 'gut-wrenching', and 'disconnection'. As P7 notes on their 

experience of loneliness during Coronavirus: 

 
P7: 

"[…] sometimes I guess the isolation was nice and quite peaceful […] it didn't feel 
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forced and that's when I started doing things like crochet, but going to those 

appointments alone was pretty gut-wrenching." 

 
For P7, it was important to differentiate between the "gut-wrenching" loneliness that they 

experienced, in contrast with the 'peaceful' solitude. Winnicott's (1953) distinction between 

these two states of being adds valuable insight into the psychic dimension of experience; as 

Winnicott highlights, solitude, or rather actively not communicating, is seen as beneficial, "a 

most precious possession" (Winnicott 1953, p. 30). 

 
A key conceptual idea in the work of Winnicott focuses on solitude and The Capacity to be 

Alone (1958). The pandemic has intensified experiences of being alone for many people, and 

for players in this research, ACNH has helped them find a way to overcome this experience by 

enabling people to play together while not being in each other's physical presence through 

online multiplayer gameplay. The concept of The Capacity to be Alone is complex and rooted 

in the paradox of playing alone in the presence of another (Winnicott 1958). The internalisation 

of the mother's presence serves as a foundation for this capacity, providing a sense of comfort 

and security that enables the child to engage in creative play and explore their authentic self. 

As Winnicott (1958) contends, it is through the presence of a supportive caregiver, symbolised 

by "her arms around the infant," that the child can navigate the delicate moment of self-

discovery, known as the "I AM moment", with confidence and resilience (p. 148). The 

caregiver, internalised, supports the child's ability to be alone without experiencing feelings of 

overwhelm, isolation or anxiety. The profound sense of isolation felt both prior to and 

throughout the COVID-19 pandemic surpasses Winnicott's depiction. Yet, the paradoxical 

notion of being comfortable with solitude presents a fascinating perspective to ACNH players 

who engage in both single-player and multiplayer modes. Even though players may not be 

physically together, they can still share the experience and play alongside each other in the 

virtual realm. 

 
When embraced willingly, solitude can be a source of personal growth and creative 

engagement. This aligns with P7's description of finding peace and even engaging in creative 

pursuits like crochet during moments of solitude, echoing Winnicott's view of active-not 
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communicating as a potential beneficial form of aloneness (Winnicott, 1953, p.30). In contrast, 

the forced loneliness and isolation of going to appointments alone was "gut-wrenching". This 

contrast underscores the complexity of solitude and loneliness, with solitude offering moments 

of tranquillity and self-discovery, while loneliness can manifest in solitary experiences that feel 

forced or distressing. 
 

 
The quote from P10 further exemplified the distinction between loneliness and solitude: 

 
 
 

P10: 
 

"There would be times where I was alone and it was bloody fantastic, I'd get stuff done, 

I think at one point I had like 3 different creative hobbies going on at once and it was a 

really like creative and good time. […]even before covid you'd have these moments, 

maybe I couldn't go out because I had to save money for rent and it's not the same I'd 

almost have this fomo [fear of missing out].” 

 
P10's quote indicates a sense of contentment. The ability for P10 to engage creatively with 

hobbies during this time of solitude deeply resonates with Winnicott's view of solitude as an 

enriching state, where individuals can explore their interests and express themselves freely 

(Winnicott, 1953). However, P10 also acknowledges instances where being alone causes 

experiences of FOMO, particularly when constrained by financial concerns, such as saving 

money for rent. This highlights that loneliness and solitude are not mutually exclusive. It 

suggests a shift from solitude to loneliness, where being alone triggers feelings of isolation and 

dissatisfaction. This aligns with Winnicott's distinction between positive solitude, characterised 

by voluntary aloneness, and enforced solitude, which can lead to emotional distress 

(Winnicott, 1958). 

 
The analysis of these player accounts is enhanced by employing the work of Winnicott by 

adding nuance to experiences of solitude and loneliness, and contributes to the following 

research objective: 
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O1) To explore how Winnicottian Object Relations Theory can enrich our understanding 

of self-experience, loneliness, and intimacy in the context of emergent virtual and 

technologised experience. 

While players may initially experience voluntary aloneness as a space for solace, creativity, 

and self-discovery, this solitude can take on a different emotional and psychological character 

when external pressures, such as economic instability, social exclusion, or shifting cultural 

norms, redefine it as imposed isolation. In these instances, solitude ceases to be a chosen 

refuge and instead becomes a state of estrangement, fostering loneliness rather than creative 

engagement. 

 
This transformation aligns with Arendt’s (1951; 1958) concerns about modern alienation, 

wherein societal structures, rather than merely shaping communal life, actively dismantle the 

conditions necessary for meaningful human connection. Ardent warns that in contemporary 

society, individuals can find themselves surrounded by others yet still feel profoundly 

disconnected, as social bonds become increasingly transactional, superficial, or constrained 

by systemic forces beyond their control. Thus, the erosion of voluntary solitude and the 

emergence of imposed loneliness reflect broader structural issues that shape subjective 

experience. 

 
Examining this through a Winnicottian object relations perspective further complicates the 

understanding of this shift. For Winnicott (1958), the capacity to be alone is not simply about 

physical isolation but is deeply rooted in early relational experiences, particularly the presence 

(or absence) of a reliable, attuned other in one’s developmental history. When solitude is 

experienced as generative, it reflects an internalised sense of security, where the individual 

can sustain an imaginative, creative engagement with the world even in moments of 

aloneness. However, when external pressures fracture this internal continuity, the individual 

may struggle to maintain a stable emotional and psychic landscape, leading solitude to 

collapse into loneliness. 

 
In the context of players in this research, this framework helps illustrate the fluid and often 
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precarious nature of their emotional states. While solitude can serve as a space of self-

actualisation and immersion, it is also vulnerable to shifts in external conditions. The intrusion 

of economic precarity, social alienation, or shifting community dynamics may undermine the 

capacity to experience solitude positively, turning it into a source of distress rather than 

renewal. Thus, loneliness and solitude are not merely opposite states but exist in a dynamic, 

contingent relationship, where their meaning and impact are shaped by both internal psychic 

structures and external socio-political forces. 

 

3.1.2 Loneliness in the Pre-Pandemic context and the anatomy of loneliness. 

A key theme that emerged during participant interviews was loneliness and isolation before, 

during, and following the pandemic. As stated earlier in this section, many participants 

highlighted that their experiences of loneliness predated the pandemic. As the exploration of 

loneliness is a key aspect of this research, it was imperative to understand and delve deeper 

into these experiences to explore the anatomy of loneliness and how participants' experiences 

of isolation and loneliness changed over time. It became apparent through interviews with 

players that experiences of loneliness were often varied and subjective. However, connections 

could be drawn to technological advancements, particularly social media, and the 

consequences of neoliberal ideology and the disruption this brings to important life milestones. 

These factors contribute to a sense of disconnect and isolation from the self, leaving players 

with a need for belonging and connection. 

 
Throughout the Coronavirus pandemic, the global community endured collective hardship in 

terms of fear of dying and coming to terms with unprecedented disruptions to daily life 

(Menzies and Menzies 2020). However, among the more tangible threats of loss posed by the 

Coronavirus crisis, there is a more subtle yet profound epidemic, an epidemic of loneliness 

that was present long before the onset of the pandemic (Fardghassemi and Joffe 2022; Rosen 

2023; Hertz 2021; Hwang et al. 2020). While the pandemic restrictions undoubtedly 

compounded feelings of loneliness, several participants highlighted that their experiences of 

loneliness predated the pandemic and social distancing restrictions, as P8 highlights: 
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P8: 

"… loneliness for me is quite an interesting thing because I think I've experienced it 

loads of different ways. Like even before Covid I have felt a little bit isolated." 

 
 

When asked about their experiences of loneliness that predated the pandemic, P4 noted 

experiences of loneliness when surrounded by others: 

 
P4: 

 
"... even living with other people and friends I still felt a bit lonely! […] I was rarely ever 

alone but like for example there would be moments when I just felt so lonely.” 

 
 

P7 highlighted their experience of loneliness pre-pandemic in relation to their University 

experience: 

P7 

"I moved away from my family home for uni so at first I found my first year quite lonely, 

like you'd be absolutely surrounded by people a lot of the time either in halls or 

whatever but I felt like they didn't really know me so I dunno it was just a strange time." 

 
The accounts of loneliness shared by several players in this research reflect broader studies 

on loneliness among younger generations. The Community Life Survey (2017-18) found that 

individuals aged 16-24 and 25-34 were more likely to report feeling often or always lonely, 

challenging the stereotype that loneliness is primarily an issue for the elderly. Similarly, 

research by Twenge et al. (2021) identified a significant rise in school loneliness among one 

million adolescents across 37 countries between 2012 and 2018, demonstrating the pervasive 

and cross-cultural nature of this phenomenon. 

 
However, loneliness does not exist in isolation from broader socio-economic structures. 

Rather, it is deeply entangled with the economic and political landscape that shapes our 

experiences of community and belonging (Meehan 2023; Dassé 2019). 
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3.1.3 The anatomy of loneliness: Neoliberal ideology. 

Our economic and political landscape, and therefore our experiences of community and 

belonging, have been shaped by neoliberal policies (Harvey 2005; Becker et al. 2021), which 

have been defined in the Literature Review chapter, leading to a profound transformation of 

how players in my research experienced community and life milestones. 

 
Neoliberalism (beginning in the 1980s and accelerating in the digital age) has, through 

increasing economic precarity, significantly disrupted traditional life milestones such as stable 

employment and home ownership (Papaevangelou & Roinioti 2021). As a result, the young 

adult players in my study highlight the experience of living in late-stage capitalism and a 

neoliberal society contributes to a sense of disconnection, shame and insecurity which 

undermines a cohesive and stable sense of self which is reflected in previous research by 

Becker et al. (2021). The pressure to adapt and be resilient erodes the foundations upon 

which personal identity and community are built, leading to feelings of alienation and a 

fragmented sense of the self. This pressure is amplified by a culture that prioritises 

appearances and commodified ideals, forcing individuals to conform to constructed images 

rather than authentic experiences (Debbord 1994). 

 
 

While participants did not mention the word 'Neoliberalism' it was apparent that the neoliberal 

ethos has manifested in various ways for players, most prominently an emphasis on 

individualism and market-driven solutions, fuelling a culture of competition and economic 

insecurity where one must be resilient and entrepreneurial to succeed (Brown 2015; Watts, 

2021). 

 
Several participants experienced uncertainty and anxiety surrounding COVID just as several 

participants highlighted that experiences of uncertainty and anxiety were present before 

COVID-19: 

 
 

P8: 
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"[…] I guess like milestones and like life outlooks have changed so drastically. I was 

basically raised to think it was school, university, job, marriage, house and kids and 

now it feels like that's all changed and I guess not just because of COVID but even 

before COVID it felt like things were changing like being a homeowner just looks 

impossible to me." 

 
P8: 

'I feel like everything has shifted after COVID and sometimes when I spiral it just feels 

like I'm constantly falling and can't find my feet.' 

 
P8's account highlights the impact of external changes on the internal world and sense of the 

self. The sudden and drastic changes experienced by the player due to COVID and ideological 

changes have disrupted the participant's psychic environment; the sense of "falling and can't 

find my feet" illustrates the profound affective and psychological impact on these disruptions. 

The lack of a clear and achievable life path creates feelings of insecurity and a loss of control, 

which in turn leads to a deeper sense of loneliness and disconnection, particularly from the 

self. In this way, neoliberal ideology fosters a sense of societal and social disconnection, which 

has profound impacts on our well-being and mental environment (Becker et al. 2021). 

 
Many players who took part in this research highlighted the relationship between financial 

precarity and loneliness (Skoczylas 2023). The accounts given by players and the vulnerability 

shown are significant as they serve as poignant indicators of broader systemic issues relating 

to housing. Neoliberal housing policies often prioritise deregulation, privatisation and the 

marketisation of housing, leading to rising rental costs (McKee 2019). Furthermore, the focus 

on market mechanisms in housing often neglects the importance of affordable and inclusive 

housing policies that promote social integration and support networks (Jacobs 2019). Several 

players who rented and were from the UK and US highlighted the astronomically high prices of 

rent, as P9 highlights: 

P9: 
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"I just remember feeling so stuck in this little flat in London that I was paying 

ridiculous prices for." 

P11 notes the difficulty of renting in London before the pandemic: 
 

P11: 

"Yeah so before covid I was renting in London and it was awful the rent was so 

high for practically nothing I felt like I was paying to live in a shoebox." 

 
P7 reflected on the vulnerability and precarious nature of renting: 

 
P7: 

"[…] we’ve found it really difficult to buy our own place and I think when you rent 

like in the back of your mind you kind of feel like well at any moment the actual 

owner could sweep in and say they want the place back." 

 
 

P10 highlights that high rental prices have had a direct consequence on their ability to 

socialise and form connections: 

P10: 

"I couldn't go out because I had to save money for rent and it's not the same I'd almost 

have this fomo [Fear Of Missing Out] and it made me feel like shit." 

 
P10's experience underscores the intersection of housing affordability, loneliness, and 

neoliberal housing policies. High rent payments can restrict social participation and exacerbate 

feelings of isolation, highlighting the detrimental impact of market-driven approaches to 

housing on individuals’ social well-being (McKee 2019; Madden & Marcuse 2016). 

 
The internalisation of the neoliberal ethos in relation to the self, highlights how the 

internalisation of neoliberal ideologies can contribute to feelings of isolation and loneliness 

(Chowdhury 2022). As P9 highlights: 

 
P9: 
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"I feel like this deep, deep anxiety like sometimes it really feels like that, I guess if 

you're not working or doing something or have a business or kind of living up to this 

expectation people have, you feel like this inferiority." 

 
 

 
P9's reference to "living up to this expectation people have" highlights the internalisation of 

neoliberal standards and values, in which the individual’s value is determined by their success. 

When there is a perceived ‘failure’, there are feelings of being left behind and being abject. In 

this way, feelings of shame are present and manifest themselves in feelings of inadequacy 

and inferiority (Hoggett 2017). This feeling of inferiority, in turn, produces feelings of isolation 

and loneliness. 

 
Moreover, neoliberal policies have significantly impacted spaces that are integral to community 

cohesion and belonging. With its emphasis on market-driven policies and privatisation, 

neoliberal policies have led to the commodification of public spaces, reducing their 

accessibility and eroding community ties. These spaces are often referred to as ‘Third Spaces’ 

(Oldenburg 1982), which are often classified by their ability to facilitate creative and social 

interaction. The third place is “where you relax in public, encounter familiar faces and make 

new acquaintances” (Myers 2012); for example, public libraries and community centres. 

 
It is important to highlight the psychoanalytic meaning of the ‘Third Space’ and its relation to 

spaces that are critical to cohesion and belonging. Within the work of Winnicott (1971; 1951), 

the Third Space is referred to as transitional space and describes the unique and relational 

space that exists between therapist and patient. For Winnicott, this is where the internal and 

external realities break boundaries and intersect, thereby facilitating a safe intermediate area 

of experience that fosters exploration and understanding of the self. Furthermore, Ogden 

(1992; 2004) builds on this to highlight the unique co-created intersubjective space between 

analysed and analyst, while also emphasising the fragility of such intersubjective spaces. 

Comparing and contrasting with the physical Third Spaces as defined by Oldenburg (1989), 

we see that both provide a safe, neutral area that facilitates dialogue, relational community 
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building, and personal transformation. These spaces, physical and psychological, serve as 

venues for integrating aspects of the self and fostering social connections. Like the analytic 

third (Ogden 1992; 2004), physical third spaces are inherently fragile and require careful 

negotiation to maintain their openness and transformative potential. 

 
For players, Third Spaces such as IRL (in real life) coffee shops and cafés acted as a Third 

Space, providing a relaxed environment as well as a space for social interaction and activities 

such as reading or working. As P3 highlights: 

P3: 
 

"…it's something I really miss just being able to do I think I'm proper a mooch 

around town. Go get a coffee and read a book kind of now. […] I miss being 

able to go and read a book and be near people but not have to talk to them." 

 
P3’s account foregrounds the importance of these Third Spaces, as they offer a sense of 

belonging and connection to the broader community, allowing individuals such as P3 to feel 

like they are part of the world beyond their immediate surroundings. This further highlights the 

role of Third Spaces in countering feelings of isolation and loneliness (Meehan 2023; Nadizti et 

al. 2021; Finlay et al. 2020). The social Third Space, as well as the psychological Third Space, 

put forward by Winnicott (1971), present an intertwined relationship where one enables the 

other. The loss of such spaces that facilitate community cohesion and exploration has led to a 

profound sense of loneliness and isolation, not only from a sense of self but also from our 

sense of community and belonging (Klinenberg 2018; Oldenburg 1989, 2001; Putnam 2000). 

 
While the pandemic and successive lockdowns undoubtedly exacerbated the closures of these 

Third Spaces (Borowski and Stathopoulos 2023), it would be inaccurate to attribute this solely 

to the pandemic. Long before the onset of the coronavirus crisis, these spaces were facing 

significant challenges. For example, in the UK, where several participants live, 130 public 

libraries were closed in 2018 (Cain 2018) due to cuts to local council funding. Meanwhile, in 



122  

the USA, there are ongoing debates highlighting the significance of these third 

places/buildings, particularly in the work of Jane Jacobs (1961), emphasising the crucial role 

that community-centred public space plays in fostering feelings of belonging. There has been 

ongoing coverage of this decline, with several journalists and economists proclaiming the 

‘death of the High Street’ (Marsh 2018). Robert Putnam (2000) also wrote about loneliness 

and lack of connection in Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community 

(2000), using the metaphor of “bowling leagues” which were once a thriving form of social 

engagement, noting that while more people may be bowling individually, fewer are doing so in 

leagues. This represents the broader shift from collective to individual activity. 

 
The closure of Third Spaces leaves individuals yearning for experiences that foster connection 

and a sense of belonging to something greater (Liu and Matarutse 2021; Finlay 2019). 

 
Many scholars argue that as our experiences of relatedness to our community and ourselves 

have been increasingly shaped by neoliberal ideology, it has significantly impacted our sense 

of self and experiences of isolation and loneliness (Becker et al. 2021; Hertz 2020). Players in 

my study have shown great vulnerability and have highlighted the sense of disconnection, 

shame, and insecurity that contribute to their feelings of isolation and loneliness. Neoliberal 

market-driven policies specifically have had a profound impact on both physical and 

psychological spaces that are integral to community and personal cohesion (Sugiyama et al. 

2022; Liu and Matarutse 2023). 

 
From a Winnicottian perspective, this can be understood as a failure in the societal holding 

environment, a breakdown in the structures and relationships that provide individuals with a 

sense of safety, belonging, and emotional containment (Winnicott 1953; 1971). When public 

spaces, communal institutions, and social bonds are eroded by market-driven imperatives, 

individuals are left without the necessary support to navigate vulnerability, leading to increased 

fragmentation and emotional distress. In this sense, the societal failure to “hold” individuals 

mirrors the psychological consequences of an inadequate early caregiving environment, 

deepening feelings of alienation and disconnection. 
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In line with Objective One: 
 

 
O1) To explore how Winnicottian Object Relations Theory can enrich our understanding of 

self-experience, loneliness, and intimacy in the context of emergent virtual and technologised 

experience. 

 
Winnicottian Object Relations Theory has been utilised to enrich our understanding of 

loneliness within the context of physical ‘Third Spaces’ (Oldenburg 1999), and psychological 

‘Third Spaces’ (Winnicott 1971; Odgen 1992; Benjamin 2004). 

 

3.1.4 Alone Together: Reflections on Loneliness and Solitude in the Covid 
Era 

To suggest that the repercussions of the COVID-19 pandemic merely resulted in disruption 

and environmental impingements would be an understatement, particularly when considering 

the profound, far-reaching, and multidimensional consequences that permeated every aspect 

of society. The pandemic was not merely a global health crisis but also an economic, social, 

and psychological crisis, fundamentally reshaping how people live, work, and interact (Hwang 

et al. 2024; Delbosc and McCarthy 2021). 

 
As a public health crisis, COVID-19 placed unprecedented strain on healthcare systems 

worldwide, exposing vulnerabilities in medical infrastructure and supply chains (Filip 2022). 

The overwhelming influx of patients led to severe shortages of essential medical supplies, 

including ventilators, personal protective equipment (PPE), and critical medications (Cohen 

and Meulen Rodgers 2020). Healthcare professionals faced immense pressures, often 

working under extreme conditions with limited resources (Filip 2022). 

 
As a mental health crisis, the pandemic exacerbated existing psychological distress while also 

introducing new stressors. Lockdowns, social isolation, financial insecurities, and the constant 

fear of infection contributed to rising levels of anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress 

(Xiong et al. 2020; Brunier and Drysdale 2022). Healthcare workers faced burnout and 

emotional exhaustion due to prolonged exposure to high-stress environments. Vulnerable 
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populations, including the elderly and those with pre-existing mental health conditions, 

experienced heightened distress as access to mental health services became limited (Aafjes–

van Doorn et al. 2022). The long-term psychological effects of the pandemic continue to 

unfold, with increased attention now being placed on coping strategies (Borowski and 

Stathopoulos 2023). 

 
Loneliness and isolation rapidly became widespread issues during the pandemic, as social 

distancing measures (such as lockdowns and restrictions on gatherings) significantly reduced 

social interactions (Keller et al. 2022). Every player who participated in this research 

experienced some degree of loneliness during this period. 

 
Given the heightened emotional vulnerability exhibited by the players, it was important to 

create a safe and supportive environment where they could openly share their deeply personal 

and often poignant experiences of loneliness. Providing this secure space not only enabled 

meaningful exploration of their emotions but also fostered a sense of connection, something 

many had been deprived of during the pandemic. 

 
This need for connection resonates with Bion’s (1962) concept of containment, which 

underscores the caregiver’s role in managing and making sense of an individual’s emotional 

experiences. According to Bion, the “good enough” caregiver functions as a container for the 

child, absorbing and processing both positive and negative projections experienced in early 

infancy. When a child encounters distressing emotions, they project these feelings onto the 

caregiver, who must contain and transform them into something manageable. As Bion (1967: 

p. 115) warns, “If the mother cannot tolerate these projections, the infant is reduced to 

continued projective identification carried out with increasing force and frequency.” In essence, 

containment allows overwhelming emotions to be processed rather than simply expelled, 

helping the individual develop emotional resilience. 

 
In the context of this research, I sought to embody this role by fostering an environment of 

empathy, patience, and emotional tolerance. By containing the players’ experiences, listening 
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Without judgement or defensiveness, I aimed to offer a space where their emotional 

turbulence could be acknowledged and understood rather than dismissed or intensified. 

 
Many participants spoke of their experiences of loneliness, frequently linking these feelings to 

the lack of social interaction and the disruption of routine caused by pandemic restrictions. As 

P10 reflects: 

 
P10: 

 
"I found the start of lockdown really difficult like getting into a new routine and then not 

being able to see my friends was really difficult because at the time I felt like I really 

needed those connections." 

 
 

P10 highlights the importance of feeling a sense of connection and belonging, particularly 

during times of crisis. However, even those who were socially connected through shared 

renting still experienced intense loneliness during the pandemic, as P4 illustrates: 

 
 

P4: 

"[…] there was some stages of lockdown I found really hard, even living with another 

person I still felt really lonely, not so much from friends but just from like society stuff if 

that makes sense? Like things like pubs and shit it felt a bit lonely without those as 

well." 

 
 

P4's account of loneliness highlights the complexity of the experience of feeling lonely. Despite 

living with another person, P4 highlights that they still had moments of feeling 'really lonely' 

and this represents a deeper sense of disconnection from society, even in the presence of 

interpersonal relationships. 

 
 

P3 reflects on the emotional distress caused by isolation, particularly in relation to elderly 

family members:
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P3: 

 
"I was quite lonely, and I also have quite old grandmas that I couldn't go and check in 

on one of them, who had dementia but we weren't really sure what it was at the time. 

We now know she's got Alzheimer's, so not being able to go and check in on her was 

quite upsetting as well. But yeah, in general. Lonely time. One of my grandads actually 

passed away. It wasn't from Covid. He also had dementia, but you know only one of us 

being able to go and see him, and all in protective clothing, that was very alienating." 

 
 

The accounts given by players underscores the Winnicottian view of loneliness as not simply 

the absence of companionship but rather a deep-seated emotional state characterised by the 

inability to form authentic bonds with others (Winnicott 1958). It is a profound and pervasive 

sense of isolation that can result from external environmental factors; for several players the 

loneliness experienced during Covid had its roots in both interpersonal dynamics and broader 

environmental influences. 

 
While reading over statistics, it becomes easy to create a detached perspective, overlooking 

the tapestry of emotion and ‘structures of feeling’ (Williams 1977) that underline these 

statistics. To better understand the lived experience, it is imperative to go beyond numbers 

and delve, as my research does, into qualitative participant interviews surrounding rich 

individual lived experience. This is particularly true when we consider aspects such as the self-

experience, loneliness and intimacy experienced by the participants of this study. As the 

account of P3 highlights, the disruption caused by Covid led to feelings of loneliness and 

isolation through the disruption of key life milestones: 

 
 

P3 

'And then, in the middle of my third year, I had to move home because of Covid, and 

that just kind of put a bit of a sour note on it, and so I didn't get that unique experience 
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which I was quite sad about, really, because I didn't get to make all of those 

connections as you're leaving, or do any like graduate schemes. Nothing like that [...] I 

was very directionless, and was just kind of taken out of a nice house with all of my 

friends, and then plunged back at home. 

 
 

P3 went onto say: 
 

 
P3: 

 
'So I didn't get a graduation till 2022. And I was supposed to graduate in 2020, so I 

never got that feeling of accomplishment. which definitely had a bit of… it affected my 

self-confidence quite a bit' 

 
 

 
P3’s account of the disruption brought on by COVID highlights the sense of loss and 

interruption to what is considered the traditional course of development. P3’s desire for a 

"unique experience" that was denied (and which marks a rite of passage), along with the 

resulting sense of being "directionless", shows that this period was crucial for identity formation 

among young people. The loss of the graduation experience stems from the absence of 

anticipated milestones and the associated developmental opportunities for making 

connections and forming relationships (Weaver et al. 2022; Halliburton et al. 2021; Delbosc 

and McCarthy 2021). 

 
Winnicott’s (1960) concept of the holding environment is relevant to P3’s experience. The 

sudden move back to the family home disrupted the stability and familiarity of the environment. 

Although P3 has a positive relationship with their family, which suggests a supportive 

caregiving environment, the unexpected disruption still affected the continuity of the "Third 

Space" holding environment and contributed to a sense of disorientation, isolation, and 

loneliness. 
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The disruption brought on by COVID-19 also profoundly affected other transitional life 

experiences, such as pregnancy. P7 displayed a high level of vulnerability when discussing 

the loneliness of pregnancy during the pandemic: 

 
P7: 

'Oh yeah, I don't think there's any other way to describe it than absolutely bonkers and 

again like it felt so lonely. This was my parents first grandchild as well and I feel like we 

missed out on all that excitement.' 

 
P7's account of pregnancy during the pandemic highlights how the disruption caused by 

COVID-19 significantly affected experiences that are often understood as transitional. The 

participant's description of the pandemic experience as "bonkers" and "lonely" reflects the 

breakdown of the supportive environment typically provided by institutions such as the NHS 

and the familial unit. The disruption of the "holding environment," brought about by the 

necessity for social distancing and safety measures, contributed to a sense of loss and 

uncertainty, fostering feelings of anxiety. 

 
It could be argued that, as the participant faced a crucial transitional moment like pregnancy, 

P7's internal anxieties were compounded by the collapse of external structures that would 

normally provide reassurance. In other words, the absence of the usual social and institutional 

rituals that accompany this life-course milestone meant that the participant was not 

emotionally contained in the way that might typically be expected. 

 

Conclusion 3.1 

This section examined player experiences of loneliness before and during the COVID-19 

pandemic, highlighting its complex and layered nature. While the pandemic intensified feelings 

of isolation, it also brought into focus the distinction between loneliness and solitude. For 

many, solitude created space for creativity and self-reflection, echoing Winnicott’s (1958) 

concept of The Capacity to Be Alone. ACNH supported this, offering a space where players 

could be alone while still feeling connected. 
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Players’ accounts reflect broader patterns of loneliness among younger generations, shaped 

by neoliberal ideals of self-reliance and resilience. These values, combined with the 

disruptions brought by the pandemic, deepened feelings of instability and disconnection. 

Through a Winnicottian lens, players’ engagement with ACNH reveals the importance of 

transitional spaces that mediate between internal and external realities (Winnicott 1971; 

Oldenburg 1999). As physical third spaces became less accessible, ACNH emerged as an 

important site for expression, play, and belonging. 

 
In this context, loneliness is not simply the absence of others but a disconnection from both 

self and society. ACNH provided both solitude and sociability, helping players navigate 

emotional challenges during a time of heightened uncertainty. 

 
The following section explores ACNH as a psychic third space (Winnicott 1971), focusing on 

single-player experiences and the ways the game supported emotional reflection and the 

negotiation of internal boundaries. 

 

3.2  The Single Player and Solitary Gaming Experience 

3.2.0 Introduction 

Single-player gaming offers the opportunity to explore emotional and affective experiences 

within the game world. By moving beyond gaming paradigms centred on competition and 

completion (Moller et al., 2024), this section explores the crucial relationship between 

creativity, single-player play, and the human psyche within the context of ACNH. 

 
Beyond the notion of gaming mechanics, this section draws on the work of Winnicott (1971, 

1963, 1958) to examine the significance of creativity and play in the ongoing discovery and 

development of the self. By situating the analysis of player experience within the framework of 

Winnicott’s theory, it becomes possible to explore identity formation and the profound yearning 

for reconnection with the authentic self, a process that is mediated through the digital medium 

of ACNH. 
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This section considers the relationship between the player and the avatar in ACNH, which acts 

as a digital embodiment of the player. In this way, the avatar serves as a bridge, or Third 

Space (Winnicott, 1971), between the player's inner reality and the external world. This 

representation facilitates a sense of identification and emotional investment, as players project 

aspects of their own identity onto the digital counterpart. 

 
This section also explores the creative and playful act of island customisation in the game, a 

process imbued with symbolic significance as players mould and shape their virtual 

environments through “terraforming”. Customisation is a crucial aspect of single-player play in 

ACNH as it fosters a sense of ownership and belonging while players cultivate their own virtual 

space (Teng 2019). Through this process, participants in my research reported experiencing a 

deeper connection to both the virtual environment and, by extension, themselves. Some 

players also reported a sense of pressure because of the limitless possibilities offered by 

terraforming, meaning that players often negotiated boundaries of play, creativity and control 

(Winnicott 1971). 

 
By offering both solitude and sociality, ACNH functioned as a holding environment in the 

Winnicottian sense, providing a stable and immersive space in which players could safely 

explore their emotions (Winnicott 1971). Through its predictable rhythms and open-ended 

creative possibilities, the game also acted as a form of containment in Bion’s terms (1959; 

1962), allowing players to process and make sense of their affective experiences. 

 
In summary, the play that participants engaged in during single-player sessions in ACNH, 

particularly avatar creation and island customisation, offers important insights into the 

connection between creativity, play and the development of the psyche in a digital 

environment. Through these interactions, players often embarked on a journey of self-

discovery and exploration, creating meaningful connections between the customised digital 

realm and the depths of their inner world. 

 
 

This section will seek to answer the following research objectives: 
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O2) To investigate how the lived experience of social distancing and lockdown measures has 

changed the way players relate to and interact with ACNH. 

 
 

O4) To understand the potential of ACNH as a ‘media object of the mind’ (Banbridge 2019, pg. 

3) enabling players to work through the complex experience of self, culture, and ideology. 

3.2.1  Island Reflections: Single Player mechanics in ACNH. 

While it may appear paradoxical to explore single-player gameplay within the research context 

of connection and loneliness, as highlighted in Section One, it is important to move beyond 

traditional notions of isolation and loneliness as merely a lack of social connections. It is 

therefore essential to consider loneliness in relation to play as a means of reconnection to the 

self. Winnicott (1971) emphasises the transformative potential of play, suggesting that: 

 
“It is in playing and only in playing that the individual child or adult is able to be creative 

and to use the whole personality, and it is only in being creative that the individual 

discovers the self.” (Winnicott 1971, p. 54) 

 
For players in my research, single-player gameplay within ACNH played a crucial role in 

facilitating creative and playful experiences, providing a structured yet open-ended space in 

which they could freely express themselves. Through activities such as designing their island, 

customising their surroundings, and engaging in routine yet self-directed tasks, players 

experienced a sense of agency and continuity. Creative engagement fostered a deeper 

emotional connection to their in-game world, allowing for a process of self-reconnection that 

was particularly significant in moments of dislocation or uncertainty (Morgan et al 2020). 

 
For example, in ACNH, resource management becomes a core aspect of the single-player 

experience. Elements such as inventory management, crafting, and resource gathering add 

depth and strategy to ACNH and other single-player games. Furthermore, companion 

characters or NPCs add a layer of depth to the gameplay experience, as players need to 
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manage relationships in the game space (Milman and Mils 2023), leading to a sense of 

identification with the characters (Kriss 2021). The single-player experience is shaped by 

several elements in ACNH. However, through interviews with players, it became apparent that 

paramount among these for my participants were the creative processes involved in avatar 

customisation and interaction, alongside environment customisation (player island and house). 

These elements afforded players an opportunity for introspection and reconnection with their 

identities. Through meaningful play with the avatar and digital environment, players engage in 

acts of self-expression, projecting aspects of their personas onto virtual embodiments. 

 
A comprehensive understanding of avatar identification is essential for analysing the dynamics 

between avatars and players (Teng et al 2023; Takano and Taka 2022). This understanding 

forms the basis for exploring the interaction within the intermediary space between player and 

game. Identification with an avatar highlights the affective processes through which players 

develop a psychological connection to their avatars. 

 
The following section will examine avatar identification, exploring how players imbue their 

avatars with aspects of themselves, thereby blurring the boundaries between their internal and 

external experiences. In doing so, players gain insights into their own identities, beliefs and 

desires. This self-reflection is further facilitated by the creative nature of avatar customisation. 

As noted, "Games allow players to perceive themselves in alternate ways in imagined worlds" 

(Turkay and Kinzer 2015, p1), underscoring the transformative potential of this identification. 

 
 

 

3.2.2  The Digital Mirror: Avatar Identification 

 
This section will briefly explore the role of avatar identification in shaping player experience, 

highlighting how players identify with the avatar, often through a process of projection and 

introjection. This identification process is particularly important to players of video games as it 

allows for meaningful investment within the game and therefore must be understood in more 

depth (Birk 2016; Li et al 2024; Trepte and Reinecke 2010). While previous literature has 
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explored this facet of experience, my study distinguishes itself from prior work on player-avatar 

identification using a Winnicottian framework. By employing this framework, researchers can 

view avatar identification not just as escapism but as a form of therapeutic play and self-

exploration, where the boundaries between reality and imagination are blurred in productive, 

meaningful ways. 

 
Throughout interviews with players, it quickly became apparent that they referred to the 

actions of their avatar using first-person language (Li et al 2013). For example, when 

examining player artefacts (screenshots taken by players and shared with the researcher, then 

reviewed together during the interview as a form of photo elicitation), P2 noted: 

P2: 

"I look at that one. [Player Artefact] I remember when I sent that one in the thing I 

thought, I'm smiling!" 

 
 
 

 

Figure 1: Artefact referred to by P2  

(Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo) 

 
Furthermore, when discussing their in-game routines, players would often liken the avatar’s 

regime to their routine outside of the game, as P5 highlights when asked about their in-game 

routine: 
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P5: 

"But my routine in the game is like, so the same routine. It's like my daily life. which is 

so funny because actually, is she so obviously like, a direct extension of myself? I 

never even realised." 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

For all players in my research, there was a level of identification with their avatar. In this sense, 

identification with the avatar refers to “the temporary alteration in self-perception of the player 

induced by the mental association with their game character” (van Looy et al 2012, p206). 

 
While this section will later explore and expand upon the role of imagination in relation to the 

avatar, it is important to highlight that identification with the avatar at its core is an imaginative 

and illusionary act. In this way, player identification with the avatar can be understood as a 

mirror stage experience (Lacan 2006), albeit within the virtual realm. When a player 

customises or chooses an avatar, they often engage in a similar process of “recognising” 

Figure 2: Artefact of P5 editing their avatar 
(Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo) 

 

Figure 3: Artefact of P5 interacting with an in-game mirror 
(Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo) 
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themselves in a digital form. Just as the infant in Lacan’s theory sees a coherent image in the 

mirror and begins to construct a self-identity around it, a player sees their digital self (the 

avatar) as a reflection or extension of aspects of themselves. However, there is also an 

awareness of the gap between the digital self and the real self, leading to complex dynamics 

where the avatar is both me and not me. This tension, much like Lacan’s original mirror stage, 

can fuel exploration and experimentation with identity (Lacan 1953). 

 

Through the medium of the avatar, players experiment with different identities, narratives and 

social interactions, as P1 highlights: 

 
P1: 

 

"I usually tried to design my avatar to kind of look like me, or to be a character, and so 

on [the player’s island] like, Jackal is a character, but Coyote is me.’ 

 
P1’s account suggests that as players take part in playful exploration of the self through play 

with the avatar, boundaries between inner subjective experience and external reality are 

blurred through the creation of various characters or avatars. The avatar acts as a liminal 

space between the body in the real world and the fictional body of the game world (Owen 

2017, p26). Thus, a space emerges between player and game in which fantasy and reality 

overlap and creativity emerges. In this “Third Space”, the player can identify with and project 

themselves onto the object, invoking a relationship that is a "bundle of projections" (Winnicott 

1969, p118; Winnicott 1971). 

 
The player, through the avatar, is cast as the active body or protagonist within the game, 

producing feelings of agency, omnipotence, and control. This feeling of agency experienced by 

the player can be likened to an act of imagination; while the player makes choices they feel 

are important in the game, many outcomes are defined by the parameters of the game space 

itself (Owen 2017). As P9 highlights when asked about terraforming their island: 

 
P9: 
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"[…] with the terraforming, I really felt like I had done it and I think as well it kind of 

made me feel like I had more stakes in the game if that made sense? […] I guess  

looking back it didn't matter but like if my island rating hadn't of increased after a day of 

hard work I would be pissed." 

 

 

Figure 4 Player Artefact of P9 Terraforming 

 (Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo) 

 

 
It is important to note that within ACNH, the island rating system provides players with 

feedback on the appeal of their island, using a scale from one to five stars based on factors 

such as landscaping and infrastructure. A higher rating grants access to in-game rewards, 

including special characters, new tools, and events. While this system presents itself as a fun 

and engaging challenge, it also mirrors aspects of neoliberal self-observation (Reichardt 

2018), reinforcing Players are responsible for every part of improving their island, from setting 

up decorations to managing villager relationships. This creates a kind of self-monitoring, where 

players constantly check their progress and adjust their strategies. The island rating system 

also creates a subtle sense of competition, as players often compare their islands’ ratings or 

designs with others in the game community. This mirrors neoliberal ideals of individual 

competition, where success is often measured by outperforming others (Harvey 2005). 

 
This sense of self-monitoring may seem paradoxical when we consider why players love 

ACNH in the first place. As P1 highlighted when asked about their reasons for enjoying the 

game: 
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P1: 

"Freedom, because you control everything you do, basically anything you really want in 

this game. But it's so much more than that; it's whatever you want it to be, and I think 

that's why it means so much to people." 

 
The paradox lies in how a rigid rating system, which encourages constant monitoring and 

optimisation of the island, contrasts with the very freedom P1 cherishes. While players are 

drawn to the game's openness and ability to shape their experience as they wish, the pressure 

to reach a high star rating could potentially undermine that sense of freedom. This may affect 

the game’s immersive qualities, as the focus shifts from creative exploration to meeting 

predefined metrics, limiting the player’s ability to fully embrace the freedom the game 

promises. However, when viewed through the lens of Winnicott’s (1971) concept of the 

facilitating environment, the rating system might also be understood as offering a form of 

containment. This containment provides a stable and bounded structure within which players 

can safely explore freedom and engage in creative play. From this perspective, the system 

does not entirely undermine freedom but rather creates the necessary conditions for the 

experience of the True Self to emerge within the play space. 

 
P9 and P1’s quotes highlight that immersion in a game is closely tied to the player's ability to 

engage with it imaginatively (Calleja 2011). This imaginative engagement is fundamental to 

the experience of play itself, allowing the player to be creative, shape their environment, and 

explore aspects of the self. Winnicott (1971) emphasises this intrinsic link between play and 

personal development, stating: 

 
"Cultural experience begins with creative living first manifested as play.” (Winnicott 1971, 

p135) 

 
In this sense, creative living, whether through artistic expression, intellectual exploration, or 

meaningful social interaction, builds upon the foundational processes of play. Just as early 
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play allows for self-discovery and engagement with the world, so too does creative activity in 

adulthood, reinforcing a continuous thread between play, creativity, and the formation of the 

self. 

 
For several players, the avatar became a symbolic representation of freedom and spontaneity, 

in stark contrast to the experience of lockdown and social distancing measures in the world 

outside the game. When asked about the experience of playing ACNH during lockdown, as a 

key worker, P10 highlights: 

 
P10: 

“[…] I was a key worker so I wouldn't see anyone outside of work and I felt like I was in 

a prison of getting up, going to work and coming home, not really talking to anyone and 

just starting the whole thing again. […] when I got the game it was a bit of a break in 

the day like I knew even if the world was shit, I could open my game and I could go 

fishing or I could see my little friends and it really would be a highlight of my day." 

 

Figure 5: Artefact of P10 fishing 

(Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo) 
 
 

For several players in this study, Cottagecore emerged as a response to the anxieties of the 

pandemic. Lockdowns forced people indoors and separated them from loved ones. As a 

result, many turned to Cottagecore as a source of comfort, finding that it reminded them of 

“simpler times’. 

 
When talking about their experience of playing ACNH during lockdown, several participants 

used words such as 'freedom' and 'safety', these feelings became synonymous with the 
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player's avatar, as P9 highlights: 

 
 

P9: 

"I think at the time in a way I was a bit jealous of my little avatar [laughs] [...]I just 

thought about what freedom I had in the game and stuff like that and like whenever I 

logged on and started playing and dressing myself [meaning dressing the avatar] I'd 

instantly feel more free even though nothing really changed." 

 

Figure 6: Artefact of P9 shopping for clothes in ACNH 
(Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo) 

 

 
For several participants, the freedom offered within the game space provided a crucial sense 

of control and autonomy (Tyack and Wyeth 2021). This sense of agency was particularly 

significant not only during the enforced lockdowns of COVID-19 but also in relation to broader 

societal expectations, including those shaped by gender norms (Riviera 2022). 

 
Turning to the work of Winnicott, we must touch upon the concept of illusion. Within this 

context, illusion should not be seen as a form of deception or delusion, but rather as a creative 

engagement with the inner and psychic worlds. For Winnicott, illusion has deep roots in the 

infant and caregiver relationship. Through the parenting of a “good-enough mother”, the baby 

experiences illusions of omnipotence; for example, the baby feels a need (hunger) and creates 

the breast (food) (Winnicott 1971). Illusion, for Winnicott, is a necessary and healthy part of 

development. It represents the merging of internal representations with the external world and 

forms the basis for play and creative experience (Winnicott 1971, p543). 

 
Similarities can be seen with several participants in this research. In the relationship between 
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player and avatar, within the game space, players often experience a sense of oneness with 

their avatar. This creates feelings of omnipotence, safety, and freedom. Such experiences can 

be understood as illusions, not as falsehoods, but as essential illusions that provide emotional 

security. Through imaginative activity with the avatar, players symbolise and externalise inner 

experience, laying the groundwork for creative expression and play with a “media object of the 

mind” (Bainbridge 2019, p.3). This engagement enables players to work through anxieties, 

particularly those linked to lockdown isolation and subjective experience. 

 
Several players have also highlighted that avatar identification was central to their ability to 

work through issues related to gender identity (Rhee and Kang 2025; Whitehouse 2023), 

highlighting the potential of ACNH as an object that enables players to work through complex 

experiences of self; in fact, for several players, this was a core aspect of their gaming 

experience. The following section will explore the specific ways in which players engage with 

meaningful play through the avatar to work through experiences of gender and therefore the 

self in line with the following research objectives: 

 
• O1) To explore how Winnicottian Object Relations Theory can enrich our 

understanding of self-experience, loneliness, and intimacy in the context of emergent 

virtual and technologised experience. 

 

 
• O4) To understand the potential of ACNH as a media object of the mind (Bainbridge 

2019, p3) in enabling players to work through the complex experience of self, culture, 

and ideology. 

3.2.3 Animal Crossing: 'Gender' as ‘Style’. 

 
Given my findings, it is crucial to explore the concept of gender within ACNH as an object 

through which players can navigate and address issues related to gender and self-identity 

(Riviera 2022). Exploring the gender dynamics within ACNH allows for deeper insight into how 

virtual environments facilitate personal and social reflection on gender, thereby contributing to 
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broader discourses on identity formation and expression, particularly within digital contexts 

(Rhee and Kang 2025; Whitehouse et al. 2023; Riviera 2022). While I did not intend for gender 

to become a central discussion it was a key theme that emerged throughout interviews with 

players. 

 
 

A core theme that became apparent in the analysis of player transcripts and artefacts is the 

performance of gender and gender identity through the avatar (Whitehouse et al. 2023). An 

important component that sets ACNH apart from previous instalments of the Animal Crossing 

series is gender fluidity, which in ACNH is referred to as ‘styles’. Previously, gender options for 

players were limited. For example, in earlier instalments boy characters would always wear a 

shirt and shorts, whereas girl characters would wear a dress. While this improved marginally in 

Animal Crossing: New Leaf (2008) with the introduction of trousers for girls, players were still 

minimally able to customise their characters due to gender differences. For instance, in 

previous instalments certain hairstyles were restricted based on the player’s chosen gender. In 

contrast, ACNH has a single character model for all humanoid players, allowing full access to 

all clothing and hairstyle options regardless of gender. However, the game still reinforces a 

gender binary by requiring players to select between a ‘boy’ or ‘girl’ style at the beginning. 

 
For several players in this research, gender expression was a core facet of their ACNH 

experience, as P1, who identifies as non-binary, highlights: 

P1 

"I really like how Animal Crossing was like, what's your style? Because I was like, oh, 

I'm more masculine. I'll pick the boy looking one." 

When asked about their experience of gender in relation to ACNH P8 notes that the ability to 

perform femininity was a core aspect of their experience: 

 
 

P8 
 

" I also do just think being able to indulge in these kind of gender aspects of my 

personality, like I have always been what you may call I think girly? Really helped me." 
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Academics and journalists alike have highlighted ACNH as a safe space for LGBTQIA players 

(Fernández and Moreno 2023; Riviera 2022; Nightingale 2021; Castello 2021), allowing 

players to push against anti-queer and anti-trans ideology by offering LGBTQIA people an 

affirming safe and creative space in which they can subvert binary expectations on gender 

(Shelton et al. 2023). However, through interviews with players in my study, who hold a range 

of beliefs and opinions concerning gender, it is apparent that a much more nuanced story 

emerges, one in which ACNH upholds and even intensifies traditional notions of gender for 

some players while allowing other players to subvert and explore their gender identity. 

 

3.2.4 Gender Performativity 

 
The following section examines P9 and P8’s engagement with their avatar’s “cottagecore” 

aesthetic and feminised gender expression, which created a playful sense of identification and 

offered comfort and psychological respite (Winnicott 1965). Some psychoanalytic practices 

have historically pathologised homosexuality, bisexuality, and transgender identities, framing 

them as developmental disturbances or signs of immaturity, yet virtual spaces like avatars 

provide opportunities to explore identity beyond these restrictive frameworks (Giffney 2017). 

Queer theorists often draw on psychoanalytic and Foucauldian ideas while repurposing them 

for critical, activist, and deconstructive aims, though discussions of gender and sexuality can 

still fall into overly simplistic binary categories, such as normativity versus everything outside 

it (Giffney 2017). 

 
Butler (1990; 2023) theorises gender not as a fixed identity but as enacted through repeated 

actions, behaviours, and language, describing this process as performativity. She emphasises 

that gender expression is not simply a matter of choice, since all subjects must perform some 

recognisable form of gender to be intelligible (Butler 1990). This perspective contrasts with 

Winnicott’s theory of the True and False Self (1960), which stresses the importance of an 

authentic core self. However, the True Self is not static; it can be expressed flexibly across 

different roles and performances when these feel meaningful and integrated. In this sense, 
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intentional gender performances can reflect authenticity rather than alienation. 

Butler’s recent reflections in Who’s Afraid of Gender? (2023), where they discuss identifying as 

non-binary and adopting they/them pronouns, illustrate how shifts in gendered expression can 

support the discovery and articulation of the self (Giffney 2017). 

 
The following section will explore P9’s experience as a trans woman navigating her gender 

identity within the environment of ACNH. Through identification with her avatar, P9. The game 

environment provided P9 with a unique platform for expressing aspects of her identity that 

were restricted in real life, highlighting the connection between gender performativity, digital 

spaces, and the True Self, while allowing for a dynamic and fluid experience of gender. 

 
P9 is a trans woman in her mid-twenties who began exploring her gender identity roughly a 

year before the onset of the pandemic. It was during the pandemic that P9 came out as a trans 

woman. P9 notes that she comes from a somewhat supportive household but still experiences 

prejudice and discrimination in wider society. Because of this discrimination, P9 experienced 

feelings of isolation and loneliness. P9 began playing ACNH, like many others, as soon as it 

was released and, like several other players in my study, quickly found herself playing it for 

several hours a day: 

 

P9: 
"So, in the really early days, I played for hours, I would have my little routine of getting 

up and going outside watering my flowers around the island, then I would go to the café 

in the museum and have a coffee; I'd basically live out my day." 

Figure 7: Artefact of P9 at Brewsters Cafe 
(Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo) 
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As previously stated earlier in this section, players often referred to the actions of their avatars 

using first-person language such as “I.” For P9, the style options in ACNH allowed for greater 

identification with the avatar due to its customisable androgynous nature 

P9: 

'I think something that felt really different this time is my character really felt like it was 

a blank slate like there wasn't any kind of specific gender look they were given and I 

think that's what got me so excited and into it, even in the early days there was so 

much you could do.' 

 
 

The increased ability to creatively customise the in-game ACNH avatar from a “blank slate” 

allowed P9 to experience greater feelings of freedom and control. While players still have to 

select between a ‘boy’ or ‘girl’ base mode, there are no limitations on the player regarding 

gender ‘style.’ This experience of greater fluidity in relation to the avatar enhanced not only 

feelings of identification with the avatar but also P9’s confidence: 

 
 

P9: 

"I think just being able to kind of do whatever I want kind of let me be a bit more 

adventurous, I started experimenting with my hair [P9's avatar], but even in real life I 

started to experiment with more feminine clothing". 

 
 
 
 

 

Figure 8: Artefact of P9 editing avatar 
(Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo) 
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This account by P9 highlights the intermediate area of experience described by Winnicott 

(1971,p86) that videogame players inhabit. The perceived freedom of the ACNH game space 

provided a supportive environment where P9 could explore identity without external pressures. 

Their playful engagement with the avatar fostered confidence and enabled experimentation 

with self-expression in ways that felt safe and affirming. Winnicott (1961; 1971) argues that 

when play occurs without excessive external demands, individuals gain confidence in their 

sense of self and authenticity. For P9, this translated into real-life exploration, offering 

glimpses of their “True Self” in the corporeal space. 

 
As lockdown progressed, P9, like many others, engaged with the “cottagecore” aesthetic on 

social media. Cottagecore is a lifestyle movement that romanticises rural simplicity, 

emphasising nature, handmade crafts, and traditional skills such as gardening, baking, and 

foraging. It idealises a cosy, pastoral existence reminiscent of an idyllic countryside (Ryan and 

Tileva 2022). Most prominently, P9 encountered other ACNH players who showcased and 

celebrated the cottagecore aesthetic. 

 
P9: 

 
"I kind of found this whole community on TikTok that I didn't really know was there but 

I just fell in love with it, I loved the kind of natural countryside vibe and then when I saw 

people kind of applying it to Animal Crossing I felt I had a theme ready for my island." 

 
 

When asked why they were drawn to the cottagecore aesthetic in particular, P9 first 

highlighted the “natural countryside vibe.” However, through further engagement with the 

aesthetic, it became apparent to P9 that they identified with the hyper-femininity of 

cottagecore. P9 quickly implemented this style on her ACNH island and, in particular, with her 

avatar: 
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P9: 

"[…] Then one day I created my own customised design for my avatar of a dress I'd 

seen on the cottagecore hashtag and it was like I could kind of see myself in my avatar 

for the first time." 

 

Figure 9: Artefact of P9 using custom creation to create custom clothing. 
(Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo) 

 

In this way, the environment of ACNH allowed P9 to be creative and to play in a spontaneous 

manner, facilitating the exploration of their True Self in Winnicott’s (1963) terms, particularly in 

relation to their gender identity. 

 
For Winnicott (1960), the True Self is characterised by spontaneity and rooted in the infant’s 

early experiences of omnipotence. It reflects innate needs and desires, providing the basis for 

creativity, vitality and authenticity. While gender performativity is socially constructed, certain 

expressions may resonate as authentic, evoking a sense of True Selfhood and showing how 

personal authenticity and social enactment intersect. 

 
In ACNH, detailed customisation such as the “strawberry dress” enabled P9 to perform gender 

in a safe, facilitating environment. This cottagecore play illustrates Butler’s view of gender as a 

“doing” rather than a “being” (2006), yet within a Winnicottian potential space it also allowed 

P9 to experience authenticity through performance. 

 
In P9’s case, the avatar functions as a mirror, reflecting an idealised self. As in Lacan’s (1953) 

mirror stage, where the child identifies with a coherent image that contrasts with fragmented 

bodily experience, the player sees their customisable character and develops a deeper 

understanding of gender identity. 
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A pivotal moment occurs when this identification moves beyond the screen into lived 

experience. The dress becomes a material link between virtual and real, producing “gender 

euphoria” as external presentation aligns with the internal sense of True Self (Winnicott 1963). 

Over time, this identification strengthens, allowing elements of the ideal image to shape real-

world self-presentation. 

 
Here the avatar also operates within Winnicott’s (1971) potential space. Creative engagement 

allows the True Self to emerge spontaneously, since “only the True Self can be creative and 

only the True Self can feel real” (Winnicott 1960, p.148). 

 
If the True Self represents thriving, the False Self can be seen as survival. Emerging from a 

failure of “good enough caregiving,” the False Self is characterised by compliance. Continued 

environmental failure produces a defensive façade that conforms in order to shield the True 

Self from impingements (Winnicott 1960, p30) . In extreme cases, the False Self may appear 

authentic, while the True Self remains hidden and unrealised (Winnicott 1963). Yet Winnicott 

also argued that in healthy individuals the False Self serves as a necessary adaptation for 

living in society. It is only when this adaptation dominates that the True Self becomes 

compromised. 

 
Through playful engagement with the avatar and the cottagecore aesthetic, P9 expresses 

gender performativity. By dressing her avatar in flowy dresses, she performs gender in ACNH 

in ways that align with her felt sense of True Self. Cottagecore, with its emphasis on femininity, 

nature and simplicity, provides a set of conventional gendered styles that P9 could adopt and 

experiment with, reinforcing her feminine gender identity. In consciously choosing this 

aesthetic, P9 not only engaged creatively with aspects of her True Self but also resisted 

restrictive norms that stigmatise trans identities. 

 
P9’s repeated encounters in the game space highlight how virtual environments can provide a 

safe and containing arena for exploring and experimenting with gender (Calvin 2017; Freeman 

et al. 2022; Fernandez and Moreno 2023; Riviera 2022; Koma 2023). Through playful and 
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creative engagements with gender performativity, P9’s gender identity was both constructed 

and reinforced. This process eventually crossed the boundary of inner psychic life into the 

external world, where gender expression was lived beyond the video game. P9 described this 

as a moment of “gender euphoria.” The game thus functioned as a safe, contained digital 

Third Space for gender exploration (Riviera 2022), which she carried into everyday life. 

 
While queer theorists such as Jagose (1996) argue that gender should be understood as fluid, 

allowing individuals to reimagine and reshape their identities, some participants expressed 

apprehension about contemporary shifts in understandings of gender. This can be understood 

through Giffney’s (2017) concept of the “encounter,” which describes how individuals interact 

with social and cultural frameworks as a space for negotiation and reflection. When asked 

about politics, several participants referenced current debates surrounding gender identity, 

with opinions ranging widely. P8, for example, noted that their conservative upbringing directly 

shaped their perspective on gender. 

 
P8: 

“I was also raised with quite I guess what I would call conservative values. When 

people talk about gender identity and stuff it can make me feel quite uncomfortable but 

that's like my own thing and something I’m trying to work hard on." 

 
 

P8 also noted: 

P8: 
 

"I think the word deprogramming may give that impression but really its more about 

challenging and kind of I guess really questioning everything I've ever known which can 

be really scary.” 

 
Confronting tensions between societal expectations and personal beliefs provoked anxiety for 

P8, who found solace in videogames. This space enabled exploration of feminine aspects of 

the self in ways that felt less threatening than directly challenging social norms. The fear, 
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anxiety and isolation linked to questioning deeply ingrained beliefs, similar to processes of 

“deprogramming,” were offset by the comfort of gaming, which offered an escape where 

gendered identity could be engaged more freely. In Butler’s (2023) terms, P8’s exploration 

reflects the “phantasm” of gender: a way of temporarily navigating the fear and discomfort of 

breaking from normative expectations. Within this virtual realm, they constructed a “counter-

imaginary” through which repressed or distorted aspects of self could be explored and 

affirmed. When reflecting on this experience, P8 said: 

 
P8: 

 
"I think in a way.. it is comforting for me to be able to kind of indulge in my femininity 

and like I guess the way I see gender and in some ways I guess I still do?" 

 
Like P9, P8 found great comfort in the cottagecore aesthetic through performative elements 

such as food, dress, and imagery. Women, particularly queer women, curate an idyllic vision of 

rural life, effectively claiming it as their own (Barbeau et al. 2022). Cottagecore, as a 

performative practice, allows individuals to indulge in a fictional frontier lifestyle for their own 

enjoyment. This trend reflects a growing desire to retreat from mainstream society and seek 

solace in tight-knit, homogeneous communities, replacing physical co-spatiality with online 

connectedness (Ryan and Tileva 2022; Barbeau et al. 2022). 

 
When asked why they identified with the cottagecore aesthetic P8 said: 

 
 
 

P8: 

"I think the more feminine aspects - I like the baking and the more domestic aspects of 

Cottagecore." 

 
When ACNH was updated to allow players to farm and cook, P8 quickly implemented this in 

their gameplay, as P8 notes: 

P8: 
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'I just love it. When they did the cooking update I was so excited I think I just 

spent like hours in the little kitchen I made doing recipes and stuff it made me 

feel so happy.' 

 

Figure 10: Artefact of P8 cooking in-game 
(Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo) 

 

 

Figure 11: Artefact P8 choosing recipes. 
(Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo) 

 

 
P8 drew on the cottagecore aesthetic, defined by romanticised domesticity and pastoral 

beauty (Sánchez-Querubín et al. 2025; Ramachandran 2021), to explore and express aspects 

of identity through performative acts in the game. Activities such as gardening, decorating, and 

crafting were central to identity development for both P8 and P9, each drawn to the “trad 

femme” aesthetic in distinct yet converging ways (Sánchez-Querubín et al. 2025;). From a 

Winnicottian perspective, this digital play may enable engagement with the True Self in a 

secure and creative space, fostering growth and reconnection (Winnicott 1971). 

 
Yet the embrace of cottagecore is not without tension. The aesthetic has been critiqued for 

idealising nostalgic domesticity and reinforcing conservative or “tradwife” discourses that risk 

re-inscribing patriarchal norms (Sharp 2016; Kay and Wood 2021; Sjö 2015). For P8, this 
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tension is especially evident: while cottagecore provided a safe avenue for exploring 

femininity, some aspects of their engagement also carried the qualities of a False Self, 

where conformity to socially sanctioned domestic ideals masked deeper anxieties around 

gender. In this sense, ACNH becomes both a site of liberation and constraint, offering space 

for playful self-expression while echoing restrictive gender norms. 

 
The solace P8 found in this play underscores the transitional role of ACNH, enabling 

experimentation with identity without real-world repercussions. Its spontaneity facilitated 

moments of authenticity, in line with Winnicott’s assertion that “the spontaneous gesture is the 

True Self in action” (Winnicott 1965, p.148), even as moments of False Self compliance 

coexisted within this digital space. 

 
P8: 

 
"I think when I was more like I guess spontaneous and not thinking as much, I was 

thinking less about what looks good or bad, or is right or wrong, and I just kind of went, 

[…]I think in that way it made playing more fun and I think that's something about 

games like Animal Crossing, you can play any way you want and it is still valid." 

 
As P8 played ACNH the continuous holding and containing experience that ACNH provided 

them, particularly through the creative and constructive elements of the game such as 

designing and decorating, allowed P8 to sublimate their feelings and anxieties into a more 

emotionally productive output. Furthermore, the immersive nature of ACNH offers a space for 

fantasy, where P8 could play with scenarios that provide them relief from the anxiety of 

confronting and 'deprogramming' their conservative views. 

 
In the case of P8, while ACNH does not explicitly promote binary and traditional gender 

standards, the sandbox nature of ACNH, where the player has a greater degree of freedom 

and creativity, allows P8 to engage with these concepts related to identity formation. While 

some scholars highlight the potential for video games to be insular and harmful to 

marginalised communities (Vysotsky and Allaway, 2018; Cote, 2020; McCullough et al., 2020), 
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for the players in my study, the virtual environment of ACNH serves as a space for play within 

defined boundaries. It enables them to navigate and reconcile their internal conflicts 

surrounding gender and identity in a non-threatening and creative manner (Calloway, 2024; 

Waszkiewics and Bakun, 2020; Griffiths, 2016; Gray, 2017). 

 
The experience of these players in ACNH highlights how identity is continuously formed, 

negotiated, and potentially transformed through both individual experiences of “authenticity” 

and social influences (Winnicott 1961; Butler 1999, 2024). Players interacting with the feminine 

aesthetic of cottagecore, such as P8, engaged in a performative act of gender in line with the 

work of Butler (1999). This aesthetic, characterised by a romanticised domesticity and pastoral 

beauty, allows for the exploration of identity through ACNH’s customisation options. The acts 

of gardening, decorating, and crafting within the game mirror real-world activities associated 

with cottagecore, which idealises a return to simple, self-sustaining, and harmonious living with 

nature. This vision often reflects the pastoral ideal (Ryan and Tileva 2022; Barbeau 2022; 

Munro and O’Kane 2021; Ramachandran 2021; Xiang 2015). Such engagement offers a form 

of escapism and creative expression that contrasts with the complexity of modern living. 

 
ACNH and cottagecore articulate a contemporary pastoral nostalgia, constructing virtual 

spaces where participants pursue practices that evoke simplicity, creativity, and craftsmanship. 

These acts, echoing the bucolic vision, function as a quiet resistance to the alienation and 

relentless productivity of the neoliberal present (McGrath 2023; Munro and O’Kane 2021; 

Ramachandran 2021). This ethos resonates with the Arts and Crafts movement, championed 

by figures such as William Morris, who sought to restore artistic integrity and craftsmanship in 

response to industrialisation (Triggs 2023). Within ACNH, gardening, crafting, and decorating 

are liberated from economic pressures, reflecting Morris’s conviction in the intrinsic value of 

artistry and meaningful labour. 

In contrast, the neoliberal wasteland of the present restricts and devalues such creative and 

connective acts. Neoliberal logic embeds economic rationalities and technologies into 
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everyday life (Foucault 2008; 2010). Practices like gardening or crafting are commodified or 

reframed as hobbies demanding time and privilege, rendering them inaccessible to many. 

Land, once central to pastoral life and imbued with communal and cultural meaning, is 

reduced to a resource for exchange and exploitation (Haiven 2016; Faber 2018). The romantic 

and collective dimensions of the pastoral are thus eroded, supplanted by disconnection and 

precarity. 

 
Thus, while ACNH and the cottagecore aesthetic evoke pastoral nostalgia, they do so as a 

mode of escapism from the neoliberal present rather than a genuine return to its ideals. The 

idyllic virtual landscapes of ACNH function as imagined refuges from the complexities and 

inequalities of contemporary life. This underscores both the enduring allure of the pastoral and 

the stark conditions of neoliberalism that render such escapes desirable. 

 
This romanticised vision of self-sufficiency and craftsmanship exists within a paradox: the 

game itself, along with the Nintendo Switch console, is a mass-produced commodity designed 

for consumption. While ACNH simulates an escape from capitalist pressures, it remains firmly 

embedded within global market structures. This raises questions about the extent to which 

digital play can resist the very forces it seeks to transcend. The tension between its 

handcrafted aesthetic and the industrial realities of its production mirrors longstanding critiques 

of the Arts and Crafts movement. Despite its anti-industrial ethos, the movement often relied 

on elite patronage and commercial viability (Triggs 2023). In this way, ACNH represents both a 

retreat from, and a product of, the very system it appears to resist. 

 
For P9, who employed feminine aesthetics subversively, ACNH offered a platform to challenge 

and disrupt established gender norms. This illustrates how conscious performativity can serve 

as a means of questioning and unsettling societal expectations of gender identity, becoming 

“…lived enactments that do change the way in which we live and breathe” (Butler 2024, p. 

122). Through subversive play, players such as P9 can redefine these norms. Here, play 

becomes a medium for both personal expression and social critique. 
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By examining the experiences of P8 and P9, we gain a richer understanding of how sandbox 

video games such as ACNH facilitate the exploration and expression of gender identity by 

enabling spontaneity and creativity. The interplay of performative gender acts within a safe, 

creative “Third Space” underscores the importance of cultivating environments that sustain 

authentic self-expression while critically engaging with the societal forces shaping identity. 

 

3.2.5  Island customisation 

 
Throughout lockdown, ACNH was widely praised as being a creative form of escapism for 

players globally (Roskin 2024; Tran 2020; Elize 2020). In contrast to previous instalments of 

Animal Crossing (Nintendo 2001), ACNH offered the player a greater degree of control and 

creativity, allowing them to shape and mould their islands. 

 
After achieving a three-star island rating, players unlock the Island Design app on their 

NookPhone. This enables them to reshape the terrain by creating or removing cliffs and 

bodies of water, and by laying down various types of paths, including custom-created ones. 

Players can decorate their islands with outdoor furniture, seasonal and event items, as well as 

special outdoor decor such as benches, lampposts and fountains. Buildings and infrastructure 

can be customised by relocating homes, shops and other buildings. By constructing bridges 

and inclines, players can connect different parts of their island. Gardening and landscaping 

play a crucial role, as players can plant trees, flowers and shrubs, as well as use fencing to 

create boundaries and define spaces. Custom designs allow for even more personalisation, 

with players able to create and share patterns and textures for clothing, wallpapers and paths 

and the Pro Design feature offers more intricate design options. 

 
Through these various features, ACNH provides extensive and creative tools for players to 

express their creativity and design a unique island environment tailored to their preferences. 

Such high levels of personal customisation are crucial for player engagement in sandbox video 

games (Soutter and Hitchens 2016; Szloin et al. 2023). 
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Island customisation in ACNH offers a rich avenue for exploring the dynamics of digital play. 

Building on the theoretical framework of D. W. Winnicott, this section will explore how island 

customisation in ACNH acted as a form of creative play, aiding in the emotional development 

and self-expression of the players. 

 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, when many aspects of life were uncertain and lacked control, 

ACNH customisation features offered some players a distinctive means of exerting control and 

finding solace. Interviews with players in this research highlighted the varied ways they 

engaged with their environments. Some players sought to create idyllic utopias, meticulously 

designing digital spaces as a form of escapism. Others used these features subversively, 

challenging conventional aesthetics and norms by constructing unconventional or chaotic 

landscapes that reflected their feelings of overwhelm and disruption. Customisation in games 

such as ACNH is vital for player engagement, providing a sense of agency and ownership 

over the player’s game space (Watkins and Moleworth 2012; Cuthbert et al. 2020; Schanzer et 

al. 2018). 

 
Moreover, extensive customisation fosters creativity, encouraging the player to harness their 

imagination by providing tools to reshape terrain, design paths, place furniture, and create 

custom patterns. In this way, the game becomes a creative outlet where players can 

experiment with ideas and designs. The nature of customisation in ACNH recalls the 

importance of fantasy in creative play. While, like Freud, Winnicott acknowledges the 

defensive function of fantasy, he places significant emphasis on its expressive and 

communicative aspects. Winnicott views fantasies not merely as disguises for deeper issues 

but as expressions of the imagination that may enrich a person’s psychological life. 

Furthermore, he highlights an aspect of fantasy that Freud does not: the capacity to create a 

world of pure possibility. For Winnicott, fantasy can envision new realities and possibilities that 

may transform corporeal reality. 
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In summary, fantasy acts as a creative expression of the imagination capable of manifesting in 

the life of the player. AACNH customisation features enhance social interaction and 

community building, creating a “Third Space” as players share their customised islands online, 

visit each other’s islands, and exchange ideas and items. This element of community building 

will be explored further in Section 3, which examines multiplayer play. This section highlights 

the spectrum of player experiences, from those who found catharsis in creating their islands to 

those who expressed distress and overwhelm, illustrating the diverse ways in which 

customisation features were used to navigate emotional landscapes and boundaries. 

 

3.2.6 Customising with Cottagecore 

 
As noted in the previous subsection on avatar customisation, several participants in this 

research found solace in and made extensive use of the Cottagecore aesthetic, which is 

characterised by the romanticisation of rural life and often evokes imagery of quaint cottages 

and a slower pace of life, untouched by the complexities of modernity (Lange 2020; Johnson 

2020). While I have discussed Cottagecore in relation to avatar customisation, in ACNH 

participants used the aesthetic to creatively craft islands that serve as virtual escapes from the 

stresses of contemporary life. 

 
The growing popularity of Cottagecore reflects the continued idealisation of rural life as a site 

of purity, simplicity, and moral virtue, standing in stark contrast to urban environments 

(Williams 1973). This connects it to the poetic tradition of the pastoral, which dates back to the 

Ancient Greeks (Dewayanti and Andhini 2023; Jephcote 2023; Griffith 2014), whereby 

countryside life is romanticised by city dwellers, combining nostalgia and fantasy. This 

collective sense of nostalgia can foster social connectedness and belonging, particularly for 

marginalised groups (Smeekes et al. 2018). Within Cottagecore, such nostalgia enables queer 

individuals to find connection through shared experiences and values, cultivating a community 

that extends beyond geographical boundaries (Hayward and Hill 2024). 
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The Cottagecore fantasy embraces simplicity and self-sufficiency, framing a return to nature 

and the pastoral as a rejection of the consumerism and materialism often linked to capitalist 

societies, much like the Romantic movement’s response to the Enlightenment. However, while 

Cottagecore in theory promotes a simplified, non-consumerist ideal, wealth and class are key 

factors in engagement with the Cottagecore lifestyle and aesthetic (McGrath 2023; Munro and 

O’Kane 2021; Ramachandran 2021). Those with wealth have the means to purchase rural 

properties; furthermore, wealthier individuals have more leisure time and resources to invest in 

sustainable products and sustainable living (Waller 2022). 

 
For several players in my research, their first interactions with the Cottagecore aesthetic 

occurred as much of the world faced various lockdowns and social distancing measures. For 

these participants, the expansive green fields and picturesque villages of the Cottagecore 

aesthetic stood in stark contrast to the urban environments of the cities where many of them 

lived, as these players highlight: 

 
 

 
P9: 

 
“I just remember feeling so stuck in this little flat in London that I was paying ridiculous 

prices for and like I knew what Cottagecore was but I became obsessed during 

lockdown 

 
P11: 

 
“Yeah so before COVID I was renting in London and it was awful the rent was so high 

for practically nothing I felt like I was paying to live in a shoebox.” 

 
 

However, for some players in this research their interest in Cottagecore stemmed from a 

sense of nostalgia, as P8 highlights: 
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P8: 

“So even before I played games I loved everything Cottagecore and before COVID I 

was quite lucky because as a family we would go to the countryside a lot and I wanted 

that to translate into my game.” 

 
For several players in this study, Cottagecore emerged as a response to the anxieties and 

uncertainties of the pandemic. With lockdowns forcing people indoors and separating them 

from loved ones and daily routines, many turned to Cottagecore as a source of comfort, 

something that resonated with nostalgia for the “before times.” 

 
As P10 highlights: 

 

 
P10: 

“I would love looking up inspiration on Tumblr and Pinterest, the Cottagecore tags on 

Tumblr are really good… I kind of found myself scrolling more and more as the 

pandemic got worse, it was like a break in the day and then I’d take that back to my 

island.” 

 
By embracing the Cottagecore aesthetic in the virtual space of ACNH, players playfully 

transformed their in-game environments. The ability to terraform landscapes, for example, 

provided players with the tools to shape and mould their islands into personalised visions of 

rural paradise. This creative freedom enabled them to design spaces that reflected their ideals 

and offered emotional comfort. As several players highlighted: 

 
P10: 

“So I had this vision for my island with these kind of winding rivers and dramatic cliffs 

so I spent ages terraforming that and then I knew I wanted a kind of softer cottagecore 

area so I made like a little heart-shaped pond and added lots of flowers I think that was 

my favourite spot.” 

P9: 
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“I wanted to keep with the Cottagecore theme and because there was so many 

customisation options and DIYs I was able to kind of incorporate that into the house 

decorating and I knew I wanted to carry on that kind of Cottagecore arts and crafts vibe 

that I had on my island.” 

 

 

Figure 12:Artefact of P9 customising their island with objects and flowers. 
(Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo) 

 

In this way, the terraforming that players engage in to craft their Cottagecore utopias can be 

seen as symbolic of players exerting control and a sense of omnipotence over their 

environment, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic, when real-world control was elusive. 

Terraforming, much like a child playing with building blocks, provides a structured yet flexible 

form of play in which players project their inner worlds onto a controllable landscape, thereby 

regaining a sense of agency. Just as children arrange and rearrange blocks to construct 

imagined worlds, players manipulate the digital landscape to create personalised 

environments that correspond to and reflect their desires and imaginations, within the safe 

intermediary zone of the transitional space (Winnicott 1971) in ACNH. 

 
Retreat and return are central to notions of the pastoral (Jephcote 2023; Griffith 2014) and 

have long shaped pastoral writing. Such retreat is not only a physical withdrawal but also a 

reimagining of one’s relationship with the world, often grounded in nostalgia and longing for a 

simpler, more harmonious existence (Jephcote 2023; Xiang 2015). In this sense, ACNH offers 

players a form of pastoral nostalgia that resonated with participants in my study. While the 

game presents multiple nostalgic encounters, from childhood memories to interactions with 
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friends, island customisation through the lens of Cottagecore evokes a particularly gendered 

longing. 

 
Nostalgia within Cottagecore is closely tied to ideals of home and safety, which are 

themselves deeply gendered (Melhish 2023). The countryside, like the image of the family 

gathered at the hearth, has often been imagined as existing outside capitalist demands, where 

“mother” and “mother nature” are idealised as ever-reliable sources of comfort and 

replenishment (Kay and Wood 2021). Yet this romanticisation risks reinforcing patriarchal 

structures, as such visions tend to exclude the complexities and inequalities of gendered life in 

rural settings (Sjö 2015). The emphasis within nostalgic “tradwife” content on displaying a 

feminised self, often in line with hegemonic but modest ideals of beauty (Zahay 2022; Bower 

2024), further illustrates how Cottagecore can reproduce restrictive norms even as it offers 

creative space for self-expression. 

 
Thus, ACNH mirrors the retreat–return dynamic of the pastoral, providing players with a 

carefully crafted digital landscape where they may withdraw into natural beauty and self-

expression before re-entering everyday life with a renewed sense of calm. At the same time, 

the cultural weight of nostalgia entwined with gender means that such retreats are never 

neutral, but bound up in broader histories of romanticising nature, rurality, and femininity 

(McGrath 2023; Munro and O’Kane 2021; Chang 2019). 

 
In this way, the capitalist society in which these videogames are promoted, marketed, and sold 

is increasingly troubled by a sense of hauntology, where the remnants of past ideals and 

unrealised futures linger in the present, creating a sense of nostalgia (Fisher 2014). 

 
ACNH and other games like it embody this form of nostalgia by offering players serene 

environments, gentle challenges, and opportunities for creative expression through the 

sandbox videogame genre, which gives players a great degree of freedom to play the game as 

they please. The experience of playing ACNH, along with games such as Stardew Valley 

(ConcernedApe 2016) and Spiritfarer (Thunder Lotus Games 2020), allows players to immerse 
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themselves in worlds where the stresses of contemporary life, such as labour, are replaced by 

the rhythms of pastoral life. 

 
In games such as ACNH, players often return to a place integral to their youth or, in the case 

of ACNH, an island getaway: a digital space where they can retreat and reconnect with a 

romanticised vision of nature and rural simplicity. Games like ACNH have grown in popularity 

and come to be known as ‘Cosy Games’ (Jones 2024). The rise of cosy games gained 

significant momentum in 2020 with the launch of ACNH during the COVID-19 pandemic. This 

appeal to cosy gaming, particularly during the pandemic, reflects a broader longing for 

connection, both socially and subjectively. As many people experienced heightened loneliness 

and a craving for meaningful engagement, cosy games fulfilled this need. As P7 noted: 

 
P7: 

 
‘I just find them so cosy, a lot of them are like farming sims as well and I just find 

something so comforting in like building something up […] I’m not a big fan of like really 

intense games they give me anxiety. I think these kinds of games with like the farming 

and stuff really comfort me because they are quite simple really and I love the idea of 

being in all this nature[…]”’ 

 
The specific pastoral nostalgia evoked by ACNH and other cosy games should be understood 

as a direct reaction to the socio-political, economic, and environmental climate in which we 

live. Players seek a meaningful and distinctive gaming experience that contrasts with the fast-

paced, socially disconnected, and often anxiety-inducing world many have endured. Acting as 

a melancholic response to the fragmentation and alienation of modern life, the pastoral serves 

as an idealised lost object that the individual mourns (Kristeva 1989). In the case of ACNH, its 

sense of pastoral nostalgia allows for the emergence of the ‘unthought known’ (Bollas 1987); 

the growing desire for these games resonates with deep-seated, unconscious memories and 

desires for safety, comfort, and a sense of belonging. 



162  

3.2.7  Subversive Customisation 

 
It is important to highlight that none of the players in my research played with mods (see 

glossary of terms in Appendix A). Modding on the Nintendo Switch can be challenging due to 

hardware and software restrictions. Only unpatched first-generation models are easily 

modifiable using known exploits, while patched versions and newer models, such as the 

Switch Lite and OLED, have enhanced security, making them harder to mod. The process 

often involves technical steps, specialised tools, and knowledge of software such as custom 

firmware (CFW). Risks include bricking the console, voiding warranties, or being banned from 

online services. 

 
When analysing player artefacts, it became apparent that several players used the high levels 

of customisation in a creative yet subversive manner, bending the intention of game designers 

and, in some cases, the Nintendo Code of Conduct, which prohibits ‘content that is obscene, 

illegal or otherwise inappropriate.’ However, rule breaking carries consequences; like a 

caregiver taking away the toy of a naughty child, if a player is found to have violated the 

Nintendo Code of Conduct, they may have their Nintendo Account suspended or deleted, 

losing access to digitally downloaded content, including purchased games. Despite this, 

players who engaged in subversive rule breaking experienced a sense of empowerment 

through creative freedom. 

 
Engaging in creative rule breaking allows players to think innovatively and use the game’s 

customisation features in unexpected ways. Players may face consequences, but these are 

minimal compared to the serious repercussions of rule breaking in the real world. In this way, 

the virtual environment of ACNH serves as a safe space for experimentation with limited risk. 

Unlike the real world, where rule breaking can result in significant punishment, the game 

enables players to push boundaries and explore new ideas without fear. This safety net 

encourages risk-taking and fosters feelings of liberation and empowerment. 
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P1’s experience with customisation within ACNH provides insight into this element of digital 

play and its role in identity formation and self-expression. P1 distinguishes ACNH amongst 

other instalments of the Animal Crossing series, noting that the increased customisation allows 

for greater levels of player control. P1 was particularly adept at interacting with the creative 

aspects of the game, such as terraforming and customisation. 

P1: 

‘It was so beyond anything that any other Animal Crossing game had done, because 

not only did you, you got to do all of the planting, you know, growing the fruit trees and 

putting down items and growing flowers. But you picked where villagers lived and who 

stayed on your island, and who left your island, and who moved to your island’ 

P1 went onto say: 

P1: 

‘And you're in charge, which I think it was, wasn't really present even then, in the one 

where you could be town representative, you didn't have this level of control.’ 

 
P1’s account emphasises the importance of being in control. Due to the degree of control 

afforded to the player over the virtual environment, the game becomes a space where P1’s 

imagination and creativity can flourish (Winnicott 1971). While P1 must operate within the 

parameters set by ACNH, they actively shape the virtual space as fully as possible in an act of 

playful creativity. P1’s ability to make decisions about their environment mirrors Winnicott’s 

emphasis on the importance of feelings of omnipotence in the development of the True Self. 

The enhanced customisation and control enable the player to express their preferences and 

desires, contributing to a unique and authentic experience within the game. 

 
Living in a southern conservative state, coupled with the wider political climate in America, is 

described by P1 as “scary,” as they noted when asked about their view of contemporary 

society: 

P1: 
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“But even still there are times that are a little scary, and there are people who will try to 

get you into an argument, or who will try to like, harass you, and you'll just be standing 

in a grocery store like minding your business.” 

 
 
For P1, the real-world environment and political climate where they live felt restrictive, evoking anxiety 

and a sense of confinement. When discussing these emotions, P1 often spoke quickly, reflecting the 

intensity of their feelings. The slow-paced and controllable gameplay of ACNH offers a starkly different 

experience from the politically charged real world that P1 inhabits. P1 creatively repurposed objects 

within the game, such as a jar of moss, to imitate a jar of cannabis, as shown in the player artefact 

below. They also used custom designs to create signs and replicate jars of cannabis. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 13: Screenshot of video Artefact sent by P1 showing the 
‘cannabis dispensary’ 
(Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo). 

 

Figure 14: Screenshot of video Artefact sent by P1 showing the 
‘cannabis dispensary’ 
(Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo) 

 

P1 harnessed the games customisation features to create a cannabis dispensary, which is a 

clear violation of Nintendo’s Terms of Service specifically: 
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“[..] not every topic that might be appropriate in other venues is appropriate on our 

products, platforms, and events, which are a celebration of our Nintendo characters 

and worlds.” 

 
P1 is engaging in subversive play. This act of rebellion, facilitated by ACNH, serves as a form 

of symbolic defiance against both the game’s regulations and real-world constraints. This 

aligns with Winnicott’s concept of potential or transitional space, where individuals negotiate 

their identity within a “Third Space” that bridges internal and external realities (Winnicott 1971, 

p188). Beyond simply offering a site for experimentation, ACNH also enabled a deeper 

reconnection with the self through subjective play. In a world often shaped by social, 

economic, or personal limitations, ACNH provided P1 with a mediating environment where 

they could defy constraints and reimagine possibilities for agency, connection, and selfhood. 

 
This subversive play through customisation allowed P1 to assert autonomy and freedom safely 

and without consequence within the game. The virtual environment of ACNH functioned as a 

sandbox, enabling P1 to transgress boundaries, both aesthetic and behavioural, that might be 

rigidly enforced in the real world. Through this play, they navigated tensions between control 

and freedom, stability and change, using the game space to explore alternative modes of self-

expression. 

 

3.2.8  Pixels to Peace: Grieving in the Digital. 

 
Throughout my research and the pandemic, stories of loss and grief were central to the shared 

experience. For many, the psychological process of mourning was disrupted by the lack of 

closure. People had to find new ways to grieve, as funerals often took place over Zoom. The 

inability to gather in person, embrace loved ones, and participate in traditional funeral rituals 

profoundly affected the grieving process (Schaik et al. 2022). This collective experience of 

mourning called attention to the importance of connection and ritual in processing loss, 

compelling individuals and communities to adapt and discover new methods to support one 
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another while honouring those who had passed (Fernández and Falcón 2021; Şimşek Arslan 

and Buldukoğlu 2021; Mitima-Verloop et al. 2022). 

 
When speaking to some participants, it became clear that several players had experienced 

loss during the pandemic. As one player noted: 

 
P11: 

 
“I remember when my mum called me to tell me she died [grandmother] and it was like 

woosh the whole world changed but I was so far away from family.” 

 
The inability to grieve and mourn properly added to feelings of confusion and isolation, 

intensifying the emotional toll during a period of unprecedented challenges. Freud’s (1917) 

distinction between mourning and melancholia provides a useful framework for understanding 

this. Mourning is a conscious process in which “…there is nothing about the loss which is 

unconscious” (Freud 1917, p. 245), allowing individuals to gradually process and resolve grief. 

In contrast, melancholia involves an object loss removed from conscious awareness, where 

one may know rationally what has been lost but not its personal significance. 

 
The absence of communal support and reliance on remote memorials impeded this 

processing. Many individuals were unable to articulate or resolve their grief (Mitima-Verloop et 

al. 2022), risking a shift into melancholia, where loss becomes internalised and unresolved, 

intensifying confusion, isolation, and distress. These limitations hindered people’s ability to find 

solace and community, further deepening disconnection and loneliness. As P11 highlights 

 
P11: 

 
“Like how do you even get over anything? There were…there was no way to get 

through it properly. We couldn’t even have a proper funeral nobody had any clue what 

to do and we couldn’t even fully comprehend anything.” 

 
 

P12 noted on losing several elderly family members: 
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P12: 

“It was one thing after another really. I mean they were really old but a part of you 

always thought they’d be safe there and I just remember not being able to go to all of 

the funerals and watching it over Zoom or whatever it was really overwhelming [...] It 

was lonely.” 

 
Players used ACNH to explore emotions of grief and loss through play, demonstrating the 

transformative potential of digital play (Winnicott 1971). ACNH’s emphasis on player control 

and customisation enabled creative expression and offered a means to work through complex 

feelings within a safe and immersive environment. Within this virtual space, individuals were 

able to commemorate loved ones, build memorials, and engage in personal reflection. The 

following section examines the experiences of P12, who used the island customisation 

features in ACNH to create a graveyard area on their island as a way to process their grief. 

 
P12 described the loss of several elderly family members during the pandemic as 

“overwhelming”, highlighting that pandemic restrictions prevented proper grieving, increasing 

feelings of loss and confusion. While several players spoke of grief and loss, this was a 

particular focus for P12 when discussing their pandemic experience. The themes of grief, loss, 

and mourning emerged as central, as reflected in P12’s player artefacts. However, restrictions 

disrupted this process, leaving P12 overwhelmed by an inability to grieve fully. This difficulty 

may reflect the onset of melancholia, in which grief becomes tied to an “object loss which is 

lost from consciousness” (Freud 1917). While P12 could rationally identify their losses, the 

compounded feelings of confusion suggest a struggle to fully process what had been lost to 

them. 
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Figure 15: Artefact of P12 in a graveyard area of their 
island. 
(Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo) 

 

Figure 16: Artefacts of P12 in a graveyard area of their island. 
(Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo) 

For P12, ACNH provided a sense of control and a way to process real-world grief. P12 used 

the game’s partition and fencing tools, along with its customisation features, to create a 

graveyard space on their island. While a central theme of this research is the crossing of 

boundaries, P12’s use of island customisation tools such as walls and partitions also reflects a 

need to establish symbolic boundaries. In the context of ACNH, these boundaries served both 

practical and emotional purposes. 

 
P12’s creation of a graveyard space through partitions and fences can be interpreted as an act 

of symbolic delineation, imposing structure and order amidst the chaos and grief of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The clear demarcation of space within the game mirrored a deeper 

psychological process, with the graveyard symbolically marking the boundary between life and 

death, past and present. ACNH here functioned as a Winnicottian transitional space (Winnicott 

1971), facilitating imaginative engagement with loss and enabling P12 to work through grief in 

a contained and creative manner. Winnicott (1971, p130) describes play as central to symbol-

making, a process through which individuals negotiate meaning and establish connections 

between inner emotional life and external reality. Similarly, Bion’s (1959; 1962) concept of 
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containment is relevant: ACNH provided a holding environment where P12 could project and 

symbolise their grief, allowing them to process and make sense of these complex emotions 

through digital play. 

 

The boundaries created by P12 offered a way to compartmentalise grief, providing a 

designated area to honour and remember loved ones. By setting clear limits within their virtual 

environment through the creative process of island customisation, P12 was able to navigate 

emotions and establish a safe space to engage with feelings of loss and mourning. This playful 

method of exploring the emotional terrain of grief not only fostered a sense of control and 

agency but also enabled the expression of sorrow within the game’s immersive and highly 

customisable world. 

 
P12’s experience highlights how digital spaces can mediate contemporary grief by providing 

both agency and a sense of ritual in a customisable and intimate setting (Kühn-Botma 2022; 

McGuire 2020; Harrer 2018). By engaging with this melancholic site, P12 transformed their 

emotional landscape into a manageable, interactive environment, showcasing the evolving 

relationship between technology, personal loss, and memorialisation. 

 

3.2.9 The Anxiety of Island perfection. 

Several participants in this research spoke positively of their experiences terraforming, for 

some however, there was a sense of overwhelm when terraforming, as these players 

highlighted: 

 
 

 
P3: 

 
“… I would get very overwhelmed with it, because I don't really like the terraforming. I 

feel like it gives you way too much creative power. And I played on all crossing wild 

world a lot. So I'm very much a look in the shop every day and find something I like and 

buy it, not create something from scratch.” 
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P9 

“Yeah, I mean it was really hard to constantly come up with ideas, and I was always 

looking for new ones but like you’d flatten an area and then it would just be a bit scary 

like what next?” 

 
For some participants in this research, the experience of terraforming in ACNH was not solely 

a source of comfort and control, but also one of overwhelm and anxiety. Within the game, the 

island rating system provides players with feedback on the appeal of their island, using a scale 

from one to five stars based on factors such as landscaping, infrastructure, and villager 

satisfaction. A higher rating unlocks in-game rewards, including special characters, new tools, 

and events. While this system may appear to be a light-hearted challenge, it reflects elements 

of neoliberal surveillance capitalism (Zuboff 2015). 

 
Players are made responsible for every aspect of improving their island, from arranging 

decorations to managing villager relationships. This fosters a form of self-monitoring, where 

players consistently assess their progress and adjust their strategies. Additionally, the rating 

system encourages a subtle sense of competition, as players often compare their island’s 

rating and design with others in the game community. This dynamic mirrors neoliberal ideals of 

individual competition, in which success is frequently defined by outperforming peers (Harvey 

2005). 

 
The pressure to create a perfect environment is particularly pronounced when embracing 

detailed aesthetics such as Cottagecore, often leading to comparisons and feelings of 

inadequacy, as P10 highlights: 

 
P10 

“I would also compare my island like I would use dream addresses a lot and there were 

some with like thousands of hours put in with these beautiful Cottagecore islands with 

like wonderful terraforming and like really beautiful farm areas and I’d almost feel 

embarrassed with the state of my island and I’d get a bit I guess disillusioned.” 
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Figure 17: Artefact of P10 using dream addresses. 
(Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo) 

 

P10’s experience can be better understood through the lens of Social Comparison Theory 

(SCT) (Festinger 1954), which highlights how exposure to others’ achievements can transform 

play into a site of judgement and self-doubt. 

 
In this case, P10 engages in upward comparison (Wills 1981), measuring their island against 

"beautiful Cottagecore islands" crafted by others who have invested "thousands of hours." 

While upward comparisons can sometimes foster personal growth (Collins 1995), they often 

result in feelings of inadequacy when individuals perceive their efforts as inferior. This is 

evident in P10’s shift from enjoying the creative process to feeling "embarrassed" and 

ultimately "disillusioned" with their island. The gap between their achievements and the 

polished, idealised creations of others becomes a source of self-doubt, turning what was once 

a nostalgic and relaxing activity into an experience marked by anxiety and dissatisfaction. 

 
Winnicott (1960;1971) viewed play as a vital space for self-expression and exploration of the 

True Self, offering a secure environment free from judgement. Initially, P10’s engagement with 

island customisation likely aligned with this idea, as the island functioned as a personal and 

imaginative space. However, exposure to the idealised creations of others disrupted this 

process, introducing external pressures that shifted the player toward what Winnicott might 

describe as the False Self. Rather than appreciating their island for its unique and personal 

qualities, P10 began to measure it against external standards and other islands, seeking 

approval rather than expressing authenticity. This shift diminished the intrinsic joy of play 
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(Winnicott 1971, p143), replacing it with self-consciousness and a sense of inadequacy. The 

tension between creativity and external validation is central to P10’s experience. 

 
The almost limitless possibilities of terraforming, combined with the constant comparison to the 

curated islands of others shared on social media, amplified and compounded feelings of 

inadequacy. For play to remain therapeutic rather than overwhelming, the space must be 

carefully managed. In this sense, a degree of "holding" is required (Winnicott 1960; Winnicott 

1971). When the demands of the external world, or self-imposed expectations within digital 

play, become too intense, the transitional space may shift into a source of anxiety. 

Furthermore, when play is performed to meet external approval, it can reflect the False Self, 

creating a sense of inauthenticity and psychological pressure. This pressure may overwhelm 

the individual, who then struggles to maintain a façade rather than engaging in genuine, 

restorative play. 

 
Although ACNH is often described as a safe environment for creativity and exploration, several 

participants in this research experienced it as a source of stress and anxiety. The pressure to 

conform, particularly to dominant aesthetics such as Cottagecore, undermined the sense of 

freedom usually associated with play. In Winnicottian terms, this reflects a failure to provide 

adequate containment for a sense of omnipotence in play (Winnicott 1971, p13), contributing 

to heightened anxiety and discomfort. 

 
The game also introduces subtle elements of competition that reflect broader neoliberal 

ideologies (Harvey 2011; Watts 2021). ACNH mirrors and reinforces neoliberal values by 

encouraging individual competition, which can foster both envy and feelings of inferiority 

(Hoggett 2017). As players internalise responsibility for their position within the game’s socio-

economic landscape, feelings of inadequacy may arise, ultimately disrupting the dynamics and 

psychological benefits of play (Winnicott 1971). 
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3.2 Conclusion  

 
Single-player gaming, as exemplified by ACNH, provides a space for emotional expression, 

creativity, and identity exploration. Unlike goal-oriented games, ACNH encourages 

introspection and imaginative play, aligning with Winnicott’s (1971) view that creativity is 

central to self-development. Through customisation and avatar identification, players construct 

environments that reflect personal values, beliefs, and desires (Watkins and Molesworth 2012; 

Cuthbert et al. 2020). This blurs the boundary between self and game, supporting deep 

psychological engagement. 

 
Island customisation, particularly gardening, landscaping, and design, emerged as a key mode 

of self-expression. Players used ACNH’s tools to create curated, pastoral spaces, often 

inspired by Cottagecore aesthetics (McGrath 2023; Munro and O’Kane 2021). These designs 

offered a sense of control and comfort during pandemic-related disruptions, resonating with 

the retreat–return dynamic of the pastoral (Chang 2019). 

 
Yet this freedom could also become a source of stress. The island rating system and aesthetic 

norms introduced pressures linked to external validation and social comparison. For some, this 

undermined the game’s potential as a safe space for imaginative play, reflecting neoliberal 

ideals of self-monitoring and competitive individualism (Zuboff 2015; Harvey 2005). This 

tension mirrors Winnicott’s (1971) notion that play depends on a holding environment; without 

such support, play can become anxiety-inducing rather than liberating. 

 
Players’ experiences of creative subversion further reveal ACNH as a space for crossing 

boundaries. Some resisted game norms or Nintendo’s code of conduct through subversive 

design choices, finding agency in rule-breaking. This aligns with Winnicott’s (1971) concept of 

potential space, where inner and outer realities are held in creative tension, allowing playful 

transgressions to function as acts of symbolic resistance. 
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Avatar customisation in ACNH was particularly meaningful for participants exploring gender 

identity. Unlike earlier series instalments, ACNH allows more fluid expression through gender 

“styles” rather than fixed categories, providing players with a blank slate to shape identity 

(Whitehouse 2023; Rhee and Kang 2025). For some, this supported self-affirmation and 

control; for others, it provoked uncertainty when navigating shifting social norms (Jagose 

1996). The avatar thus became a site for negotiating tensions around gender, intimacy, and 

identity. 

 
This play intersects with broader cultural debates surrounding domesticity and womanhood. 

Cottagecore’s nostalgic aesthetic, while evoking traditional roles, also offered space for 

autonomy and feminist reinterpretation (Sharp 2016). Players, particularly women, used ACNH 

to reconcile conflicting identities through homemaking and design. 

 
Several participants also used ACNH to navigate grief during the pandemic by creating 

memorial spaces on their islands (Kühn-Botma 2022; McGuire 2020). The game provided 

opportunities for ritual and reflection when real-world mourning was disrupted (Schaik et al. 

2022), demonstrating its capacity as a therapeutic and symbolic environment. 

 
Ultimately, ACNH exemplifies the transformative potential of single-player gaming. It enables 

players to cross emotional, spatial, and ideological boundaries, engaging in acts of self-

discovery, resistance, and healing within a digitally curated world. The findings presented in 

this section, exploring single-player gaming mechanics in ACNH, address the following 

research objectives: 

 
O1) To explore how Winnicottian Object Relations Theory can enrich understanding of self-

experience, loneliness, and intimacy in the context of emergent virtual and technological 

experiences. 

 
O2) To investigate how the lived experience of social distancing and lockdown measures has 

changed the way players relate to and interact with ACNH. 
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O3) To examine how expressions of relatedness and intimacy during play enrich new and 

existing social relationships and the experience of playing ACNH. 

 
O4) To understand the potential of ACNH as a media object of the mind (Bainbridge 2019, p. 

3) in enabling players to work through the complex experience of self, culture, and ideology. 

 

3.3  Multiplayer Play 

3.3.0 Introduction 

 
The multiplayer aspect of ACNH became particularly significant during the COVID-19 

pandemic, a period of isolation and disruption of daily routines (Liu 2024). Nintendo has long 

positioned the series as a "communication game" (Eguchi 2015), emphasising interaction and 

relationship-building over competition. 

 
During lockdown, the global gaming industry grew substantially, with 2.7 billion gamers 

recorded in 2020 (DiFrancisco-Donoghue et al. 2023). Average weekly playtime rose by 1.5 

hours compared to 2019, while 14% of players discovered new games and one in five 

engaged more frequently in online play. Many parents also reported gaming more with their 

children (IPSOS 2020). This expansion positioned gaming as the largest segment of the media 

industry, with sustained growth in revenue and users (Baracskai et al. 2021). 

 
As face-to-face interaction diminished, ACNH emerged as a virtual space for connection 

through its social dynamics (Roskin 2024). This section explores how players used multiplayer 

mechanics to build meaningful relationships during a period of loneliness and uncertainty, 

particularly among young adults, women and the unemployed (Bu et al. 2020). 

 
Players visited islands, traded items and celebrated events. During the pandemic, such 

activities became more than entertainment, aligning with Winnicott’s ideas of play as relational 

and central to human development (Winnicott 1971; 2016; Lenderman 2018). Winnicott (1971) 

argues that the magic of play “arises in intimacy” (p. 64), offering a safe environment to 
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express selfhood, explore relationships and manage difficult emotions. In sandbox games like 

ACNH, these exchanges foster belonging and intimacy (McLean and Griffiths 2018). 

Multiplayer features facilitated digital togetherness, enabling shared experiences, emotional 

support, and community despite physical distance. Analysed through Winnicottian Object 

Relations Theory, ACNH’s interactions exemplify how play serves as a medium for forming 

and sustaining human connection. 

 
In ACNH, players acquire cultural capital through exchanging knowledge, skills, and social 

practices in multiplayer settings. This reflects Bourdieu’s (1986) notion of embodied capital, 

which develops through ‘dispositions of mind and body’’ (p,243) rather than instant transfer like 

economic capital and requires personal and timely investment, while being inseparable from 

those who embody it 

 
Such capital is cultivated through paratexts, including guides, forums, and in-game 

interactions, where tips on island design, customisation, and events are shared. These 

practices align with Mäyrä’s (2010) view of gaming capital as the interplay of knowledge, 

experience, and skill within broader cultural and economic systems. Helping others online 

further builds cultural capital, fostering communities grounded in creativity, mutual aid, and 

expertise, echoing Walsh and Apperley’s (2009) account of cultural and symbolic capital in 

gaming. 

 
Yet this potential was not equally accessible. A stable internet connection and Nintendo Online 

subscription were required, creating barriers during a period of financial hardship. While many 

connected through ACNH, others were excluded, which deepened loneliness and isolation as 

the game surged in popularity. This digital divide exposes broader inequalities in access to 

leisure and community, highlighting how economic disparity and class can shape experiences 

of the pandemic (Alam and Imran 2015). 

Players in this research often described feeling vulnerable in multiplayer play. For many, their 

islands acted as personal sanctuaries. When visitors disrupted these cultivated spaces, for 
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instance, by trampling flowers or taking items, these encounters generated anxiety and 

conflict. This echoes dynamics in children’s shared play, where boundaries and respect are 

continually negotiated. 

 
Although ACNH is sometimes framed as an escape from capitalist pressures (Macdonald 

2020), players also created extensive black markets. Popular NPCs such as Raymond the cat 

were traded at high value, reportedly for 500 Nook Miles Tickets, worth several million bells. 

While my participants did not engage in this practice, many used trading systems to exchange 

villagers and other goods. 

 
Despite these tensions, ACNH fostered belonging. Trading and communal events encouraged 

cooperation and mutual support, with social actions that mirrored offline relationships. These 

exchanges created virtual spaces of connection, value and meaning (Taylor 2006; O’Connor 

et al. 2015; Rogers et al. 2016). 

 
During interviews, participants described how they used ACNH’s multiplayer features. Many 

played with friends, while others engaged with strangers, often first connecting through social 

media before meeting in-game. These experiences show how ACNH enriched existing 

relationships and also enabled the formation of new ones, with bonds emerging through 

shared play (Taylor 2006). 

 
Although previous research has examined multiplayer gaming, this research is distinctive in 

applying a Winnicottian framework to analyse relatedness through play. The themes of 

belonging and boundary-crossing are especially visible in the multiplayer context. By moving 

across both physical and psychological boundaries, players cultivated a strong sense of 

connection and belonging. 

 
The importance of these new relationships varied. While players did not usually seek out 

ACNH for its community-building aspects, multiplayer interactions nonetheless became central 

to their experience of the game. 
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In line with RO3 this section will explore how players utilised the multiplayer mechanic with 

both acquaintances and strangers. It will further explore the concept of Third Spaces (1971; 

Oldenburg 1989). These Third Spaces are both literal and psychoanalytic arenas for social 

and emotional interaction. These spaces, some of which are real-life Third Spaces such as 

museums and shops, as well as custom player-created areas, are venues where players 

gather, collaborate, and connect. 

 
It will also explore the rules of play on these islands. For example, when visiting another 

player’s island, it is customary not to run through flowers or chop down trees. These guidelines 

reflect the broader rules and structures of gameplay that players establish for one another. 

This dynamic brings to mind the work of Salen and Zimmerman (2004), who define play as 

having the potential to “overflow and overwhelm the more rigid structure in which it is taking 

place, generating emergent, unpredictable results” (Salen and Zimmerman 2004, p. 305). 

 
Psychoanalytically, drawing on Winnicott’s concept of potential space, Third Spaces allow 

players to explore emotions and relationships through play. Videogames provide a medium to 

project and process emotions, confront challenges, and experiment with identities in a safe 

environment (Anable 2018; Isbister 2016). They also foster relationship-building through 

collaboration and negotiation (Taylor 2006). Third Spaces integrate subjective and objective 

experience, enabling players to navigate personal insights alongside external narratives. They 

act as communal environments where creativity and imagination are shared, allowing 

participants to co-create stories and connections (Rogers et al. 2016; Johannes 2021). In this 

sense, Third Spaces become playgrounds for the psyche, blurring inner and outer worlds to 

support emotional growth, self-awareness, and relational connection (Winnicott 1971; Ogden 

1992). In ACNH, they enable emergent play and emotional expression, blending reality and 

imagination to deepen both social bonds and self-reflection. 

 
Using a psychoanalytic Winnicottian framework, this analysis explores how gameplay supports 

relational experiences and navigates tensions in multiplayer interactions. ACNH is often 
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viewed as an escapist retreat from capitalist pressures (Macdonald 2020), black markets, such 

as trading popular NPCs like Raymond for resources, show how capitalist logics persist in 

player-driven economies. Although participants did not engage directly in these practices, 

many used in-game mechanics to trade villagers and items. This highlights ACNH’s dual 

nature: a vital social and emotional outlet during a global crisis, yet also a space that reflects 

and sometimes reinforces neoliberal and capitalist ideologies. This section will answer the 

following research objectives: 

 
O1) To explore how Winnicottian Object Relations Theory can enrich our understanding of self-

experience, loneliness, and intimacy in the context of emergent virtual and technological 

experiences. 

 
O2) To investigate how the lived experience of social distancing and lockdown measures has 

changed the way players relate to and interact with ACNH. 

 
O3) To examine how expressions of relatedness and intimacy during play enrich new and 

existing social relationships and the experience of playing ACNH. 

 
O4) To understand the potential of ACNH as a media object of the mind (Bainbridge 2019, p. 

3) in enabling players to work through the complex experience of self, culture, and ideology. 

 

3.3.1  Multiplayer in ACNH and the Nostalgic encounter. 

 
As mentioned in Section One, ACNH has been widely praised for ‘uniting people’ (Macdonald 

2020). Players have also made use of the multiplayer features to host a range of social events; 

for example, students hosted online graduations at the height of the pandemic (Sead 2020). 

ACNH offers not only creative means of escapism but also new avenues for experiencing 

sociality in the gaming space amid the backdrop of the COVID-19 pandemic (Tran 2020; 
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Scholfield 2021; Zhu 2021). An overview of multiplayer modes in ACNH is available in 

Appendix C. 

 
In interviews, several players highlighted that playing videogames with others was a 

profoundly relational act, often, but not always, serving as a medium for forging and 

strengthening social bonds. This underscores the social structures and relationships that 

emerge within gaming communities (Pitroso 2024; Taylor 2009). The act of playing together 

transcends entertainment, becoming a form of social engagement and shared experience, 

involving shared goals and social bonding that go beyond passive consumption. Unlike 

watching a movie or listening to music, play requires active participation, encouraging real-

time interaction, communication, and collaboration (Gánem-Gutiérrez 2018; Caroux et al. 

2015). For many players, these interactions were not just about the game itself but about 

connecting with others in a meaningful way. For several participants, video games themselves 

were objects of nostalgia, serving as connections to cherished memories, particularly in the 

context of multiplayer play. As P3 highlights: 

 
P3: 

 
“Playing Dragon Age was probably my best. I was 15, and I was playing with my mom. 

So that was really nice. It was a nice, collaborative thing that we did together. We made 

decisions in this game together. You know, exploring this fantasy world, which was 

lovely. And it’s really, really nostalgic for me now. You know, being able to play a game 

with another person.” 

 
For several participants, playing video games with others was deeply rooted in nostalgia. Such 

games act as “evocative objects” (Bollas 2008), engaging players emotionally and cognitively 

by offering a space to revisit past feelings, memories, and thoughts. These objects serve as 

tools of reflection and can become uncanny “doubles” of their creators, blurring the line 

between self and other (Turkle 2011). The dynamic between personal memory and shared 
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experience shows how video games evoke a profound sense of connection to both individual 

and collective pasts (Bowman and Wulf 2023). 

 
Nostalgia was particularly evident in discussions of the Animal Crossing series, which many 

participants played in childhood. Returning to familiar virtual environments with friends or 

family not only evoked memories but allowed players to reconnect with past experiences 

socially (Juul 2019). The theme of boundary-crossing recurs as games blur distinctions 

between past and present, self and other, and personal and social. The combination of 

nostalgia and social interaction creates a powerful yet emotionally complex gaming 

experience, showing how multiplayer dynamics resonate on personal and collective levels 

(Akin 2023; Simpson et al. 2023; Ducheneaut et al. 2006). 

 
During the nostalgic encounter, the cognitive image of reaching for the controls of a game 

connotes reaching out across boundaries and borders of time and space, but also of a child 

reaching for its caregiver. Thus, two meaningful and consoling aspects are connected through 

time and space, resulting in a positive affective experience for the player that evokes feelings 

of comfort and safety; in this way, the nostalgic encounter should be seen as relational (Juhl 

and Biskas 2023).  

 
In P3’s example, playing the game together functioned as a form of emotional holding, as 

described by Winnicott (1960). The mother’s presence and their collaborative interaction 

created a supportive environment that fostered comfort and connection. Winnicott’s concept 

highlights how such holding extends beyond the physical, providing a psychological sense of 

being supported. In this context, the game became a medium through which the “holding” 

(Winnicott 1971) of familial relationships could be experienced, reinforcing continuity of care. 

There is also an element of containing (Bion 1959; 1962), as the parent’s involvement in 

navigating the game and interpreting experiences offered emotional support and reassurance. 

The game became a space where the bond between P3 and their mother was both 

experienced and remembered. This comfort and connection show how the nostalgic encounter 
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is relational, grounded in shared emotional dynamics (Ogden 2004). As P7 notes, playing 

ACNH provided a refuge from COVID-19-related anxiety. 

 
P7: 

 
‘I found playing the game to be really comforting, like it made me feel safe, which feels 

really stupid to say, but like, for a moment, COVID wasn’t happening it was honestly 

like I was little again.’ 

 
Nostalgia has been described by Sedikides and Wildschut (2018) as ambivalent, often eliciting 

both positive and negative affective states. P7 describes a comforting escape into the past, 

where the anxiety and uncertainty of COVID-19 temporarily fade, creating feelings of safety 

and a return to childhood. This reflects the idea that nostalgia helps individuals find meaning in 

their lives by enhancing social connectedness and fostering self-continuity (Sedikides & 

Wildschut, 2018). By reconnecting with a time when they felt secure and less burdened, the 

game becomes a tool for emotional restoration, crossing and blurring the boundaries of past 

and present, and offering comfort in an otherwise challenging world. 

 
P7’s experience of playing ACNH shows how media perceived as nostalgic can serve as 

functional escapism, providing temporary relief from present difficulties (Wulf et al. 2022). 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, nostalgic media acted as a coping mechanism for some 

participants, buffering existential threats such as isolation and fear (Sedikides & Wildschut 

2018). Nostalgia-driven media, including video games, can offer psychological benefits in 

times of crisis by fostering belonging and alleviating stress and anxiety (Batcho 2013; 

Sedikides & Wildschut 2018).  

 
For many players in my research, ACNH enabled nostalgic experiences that evoked the safety 

associated with childhood attachment. In this context, ACNH facilitated reflection on deep 

personal connections from childhood, acting as both transitional (Winnicott 1971) and 

evocative objects (Bollas 2008; Turkle 2011). Consequently, the game functioned as a 

psychological container, allowing players to explore Covid-related anxieties, including 
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concerns about changing relationships. 

 
P7’s experience of playing ACNH shows how media perceived as nostalgic can serve as 

functional escapism, providing temporary relief from present difficulties (Wulf et al. 2022). 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, nostalgic media acted as a coping mechanism for some 

participants, buffering existential threats such as isolation and fear (Sedikides & Wildschut 

2018). Nostalgia-driven media, including video games, can offer psychological benefits in 

times of crisis by fostering belonging and alleviating stress and anxiety (Batcho 2013; 

Sedikides & Wildschut 2018).  P7’s experience of feeling "little again" reflects a return to a 

simpler, more manageable time, demonstrating how nostalgia provides psychological refuge 

during turmoil. 

 
As discussed, nostalgic encounters during multiplayer play were positive for many participants, 

but these experiences were complex and multifaceted. While Sedikides et al. (2008) 

emphasise the optimism, inspiration, and creativity nostalgia can foster, participant interviews 

revealed varied and nuanced experiences. Van Tilburget al. (2013) argue that negative states 

such as loneliness and meaninglessness can trigger nostalgia, enhancing social 

connectedness. Nostalgia can provide temporary comfort, yet it also carries the risk of 

escapism becoming pathological. As Wulf et al. (2022) note, nostalgia-induced escapism can 

be functional or dysfunctional: it may help cope with stress and isolation, but overreliance can 

prevent engagement with the present, potentially reinforcing avoidance. Interviews suggest the 

relationship between nostalgia and negative affect is reciprocal rather than strictly causal. 

Throughout my interviews with players, the profound and challenging experience of COVID-19 

was present in their narratives. For example, as P2 said; 

 
P2: 

 
“[…] we used to get home and then what we would do is we would come upstairs we 

would both basically sit in the bathroom, and I think we were more scared than 

anything, like I did not want to give it to my nanna and that was my massive thing.” 
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The nostalgic encounters during multiplayer play were positive for many participants. However, 

these experiences were complex, often contradictory, terms of the feelings that emerged in 

relation to the game and its nostalgic appeal. While it has been highlighted that nostalgia can 

foster optimism and creativity (Sedikides et al. 2008), it is important to show the nuanced and 

varied experiences of nostalgia that were present in participant interviews: 

 
P9: 

‘[…] even though I found playing the game quite comforting on my own sometimes 

when I played with friends there was like this kind of nagging feeling? I really missed 

my friends, I have this small group of friends but I use to see them almost every day 

and to go from that to playing with them every now and then on this game was so 

difficult. And what was weird was sometimes playing with others made me feel worse. 

It just wasn’t the same, I would play with them and then afterwards once we had all 

logged off it all just felt a bit empty.’ 

For some players, playing with others elicited nostalgia, particularly regarding the self in a 

social context (Juul 2019). However, due to the uncertainty and fear surrounding COVID-19, 

this nostalgic encounter sometimes intensified negative affective states such as hopelessness 

and heightened perceptions of loneliness, rather than providing the positive effects van Tilburg 

et al. (2013) describes. In line with RO2: 

 
RO2) To investigate how the lived experience of social distancing and lockdown 

measures has changed the way players relate to and interact with ACNH. 

 

The experience of social distancing and lockdown altered the way players related to and 

interacted with ACNH, particularly in multiplayer play and in experiences of loneliness. 

 

3.3.2 Vulnerability in Multiplayer play. 

 
As highlighted in Section Two of Chapter Four, various forms of play, whether online or offline, 

become sites of vulnerability where players have the potential to express and navigate 
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insecurities and fears (Bigre 2023). This sense of vulnerability often extended into multiplayer 

experiences for several players in this study. Allowing others onto their island felt like a 

moment of exposure, akin to inviting someone into their home. Several participants 

emphasised this in interviews, as P3 note: 

 
P3: 

“It’s almost like having someone round in your house, and you haven’t had time to 

clean up when you’re shoving things in a cupboard like it feels like having part of your 

personality on display. 100% and something you created just for your enjoyment to 

then be shown to the people felt very weird.” 

 
The statement made by P3 reflects how multiplayer experiences can blur the boundaries 

between the private and the personal, particularly within the context of shared digital spaces 

(Steinkuehler and Williams 2006; Pearce 2011). The comparison to having someone enter 

their home, where their personal space is unprepared and vulnerable, highlights the discomfort 

of exposing something intimate, such as a self-created digital environment, to others. This 

experience underscores the vulnerability players feel when inviting others into their "digital 

home," revealing aspects of their personality and private world that are typically kept hidden. 

P3’s experience reveals a tension and complex balance between privacy and the desire for 

recognition in the process of self-development. This can be understood as a reflection of their 

internal conflict between “establishing a private self that is not communicating, and at the 

same time wanting to communicate and to be found” (Winnicott 1963, p. 440). This sentiment 

of vulnerability is further highlighted by P10: 

 
P10: 

“I played with some people but sometimes it felt almost like being naked -laughs- like I 

didn’t always feel like I wanted to share my island with people because it felt really 

personal.” 

 
P10’s reference to “being naked” serves as a powerful metaphor for vulnerability, symbolising 
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the exposure of something deeply personal. This aligns with Winnicott’s (1953; 1971) concept 

of holding, which suggests emotional openness is only possible within a secure, supportive 

environment. P10’s island functions as an extension of the self, a curated space imbued with 

personal meaning, making sharing it with others potentially unsettling. Hesitation to allow 

others in underscores the tension between self-expression and self-protection, revealing the 

psychological complexity of social interactions in virtual spaces. The sense of discomfort 

reflects anxieties about control, boundaries, and fear of judgement, reinforcing those digital 

spaces, like physical ones, require trust and safety to foster meaningful connections. In ACNH 

and similar sandbox games, the emotions of vulnerability and intimacy become public when 

personal spaces, such as player islands, are shared, disrupting traditional norms of privacy 

(Strauß and Nentwich 2013). 

As several players expressed, their islands became a space of vulnerability. Several players 

therefore felt it was important to establish rules on their island as more visitors were 

welcomed, as P2 highlighted: 

P2: 

“Yeah, like you. You don't. You don’t mess with someone’s Island.’ 
 

 
Thus, the rules that players establish on their islands have the potential to serve as a form of 

protection, as the island often comes to represent the psychic environment of the player. 

These unspoken behaviours and unwritten norms become implicit rules and often give way to 

emergent forms of gameplay, creating new and expansive possibilities for play (Parker 2008; 

Salen and Zimmerman 2004). 

 
P2’s account calls attention to the tension between vulnerability and control in online 

multiplayer spaces when these implicit rules of etiquette are broken. This aligns with 

Blanchard’s (2011) notion that anonymity and physical distance can both facilitate and hinder 

the development of close relationships. In this instance, P2 expresses discomfort when their 

personal space in the game, specifically their island, is touched without permission. This 

signals a boundary violation in a space they had considered private. P2’s reaction highlights 
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the complexity of experiencing and enacting intimacy in virtual environments. Players may 

form relationships quickly but still feel ownership over, and therefore protective of, their virtual 

possessions and spaces (Watkins and Molesworth 2012; Lee 2012). P2’s discomfort illustrates 

how even in a digital realm where physical distance creates a sense of separation, intimate 

expressions during play can be vulnerable to boundary violations when implicit rules are not 

respected. 

 
Rules help maintain order and safety within the game, creating a stable environment. During 

times of uncertainty, such stability is particularly valuable. Implicit rules established by players 

facilitate cooperation and social order, especially when an island has many visitors. These 

rules are often shaped by real-world social values and norms (Taylor 2006). For example, in 

ACNH, players may ask visitors not to run through flowers or take fruit from trees. As one 

player explained when asked about the rules on their island: 

 
P10: 

 
“[…] when I started kind of having visitors and doing island tours I had spent ages kind 

of curating this space and making it my own I spent ages planting these flowers and 

watering them every day so people weren’t allowed to run through them because it 

would mess everything up.” 

 
While rules such as ‘no running through flowers’ or ‘no stealing fruit from trees’ are seen as 

commonplace in ACNH communities, these rules and etiquette are not static; they are 

constantly negotiated and renegotiated by the community. Through the implementation of 

these implicit rules, the player feels that their island is protected. The island becomes a 

sanctuary where players can express themselves while escaping from stress, and the rules 

established by players reinforce the notion of the island as a safe, welcoming space, further 

facilitating its role as a protective environment for players, even in online multiplayer 

experiences. 

 
Multiplayer play in ACNH can foster creativity and collaboration, it can also introduce tensions. 
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As P2 highlights, the game’s open-ended nature means differing play styles and expectations 

can clash. Players may feel pressure to conform to social norms, experience frustration over 

unwanted interactions, or struggle with lack of control over how others engage with their 

curated spaces. This tension reflects the dual nature of Third Spaces: sites of communal play 

and arenas where social dynamics and conflicts emerge (Park et al. 2021; Slovak et al. 2018). 

As P2 notes: 

 
P2 

 
"And then I was like, Oh, you don't come, smile and stop and change my island, and 

then I felt really weird, like, I think maybe cause I've I'd only known her a few weeks, 

but I was. I was very much like, please don't touch any of my stuff, and then she's like 

picking free off my trees, and I'm like, stop picking my trees.” 

 
P2’s experience highlights how the social dynamics of ACNH can create tensions between 

personal ownership and communal play. While the game’s multiplayer features encourage 

social interaction, they also expose differing expectations regarding in-game spaces and 

resources. P2’s discomfort at their acquaintance altering their island and taking fruit without 

permission suggests a perceived intrusion on a carefully curated environment, reflecting the 

ambiguous boundaries between shared and private virtual spaces (Mohammadinodooshan 

and Carlsson 2023; Strauß and Nentwich 2013). This tension can be understood through 

Winnicott’s (1960) concept of the True Self, which emerges in the facilitating environment, a 

space that provides the security and stability necessary for authentic self-expression. 

 
In ACNH, a player’s island functions as such an environment, allowing them to engage in 

creative, self-directed play. When another player disrupts this space, however, whether by 

taking resources or altering the island without permission, it can undermine this sense of 

security, triggering a defensive response, as seen in P2’s discomfort. This intrusion challenges 

the island’s role as a safe, personal domain and instead forces the player into a more 

performative or protective stance, aligning with Winnicott’s concept of the False Self, where 
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external expectations dictate behaviour at the expense of genuine self-expression. 

 

3.3.3 Online Co-op and the Multiplayer Experience 

 
For many participants in this research, online co-op emerged as the primary way to connect 

and play with others. However, accessing online multiplayer requires a Nintendo Online 

membership, it raises important questions about the commodification of play and equal 

access. These issues will be examined further in Section 4, which delves into the implications 

of the Nintendo Online membership within the broader context of the digital divide and the 

commercialisation of gaming experiences. 

Research on video game usage during the pandemic suggests that video games provided 

valuable opportunities for social interaction during the various lockdowns (Veal et al. 2024; 

Cook et al. 2023). This finding is echoed by several participants in this study who described 

online gaming with friends as an essential source of connection during the peak of the 

pandemic. As P11 noted: 

 
P11: 

“Playing it [ACNH] was a really important thing to me in that time and playing with 

friends was like one of things I really really needed sometimes.” 

 
The experiences of P11 and several other participants resonate with the concept of playing 

alone together (Steinkuehler and Williams 2006), where the mere presence of others in a 

shared virtual space provides comfort and community (Ducheneaut et al. 2006; McGonigal 

2011). For P11, this blend of solo play and shared connection underscores how video games 

became an essential tool for combating isolation and fostering meaningful interactions during 

the pandemic (Barr and Copeland-Stewart 2022). The importance of multiplayer play is 

evident in P11’s artefacts, where emoticons convey joy and social connection, highlighting the 

expressive potential of virtual interactions. P11’s depiction of visiting in-game shops mirrors 

real-world Third Spaces, informal social environments bridging private and public life. This 

shows how digital spaces blur the boundaries between virtual and real, offering players 
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normality and connection during physical isolation (Boldi et al. 2022). 

 
The importance of multiplayer dynamics is echoed by P12, who emphasises how playing with 

others transformed the experience of being alone into something more bearable, even 

enjoyable: 

 
P12: 

 
“I didn’t have it at first [Nintendo Online Membership] and then I saw everyone playing 

online and I felt a bit left out so got it and it just made being alone so much better.” 

For both P11 and P12, the online multiplayer aspect of ACNH became a vital means of 

fostering genuine connections, underscoring the game's potential as a tool for resilience and 

relationship-building during social isolation. Being "alone" on their virtual islands was made 

meaningful by the knowledge or possibility of connecting with others, mirroring Winnicott’s idea 

that the presence of a supportive other can make solitude enriching rather than isolating 

(Winnicott 1958). ACNH’s “playing alone together” dynamic (Ducheneaut et al. 2006; 

McGonigal 2011) can thus be seen as a digital enactment of Winnicott’s (1958) work on the 

Capacity to Be Alone, where this capacity is supported and enriched by the mediated 

presence of others in a virtual Third Space. 

 

3.3.4  ACNH and the Emergence of Digital Third Spaces 

 
For many of the players in my research, ACNH served as a Third Space (Oldenburg 1982), 

blending elements of playfulness with opportunities for social connection. Like real-world Third 

Spaces, the game provided a space for maintaining and enriching friendships through 

collaborative and enjoyable interactions (Nadizti et al. 2021; Astell-Burt et al. 2022). However, 

the dynamics of such collaborative spaces are not without potential negative consequences. 

Instances of items being stolen from players’ islands or personal boundaries being 

disregarded disrupted the sense of trust and safety, highlighting the vulnerabilities that can 

accompany shared play (Bigre 2023). Beyond mere entertainment, ACNH fostered a sense of 

community-building that was integral to the gameplay experience. In line with the research 
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objectives, this subsection will explore players' experiences and how ACNH became a digital 

Third Space for several participants. 

 
● O1) To explore how Winnicottian Object Relations Theory can enrich our 

understanding of self-experience, loneliness, and intimacy in the context of emergent 

virtual and technologised experiences. 

 
● O2) To investigate how the lived experience of social distancing and lockdown 

measures has changed the way players relate to and interact with ACNH. 

● O3) To examine how expressions of relatedness and closeness during play enrich 

new and existing social relationships and the experience of playing ACNH. 

 
This section explores the experiences of players who used ACNH to ‘meet’ friends and 

deepen pre-existing social relationships during lockdown. In this way, the game became not 

only a space for interaction but also a bridge across physical and emotional boundaries, 

fostering connections in a time of isolation. For several participants, ACNH emerged as an 

unexpected site of collaboration and community building, where sharing virtual spaces 

cultivated a profound sense of belonging. By crossing the boundaries between the real and 

virtual, personal and communal, players found a playful medium to nurture meaningful 

relationships and shared identities. 

 
As noted in Chapter One, Subsection 2.1, neoliberal policies have significantly impacted 

spaces integral to community cohesion and belonging (Harvey 2004; Klein 2014). The 

pandemic intensified this erosion, causing the sudden loss of these vital areas. Physical “third 

places” are essential for facilitating creative and social interaction (Oldenburg 1982), described 

as locations “where you relax in public, encounter familiar faces, and make new 

acquaintances” (Nadizti et al. 2021; White 2018; Myers 2012). 

 
Just as physical Third Spaces can be disrupted, psychological Third Spaces, internal or 

imaginative environments that enable reflection, play, and emotional processing, are also 
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vulnerable. Ogden (1992) notes that these intrapsychic spaces are fragile and depend on a 

containing environment. The disruption of external Third Places during the pandemic mirrors 

this fragility, revealing how both forms of Third Space rely on safety and continuity to support 

emotional well-being and relational development. 

 
The creative opportunities in ACNH, coupled with its sense of community, became particularly 

meaningful amid the closure of physical communal spaces. Interviews highlighted the 

profound impact of isolation, with many participants emphasising how the game became a vital 

substitute for real-world social interactions. As P3 reflects, the absence of traditional gathering 

places intensified ACNH’s importance as a space for connection and creative expression: 

 
P3: 

 

 
“[…] I do get into a bit of a habit of keeping myself indoors, especially after Covid. I 

don’t think I’ve quite recovered. I still from home now. So, it’s something I experience 

a lot. Now. so yeah, going out to coffee shop was just like a reminder that there are 

other people I can’t talk to them if I want to. Most of the time I don’t.  

 
P3 also said: 

 

 
P3: 

 

 
“…that was a massive thing for me in Covid…some of my best friends had Animal 

Crossing. So we met up, and they were all far better at it than me. It was really, really 

sweet. It was. Yeah. It was a massive thing that helped me in Covid definitely.” 
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Figure 18: Player Artefact of P3 at Brewster’s Café 
(Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo) 

 
 

The creative opportunities in ACNH, combined with the sense of community it fostered, took 

on heightened significance during the closure of physical communal spaces. P3’s reflections 

illustrate the deep impact of isolation in contrast to mere solitude (Winnicott 1958; Arendt 

1951), particularly for individuals who, like P3, continued to experience limited face-to-face 

interactions even after the easing of lockdown restrictions. Moreover, P3’s description of 

meeting friends within ACNH during lockdown reveals how the game provided an invaluable 

venue for maintaining relationships and fostering a sense of belonging. 

 
However, P3’s remark that their friends were "far better at it than me" introduces a layer of 

tension, particularly when considered through the lens of social comparison theory (Festinger 

1954). In this case, P3 appears to make a downward comparison (Aspinwall 1993), which may 

reflect underlying insecurities or feelings of inadequacy, perhaps a self-consciousness about 

their creativity or gameplay performance. This comparison also suggests the subtle influence 

of neoliberal ideologies, where even leisure spaces become sites of productivity and self-

improvement. Neoliberalism often frames personal success as a reflection of effort and 

individual skill (Pulfrey and Butera 2013), and such ideals may seep into seemingly playful 

environments like ACNH, where customisation, island aesthetics, and efficient resource 

management can become implicit markers of personal worth. 

 
Despite these potential pressures, P3 ultimately describes the experience as "really, really 

sweet," indicating that the supportive nature of their social circle helped to buffer the negative 
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effects of comparison. This highlights the dual function of ACNH as both a creative outlet and 

a social space where players could navigate tensions around identity and performance, while 

still reinforcing relationships and cultivating community. 

 
P11’s account further underscores the value of Third Spaces during the pandemic, as they 

reflect on the sudden and dramatic loss of casual public environments such as pubs or parks: 

 
P11: 

 

“I use to love going to the pub and places like that just y’know we would meet after 

work and kind of chat and chill and that just changed so drastically so quickly even like 

just sitting in the park like it was crazy we couldn’t even do it anymore.” 

 

Like many others, P11 turned to platforms such as Zoom, as a mediated version of a Third 

Space during the pandemic (Vaux and Langlais 2023), however, this mediated form of 

experience often fell short of replicating the organic social interactions that third places offer as 

P11 highlights: 

 
P11: 

 
“I did use zoom like we had zoom pub quizzes and stuff like that I mean it was fun but 

it wasn’t quite the same and it almost felt like a work meeting because I’d been on 

Zoom all day at work.” 

 
For P11, the use of Zoom for social activities such as pub quizzes provided an outlet for 

maintaining social connections (Vaux and Langlais 2023). However, there is a sense of 

dissonance in the experience of P11 that reflects the limitations of these digital platforms in 

replicating the informal, spontaneous nature of traditional Third Spaces such as Pubs or 

Coffee shops and the face-to-face interaction they bring (Turkle 2011). This was also a 

sentiment that P3 shared: 

 
P3: 
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“I did set up a couple of like facetime calls with my friends with a glass of wine. I never 

did the pub quiz thing. I know a lot of people did that. I couldn't quite get the head 

around that stuff. but yeah, I was quite lonely.” 

 
While Zoom helped sustain social ties during the pandemic, its strong association with work 

and formal settings often blurred the boundaries between play and labour (Chalk 2022; Abend 

et al. 2021). Consequently, Zoom sometimes felt like an extension of the workday rather than 

a relaxing social space, highlighting the challenge of establishing genuine Third Spaces in 

digitally mediated contexts. 

 
In contrast, for several participants in this study, ACNH emerged as a symbolic substitute for 

the physical social spaces lost during COVID-19. The game functioned as a virtual meeting 

ground, offering an informal and creative environment where players could socialise, relax, 

and reconnect. As P11 highlights: 

 
P11: 

 
“I think we did a lot on it [ACNH] like we’d meet up and chill for a few hours a day, there 

wasn’t anything else to do we would help each other out, like doing some planting and 

then we’d all go shopping in each other’s islands”. 

 

Figure 19: Player Artefact of P11 ‘shopping’ with their friend 
(Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo) 

 

 
There are multiple ways in which ACNH emerged as a Third Space, both in cultural terms 

(White 2018; Myers 2012) and from a psychoanalytic perspective (Winnicott 1971). In the 
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following section, I will examine these aspects as they surfaced in player interviews. This 

discussion will begin by exploring the game's imitation of physical Third Spaces, followed by 

an analysis of collaborative play between players, and conclude with a consideration of player-

to-player communication. 

 

3.3.5 The Impact of Literal Third Spaces in ACNH 

 
In participant interviews, players frequently emphasised the importance of key locations such 

as the Museum, Café, Nook’s Cranny, and the Able Sisters’ shop as spaces to socialise and 

meet friends, often replicating real-world experiences lost during the pandemic. Brief 

descriptions of these locations are provided in Appendix B. These sites functioned not only as 

gathering points but also as literal “Third Spaces” (Oldenburg 1982),  situated outside home 

and work. They offered opportunities for informal, playful interactions within a mediated virtual 

environment (Nadizti et al. 2021; Astell-Burt et al. 2022), enabling players to connect across 

physical boundaries and foster meaningful social engagement. 

 

Several participants highlighted the importance of Brewster’s Café and the Museum to their 

multiplayer experience. As P11 highlights: 

 
P11: 

 
‘” We would go there [Brewster’s Café ] and it would feel super cosy and sometimes 

we would talk on the phone while we were playing it and we’d be drinking coffee like in 

the game and real life and it was just so nice to have that.” 

 

Figure 20: Artefact of P11 and another player 
visiting Brewster’s Café. 
(Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo) 
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Blending of the in-game environment with real-world actions, like drinking coffee while 

chatting, offers players a sense of continuity and connection, mirroring the physical rituals and 

social bonding that cafes often provide in the real world. As these players highlight: 

 
P9: 

“My museum was pretty close to my airport so we would use the café as like a meeting 

point and before we left we would have a little coffee and use the little emoji thingies to 

kind of have a chat if we weren’t texting or like using our phones. 

 
P7: 

“I’ve never really been one for museums, but we [P7 and their friends] use to love 

going up and down the museum especially the bug kind of bit to take photos with the 

butterflies and then we would like go to the art gallery bit and try and take those like 

aesthetic gallery photos if you know what I mean.” 

 
In the context of P7’s experience, the Museum is transformed from a static space into a 

dynamic social environment. By engaging in activities such as taking photos to capture 

“aesthetic” gallery shots, P7 and their friends co-create experiences together, fostering a 

deepened sense of connection and playfulness, where exploring the Museum becomes a 

medium for bonding and creativity. Activities like photographing butterflies and staging shots 

can be seen as playful rituals that enhance the Museum experience, transforming the ACNH 

Museum into a space of imaginative play, where traditional interactions with institutions such 

as museums are reimagined. In this context, the Museum is not merely a place for exhibits but 

a canvas for personal expression and social interaction. 
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Figure 21:Artefact of P7 and friend visiting the in game 
museum. 
(Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo) 

 

Figure 22: Artefact of P7 and friend visiting the in-game 
museum. 
(Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo) 
 

Similarly, P9’s experience reflects the Museum’s role as a digital counterpart to physical 

cultural spaces. It offers players an opportunity to engage with facets of art and culture in a 

virtual setting, promoting deeper appreciation of these institutions in real life (King 2025). The 

in-game Museum can blur the boundary between console and player, turning passive 

engagement into active cultural participation (DaCosta 2024). For example, P6 created 

streaming content centred on the Museum’s art, demonstrating how virtual spaces can serve 

as platforms for creative expression and community engagement. This highlights video games’ 

potential to enrich experiences of cultural heritage, extending beyond entertainment to foster 

meaningful connections with art and history (Cáceres-Reche et al., 2023). 

 
These cultural experiences in multiplayer settings suggest that, just as children use transitional 

objects such as blankets or toys to bridge their internal world and external reality (Winnicott 

1971), the Museum in ACNH and the wider game functions as a transitional space. Players 

can engage with virtual representations of cultural artefacts, experiencing connection to the 
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broader world of art and heritage while remaining within the comfort of a mediated, imaginative 

environment. As Winnicott (1971) asserts: 

 

“…the place where cultural experience is located is in the potential space between the 

individual and the environment [... ]Cultural experience begins with creative living first 

manifested in play.” (Winnicott 1971, p135) 

 
The Museum, as experienced by players, is not merely a static representation of art but an 

interactive site where cultural appreciation unfolds dynamically. It fosters what Winnicott 

1971) describes as “creative living” (p, xvi) as players engage with exhibits, share their 

discoveries with others, and, in cases such as P6’s streaming success, reinterpret and 

repurpose these virtual artefacts for wider audiences. This demonstrates how games blur the 

boundaries between play and cultural participation, allowing players to explore heritage in 

ways that mirror real-world museum visits but within a digital, communal setting. The potential 

of video games to act as facilitators of cultural engagement and creative expression is 

explored further in Section 4 - Beyond the Console. 

 
Spaces like Nook’s Cranny and The Able Sisters’ shop offer communal settings that foster 

social interactions and shared experiences, further reinforcing the role of these digital spaces 

in connecting players to both culture and community. The use of such spaces in the game 

prompted reflection by P9 on the role of these spaces in real life: 

 
P9: 

“I think I have more of I guess I mean probably more of an appreciation for being with 

friends and being able to hang out together somewhere like a park together like it was 

something I missed and I’m not saying it was exactly the same but it was what I 

needed at the time.” 

 
P9’s reflection highlights the significance of ACNH as a virtual Third Space, particularly during 

times when real-world social interaction was limited. P9 expresses a heightened appreciation 
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for this space; however, they also acknowledge that the experience was “not exactly the 

same,” while emphasising that it provided the much-needed connection they required at the 

time (Turkle 2011; Shah et al. 2020). In this context, ACNH can be understood as a 

transitional space, one that offers moments of connection but also reflecting the limitations of 

digital encounters in fulfilling deeper emotional needs (Turkle 2011; Hertz 2020). 

 
This virtual environment allows players to explore aspects of their identity, engaging in 

activities they may avoid in real life (Türkay and Kinzer 2015). For some Museums may be 

seen as elitist institutions (Kolbe 2024).The integration of such spaces in ACNH as an object of 

popular culture blurs the boundaries between what can be distinguished as ‘highbrow’ and 

popular culture (Rehn 2008). In ACNH, the museum becomes a place where P7 can interact 

with elements of culture and art in a more accessible and enjoyable way, particularly with 

friends. 

 

The emphasis in ACNH on literal Third Spaces (Oldenburg 1982), such as museums, cafés, 

and shops, where players can socialise and connect, reflects a deeper need for connection, 

routine, and shared experiences within a safe, controlled environment. While ACNH replicates 

the literal Third Spaces of coffee shops and museums, these spaces are symbolic 

representations of comfort, familiarity, and social bonding and are representative of the 

player’s desires for community and belonging in a virtual setting. The importance placed on 

these areas by the players in this research suggests that they serve as more than just 

functional game elements; they are emotionally charged psychic spaces where players can 

project their desires for meaningful interactions. The multiplayer experience becomes a way 

for players to engage in social rituals within these spaces and find pleasure in shared playful 

activities within the boundaries of ACNH. 

 

3.3.6 Growing Together: Collaborative Play in Animal Crossing 

 
Third Spaces are inherently playful, collaborative environments where people can engage in 

informal interactions (Oldenburg 1989). These spaces foster creativity, socialisation, and a 
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sense of belonging (Nadizti et al. 2021; Astell-Burt et al. 2022; Alidoust et al. 2018; Dolley 

2020). The playful nature of these spaces lies in their ability to blur the lines between 

structured gameplay and spontaneous interaction. Similar to real-world and psychic Third 

Spaces (Winnicott 1971; Ogden 2004; Oldenburg 1982), players are encouraged to 

experiment, collaborate, and express themselves in ways that have the potential to deepen 

their connection to others. 

 
ACNH specifically encourages collaboration, with cooperative mechanics built directly into the 

game. For example, different types of fruit trees are native to specific islands, meaning some 

fruits can only be obtained by visiting a friend’s island or by receiving them as a gift from 

another player. Similarly, watering flowers is another important form of collaboration. When 

friends visit each other’s islands and water flowers, it increases the chances of producing 

hybrids, which are often highly sought-after items within the game, as these players highlight: 

P11: 
 

 
“We would like water each other’s plants and help plant trees, I remember when I was 

trying to get green mums [a type of flower in the game] and I’d have at least one friend 

on my island at any given time just kind of watering and landscaping and it was such a 

nice time for us it felt like we were doing something together.” 

 
 
 

 

Figure 23: Artefact of P11 and another player watering 
flowers. 
(Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo) 
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For P11, collaborative play was a central aspect of their ACNH experience, taking place within 

the ‘transitional space’ of the videogame (Winnicott 1971). The collective effort by P11 and 

their friends in growing specific flowers extended beyond gaming, becoming a meaningful 

activity that strengthened existing relationships. ACNH’s mechanics inherently encourage 

social interaction, making it a collaborative activity built around shared goals and resource 

exchange (Consalvo 2007; Taylor 2006). This exchange, however, is not merely transactional 

but often imbued with reciprocity and care, deepening friendships. In this way, the game 

becomes an affinity space (Gee 2004), not based on race, class, culture, or gender but on 

shared activities, interests, and goals (Gee 2004, p.67). 

 

The structured yet flexible nature of video games fosters cooperative gameplay (Macklin & 

Sharp 2016; Caroux et al. 2015; Taylor 2006), allowing players to invite friends to their islands 

at any time. Even small in-game actions, such as watering plants, take on symbolic meaning, 

fostering exchange, reciprocity, and belonging. 

 
The sandbox nature of ACNH empowers players to create collaborative environments. In this 

way, ACNH functions as a “potential space” (Winnicott 1971, p55), where customisation 

enables unique opportunities for play and social interaction. P2, for instance, harnessed the 

customisation features to allow her daughter and friends to play online together: 

 
 

 
P2 

 
“[….] I set up an island Easter egg hunt but I didn’t do it as an event or anything. 

and you know you can get like a hundred bells, and the just coins I spread the bells 

over the island and you can get that game wheel that you spin, and they were both sat 

in the front room and it did take some co-ordinating.’ 

 
P2’s experience highlights how the sandbox nature of ACNH enables players to create 

personalised and playful experiences. Rather than relying on pre-designed events, P2 used 
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the customisation features to design an interactive activity, transforming their island into a 

social arena, much like how real-world Third Spaces function as communal hubs (Gunderman 

2024). 

 
Here, a potential space emerges (Winnicott 1971), in which creative collaboration strengthens 

social bonds. By scattering bells and using an in-game wheel as part of the hunt, P2 reshaped 

their island into a dynamic, playful environment that went beyond standard gameplay. ACNH 

becomes a space where players can think creatively and enhance social bonds (Kriss 2021). 

This reflects the ability for sandbox games to facilitate meaningful interactions and enhancing 

connection (Davis et al. 2018). Such transformations show how ACNH allows players to 

reimagine and adapt virtual spaces to meet social needs, echoing the dynamics of physical 

Third Spaces (Oldenburg 1984). 

 

The activity facilitated by the game was not merely a mechanic but a medium through which 

P2 and their friends could connect and share joy. This playful, creative interaction underscores 

ACNH’s potential to serve as a vital outlet for socialisation and creativity, especially during 

times of physical isolation. In this way, the game mirrors the essential functions of Third 

Spaces, offering a platform for both individual expression and collective play. 

 

Conclusion Multiplayer Section 3 

ACNH became a vital multiplayer platform during the COVID-19 pandemic, offering emotional 

support, social connection, and opportunities for collaboration (Tran, 2020; Scholfield, 2021; 

Zhu, 2021). Its multiplayer features created a Third Space that temporarily replaced lost 

physical environments during the pandemic, supporting relationships and fostering community 

during a time of isolation (Nadizti et al., 2021; Astell-Burt et al., 2022). Visiting islands, 

exchanging resources, and participating in shared activities enabled routine social 

engagement and creative self-expression. This reflects the concept of "playing alone together" 

(Ducheneaut et al., 2006; McGonigal, 2011) and Winnicott’s (1958) Capacity to Be Alone, 

where solitude becomes enriching through the mediated presence of others. 
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This section addressed three research objectives: 

● O1) To explore how Winnicottian Object Relations Theory can enrich our understanding of 

self-experience, loneliness, and intimacy in the context of emergent virtual and technologised 

experiences. 

 
● O2) To investigate how the lived experience of social distancing and lockdown measures 

has changed the way players relate to and interact with ACNH. 

 
● O3) To examine how expressions of relatedness and closeness during play enrich new and 

existing social relationships and the experience of playing ACNH. 

 

For many players in this research, ACNH was more than a game. It was a potential space 

(Winnicott 1971) where imagination and reality met, and where personal meaning was created 

through play. In-game spaces like Brewster’s Café and the Museum mirrored real-world social 

environments, aligning with Oldenburg’s (1989) idea of Third Places. These virtual settings 

enabled rituals such as coffee chats or museum visits, creating continuity and belonging 

during lockdown. Players also engaged with cultural content through ACNH, treating it as a 

space for learning and creative sharing (King, 2024; DaCosta, 2024; Cáceres-Reche et al., 

2023). 

 
Despite its strengths, ACNH's multiplayer features revealed tensions. Players sometimes 

experienced discomfort when others took resources or altered their islands without consent, 

reflecting blurred digital boundaries and feelings of intrusion (Mohammadinodooshan and 

Carlsson 2023; Strauß and Nentwich 2013). Such experiences disrupted the facilitating 

environment needed for authentic play (Winnicott 1960), prompting defensive behaviour linked 

to the False Self. 

 
Nostalgia also shaped player experiences. While ACNH's aesthetics, music, and routines 

provided comfort and familiarity, they could also heighten loneliness (Juul 2019; Sedikides et 
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al., 2008; Routledge et al., 2013). This demonstrates that nostalgia in digital spaces can offer 

reassurance or intensify longing, depending on context. ACNH functioned as an evocative 

object (Bollas, 2008; Turkle, 2011), carrying deep emotional meaning. 

 
Small acts such as watering plants or leaving gifts fostered trust and reciprocity (Macklin and 

Sharp, 2016; Caroux et al., 2015), and the sandbox format encouraged co-creation and 

shared authorship. However, access to these social features required a Nintendo Online 

membership, raising concerns about the commercialisation of play and unequal access to 

digital connection. 

ACNH illustrates the dual nature of multiplayer gaming. It offers creative freedom, emotional 

support, and meaningful connection while also surfacing issues of privacy, social norms, and 

digital inequality. As digital play continues to evolve, ACNH serves as a powerful example of 

how games mediate relationships, offering both resilience and complexity in modern social life 

(Veal et al., 2024; Cook et al., 2023). 

 

3.4 Beyond The Console. 

3.0 Introduction 

 
Within the rapidly evolving landscape of digital entertainment, video gameplay has 

transcended the boundaries of the console, giving rise to complex interactions between 

consumers and producers (Törhönen et al. 2020). This transformation began with the rise of 

Web 2.0, which introduced more interactive and social dimensions to the online experience 

(Dusi 2017; Blank and Reisdorf 2012; Ritzer and Jurgenson 2010). Central to this shift is the 

concept of participatory culture, where users not only consume content but actively contribute 

to its creation and evolution (Erta-Majó and Tió 2023; Jenkins 2007, 2004). 

 
In the context of video games, this has led to an era in which players can shape game content, 

engage in collaborative storytelling, and influence development through online communities 

and user-generated input (Just et al. 2023; Johnson and Woodcock 2018; Smith et al. 2013). 

As a result, many players, often referred to as "prosumers" (producer-consumers), accrue 
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cultural and social gaming capital, gaining recognition and influence within gaming 

communities (Pitroso 2024). Prosumers are defined as those who simultaneously act as 

producers and consumers (Cao et al. 2024). Some go on to become major gaming 

influencers, shaping trends, driving sales, and even impacting the future direction of gaming 

(Blank and Reisdorf 2012). 

 
It is important to recognise that not everyone has equal access to these opportunities. Digital 

inequality remains a significant barrier, with factors such as economic disparity, limited access 

to technology, and lack of digital literacy preventing some individuals from fully participating in 

this evolving digital landscape (Martin et al. 2016; Alam and Imran 2015). 

 

This section is divided into five parts, each exploring different dimensions to the 

commodification of play. The first examines the role of influencers in shaping gaming culture, 

highlighting how they mediate the relationship between game developers and audiences by 

transforming their gameplay into a marketable product. This section also considers how the 

commercial interests of video game companies, such as Nintendo, intersect with those of 

players, complicating the fundamental motivations and dynamics of play as articulated by 

Winnicott (1958, 1961, 1971). 

 
By leveraging their gaming experiences, influencers generate revenue and foster consumer 

engagement, illustrating the commercial potential of “playbour” (play-labour) (Zhang and Wu 

2022; Just et al. 2023; Johnson and Woodcock 2018). This analysis of commodified play is 

situated within broader neoliberal frameworks, in which leisure, self-expression, and identity 

formation are increasingly subjected to market forces and monetisation (Törhönen et al. 2019; 

Min and Liu 2021; Fuchs 2013). 

 
The second part explores the issue of digital inequality, highlighting how access to and 

participation in digital experiences are unevenly distributed, thereby reinforcing existing social 

divides (Stone 2021). While the advent of Web 2.0 has expanded opportunities for play and 
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self-expression (Ford and Green 2013; Jenkins 2007, 2004; Solomon and Schrum 2007), it 

has also intensified disparities in access and opportunity (Schardie 2011). In ACNH and other 

mediated forms of play, meaningful experiences are often contingent upon access to digital 

devices, high-speed internet, and paid online memberships. For some players in this study, 

engagement in digital play was restricted by economic, geographic, or social barriers, leaving 

them on the margins of emotionally and socially significant experiences (Martin et al. 2016). 

 
Those with the means to purchase the latest gaming consoles, secure online subscriptions, 

and maintain reliable internet access are better positioned to explore and contribute to digital 

worlds like ACNH. Moreover, as gaming content becomes increasingly commodified, 

individuals with access to streaming setups, high-end gaming equipment, or substantial social 

media followings are able to participate in and profit from "playbour" (as defined in the 

Literature Review), gaining disproportionate influence and economic benefit. This dynamic 

further deepens inequalities in the gaming community. While digital labour can offer 

opportunities for empowerment, it also risks reinforcing exploitative structures, particularly 

where the boundaries between work and play become indistinct. Kücklich’s (2005) concept of 

"playbour" captures this tension, describing how unpaid gamer activities, such as modding or 

content creation, constitute a precarious form of labour masked as leisure (Just et al. 2023). 

 
This dual exploration underscores how the rise of Web 2.0, which facilitated more social and 

participatory forms of digital experience, has both broadened engagement and intensified the 

commodification of play while simultaneously exacerbating inequalities (Jenkins 2007; Erta-

Majó and Tió 2023). 

 
O1) To explore how Winnicottian Object Relations Theory can enrich our understanding of self-

experience, loneliness, and intimacy in the context of emergent virtual and technological 

experiences. 

 
O4) To understand the potential of ACNH as a media object of the mind in enabling players to 

work through the complex experience of self, culture, and ideology. 
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Examining play beyond the console aligns closely with Winnicott’s (1971) concept of play as 

an “intermediate area of experience” (p.2), a psychological space where the boundaries 

between internal reality and the external world are fluid. In the context of the digital age, this 

notion takes on new significance. Play now extends beyond the confines of the console, 

merging virtual and real-world experiences through activities such as streaming, content 

creation, and online community engagement (Zhang and Wu 2022). This expansion 

transforms play into a space where individual creativity intersects with collective cultural 

participation, echoing Winnicott’s view of play as central to the development of culture and 

self-expression. At the same time, it shows the growing commodification of play: what once 

existed as a personal and spontaneous act now operates within broader economic and social 

systems (Fuchs 2013). In this way, digital play becomes embedded in a network of market-

driven practices, blurring the line between leisure and labour within this dynamic, transitional 

space. 

 

3.4.1 Soothing Screens: Finding Comfort in content. 

 
When originally envisioning this research project, I did not anticipate including elements 

beyond the console, such as social media and streaming. Conversations with several players, 

however, revealed that the integration of influencers, “Let’s Plays” (see Glossary in Appendix 

A), and other media forms was crucial to their gameplay experience. These media not only 

enhance engagement but also shape how games are perceived and played, effectively 

bridging the gap between consumption and creation (Woodcock and Johnson 2019; Postigo 

2014). Exploring this integration is essential as it directly relates to the objectives of this 

research. Specifically, it supports Objective 1 (O1), which aims to enrich our understanding of 

self-experience, loneliness, and intimacy within emergent virtual contexts by examining how 

these media influences contributed to players’ experiences. It also aligns with Objective 4 

(O4), which investigates how ACNH and similar games function as media objects of the mind 

(Bainbridge 2019, p3), enabling players to navigate complex experiences of self, culture, and 

ideology, often mediated through influencers and streaming content. 
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The incorporation of social media, influencers, and Let’s Plays into the gaming experience 

highlights how digital play has become deeply intertwined with broader cultural and economic 

practices (Törhönen 2019). This shift, driven by neoliberal forces, has redefined player 

engagement with games like ACNH, particularly during significant societal disruptions such as 

the COVID-19 pandemic. The success of ACNH was not only due to its timely release during 

global lockdowns but also to the ways in which players turned to various media, including Let’s 

Plays, to cope with the isolation and uncertainty of this period. 

 
For some players, like P7, difficulty obtaining the game early on intensified their engagement 

with online content, turning what began as a search for entertainment into something closer to 

an “obsession.” This shift underscores the relationship between digital consumption, media 

integration, and personal experience during moments of crisis. 

 
P7: 

 
‘[...] didn’t have it because of a delivery mess up, I would watch other people unboxing 

it and playing it on YouTube. But I think because I was so anxious about everything 

else I almost became like obsessive like as soon as I got the game I couldn’t put it 

down but at least it kind of I guess distracted me in a way.’ 

 
In this way, watching unboxing videos related to ACNH can be understood as a means of 

maintaining a connection to the game as an object, creating a sense of continuity in its 

absence. Winnicott (1971, p19) highlights the importance of healthy engagement with 

transitional phenomena. This account however, suggests an obsessive relationship, indicating 

difficulties in managing the uncertainty surrounding “everything else.” The player’s fixation on 

the game and inability to “put it down” may serve as a psychological defence against the 

overwhelming anxiety of the pandemic, offering a sense of control. By focusing on ACNH, the 

player constructs a safe and predictable space in which to momentarily escape the wider 

chaos of the pandemic. In this sense, ACNH functions as a psychoanalytic Third Space, 

providing a symbolic environment where players manage feelings of anxiety and disconnection 
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through comforting rituals and predictable routines (Winnicott 1971). 

 
This quote by P7 illustrates how COVID fundamentally altered this player’s relationship with 

ACNH, transforming it from mere entertainment into a mechanism for coping with existential 

stress and emotional instability. Drawing on Winnicott’s concept of the use of an object 

(Winnicott 1971), this behaviour can be understood as a transitional process that helps P7 

mediate the anxiety caused by the game’s absence through creative engagement with its 

symbolic representations. Unboxing videos act as a bridge between the internal longing for the 

game and its absence in external reality. While this use of unboxing videos reflects a form of 

adaptive play and continuity, it also reveals the potential for maladaptive dependency if this 

engagement becomes overly rigid (Yang et al. 2021). 

 
The emphasis P7 places on unboxing videos and Let’s Plays underscores the critical role of 

prosumer culture (Törhönen et al. 2020). These videos serve not only as entertainment but 

also as powerful marketing tools for companies like Nintendo. According to Wernick (1991), 

promotional culture thrives by creating and disseminating symbolic messages designed to 

appeal to emotions, fostering identification and a sense of belonging with brands (p. 182). P7’s 

engagement with unboxing videos and Let’s Plays exemplifies how prosumer culture fuels this 

promotional dynamic. By consuming this content, P7 soothes their anxieties during the 

delayed gratification of waiting for the game while simultaneously participating in a broader 

cultural phenomenon that amplifies the game’s symbolic and commercial appeal. In this way, 

promotional culture and prosumer practices intersect (Sommerville and Edwards 2021), 

transforming emotional identification into a mechanism that drives consumer demand. P7’s 

engagement with such content both alleviates their anxiety and reinforces the value and 

desirability of the game as a marketable product. 

 
However, this engagement also fosters a sense of community and incorporates themes of 

relatedness. Even if P7 does not personally know the influencer featured in the Let’s Play, they 

may develop a parasocial relationship that cultivates a sense of belonging (Kowert and Quandt 



211  

2020). Through such interactions, players experience connection within a wider community 

(Just et al. 2023). Drawing on Benedict Anderson’s (2006) concept of Imagined Communities, 

this shared sense of belonging arises not from direct personal relationships but from collective 

identification with the cultural narratives and experiences surrounding the game. 

 
While this content functions as a marketing tool, it also has the potential to present the game 

in an authentic and relatable format (Valentin 2020). This authenticity can attract consumers 

and players who perceive these experiences as genuine, further reinforcing their emotional 

investment in both the game and the surrounding community (Hund 2023). 

 

Watching influencers play becomes a form of social play, allowing viewers to partake in a 

broader collective experience. Several players in this research found comfort in such content, 

but the evolving dynamic between prosumer and player raises important questions about the 

nature and boundaries of play in an increasingly mediated digital environment. This interplay 

highlights the complex relationship between psychological needs, media consumption, and 

capitalist marketing strategies, as the lines between personal coping mechanisms and 

consumer behaviour continue to blur. 

 
Once the game arrived, P7’s compulsive play can be interpreted through Klein’s (1952) 

concepts of anxiety and defence mechanisms. The obsessive engagement with ACNH 

suggests an attempt to manage overwhelming anxiety by immersing themselves in the game, 

using it as a defence against external stressors. The game becomes a “good object” in Klein’s 

terms, offering a safe and controlled environment that temporarily alleviates feelings of 

anxiety. 

 
This soothing and immersive quality of ACNH extends beyond the game itself to related 

content on platforms like YouTube as P10 highlights: 

 
P10: 

“I remember when it first came out… I was working and I’d come home after a stupid 
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long shift and sometimes, I’d just fall asleep to people playing it in the background like it 

was quite soothing in some ways.” 

 
The soothing effect of watching others play highlights a vicarious form of play occurring within 

a potential space, a place to unwind and find relaxation (Winnicott 1971). In this form of 

passive engagement, the boundaries between spectator and player blur, illustrating how the 

participatory nature of Web 2.0 has transformed traditional borders of play (Jenkins 2007; 

Hong 2013;). According to Winnicott, play is not merely leisure but a vital space where 

individuals can temporarily escape reality, a potential space where creativity, relaxation, and 

emotional restoration take place. This space functions as an “island” of comfort, providing 

respite from the pressures of daily life (Winnicott 1971). 

 
Rather than directly playing the game, P10 engages in a shared play experience through the 

influencer, allowing them to relax and momentarily escape the reality of COVID-19. The act of 

falling asleep to the sounds of gameplay reflects a desire to internalise the calming aspects of 

the game, creating a safe and nurturing environment that counterbalances anxieties related to 

work and the pandemic. Beyond this, it reveals a deeper yearning for companionship. Ambient 

sounds of conversation, laughter, and gentle in-game interactions evoke a sense of presence, 

offering comfort through the illusion of social connection (Young and Wiedenfield 2022). Even 

without direct interaction, this auditory experience simulates the feeling of being surrounded by 

others, helping to alleviate loneliness and fostering warmth and security. 

 
The demanding work shifts experienced by P10 represent the bad object (Klein 1952), a 

source of stress and fatigue. By turning to ACNH content, P10 engages in a process of 

splitting, whereby the negative aspects of their day are kept separate from the positive, 

soothing experience provided by the game. The game therefore functions as a good object 

(p443) and helps maintain psychological balance by compartmentalising these opposing 

experiences. 

 
A key theme of this research emerges: engagement with prosumer content blurs traditional 
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boundaries between consumer and producer, illustrating the boundary-crossing nature of 

contemporary digital play. By participating in this form of consumption and play, even as 

passive observers, players become part of the content production and consumption loop, 

reinforcing the interconnectedness between players and creators (King and Hera 2020; Andre 

et al. 2022; Taylor 2018). 

 
The prosumers who create this content inadvertently contribute to the commercialisation and 

commodification of play, transforming playful experiences into a commodity that is both 

consumed and created by the audience (Ferrir-Connill 2018). This process aligns closely with 

neoliberal ideals, where leisure activities, including play, are integrated into market logics, 

turning personal enjoyment into opportunities for profit and consumption. 

 
In a neoliberal framework, even relaxation and companionship, reasons players often seek 

gaming content (Sjöblom and Hamari 2017), are commodified, positioning every aspect of play 

within an economic system that values productivity, monetisation, and consumer engagement 

(Harvey 2005). This transformation reflects the broader neoliberal ideology that permeates 

contemporary culture, where personal and social experiences are increasingly subject to 

market forces and commercial imperatives (Watts 2017). 

 

3.4.2 From Player to Pro: Navigating the Blurred Lines Between Work and 
Play in ACNH 

 
The rise of prosumers and video game influencers marks a profound transformation in how 

players interact with digital play and leisure, particularly in widely popular games like ACNH 

(Shafi 2022; Nichols 2021; Hong 2013; Zwick et al. 2008). This shift reflects the increasing 

entanglement of play with neoliberal ideals, where the boundaries between consumption and 

production blur and leisure activities are commodified, positioning players as both creators and 

consumers within a market-driven ecosystem (Bruns 2013). 

 
This subsection examines the journeys of several players who have commodified their 

gameplay, transforming in-game activities into marketable content on platforms such as 
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Twitch, YouTube, and Instagram. These players, now streamers and influencers, have built 

followings by sharing designs, tips, and gameplay, often blurring the line between play and 

labour in the process. In doing so, they accumulate both gaming and cultural capital (Walsh 

2009; Molyneux 2015), leveraging expertise and visibility to gain status and influence within 

gaming communities. This dynamic shows how gaming content operates not only as 

entertainment but also as a means of accruing social and economic value in a digitally 

mediated market. 

 

As players move from casual participation to content creation, the dynamics of play 

fundamentally change. What once functioned as a leisurely escape has, for some participants, 

become a form of labour situated within a neoliberal framework that emphasises self-

enterprise, personal branding, and the commodification of everyday life (Zhang and Wu 2022; 

Sokowati2020; Törhönen et al. 2019; Harvey 2005). The success of influencers who profit from 

advertising revenue or secure brand deals raises questions about the authenticity of play in 

this evolving digital landscape. Winnicott (1971) understood authentic play as spontaneous, 

creative, and rooted in the true self. By contrast, influencer play is increasingly shaped by 

external pressures such as merchandise, sponsorships, and company incentives. These 

forces risk transforming play into a performance of the false self, directed less by intrinsic 

enjoyment and more by commercial demands. 

 
During the interviews with players, it became apparent that several had achieved notable 

success in sharing their gameplay on various social media sites, with some amassing a 

substantial following. This success, however, did introduce complexities into the interview 

process. For example, several of these players had to postpone interviews due to their 

commitments as videogame influencers. Furthermore, there was a level of anxiety for some of 

these players about participating in interviews. There was a concern among some participants 

that their responses in these interviews, particularly those that offer a ‘behind the scenes’ 

perspective, might compromise the perceived authenticity of their content. This tension can be 

linked to Winnicott’s (1965) concept of the True Self and False Self, where the influencers may 
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struggle with maintaining the True Self in the private sphere while presenting a False Self that 

aligns with their public persona as content creators. P7 noted at the start of their interview how 

difficult it was to navigate this boundary, highlighting the internal conflict between self-

presentation and genuine expression. 

 
 

P7 

“…I was worried about like giving too much away in a way like I didn’t want to be 

recognised by a follower or something because it feels a bit icky.” 

 

 

P7 

“It’s almost like I don’t want people to think I’m not having fun when I play but like it is 

different for me now and I don’t want anyone to really think I don’t mean what I say or 

something.” 

 
The quote by P7 reveals a tension between their role as a video game influencer and the 

authenticity of their gaming experience, a theme that recurred across interviews with 

influencers. P7’s concern with “giving too much away” foregrounds the balance between 

private experiences and the public persona maintained for followers. P7’s use of the word 

“icky” conveys discomfort with exposing genuine feelings or behind-the-scenes realities, which 

could disrupt audience connection. 

 
This unease can also be understood as alienation from their own labour (Zhang et al. 2022). 

By presenting gameplay as carefree and effortless, influencers conceal the emotional strain 

and performative effort underpinning their work (Woodcock and Johnson 2019). This masking 

exemplifies embodied commodity fetishism (McAlister 2016), where creative labour is 

obscured, leaving only a polished, marketable product for consumption. As a result, 

influencers navigate an ongoing tension between preserving authenticity and sustaining 

content demands (Arriagada and Bishop 2019). 
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The anxiety is evident when P7 stresses they do not want followers to think they are not 

genuinely enjoying the game, reflecting the pressure to maintain an image of authenticity 

(Hund 2023). Their remark that it is “different for me now” signals a shift from pure enjoyment 

to a more performative engagement shaped by audience expectations and commercial 

pressures. This transformation blurs the boundary between play and labour, raising wider 

questions about how digital leisure is commodified and how the authenticity of play is 

compromised. 

To reassure P7, I reiterated the study’s anonymisation process and emphasised that their 

identity would be protected throughout. I clarified that only screenshots and videos they 

voluntarily submitted as player artefacts would be included, and that nothing from their 

YouTube channel or social media platforms would be used. This approach reduced the 

likelihood of recognition and eased concerns about privacy and authenticity. For some 

participants, this reassurance was particularly comforting, enabling them to speak more openly 

during interviews and share personal reflections that might otherwise have been withheld. 

 
Several participants continued to express apprehension, which may have shaped the degree 

of disclosure. In such moments, players presented what Winnicott (1965) terms a False Self, a 

defensive façade that shields the True Self from external scrutiny. This curated self, mirroring 

the persona maintained for audiences, is more guarded and controlled, particularly when 

discussions touched on their public identity as influencers. The False Self thus “serves a 

defensive function to hide and protect the True Self” (Winnicott 1965, p. 144). 

 
The anxiety around disclosure underscores a persistent tension between protecting the True 

Self and sustaining a coherent, curated public image. This negotiation may have limited the 

depth of insight shared, as participants balanced personal reflection with the constructed 

identities expected by their audiences. While Winnicott (1965) suggests a degree of the False 

Self is necessary to meet social expectations and safeguard the True Self, the influencer 

persona complicates this dichotomy. The influencer front is both defensive and expressive: it 

conceals vulnerabilities while simultaneously enabling creative expression and authenticity 
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through content production. This duality highlights the blurred boundaries between genuine 

self-expression and performance, inviting further research into how influencers reconcile inner 

realities with the external demands of visibility. 

 

3.2.3 Becoming prosumers 

 
For many players in this research, what was once a private pastime crossed the boundary into 

the public sphere. Sharing in-game creations was initially an intimate activity for close friends 

and family but gradually expanded onto platforms such as Instagram. P7, for instance, 

extended the cottagecore aesthetic of their island into their Instagram presence, blending in-

game creativity with digital self-expression and transforming a personal hobby into a public 

display of identity and style. 

 
Some players integrated these activities into existing social media accounts, while others 

created dedicated profiles specifically for ACNH content. This shift marked a move from casual 

sharing to deliberate digital production, where playful expression increasingly intersected with 

visibility and self-branding. By curating and showcasing their islands, players not only shaped 

digital identities but also contributed to the collective culture of the game, fostering connections 

and building communities through shared experiences (Dalisay 2014; Whittaker 2019). In 

doing so, they crossed boundaries between virtual and real-world spaces, as play became 

entangled with processes of commodification and public display (Taylor 2018). As P7 

highlights: 

 
P7: 

“I didn’t […] intend for things to get like big but I found it to be quite like crazy that I was 

sharing these things on social media and people were actually paying me attention I 

got likes I kind of started forming a little bond with the people I was sharing things with 

and event eventually we kind of built like this little community of Animal Crossing 

creators.” 
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P7’s reflection illustrates how casual players can transition into influential content creators, 

embodying a form of aspirational labour (Duffy 2017). Although P7 did not initially intend for 

heir content to become “big,” the attention it received through likes and bonds with others 

eflects the allure of turning passion into a career. This allure signals the blurring of boundaries 

etween personal enjoyment and professional work (Törhönenet al. 2019), a recurring theme in 

this research. Such boundary crossing underscores how the pursuit of passion increasingly 

aligns with entrepreneurial ideals, where success is measured through visibility, self-

promotion, and the commodification of personal interests (Harvey 2005). 

 
P7’s journey from private play to public sharing also highlights how digital objects and social 

media interactions become significant relational tools. The “little community of Animal Crossing 

creators” P7 describes can be understood through Object Relations Theory (Gabbard and 

Rachal 2012), where bonds within the group reflect a deep need for relatedness and mutual 

recognition (Kern et al. 2002; Deci and Ryan 2000). These virtual spaces function as third 

places (Oldenburg 1982) and as potential spaces (Winnicott 1971), where players project 

needs and desires onto shared creative practices, fostering collective identity and mutual 

support. 

 
Across interviews, belonging and community emerged as central to players’ experiences, 

underscoring the importance of these shared spaces. The community aspect of online content 

sharing is further illustrated by P9: 

 
P9: 

 

 
“I kind of took these two things that were aspects of myself my transness and my I 

guess identity as someone who plays video games and this kind of I guess allowed me 

to find the niche and connect with others and it was really nice people to kind of show 

interest and want to connect with me.” 

 
P9’s reflection, particularly the connection between their trans identity and the game, highlights 
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the powerful role digital platforms play in enabling marginalised individuals to express 

themselves and find connection beyond the console (Charmarman et al. 2022; Ortis 2018; 

Baym 2015; Cover 2015). Players such as P7 and P9 demonstrate how these communities 

resist dominant norms of gaming culture, which often depict gamers as insular white men 

(Pierre-Louis 2021), showing instead how online communication can foster diverse and 

meaningful relationships (Baym 2015). For P9, the intersection of their trans identity and 

gaming provided a subversive space to engage in participatory culture in ways that affirmed 

and supported their intersecting identities. 

 
The accounts of P7 and P9 illustrate how gaming communities, often criticised for hostility 

toward minorities (Kendrick 2021; Vysotsky and Allaway 2018), can also serve as supportive 

niches where marginalised groups build solidarity (McLean and Griffiths 2018). While 

mainstream discourse emphasises exclusion, P9’s experience demonstrates the potential for 

subversion, where minority groups claim space and cultivate connections through shared 

creative practices. In this sense, gaming platforms can function as spaces of resistance as well 

as affirmation. 

 
At the same time, community building is not without challenges. As players gain visibility, 

informal sharing may shift toward performative practices, where sustaining engagement 

becomes a central concern (Dwivedi et al. 2020). P7’s experience of “getting big” illustrates 

how visibility transforms playful spontaneity into a form of labour. This transition creates 

tension between the True Self, linked to authentic play, and the constructed public persona 

shaped by audience expectations (Winnicott 1961). 

 

3.2.4 A reflection on Play 

 
For some players in this research, success attracted viewership and engagement as well as 

partnerships with video game companies and financial compensation. This success 

fundamentally alters the dynamics of play as a spontaneous, creative activity (Winnicott 1960). 

Commercialised play introduces pressure to align content with sponsor and audience 
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expectations (Chalk 2022). 

 
P6 exemplifies this trend, producing content that eventually went viral. This content was 

significant, however, it is too distinctive to include without risking participant identification. 

Nevertheless, the attention it garnered led to collaborations with video game companies, 

illustrating how digital play increasingly straddles leisure and labour. This dynamic highlights 

the tension between authentic engagement and the demands of maintaining a marketable 

online persona. 

 
For P6 ACNH has become a site of work. P6 went onto create an office space within their 

house, as P6 notes: 

 
P6: 

 
“Yeah, I don't really change my office.” 

 

 
The inclusion of P6 within the player artefact, particularly positioned at the desk can be 

understood as a projection of how P6 perceives and constructs their identity. By placing 

themselves at the desk, P6 symbolically asserts a sense of control, authority and productivity, 

perhaps attributes they wish to embody or see reflected in themselves. 

 

Figure 24: Artefact of P6 in their in-game office 
(Animal Crossing: New Horizons © 2020 Nintendo) 

 
The presence of two screens in P6’s office is notable, suggesting a dual identity that balances 

their roles as player and content creator. This setup allows them to project internal states and 

desires into the virtual space, using the game as a medium to navigate and express an 

evolving self-concept within the community. Through this process, P6 engages in what 
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Winnicott (1971, p118) describes as relating: they externalise aspects of their identity 

(projection) and potentially internalise feedback or audience reactions (introjection), refining 

their self-perception. 

 

The creation of an office within the game illustrates how P6’s experience has crossed the 

boundary between leisure and labour. By establishing a workspace in a realm typically 

associated with play, P6 embodies the prosumer role (Burns 2013). Their decision not to alter 

the office further illustrates how the game has become a stable site of work rather than a 

space for creative exploration. In this way, the office functions as a consistent, productivity-

focused environment, contrasting with the dynamic, exploratory nature usually associated with 

play. For P6, the game has shifted from a playful experience to a professional environment. 

 
P6 reflects on this need for stability: 

 
P6: 

"I would like it to be like stable enough to be like a full time period. But I'm still doing 

like 3 on stuff on the side, and PhD. On the side would be nice. It's easy, it’s less 

stressful than all the stuff.” 

 
This quote illustrates the tension between the desire for stability in content creation and the 

inherent precarity of digital platforms (Duffy 2020; Anissa and Suwarto 2023; Morgan and 

Neligan 2018), illustrating the challenges of transitioning from side-project content creation to 

full-time work. This longing for stability echoes P6’s in-game office and reflects a broader issue 

in the digital content economy (Schor 2020). The drive to professionalise content creation 

while managing other responsibilities underscores the pressure to diversify income in an 

environment with limited job security, particularly in creative fields (Tewari 2024). Initially, P6’s 

gaming experience was solitary, characterised by loneliness, where play served as self-

expression, free from audience expectations. 

 
P6: 
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“I would play like. Just sit in and play by myself, and I'm just. I guess that is lonely in 

itself. But now it’s me playing is like all the people are gonna see what I'm playing. And 

that's like a different way of playing.” 

 

As their gaming becomes a public performance, the nature of play changes. Playing is no 

longer solely for personal enjoyment but is shaped by audience expectations, shifting from 

private recreation to public spectacle and transforming into a form of playbour (Just et al. 

2023). This shift highlights a crossing of boundaries between leisure and labour (Kücklich 

2005; Taylor 2018) and between childhood and adulthood. What was once a self-directed, 

playful activity now carries financial stakes and professional obligations, blurring the lines 

between nostalgic childhood play and adult responsibilities. 

 
While P6 notes alleviation of loneliness through creating a sense of community, it is mediated 

by digital platforms and shaped by viewer expectations, introducing new pressures. P6’s 

experience shows how loneliness, intimacy, and belonging are mediated virtually, enriching 

social relationships through play. This aligns with (O1) exploring self-experience in virtual 

contexts and (O3) examining how play fosters relatedness and intimacy. For P6, awareness of 

being watched changes the way they play, turning escape into labour. This reflects the 

broader commodification of digital play and supports (O4) the potential of games like ACNH to 

help players work through complex experiences of self, culture, and ideology. 

 
P6 notes the distinct difference between playing for viewership and playing for the experience 

of play: 

 
P6: 

 
“Sometimes you just wanna experience the game. So, I just, I kind of don't stream a 

new game.” 

 
This quote by P6 reflects a yearning for the ‘spontaneous’ nurturing play described by 

Winnicott (1971). When streaming, play shifts from personal immersion to a dual focus: 
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engaging with the game while performing for an audience. Sharing personal passions publicly 

can transform them, creating a disconnect from the original joy and spontaneity of play (Duffy 

2017). By choosing not to stream a new game, P6 seeks to preserve the authenticity of their 

playful experience, remaining free to explore and make mistakes. P6’s quote also highlights 

the importance of private space in digital play. Keeping certain experiences to themselves can 

be seen as reclaiming the game space and resisting the neoliberal commodification of life 

(Harvey 2005), where not all gaming experiences are turned into content. This choice 

suggests an awareness of the emotional labour of streaming and the need to protect personal 

connection to play from being fully absorbed by audience demands. 

 
P6 has also reflected on how the prosumer dynamic has altered their interaction and play with 

ACNH: 

 
P6 : 

 
“Now, like, if I play, it's basically just to either stream or make content. So I guess it's 

not really fun…So it's just like, I'm kind of doing something for some content I rarely 

play like, just hold a switch and play.” 

 
P6’s quote captures the impact that the shift from private to public play has on the enjoyment 

and authenticity of gaming, highlighting the transformation of play into a form of labour (Yee 

2006). Their experience shows how intrinsic enjoyment can be lost when digital activities are 

commodified. The fun and spontaneity of True Self play (Winnicott 1960, 1971) is supplanted 

by a False Self focused on producing content that satisfies an audience. Actions are 

performed to meet external expectations of viewers and sponsors rather than for personal 

satisfaction (Pellicone and Ahn 2017). Gaming has become a performance aimed at 

generating content, followers, and potential income. This further blurs the boundaries between 

play and labour, exemplifying playbour (Zhang and Wu 2022). P6 admits that “it’s not really 

fun,” reflecting the loss of unstructured, spontaneous play that once defined their relationship 

with video games. Their experience shows that play can become something done for others 

rather than the self. 
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P6: 

“There isn't much to do once you finish your island. So if I wasn't streaming I don't 

know how much I would even play it.” 

 

The appeal of ACNH initially lies in the creative process: designing, building and shaping one’s 

island. However, as P6 notes, once that process is complete, the motivation to continue 

playing diminishes. The game, once a vast space for personal expression, now feels limited to 

its role as a platform for content creation. Continued engagement is driven more by the need 

to produce content for streaming than by a desire to explore the game or enjoy play for its own 

sake. P6’s experience reflects a broader trend in digital environments, where play becomes a 

form of labour, sustained by content creation and audience demands rather than personal 

enjoyment. 

 
P6’s experience illustrates the changing nature of play in digital content creation. Play shifts 

from a spontaneous, self-directed activity (Winnicott 1971) into a more instrumental, 

performative act. Traditionally defined by intrinsic enjoyment, play becomes entangled with the 

pressures of content production, blurring the line between play and work. This shift reduces 

spontaneity, as content creation for an audience overtakes the original purpose of play. 

Solitary play, once immersive, contrasts with digital play’s performative nature, where actions 

are constantly observed. Despite this, tension remains between commercialised play and the 

desire to reclaim play as a personal, immersive experience. 

 
This subsection highlights that the commodification of play, particularly through streaming and 

video game influencers, represents a significant change in how digital play is perceived and 

experienced. Video gameplay now extends beyond personal consoles, shaping relationships 

between consumers and producers (Dusi 2017; Blank and Reisdorf 2012; Ritzer and 

Jurgenson 2010). Central to this is participatory culture, where users both consume and 

contribute to content creation and evolution (Erta-Majó and Tió 2023; Jenkins 2004, 2007). 
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The integration of social media, influencers, and Let’s Plays shows how digital play is 

intertwined with cultural and economic practices (Plowman 2020). This shift, driven by 

neoliberal forces, has changed how players engage with games like ACNH, particularly during 

societal disruptions such as the COVID-19 pandemic. ACNH’s success during global 

lockdowns arose not only from its timely release but also because players turned to media like 

Let’s Plays to cope with isolation. These videos bridged internal longing for the game and its 

absence in reality, reflecting adaptive play. However, reliance on mediated play also raises 

concerns about potential maladaptive patterns if engagement becomes rigid or overly 

dependent on external validation. 

 
The changing nature of play is illustrated by players like P6, whose gaming habits shift from 

personal enjoyment to content creation. What was once an activity for relaxation and 

spontaneous fun increasingly becomes a task to produce content for an audience (Törhönen 

et al. 2019). This reflects a broader trend in the digital economy, where boundaries between 

play and work blur and leisure activities are absorbed by the pressures of performance and 

productivity (Just et al. 2023). Scholars such as Sjöblom and Hamari (2017) note that 

relaxation and companionship, key reasons for engaging with games, are being commodified, 

aligning with neoliberal ideals of monetisation and consumer engagement. 

 
The move from private, leisurely gaming to performative, public play mirrors wider changes in 

gaming culture, where content production can overshadow intrinsic enjoyment. Neoliberal 

emphasis on productivity reshapes even traditionally leisurely pursuits by their economic 

potential (Harvey 2005). In digital play, actions are no longer purely for personal satisfaction 

but are curated to engage audiences. For players like P6, this shift transforms the spontaneity 

of True Self play (Winnicott 1971) into a False Self focused on producing content that satisfies 

viewers. Solitary play, once immersive and self-directed, now carries external pressures, 

although players often retain an aspiration to reclaim the intrinsic pleasure of gaming. 

 
This transition highlights the broader entanglement of play with neoliberal ideologies, where 
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personal and social experiences are increasingly subject to market forces (Watts 2017). The 

rise of prosumers and video game influencers exemplifies this, as players become both 

consumers and producers in a market-driven ecosystem (Bruns 2013). Here, leisure is recast 

as labour and play becomes commodified. 

 

In summary, the experiences of streaming players in this research reveal the evolving nature 

of digital play. What was once a spontaneous, self-directed activity has transformed into a 

performative act shaped by a content-driven economy. This shift reflects the broader 

neoliberal framework, yet the tension between commercialised play and the desire for 

personal, immersive experiences continues to shape player engagement. 

 

3.2.5 The Price of Connection 

 
Throughout this Findings and Discussion chapter, particularly the Multiplayer section, ACNH 

has been highlighted as a key platform for social interaction during the COVID-19 pandemic 

(Yee 2022). However, access to this form of play was not universal. A Nintendo membership is 

required for online play, introducing a dimension of the digital divide (Van Dijk 2021). Players 

unable to afford this membership were excluded from these community experiences. 

 
This issue illustrates the broader commodification of play, especially within digital spaces. The 

need for a paid subscription, alongside the cost of the console and game, emphasises how 

economic barriers can deepen social divides (Stone 2021). This subsection examines the 

experiences of players in this research who, at times, lacked a Nintendo Online membership. 

 
Several participants also faced difficulty acquiring a Nintendo Switch, largely due to global 

stock shortages amid the console’s popularity during the pandemic (Khalid 2020). For some, 

however, the financial burden of purchasing both the console and the game was the greatest 

obstacle, as highlighted by P11: 

 
P11: 
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“I remember even before COVID I knew I wanted the game [ACNH] so I was saving 

and saving for the game and the console like I really had to justify it to myself like it was 

a treat, oh I’d done really well this year like I really had to justify it. “ 

 

The act of justifying this purchase as a "treat" or reward for "doing really well this year" 

perhaps reflects a deep internalisation of neoliberal values. P11's self-imposed need to 

rationalise spending on a console and games, items particularly associated with leisure and 

pleasure, suggests an underlying guilt or shame for engaging in non-productive activities. This 

response may also reflect an internalised stigma that associates poverty or low-income status 

with personal failure or unworthiness. Research has shown that individuals from 

disadvantaged economic backgrounds can experience heightened social identity threats when 

engaging in consumption practices, particularly in spaces perceived as catering to lower-

income groups, reinforcing feelings of shame and guilt when spending on non-essential items 

(Homburg et al., 2021). This sense of stigma is often intensified by broader social narratives 

that link poverty with inadequacy or irresponsibility (Oliveira et al., 2019). P11's attempt to 

justify their spending may reflect not only internalised neoliberal ideals, but also a deeper 

sense of shame shaped by these ingrained societal biases. 

 

P12 feels compelled to defend their decision to spend money on something perceived as non-

essential. This element of shame was again highlighted by P11: 

 
P11 

“I felt bad when I got it [Nintendo Switch], but I also feel like I’ve used it so much like I 

think without it I would have been bored beyond anything during lockdown.” 

 
The feeling of guilt after purchasing the console reflects the internal conflict that arises when 

individuals engage in spending not directly tied to productivity or necessity. Under neoliberal 

ideology, there is a pervasive expectation that individuals must constantly demonstrate 

financial discipline and responsibility, prioritising more ‘rational’ economic choices (Harvey 

2005). Neoliberalism fosters an environment where personal success is tied to one's ability to 
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make economically rational decisions, embedding shame in instances where such 

expectations are not met. As the boundaries between labour, play, and leisure increasingly 

blur, leisure and play often need to be justified as rewards for hard work, rather than 

recognised as legitimate needs (Esri 2023; Archer 2019). In relation to P12’s experience, this 

internal conflict intensifies feelings of shame and guilt. The need to justify purchases perhaps 

reflects a broader cultural narrative where leisure, pleasure, and play are viewed with 

suspicion, particularly for those struggling financially. In this context, shame acts as a 

mechanism of social control, reinforcing neoliberal values by punishing deviations from 

expected behaviour and further entrenching the moralisation of economic choices (Hoggett 

2017). 

 
When asked about their multiplayer experience, P11 said: 

 

 
P11: 

“I didn’t really play online when COVID first hit with everything going on I just could not 

afford it like it felt a bit ridiculous having to pay for the console and then the game and 

then the membership it was all just a bit much.” 

 
The reflections of P11 highlight the economic barriers faced by individuals seeking to engage 

in online communities (Holmes and Burgess 2022), specifically ACNH during the pandemic. 

Even before this period, P11 describes the need to “justify” the purchase of both the console 

and the game, treating it as a reward. Their account underscores that access to digital gaming 

platforms, which other players in this study also noted as critical tools for social interaction 

during the pandemic (Beaunoyer et al. 2020), was a luxury rather than a given. The financial 

strain becomes clearer when P11 discusses their multiplayer experience, noting the 

cumulative costs of the console, the game, and the Nintendo Online membership required for 

online play. The phrase “it was all a bit much” captures the overwhelming financial burden, 

particularly during a time of widespread economic uncertainty (Choi 2020). The growing 

prevalence of subscription models in the video game industry, such as Nintendo Online, 
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reflects a broader neoliberal trend where access to services is increasingly tied to recurring 

payments (Lindzon 2024). This model intensifies economic strain and reinforces the notion 

that leisure and community engagement are contingent on continuous financial input, 

transforming these aspects of life into commodities that must be constantly earned. 

 

During lockdown, P11 was able to obtain a more stable income, as they highlight here: 
 
 
 

 
P11: 

 
“So a little way through lockdown I was actually able to get a job and it made things 

easier, and I won’t lie one of the first things I did when I got paid was get the 

membership and it was such a game changer being able to see my friends.” 

 
As stated in the Multiplayer section P11 noted how important playing online with friends was: 

P11: 
 

“Playing it [ACNH] was a really important thing to me in that time and playing with 

friends was like one of things I really […] needed sometimes.” 

 
P11’s experience illustrates the profound impact that economic stability, or lack thereof, can 

have on access to digital social spaces, particularly during the pandemic (Mubarak and Suomi 

2022; Blažič and Blažič 2020). For P11, the priority was not the Nintendo Membership itself, 

but the social interaction and sense of community it provided, especially during a time of 

isolation. Drawing on Winnicott’s (1971) theories of play, digital platforms like ACNH became 

essential spaces for comfort, offering a vital means of maintaining social and emotional 

connections during lockdown. 

 
The importance of this connection is emphasised by P11 as something they ‘really needed 

sometimes,’ highlighting play as a coping mechanism. These interactions should not merely be 

seen as a luxury for those with economic stability, but as a crucial component of mental health 

and emotional well-being during a period of uncertainty and loneliness (Hwang et al. 2020). 
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inancial stability thus becomes a prerequisite for accessing not just material goods but also 

cial connections. There is also a sense of internalised neoliberal values, where the burden of 

overcoming economic barriers falls on the individual rather than community structures (Asen 

016; May 2012). P11’s experience underscores how financial stability affects social inclusion 

and mental well-being, and how neoliberal ideology can promote disconnection and isolation 

(Hurtz Becker et al. 2021). While Crouch (2022) suggests the pandemic weakened 

neoliberalism by highlighting the importance of public services, it can be argued that COVID-

19 revealed its consequences, often ignored post-pandemic. The continued rise of 

subscription services for games reflects the persistence of neoliberal ideals, with access to 

leisure and social interaction remaining commodified and dependent on recurring financial 

commitments (Kucher 2020; McMahon 2020). 

 
The cost of the Nintendo Online Membership was also a point of contention for P12: 

 
 
 

P12: 
 

“I kind of went between having it and not having it [Nintendo Online Membership] like 

there were sometimes I couldn’t really afford it so it would go on the backburner a bit 

but like in the grand scheme of things it wasn’t a lot but like I was scraping by as it was 

because of lockdown and not being able to work properly.” 

 
P12’s experience highlights the precarious nature of access to digital play spaces like ACNH 

during the pandemic. For P12, this was linked to financial instability. Intermittent access to the 

Online Membership, and therefore multiplayer play, reflected the fluctuating economic 

conditions many faced at the time. The need to put the membership on the “backburner” due 

to financial constraints shows how, even when the cost seemed small, “in the grand scheme of 

things it wasn’t a lot”, it remained a significant burden for someone “scraping by during 

lockdown.” 

 
Like P11, P12 was eventually able to obtain the Nintendo Membership needed for online 



231  

multiplayer play: 

 
P12: 

“I didn’t have it at first [Nintendo Online Membership] and then I saw everyone 

playing online and I felt a bit left out so got it and it just made being alone so much better.” 

 
The initial experience of feeling left out connotes a profound sense of social loneliness, arising 

from the inability to participate in collective digital activities (Martin et al. 2016), particularly 

those that became vastly popular. For P12, this feeling reflects a deeper social disconnection 

that financial barriers have exacerbated (Wang et al. 2022). This sense of exclusion is not only 

related to playing video games but also manifests as an internalisation of digital inequality. The 

emotional impact of being excluded from these online activities is significant, perhaps 

reminiscent of a child being excluded from games on a playground. 

 
Winnicott (1958) argued that the Capacity to Be Alone is not simply about physical solitude but 

also involves feeling relatedness and connection to others even in their absence. It requires an 

internal sense of being held and supported, even when alone. When physical and social 

connections are disrupted, this internalised sense of connection may weaken, turning solitude 

into isolation. P12’s ability to acquire the Online membership, which they describe as “making 

being alone so much better,” can be seen as a digital restoration of this sense of connection. 

By reconnecting with friends and participating in shared activities, P12 alleviated the distress 

associated with being alone. The digital space thus acted as a compensatory environment, 

helping to restore relatedness and connectedness. 

 
The need to purchase access to this digital connection highlights a tension between 

Winnicott’s theories (1958, 1960, 1971) and the realities of digital inequality. While the 

Capacity to Be Alone is rooted in early relational experiences and emotional security, P12’s 

experience shows how socio-economic factors, such as access to digital resources, can 

directly affect experiences of connection. 
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Beyond gaming, this is not solely an issue for online communities but reflects a broader 

understanding of digital inequality and the impact of economic hardship on access to digital 

tools and spaces (Robinson et al.2020; Edwards 2023). As P12 reflects: 

 
P12: 

“We also relied on tips a lot and so not really having that there meant I couldn’t spend 

money on things I really wanted to so in a way that in general was pretty difficult like 

my webcam stopped working on my laptop and I don’t have the money to just go out 

and replace it so I couldn’t really take part on zoom properly.” 

 
P12 was unable to replace their broken laptop and therefore could not participate in Zoom 

parties with friends “properly,” highlighting how financial constraints can severely restrict 

access to digital spaces that have become essential not only for social interaction but also for 

work and education (Soomro et al. 2020; Stefanile 2020). P12’s experience illustrates the 

digital divide beyond gaming communities, reflecting broader cultural implications where 

economic barriers to vital forms of communication and socialisation deepen feelings of 

isolation (Martin et al. 2016). Their struggle to afford a new webcam, and consequently their 

inability to fully engage in Zoom calls, demonstrates how the responsibility for technological 

access often falls solely on the individual, while structural inequalities that produce these 

barriers are overlooked. 

 

3.4 Conclusion to Beyond the Console 

The intersection of play in digital environments and neoliberal ideologies has profound 

implications for the accessibility and meaning of play in contemporary society. As 

demonstrated through players’ experiences with ACNH during the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

commodification of digital play spaces reflects a troubling trend in which economic barriers 

restrict access to leisure and community (Martin et al. 2016; Alam and Imran 2015). The 

requirement of a Nintendo Online membership, alongside the cost of the console and the 
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game, highlights how play has become a commodity contingent on financial input, deepening 

existing social divides (Van Dijk 2021; Stone 2021). 

 
This commodification mirrors broader neoliberal ideologies that link personal success and 

participation in leisure activities to one’s capacity to make “rational” economic choices (Harvey 

2005). The internal conflict experienced by players such as P11, who justifies purchases as 

“rewards” rather than necessities, illustrates how neoliberalism fosters guilt and shame over 

leisure spending, embedding the notion that play is a luxury rather than a legitimate human 

need (Esri 2023; Archer 2019). Recurring subscription models, echoing wider neoliberal trends 

in digital services, further reinforce these barriers and perpetuate inequality in access to digital 

tools and spaces (Lindzon 2024). 

 
P12’s experience of exclusion from gaming and broader digital communities underscores the 

emotional toll of digital inequality, where financial constraints limit participation in essential 

forms of socialisation (Kuhn et al. 2023). The inability to engage in collective digital activities 

amplifies feelings of social loneliness and reflects structural inequalities underpinning the 

digital divide (Martin et al. 2016; Wang et al. 2022). This exclusion also highlights a cultural 

consequence of neoliberalism: the burden of technological access and digital engagement 

falls on individuals, while systemic barriers remain unaddressed. 

 
This section primarily engages with the following research objectives: 

 

 
O1) To explore how Winnicottian Object Relations Theory can enrich understanding of self-

experience, loneliness, and intimacy in emergent virtual and technological contexts. 

 

O4) To understand the potential of ACNH as a media object of the mind, enabling players to 

work through complex experiences of self, culture, and ideology. 

 
Crouch (2022) suggests that the pandemic exposed the limitations of neoliberalism, yet the 

continued rise of subscription-based models in gaming and other digital services demonstrates 
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its enduring influence. While COVID-19 highlighted these inequalities, the persistent 

commodification of leisure shows that neoliberalism’s ideological grip on digital spaces 

remains firm (Kucher 2020; McMahon 2020). This dynamic not only limits who can participate 

in digital play but also reshapes play itself, transforming it from an intrinsic human experience 

into a commodified and contingent activity. 

 
The commodification of digital play reflects a growing divide, where leisure and social 

interaction are increasingly inaccessible to those without economic means, perpetuating 

cycles of exclusion and inequality. As digital spaces continue to evolve, addressing these 

barriers requires a critical examination of how neoliberal ideologies shape access to and 

experiences of play, both within gaming communities and beyond. 

 

Conclusion to Findings and Discussion 

This Findings and Discussion chapter has highlighted the multitude of ways in which ACNH 

functioned as both a site of connection and self-exploration, offering players in my study a 

space where belonging, creativity, and play intersected, particularly during the COVID-19 

pandemic lockdown periods of 2020–21. Central to these experiences were the themes of 

belonging and boundary crossing, which emerged as key dynamics shaping how players 

engaged with the game and with one another. 

 
This study set out to explore several key objectives: 

O1) To explore how Winnicottian Object Relations Theory can enrich our understanding of 

self-experience, loneliness, and intimacy in the context of emergent virtual and technological 

experiences. 

 
O2) To investigate how the lived experience of social distancing and lockdown measures has 

changed the way players relate to and interact with ACNH. 
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O3) To examine how expressions of relatedness and intimacy during play enrich new and 

existing social relationships and the experience of playing ACNH. 

 
O4) To understand the potential of ACNH as a media object of the mind (Bainbridge 2019, p. 

3), enabling players to work through the complex experience of self, culture, and ideology. 

 
The experiences shared by participants highlight the relationship between solitude and 

loneliness, particularly in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. While loneliness often 

signified a painful disconnection from the self and others, solitude, when supported by 

meaningful engagement, emerged as a space for creativity, self-reflection, and emotional 

resilience (Winnicott 1958). ACNH facilitated this paradox, allowing players to navigate 

isolation through a blend of playful autonomy and mediated social connection. The 

contradiction between these states reflects ‘the paradox and the acceptance of the paradox’ 

(Winnicott 1971, p119) that lies at the centre of transitional phenomena. For many, this 

relationship between isolation and connection unfolded within a space where boundaries 

between self and other, inner and outer worlds could be safely explored and reconfigured. 

 
The research also underscores the significance of transitional spaces, both virtual and 

physical, in mitigating feelings of disconnection. Drawing on Winnicott’s (1971) concept of 

potential space, ACNH operated as a psychic Third Space, enabling players to move fluidly 

between reality and imagination, self and society. This was particularly evident in players’ 

engagement with customisation mechanics, which allowed them to shape their digital 

environments as extensions of their identities (Watkins and Moleworth 2012; Cuthbert et al. 

2020). These acts of design and expression fostered a sense of belonging, both as a 

reconnection to oneself and to the broader ACNH community, while simultaneously allowing 

players to traverse the boundaries between physical and virtual realities and personal and 

shared meaning-making. 

Yet, while the game provided an avenue for personal expression, it also reflected broader 

socio-political structures, such as neoliberal values of self-surveillance and competition (Zuboff 
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2015; Harvey 2005). The tension between freedom and constraint was especially apparent in 

the pressures some players felt to conform to dominant aesthetics like Cottagecore, revealing 

the ambivalent nature of digital play. The desire for belonging often collided with the limitations 

imposed by normative design cultures, showing how the negotiation of inclusion can 

simultaneously reassert boundaries. 

 
This research also highlights how ACNH became a space for emotional processing, 

particularly in response to grief and loss. As traditional mourning rituals were disrupted during 

the pandemic, some players turned to the game as a means of expressing and containing their 

emotions, creating memorials, and engaging in symbolic acts of remembrance (Schaik et al. 

2022; Kühn-Botma 2022). This reflects the evolving role of digital environments in 

contemporary emotional life, where virtual spaces serve as sites for personal meaning-making 

and collective healing. In these moments of ritual and remembrance, players crossed 

emotional and symbolic boundaries, transforming virtual landscapes into intimate sites of 

belonging, care, and memorialisation. 

 
Perhaps most importantly, this study would not have been possible without the participation of 

players who shared their deeply personal and often poignant experiences of loneliness, 

creativity, and connection. Given the heightened emotional vulnerability exhibited by 

participants, many of whom had endured profound isolation during the pandemic, it was 

essential to create a secure and supportive research environment. This aligns with Bion’s 

(1962) concept of containment, which highlights the importance of providing a holding space 

for emotional experiences to be processed and understood. By fostering a setting where 

players felt heard and validated, this research did not merely observe experiences of 

loneliness but actively participated in the creation of connection. This is an ironic yet 

meaningful reflection of ACNH’s own role as a digital sanctuary. 

 
While this study has provided valuable insights, there remain several avenues for further 

research. One significant limitation was the focus on participants aged 18-30. During the 
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recruitment process, a substantial number of individuals outside this age bracket expressed 

interest in participating, indicating that ACNH’s appeal and psychocultural impact extend well 

beyond younger adult players. Future research could explore how older adults, including 

middle-aged and elderly players, engage with the game and whether their experiences of play, 

community, and digital connection differ from those of younger generations. Given the 

increasing role of digital spaces in combating social isolation among older adults (Waycott et 

al. 2017), examining how ACNH functions as a tool for intergenerational belonging and 

emotional well-being would be a valuable contribution to the field. 

 
An additional limitation of this study is that most participants identified as female and none as 

male. While this reflects research that cosy games such as ACNH attract a predominantly 

female audience (Scidcone et al. 2024), it also means the perspectives of male-identifying 

players are missing from the findings. It is therefore important that future research include 

male-identifying participants to capture different motivations and experiences. 

 
This research offers an original contribution to knowledge on both methodological and 

theoretical fronts. Methodologically, it advances a psychosocially informed interview approach, 

which is underutilised within the videogame studies field. By integrating psychosocial analysis 

and design into the qualitative interviews, this research foregrounds the relationship between 

intrapsychic processes and socio-cultural contexts in players’ narratives. A detailed exploration 

of this approach and its implications will be presented in the following chapter, Researcher 

Reflections. 

 
This study theoretically extends existing understandings of cozy gameplay by applying a 

psychocultural framework grounded in Object Relations Theory. It conceptualises ACNH as a 

potential “Third Space” (Winnicott 1971), in which players, specifically those in early adulthood 

(a critical transitional stage in the life course), engaged in processes of self-exploration and 

symbolic play. This framework illuminates how participants used the game to negotiate 

questions of identity and authenticity during the socially disorienting context of the COVID-19 
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lockdowns of 2020–2021. A more extensive theoretical discussion and synthesis of findings 

will be provided in the Conclusion (Chapter 6). 

 

Chapter 4 Researcher Reflections 

Introduction 4.0 

Hollway (2009) notes that: 
 

 
"…a psychoanalytic paradigm offers an ontology and an epistemology that... provides 

insights that extend beyond a language-based account to encompass dynamic, 

affective, embodied, intersubjective, and practical aspects of identity" (p. 19). 

 
In line with Hollway’s perspective (2009), reflexivity becomes a key component of 

psychoanalytic research, allowing for deeper engagement with the unconscious, relational, 

and affective dimensions of the research process. Reflexivity here, refers to the researcher’s 

ability to recognise and work with the unconscious dynamics that emerge within the 

relationship between researcher and participant (Brown 2006). 

 
Holmes (2019) similarly emphasises that the researcher’s unconscious is actively involved in 

the interview process, with emotions, imagination, and meaning-making shaping the 

interaction (p. 13). This renders the interview inherently intersubjective, requiring the 

researcher to remain reflexively aware of their own affective and unconscious responses as 

part of interpretation. 

 
Frosh (2010) describes the research process as a collaborative encounter, where both the 

researcher and the research activity contribute to the generation of knowledge. This highlights 

the co-constructed nature of the research space, where meaning emerges through relational 

engagement. Giffney (2021) supports this view, stating that "encounters evoke experiences, 

and experiences, in turn, provoke reactions" (p. xxi), emphasising the affective interplay that 

shapes the research encounter. 
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The interview in this sense, becomes a form of potential space, in line with Winnicott’s (1971) 

concept of transitional space. Just as Winnicott understood play as occurring in an 

intermediate area between inner and outer reality, the interview can be seen as a space where 

discovery, affect, and relational creativity unfold between researcher and participant. 

 
Throughout the interview process, following a psychosocial and psychocultural approach, I 

kept a reflexive diary to explore and document my own unconscious responses. This method 

has been used in similar research traditions (Brunner 2018; Herland 2017; Hollway 2013; 

Elliott et al. 2011). During interviews, I took minimal notes to preserve engagement while 

capturing immediate impressions and emotional responses. After each session, I expanded 

these notes into full diary entries, allowing for deeper reflection on the encounter, including 

shifting thoughts, feelings, and potential countertransference. I have chosen to use full player 

titles as this chapter represents a more intimate analysis of the research experience and 

interview process. Selected handwritten images of diary entries are provided in Appendix E. 

 
This practice supported a richer understanding of how my internal responses influenced both 

the interview dynamic and subsequent interpretation. Reflexivity, therefore, emerged as a 

valuable interpretive tool, deepening the affective, relational, and theoretical dimensions of the 

research. 

 

Player One 

Player One was my first interview as a researcher, and I was extremely nervous. The 

participant, from the United States, introduced a cultural distance that heightened my 

apprehension. When Player One shared their digital artefacts, the research became tangible, 

and my anxiety worsened, these artefacts symbolised their emotional journey during the 

pandemic and therefore, felt like a large responsibility. 

 
A moment of fear arose when Player One was late to the interview, reflecting my deeper 

anxieties about the fragility of the research process. This reaction illustrated 

countertransference, where my own doubts were projected onto the participant, revealing 
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mutual vulnerability (Holmes 2013). The screen, initially a source of structure and safety, 

became a symbol of waiting and uncertainty. 

 
Once the interview began, I was surprised by Player One’s openness and vulnerability, which 

was paradoxically facilitated by the digital barrier, creating a unique intimacy (Turkle 2015; 

Laczkovics 2023). As the conversation progressed, I shifted from formal interviewer to a co-

participant, adapting to Player One’s narrative flow and emotional rhythms (Hollway and 

Jefferson 2013). 

 
Player One’s non-binary identity showed how gaming serves not just as escapism, but as a 

space for identity exploration, resonating with Winnicottian ideas of transformation and 

cathartic play. A poignant moment came when Player One spoke of a childhood friend who 

moved away, evoking themes of loss and resilience that showed the fragility and enduring 

nature of connections during the pandemic. 

 
Our shared experience as gamers, and my position as an aca-fan (Jenkins 2011), fostered 

rapport and a deeper understanding, bridging the researcher–participant divide (Cummins and 

Williams 2018). This interview exemplified the relational and boundary-crossing potential of 

psychocultural research, revealing the emotional and methodological richness of acafandom 

as a research approach (Lee 2021). 

 

Player Two 

It was difficult not to compare my experiences interviewing Player One and Player Two. During 

my first interview, I was noticeably nervous, but by the time I spoke with Player Two, I had 

gained a small sense of confidence. Still, self-doubt lingered. This feeling, known as Imposter 

Syndrome or the "Imposter Phenomenon" (Clance and Imes 1978), is described as a 

persistent belief that one’s success is undeserved. Clance and Imes (1978, p. 1) write: “[…] 

despite outstanding academic and professional accomplishments, women who experience the 

imposter phenomenon persist in believing that they are really not bright and have fooled 

anyone who thinks otherwise.” My own experience mirrored this, which is common in 
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academia and particularly affects women and marginalised groups. I approached this interview 

with more ease but remained aware of my evolving role as researcher. 

 
The artefacts sent by Player Two were very different from those of Player One. Player One’s 

submissions felt subversive and reflective of personal identity exploration. In contrast, Player 

Two’s reflected the lived pressures of being a key worker in childcare during the pandemic. 

This contrast highlighted the diversity of lockdown experiences. For Player Two, gaming was 

not an escape in the traditional sense, but a brief, emotionally significant respite from a reality 

which was exhausting. 

 
Despite their differing contexts, both participants demonstrated vulnerability. When Player Two 

spoke about their daughter, the warmth was palpable. In that moment, the interview shifted. It 

was no longer just about games, but about family, duty, and the moments of quiet that gaming 

allowed during intense emotional strain (Ballard and Spencer 2023; Barr and Copeland-

Stewart 2022). These themes resonated with me as a carer for my grandmother. 

 
What struck me was how the line between online and offline worlds blurred for both 

participants during the pandemic (Auriemma 2024). Gaming became not only an escape, but 

also a way of connecting with emotion, responsibility, and relationship (Ballard and Spencer 

2023). 

 
This interview also challenged my own sense of professionalism. At one point, we laughed 

together. It created a connection, but I questioned whether such casualness was appropriate. 

Should I have maintained a firmer boundary? These questions reflect the uncertainty that often 

arises in psychosocial research (Gilmour 2008). Rapport is important in qualitative work 

(Seidman 2019), but as Prior (2018, p. 489) suggests, when rapport is based on empathy and 

affiliation, ethical questions about professional boundaries emerge. It is vital to avoid slipping 

into roles such as friend or therapist (Schmid et al. 2024). I sensed Player Two may have 

noticed a shift in my presence, a reminder of the fine balance between closeness and critical 

distance. 



242  

Realising I had drifted, I grounded myself back into the interview. Player Two spoke of coming 

home after long shifts, washing up, and crying from sheer exhaustion and fear. I felt a strong 

urge to comfort them, but I was reminded that my role was not to soothe but to hold space 

(Schmid et al. 2024). I unconsciously drew on Winnicott’s (1960) concept of a holding 

environment, a space where emotions can be shared safely. 

 
Holding and containment are central in psychosocial research. They create secure spaces for 

expression (Manley 2018; Hollway and Jefferson 2013). As Player Two spoke, I became more 

aware of my responsibility to hold their emotions without letting my own responses take centre 

stage. This is the challenge Clarke and Hoggett (2009) highlight, balancing empathy with 

professional distance so the interview remains a site of exploration, not therapy. 

 
My experience with Player Two showed that boundaries in psychosocial research are not fixed 

but fluid (Brunner 2018). Unlike traditional interviewing, which emphasises distance (Seidman 

2019), psychosocial methods recognise that emotional engagement is part of the process 

(Hollway and Jefferson 2013). Boundary crossing is not always a risk; it can be generative, 

offering deeper insights (Clarke and Hoggett 2009). I left this conversation more confident, but 

also more attuned to the emotional labour participants carry as they reflect on the pandemic. It 

reinforced a key theme in my research: the ongoing negotiation of boundaries between 

researcher and participant, and between online and offline worlds. 

 

Player Three 

By the time it came to interview Player Three, I felt a growing sense of confidence in my role 

as a researcher. What had once been a shield, the laptop screen separating me from the 

participants, now felt more like a window, a way to see the emotional landscape of the player, 

albeit a foggy one. There was still some distance, but I could better see the dynamics of their 

experiences, making me feel more present in the conversation. 

 
I found myself deeply empathising with Player Three's experience. They had missed out on 

key university moments because of the pandemic, resulting in a sense of loss and isolation 
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(Wu et al. 2021; Halliburton et al. 2021). Player Three’s reflection on this time reminded me of 

how much the pandemic altered not just academic journeys, but the broader social 

experiences that define that period of life. The pain of missing out on rites of passage and 

meaningful connections sat with me as a university student myself, and I admired Player 

Three’s ability to express their vulnerability, even as they navigated their own anxieties. 

 
One detail that stood out was how Player Three reached for their vape during moments of 

silence or hesitation, using it almost to self-soothe. I found it curious that, without initially 

realising it, I was mirroring them by nibbling on the end of my pen during these same silences. 

It felt as though I were looking into a mirror, reflecting the subtle anxieties we both carried 

throughout the conversation. This act of cognitive mirroring on my part could be seen as an 

unconscious manifestation of empathy (Vartanov et al., 2023). It evokes Winnicott's (1960) 

concept of the 'good enough mother', where the mother’s empathetic presence and emotional 

attunement play a vital role in the infant's ability to internalise a sense of safety and emotional 

security, an essential foundation for the development of the True Self (Winnicott, 1960; 1965). 

This mirroring underscored the shared human experience that can emerge during interviews, 

where both participant and researcher are present and vulnerable in different ways (Gilmour 

2008). 

 
By the end of the interview, Player Three seemed noticeably more at ease, and so was I. We 

had settled into a comfortable rhythm, and I felt the conversation had achieved a sense of 

closure and mutual understanding. When Player Three later emailed me to compliment the 

interview, it touched me on a personal level. While my role as an acafan did deepen the 

understanding between us (Lee 2021; Jenkins 2011), I felt that I empathised with Player 

Three’s experience as a university student deeply affected by the pandemic, particularly in 

relation to a lack of interaction and uncertainty regarding the future (Khan 2021). Beyond the 

role of researcher, it was a kind reminder of the person behind the position. This interaction 

reminded me that, while the research process requires a degree of professionalism and 

objectivity, it is still built on human connection and experiences of relatedness (Hollway and 
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Jefferson 2013). Player Three’s openness, their honesty in the face of anxiety, allowed me to 

see elements of myself reflected to me. This is a subtle reminder that the research journey is 

as much about understanding others as it is about understanding ourselves, highlighting the 

importance of intersubjectivity and reflexivity as key research tools (Crociani-Windland 2018). 

 

Player Four 

My interview with Player Four was approached with a sense of calm, a clear shift from the 

anxiety that had marked earlier conversations. This time, my attention was firmly on the 

participant and their story. Player Four spoke openly about their experiences of loneliness, not 

just during the pandemic but long before. Their fast-paced speech revealed an underlying 

anxiety. I gently reminded them they could pause at any time. This felt important, as their 

vulnerability was clear and reflects the sensitivity that often characterises psychosocial 

research (Alexandrov 2008; Gilmour 2008). 

 
A particularly striking element of Player Four’s narrative was the way they discussed their 

political views and upbringing. While they identified as left-leaning, they had been raised by 

Conservative parents. This paradox added depth to their reflections. They described 

themselves as ‘politically homeless’, unable to align with any party. Their words made me 

reflect on my own background, particularly the Labour meetings that once took place in my 

family home. Their story triggered memories of my own, revealing a form of shared 

transference and countertransference (Clarke and Hoggett 2009). In this moment, our 

experiences intersected, blurring the line between researcher and participant. This type of 

reflexivity illustrates how psychosocial research requires attention not only to the participant’s 

narrative but also to how the researcher’s identity and past shape the encounter (Seidman 

2019; Crociani-Windland 2018). 

 
Player Four also shared how the pandemic had affected them as someone with a 

compromised immune system. Rather than feeling pity, I experienced a deep empathy for their 

expression of vulnerability. Comparing their situation to my own reminded me how uneven the 

risks of the pandemic were, shaped by individual health and life circumstances. 
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When we discussed gaming, nostalgia became a central theme. Player Four described how 

their rural upbringing influenced the games they played. They favoured “cosy games,” which 

offered comfort and familiarity during uncertain times. This preference stayed with me. I 

realised I, too, turn to similar games, seeking routine and gentle escapism (Waszmiewicz 

2024). As an acafan (Jenkins 2011; Lee 2021), this was a meaningful recognition. My own 

preferences were echoed in the data, emphasising that I am not a detached observer but also 

a participant in gaming culture. This duality of roles challenges conventional objectivity, 

offering a more emotionally engaged form of research. 

 

Although Bogost (2010) warns that personal investment can threaten scholarly detachment, I 

found my position as an acafan deepened the psychocultural dimension of this work. 

Reflexivity in this context allows for exploration of the emotional and unconscious dimensions 

of gaming, highlighting how memory and identity shape both the participant's stories and my 

interpretations (Frosh 2010; Clarke and Hoggett 2019; Hollway and Jefferson 2013). Rather 

than diminishing the quality of the research, this shared perspective fosters a relational space 

where emotional insight can emerge (Cerezo-Pizarro et al. 2023). 

 
Nostalgia became a theme throughout the interview. Games provided a way for Player Four to 

reconnect with an imagined, comforting past (Wulf et al. 2018). This raised questions about 

the function of nostalgia in crisis. Do we long for the past as it was, or for a softened version of 

it? While pre-pandemic life was not without difficulties, the contrast made these earlier times 

appear more stable. Through this conversation, I gained a deeper understanding of how 

gaming can become a medium for reconstructing idealised memories that help people cope 

during times of uncertainty (Xiang 2015; Wildschut et al. 2006). 

 

Player Five 

Player Five contacted me after hearing about the research through another player, an example 

of snowball sampling (Noy 2006). This brought mixed feelings. I felt validated that someone 

had shared a positive experience, but also anxious about meeting the expectations that might 

come with such a referral. On reflection, I realised this anxiety came from losing some control 
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over the research dynamic, a common tension in snowball sampling (Noy 2006; 2007). The 

trust extended from one participant to another can blur boundaries, as familiarity enters the 

interview before it begins. 

 
Once the conversation started, these concerns began to settle. I was reminded how 

psychosocial and psychocultural research involves emotional fluctuation for both researcher 

and participant, shaped by the relational nature of the encounter and its inherent 

unpredictability (Gilmour 2008). 

 
Player Five was enthusiastic and thoughtful. The player artefacts were particularly interesting, 

reflecting on how their physical environment influenced their gaming. I had to crop some 

images due to the accidental inclusion of personal details, but this showed new potential 

research directions. The relationship between physical space and digital engagement is an 

area I want to explore further. 

 
A key theme in the interview was loneliness, especially after leaving university. This resonated 

with me, as I had experienced similar feelings during the same life transition. What made their 

account distinct was their work for a charity focused on reducing loneliness, especially among 

older adults. They understood loneliness both personally and structurally. Likewise, my role as 

both researcher and participant within gaming culture allows me to explore emotional 

experiences from both analytical and lived perspectives. This alignment supports a 

psychosocial approach, which values the interplay between personal experience and wider 

cultural forces (Clarke and Hoggett 2009). 

 
In many ways, I connected with Player Five more deeply than with previous participants. We 

were close in age, shared similar relationships, and had both struggled with the disconnection 

that can follow university. This common ground opened a space for emotional understanding. 

In psychosocial research, these moments of resonance are not seen as contaminating, but as 

opportunities for deeper insight into shared affective states (Cummins and Williams 2018). 
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This closeness allowed for a stronger empathetic connection (Nicholls 2008), supporting the 

conditions needed for more reflective and detailed narrative sharing (Seidman 2019). 

 
This connection also highlighted issues of boundary crossing. I was not a distant observer, but 

emotionally engaged in a process shaped by shared experience. These affective exchanges 

are central to psychosocial research, where the researcher’s responses and emotions form 

part of the data (Frosh 2010). My own experiences of isolation mirrored those of Player Five, 

deepening empathy and enriching the research moment (Vartanov et al. 2023). This encounter 

reminded me that research is not a detached process, but an embodied one, shaped by 

feeling as much as thought (Stige 2024). 

 

Player Six 

By the time I interviewed Player Six, I had grown significantly as a researcher, but this 

conversation brought new challenges. Player Six is a well-known influencer within the ACNH 

community, frequently receiving early content previews from Nintendo. Their visibility added a 

different dynamic to the interview. Although they were enthusiastic and willing to participate via 

email, arranging a time proved difficult due to their travel commitments and their own thesis. 

On reflection, I realise I felt somewhat intimidated by their position, revealing an anxiety I 

experience when engaging with people I perceive as powerful (Brunner 2018). 

 
Once the interview began, I noticed a shift in tone. Player Six was short in their responses, 

and an underlying anxiety was evident. I, in turn, became anxious, struggling to maintain the 

emotional containment necessary for effective interviewing (Bion 1962). This mirrored anxiety 

revealed a transference–countertransference dynamic (Thomas 2018), with both of us 

unconsciously sharing emotional discomfort. The boundaries between researcher and 

participant became fluid, and the interview's emotional tone shifted in unexpected ways. 

 
This encounter also challenged my dual role as both academic and fan. While I have 

previously explored the benefits of acafandom (Jenkins 2011; Lee 2021), here it may have led 

me to overidentify with Player Six. I possibly idealised them due to their status, which may 



248  

have increased my own anxiety and distorted how I received their responses. This is a 

potential limitation of the acafan position, where emotional investment risks compromising 

analytical clarity (Bogost 2010). 

 
Reflecting further, I recognised that Player Six’s guardedness could itself be seen as a form of 

vulnerability. As a public figure, being cautious is understandable, and their willingness to 

participate despite this was significant. It highlighted the complex nature of vulnerability in 

psychosocial interviews (Brunner 2018; Gilmour 2008), especially for content creators who blur 

the lines between play and labour (Törhönen et al. 2019). 

 
Their interview led me to consider how professional pressures impact a player's relationship 

with games. For Player Six, gaming was not only leisure but also work, requiring constant 

performance for audiences and industry partners. This prompted reflection on my own role. 

Had I also been presenting a professional front, a kind of False Self, during interviews? Could 

this have inhibited vulnerability from participants, including Player Six? 

 
In the end, the interview raised more questions than answers, but they were valuable ones. It 

forced me to confront my own position in the research, and to recognise how power, 

perception and emotional projection influence the interview space. Although challenging, this 

interview became a turning point in understanding how vulnerability is negotiated and how the 

research encounter is shaped by both participants. 

 

Player Seven 

Player Seven’s interview was particularly poignant as they were pregnant during the COVID-

19 pandemic. Listening to their stories about attending scans alone was deeply saddening; 

these are such significant moments in a person’s life, and the isolation they experienced 

during such a crucial time made me feel a deep empathy for them. At the outset of my 

conversation with Player Seven, I felt a sense of anxiety about how I would be able to relate to 

their experiences. 
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Unlike my previous participants, who were largely in similar life stages to me, Player Seven’s 

pregnancy during the COVID-19 pandemic represented a reality far removed from my own. I 

worried that this difference might create a barrier in our conversation, would I be able to 

understand their perspective in the same way I had with others? As the interview progressed, I 

realised that while our life experiences differed, the emotions underpinning them, fear, 

uncertainty, and isolation, were deeply resonant. This moment reinforced the idea that, in 

psychosocial research, connection is not necessarily about shared circumstances, but about 

the ability to attune to another’s affective world (Cummins and Williams 2018; Hollway & 

Jefferson 2013; Frosh 2010). 

What struck me most was the emotional connection Player Seven had with ACNH. While I am 

familiar with the game, I was surprised by how deeply it resonated with them, particularly in 

relation to their pregnancy. They recounted memories of playing during different stages of their 

pregnancy, and I was moved by how connected those moments were with the game. 

I was also surprised by the thoughtfulness of Player Seven’s responses, particularly when 

they spoke about their young daughter and their anxiety for the future. Their concern for the 

world their daughter would grow up in made me reflect on my own life and the impact I could 

have on the world. Would I be able to leave the world in a better place than I found it? This 

touches on the existential dimension of fear and psychosocial research that is prevalent and 

effects our relationship with others (Jervis 2008). 

Player Seven also shared memories of their father, who had passed away, and the sense of 

loss that came with knowing their daughter would miss out on that relationship. It was heart-

wrenching to hear them speak about their father, particularly when they reflected on playing 

video games with him when they were younger. There was a clear sense of nostalgia and 

longing in these memories, which echoed in their own relationship with their daughter, as they 

now played video games together. It was a beautiful, albeit bittersweet, continuation of a family 

tradition, showing how gaming can serve as a bridge between generations. 
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One aspect of Player Seven’s gameplay that interested me was how they created stories for 

the villagers in ACNH. This narrative-making process made me reflect on the stories we create 

within digital spaces, how we project meaning onto virtual worlds. It made me reconsider the 

way I interact with games are the games I consider "cosy" classified as such because of their 

genre, or do I label them as "cosy" because of the personal experiences and emotions I bring 

to them? 

Like Player Four, Player Seven spoke of their love for cosy games. Their reflections made me 

think more deeply about my own relationship with the games I play, and how the feeling of 

"cosiness" is shaped not just by the game's design, but by our own interpretations and 

emotional connections. This interview left me with a lot to reflect on, particularly about how we 

use games to find comfort and meaning during life’s most challenging moments. 

Player Eight 

By this point, I had settled into a rhythm as a researcher and was looking forward to this 

interview. Participants were asked about their feelings on society’s current state, but given the 

frequent mention of lockdowns, politics naturally emerged. Many reflected on their pandemic 

experiences concerning government decisions, social cohesion and political ideology. 

 
Player Eight stood out as perhaps the most right-leaning participant, having voted 

Conservative in the last election. This forced me to confront my own biases, and I was 

surprised by some of their views. My expectation of ideological disagreement shaped my 

anxiety beforehand (Gilmour 2008) and made me realise I had become too comfortable in my 

own echo chamber. 

 
What intrigued me most was Player Eight’s strict, conservative upbringing, very different from 

mine. Their family values gave me a new perspective on loneliness, specifically the idea of 

feeling isolated due to lacking the "right" politics within one’s social circle. Player Eight actively 

challenges their conservative beliefs, prompting me to reflect on whether I should question my 

own more. 
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In this way, the interview involved moments of rupture and repair (Holmes 2015). Despite 

ideological differences, the conversation created space for relational understanding (Eubanks 

et al. 2022). This reflects broader themes of boundary crossing, where researcher and 

participant subjectivities shape the encounter. 

 
Player Eight also used gaming to feel connected with their assigned gender at birth, a 

perspective I had not previously considered. This challenged my understanding of gender in 

virtual spaces and opened new avenues for exploring how games support self-exploration and 

affirmation. 

 
Initially, I was nervous and somewhat judgemental. By the end, however, I had developed 

admiration for Player Eight. Questioning one’s upbringing is both brave and difficult. Their 

journey of slowly re-examining political and social beliefs resonated with me, leading me to 

consider my own background and whether I too, should engage more critically with my deeply 

held views. 

 
This interview was a vital reminder that psychosocial research is not only about understanding 

others, but also about reflecting on and potentially changing our own perspectives through the 

process (Zegers 2018). Player Eight’s willingness to question and grow encouraged me to 

consider how I might face similar challenges in the future. 

 

Player Nine 

 
The interview with Player Nine was the most enjoyable of the study. It prompted me to reflect 

deeply on my trans friends and their struggles, the desire to live authentically while navigating 

a society that frequently challenges this authenticity. Player Nine’s account as a trans woman 

was particularly moving, revealing the complexities of self-expression and identity in a 

restrictive world. 

 
Like Player Eight, Player Nine spoke extensively about the cottagecore aesthetic. It fascinates 

me how two individuals with such different backgrounds find solace in the same aesthetic, 
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though in very distinct ways. The rich data from both interviews demonstrates how 

psychosocial methods adeptly capture lived and affective experiences, as Cummins and 

Williams (2018) highlight: 

 
“Psycho-social research claims not only to be able to produce ‘hard to get’ or new 

forms of data, but also to change our relationship to data itself and to redefine what 

data might be as the research develops and unfolds.” (Cummins and Williams 2018, 

pxiv) 

 
For Player Nine, cottagecore offered peace and belonging; for Player Eight, it evoked a 

nostalgic connection to traditional values. This duality made me reflect on the versatility of 

aesthetic spaces as havens for different forms of escape and self-expression (Hayward and 

Hill 2024). 

 
Player Nine’s role as an influencer within both gaming and the cottagecore community added 

an intriguing layer. It struck me how an aesthetic rooted in self-sufficiency, simplicity, and 

crafts can be commodified for profit. This raised questions about identity commodification and 

the tension between cottagecore ideals and economic pressures speaks volumes about our 

times. 

 
Another compelling part of Player Nine’s narrative concerned stability, especially regarding 

renting and housing insecurity. The constant need to move due to rising rents left them 

yearning for permanence. This reminded me of the villager mechanics in ACNH where 

villagers only leave with the player’s permission. This feature seems to offer a sense of control 

in an uncontrollable aspect of life. I wondered whether the game provides emotional refuge by 

allowing players to assert control over their virtual environment, contrasting with real-world 

unpredictability. 

 
Player Nine’s interview was both enjoyable and deeply reflective. It raised vital questions 

about authenticity, identity, and the tensions between idealised aesthetics and the realities of 
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living within capitalism. Psychosocial research methods are uniquely suited to capturing these 

intersecting experiences (Clarke and Hoggett 2009), which are inseparable: 

 
“Psychological issues and subjective experiences cannot be abstracted from societal, 

cultural, and historical contexts, nor can they be deterministically reduced to the social. 

Similarly, social and cultural worlds have psychological dimensions and are shaped by 

psychic processes and intersubjective relations.” (APS, 2016) 

 
 

 

Player Ten 

 
The interview with Player Ten really highlighted the emotional toll of the pandemic (von 

Blanckenburg et al 2023; Kindred 2023), particularly on key workers. The stories Player Ten 

shared were deeply harrowing, and the palpable anger they expressed when talking about the 

lockdown parties could be felt through the screen. While several participants had tears in their 

eyes at some point during their interviews, Player Ten was visibly tearful almost throughout. It 

was incredibly important to me that Player Ten understood the validity of their feelings and 

experiences. I made every effort to create an environment where they felt safe enough to 

share these raw emotions, and I believe the fact that Player Ten actively shed tears was a 

symbol of this. They not only told their story but also allowed themselves to be vulnerable, 

expressing the depth of their pain. I felt a strong urge to reach through the screen to comfort 

them. 

I feel my ability to hold the player’s emotions allowed for the expression of their feelings in 

what they felt like was a safe environment (Winnicott 1960). The fact that Player Ten shed 

tears felt like a powerful manifestation of this shared space of trust. A ‘third space’ emerged, it 

was within this space there is a sense of boundary crossing and fluidity, in this instance, my 

desire to comfort Player Ten reflected the tension between professional detachment and 

empathetic engagement (Seidman 2019), highlighting how affective exchanges can challenge 

the traditional researcher-participant dynamic within psychosocial research, particularly when 

analysed reflexively (Crociani-Windland 2018 Clarke and Hoggett 2009). 



254  

Player Ten found a great deal of solace in the game, particularly in its mundanity, which 

contrasted so starkly with their experience as a key worker in the NHS during the pandemic. 

The simple, peaceful routines of ACNH seemed to offer a much-needed escape from the 

relentless pressures of their professional life. It was a reminder of how, in the most difficult 

times, games can provide a space of respite and emotional recovery. 

As I sit here writing this reflection after the interview, I find myself feeling quite emotional. 

Player Ten's raw emotional experience of the pandemic has made me reflect on my own. It 

brought back memories of the uncertainty and fear during that time, the unknown of when I 

would see family again, the isolation that weighed on us all. I began the interview in relatively 

high spirits, but by the end, and throughout this reflection process, a sense of melancholia had 

settled over me. The vulnerability that Player Ten displayed, combined with their heart-

wrenching stories, has left a profound impact on me, reminding me of the shared emotional 

burden that we all carry from those dark times and highlighting how the research process can 

affectively change the researcher (Eubanks et al. 2022). 

Player Eleven 

 
The interview with Player Eleven stood out for how closely their experience mirrored those of 

other participants. Like many, they rented a small apartment during the pandemic, which 

brought my own privilege into sharp relief. I felt a sense of shame, questioning how I could 

truly understand their experiences when I had not lived them myself. This disconnection was 

humbling and highlighted the emotional and cognitive distance between myself and my 

participants (Maier and Monahan 2009; Marci and Orr 2006). It prompted reflection on the role 

of researcher vulnerability and how emotional engagement shapes the research process 

(Gilmour 2008). While my shame may have been an unconscious attempt to bridge this gap, it 

also underscored the challenges of researching experiences that are unfamiliar. This 

discomfort became part of the research, allowing for deeper introspection and a more nuanced 
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understanding of both participant and researcher perspectives (Crociani-Windland 2018; 

Clarke and Hoggett 2009). 

 
Player Eleven's account of playing ACNH alone was particularly moving. They were reflective 

about their gameplay, and as someone who also played ACNH, I shared in the inside jokes 

about villagers and seasonal events. For the first time, I felt like an insider. This shared ground 

fostered a sense of kinship. As an aca-fan, I found myself not just conducting the interview but 

participating in it. I was not only gathering data but also experiencing something alongside the 

participant (Jenkins 2011). This merging of roles reflects the intersubjective nature of 

psychosocial research, where meaning is co-created by both researcher and participant 

(Hollway and Jefferson 2000). 

 
As I reviewed the transcript, I noticed many recurring themes. This suggested that I was 

approaching data saturation (Fusch and Ness 2015), which is a positive indicator of 

completeness. However, it also carried emotional weight, marking a transition from 

engagement to analysis and eventual closure (Guest, Bunce, and Johnson 2006). I wrestled 

with this anxiety as it surfaced repeatedly. In some ways, the laptop screen became a window 

through which I could see the participants, but it also worked in reverse. It made me wonder 

what they might be seeing in me. 

 

Player Twelve 

 
The interview with Player Twelve was one of the most emotional I conducted. They had lost 

several elderly family members during the pandemic and given my role as a carer for my 90-

year-old grandmother, I approached the conversation with extra caution. I felt the need to 

remain a blank slate more than I had in previous interviews, conscious not to project my own 

emotions onto the participant. This proved difficult, as their grief resonated deeply with me. At 

several points, I was on the verge of tears, but I reminded myself of my role as researcher, not 

just carer. I was aware of the transference and countertransference dynamics at play (Clarke 

and Hoggett 2009; Cummins and Williams 2018), and I recognised the importance of holding 
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space for the participant’s emotions (Winnicott 1960), while also containing my own responses 

(Bion 1962) so they did not overwhelm the process. 

 
Player Twelve’s account of loss and grief was deeply moving. When they described building a 

graveyard in ACNH to honour those they had lost, I was struck by the emotional weight of this 

act. It highlighted how games can become spaces for memorialisation and mourning. This 

raised several questions for me: How do we play with grief? What emotional responses does 

in-game memorialisation evoke? Can it help with coping, or might it complicate grief? These 

reflections stayed with me long after the interview. 

 
At times, Player Twelve became visibly emotional, and we paused to allow them space. They 

seemed more relaxed after each break, and I noticed how I mirrored their fidgeting while 

asking sensitive questions. This made me reflect on my own discomfort, not just in hearing 

their story, but in confronting my personal fears around death and illness. 

 
After the interview ended, I took time to cry. It was partly in response to Player Twelve’s story, 

but also due to my own stress about the fast pace of the research. Balancing the emotional 

intensity of the interviews with the demands of the project has been challenging, and this 

interview brought those tensions to the surface. 

 

Conclusion for Researcher Reflections: 

 
As I reflect on this research project, the role of the psychosocial or psychocultural interviewer 

has emerged as a profoundly relational one as Clarke and Hoggett (2009) highlight 

 
"...what is happening in psycho-social research is typical of the relational turn across 

the social sciences, as well as within psychotherapy and counselling, and group and 

organisational work.” (Clarke and Hoggett (2009, p15) 
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The research encounter therefore, is both deeply intertwined and shaped by the personal and 

collective experiences of both researcher and participant. The research encounter is therefore 

not one of detached observation but an emotional, embodied engagement where affect, 

empathy, and vulnerability shape the outcomes (Fusch 2010; Gilmour 2008). 

 
The boundary crossing that occurred throughout these interviews, the ebb and fluidity between 

researcher and participant, allowed for moments of shared understanding, connection, and at 

times, tension (Brunner 2018). As an aca fan, sharing the same age bracket as my 

participants and, notably, a fellow ACNH player, I found that this kinship played a key role in 

breaking down boundaries between us. The shared space of gaming, particularly with the 

Animal Crossing franchise, allowed for a unique form of belonging that transcended the 

traditional research dynamics (Jenkins 2011). This was not simply a matter of me asking 

questions, but of entering a space of mutual engagement, one where the emotional and social 

worlds of both researcher and participant overlapped, creating a third space where narratives, 

memories, and vulnerabilities were exchanged. 

 
However, this positionality also required careful navigation. The comfort that comes with being 

an insider can create its own set of challenges and ethical considerations (Bogost 2010). 

There were moments where my own experiences and emotions threatened to overshadow 

those of the participants. My role as a researcher required a constant balancing act, of holding 

and containing my own feelings while simultaneously being present for the participants. The 

complexities of this dynamic, particularly the role of transference and countertransference, 

shaped the interviews in profound ways, allowing for deep emotional engagement but also 

requiring conscious effort to maintain professional distance and objectivity. 

 
This research has reaffirmed the transformative potential of psychosocial inquiry (Alexandrov 

2008). It is not just an exploration of others’ experiences but also a journey into the self. As I 

engaged with the participants, I was reminded of my own vulnerabilities, biases, and 

experiences, which shaped my interpretations (Crociani-Windland 2018). Reflexive practices 

allowed me to see the unconscious dynamics at play in the research relationship, enriching my 
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understanding of both the participants’ lives and my own. This has deepened my appreciation 

for the creative, relational nature of research as described by Winnicott (1973), and reaffirmed 

the idea that research is a deeply human and intersubjective process, where both researcher 

and participant shape and are shaped by the narratives that unfold. 

 
The process of engaging with participants as both individuals and as members of a shared 

community led to a process of rupture and repair. There were times when the emotional 

intensity of the interviews created moments of disconnection, but these were also 

opportunities for rebuilding trust and understanding. This dynamic mirrors the broader themes 

of boundary crossing within psychosocial research, where researcher and participant are not 

separate entities, but rather co-constructors of meaning (Holmes 2019). 

 
This research has reaffirmed the transformative potential of psychosocial inquiry (Alexandrov 

2008). It is not just an exploration of others’ experiences but also a journey into the self. As I 

engaged with the participants, I was reminded of my own vulnerabilities, biases, and 

experiences, which shaped my interpretations (Crociani-Windland 2018). Reflexive practices 

allowed me to see the unconscious dynamics at play in the research relationship, enriching my 

understanding of both the participants’ lives and my own. This has deepened my appreciation 

for the creative, relational nature of research as described by Winnicott (1973), and reaffirmed 

the idea that research is a deeply human and intersubjective process, where both researcher 

and participant shape and are shaped by the narratives that unfold. 

 
This practice supported a richer understanding of how my internal responses influenced both 

the interview dynamic and subsequent interpretation. Reflexivity therefore, emerged as a 

valuable interpretive tool, deepening the affective, relational, and theoretical dimensions of the 

research. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

5.0 Introduction to Conclusion 

This conclusion reflects on the study’s findings, the methodologies that shaped them, and the 

broader implications for understanding digital spaces as sites of meaning-making, boundary 

crossing, and belonging. Key emerging themes included the neoliberal environment, solitude 

versus aloneness, gameplay as a “third space” for both identity and emotional processing, the 

cottagecore aesthetic as a form of consolatory pastoral nostalgia, boundary crossing, and 

experiences of belonging and community amidst the pandemic. 

 
This research makes an original contribution to knowledge within the field of psychocultural 

studies, a discipline where work has frequently focused on film and television media objects 

(Yates 2019, 2018, 2014; Bainbridge 2020, 2019; Giffney 2021, 2020; Johanssen 2022, 2019), 

but has been less commonly applied to empirical video game studies (Riviera 2022). It 

extends existing work that draws upon a specifically Winnicottian, object relations-informed 

approach to the study of culture. While academic interest in ACNH is beginning to grow 

(Riviera 2022; Benti and Stadtmann 2021; Calloway 2024; King 2025), this study is unique in 

its use of interviews with participants about their gameplay during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

using a psychoanalytically informed interview method. This approach allowed for a richer 

exploration of emotional experiences within contemporary culture (Clarke and Hoggett 2018; 

Holloway and Jefferson 2013). 

 
By adopting this psychoculturally informed framework, I have been able to generate novel 

insights into the relationship between the True and False Self, from a Winnicottian perspective, 

as explored by participants through their ACNH gameplay during the socially stressful 

lockdown phases of the COVID-19 pandemic (2020–2022). 

 
This research employed a triangulated qualitative methodology, combining semi-structured 

interviews, photo elicitation of player artefacts, and researcher reflexivity to explore ACNH as a 

space of emotional expression and digital intimacy. While interviews are commonly used in 
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game studies (Baldwin 2019; Rogers 2017) and cultural studies (Binns 2017; Boczkowski et 

al. 2018; Steiner and Xu 2018), the incorporation of photo elicitation featuring player-created 

content remains rare (Breve 2024), particularly in research on ACNH. Grounded in a 

constructivist epistemology and informed by psychoanalytic theory, this approach positioned 

players as active meaning-makers within their digital environments. This conclusion outlines 

how such methodological innovation contributes to a deeper understanding of player 

experience, especially in games where aesthetic customisation and social connection are 

central to engagement. 

 
As my research has shown, ACNH emerged as more than just a game during the COVID-19 

pandemic; for many, it became a space in which solitude could be reimagined, social 

connections redefined, and creativity used as a bridge between personal expression and 

communal belonging (Elize 2020; Etchells 2020; MacDonald 2020; Mercade 2020). By 

examining the intersections of loneliness, play, and digital culture, the study demonstrates how 

ACNH functioned as both a transitional space (Winnicott 1971) and a third space (Oldenburg 

1982), allowing players to engage in self-exploration and affective experience through creative 

world-building and play. This study aligns with the core tenets of psychosocial research, which 

often employs psychoanalytic theory as an interpretive tool, prioritises qualitative methods 

over quantitative ones, and embraces interdisciplinary approaches (Frost & Jones 2019). By 

adopting a Winnicottian psychocultural lens, this research positions ACNH as a distinctive 

cultural object through which individuals engage in meaningful, emotional, and affective 

experiences (Bainbridge & Yates 2014a; Bainbridge 2020; Yates 2019; Giffney 2021). 

5.1 Objectives: 

My research addressed four key objectives: 
 

 
O1) To explore how Winnicottian Object Relations Theory can enrich our understanding of 

self-experience, loneliness, and intimacy in the context of emergent virtual and technological 

experiences. 
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O2) To investigate how the lived experience of social distancing and lockdown measures has 

changed the way players relate to and interact with ACNH. 

 
O3) To examine how expressions of relatedness and intimacy during play enrich new and 

existing social relationships and the experience of playing ACNH. 

 
O4) To understand the potential of ACNH as a media object of the mind (Bainbridge 2019, p. 

3), enabling players to work through the complex experience of self, culture, and ideology. 

 
In line with O1, this research extends Winnicott’s (1971) concept of transitional space into 

digital play. It demonstrates that ACNH operates as a potential space: a psychologically 

meaningful environment where players navigate the intersection of internal experience and 

external reality. Within this space, players engage in imaginative world-building, emotional 

expression, and relational practices that mirror, enhance, or even substitute aspects of their 

offline lives. These findings assert that ACNH is not merely a leisure activity but a meaningful 

site of self-exploration and digital intimacy, offering new insight into how Object Relations 

Theory can illuminate affective and interpersonal dimensions of virtual worlds. 

 
In accordance with O2, this research investigated how the lived experience of lockdown and 

social distancing impacted the way players interacted with ACNH. With physical third places 

disappearing due to public health restrictions and economic instability, ACNH emerged as a 

digital third space (Auriemma et al. 2024; Gunderman 2024; McDougall and Potter 2017) that 

offered both continuity and escape during a period of uncertainty. The game’s design, which 

centres personalisation, routine, and ambient sociality, allowed players in my research to 

establish a sense of stability, social presence, and control, all of which were otherwise 

disrupted in everyday life. 

 
In line with O3, this research highlights ACNH’s role in mediating relatedness and intimacy, 

revealing that digital play became an extension of real-world relationships, a site of emotional 

exchange, and a means of sustaining social bonds. Players engaged in a fluid negotiation of 
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closeness and distance, reflecting broader transformations in digital intimacy and mediated 

sociality. ACNH’s mechanics, such as visiting islands, exchanging gifts, and engaging in co-

presence without verbal communication, facilitated forms of connection that felt meaningful 

despite their digital nature. These findings reinforce how digital play spaces can function as 

emotional infrastructures for belonging, identity work, and relational care. 

 
Finally, following O4, this study positions ACNH as a media object of the mind (Bainbridge 

2019, p. 3), a digital space that enabled players to work through complex experiences of self, 

culture, and ideology. The game was not just an entertainment product but a reflective medium 

that allowed for creative world-making, grief processing, and social critique. Players used 

ACNH to navigate personal loss, express identity, and challenge societal norms, underscoring 

the transformative potential of digital spaces in shaping contemporary experiences of selfhood 

and belonging. 

5.2 Methodological Innovation 

 
In line with psychosocial and psychocultural research traditions, this study acknowledged the 

co-constructed nature of knowledge production (Braun and Clarke 2008), recognising that 

meaning emerges not only from participants’ narratives but also through the researcher’s own 

emotional, embodied, and unconscious engagement with the research process (Giffney 2021). 

Research encounters evoke experiences that provoke responses, making the researcher’s 

affective and subjective positioning integral to the generation and interpretation of knowledge. 

Reflexivity, a core principle of qualitative inquiry, enabled me to critically examine my 

assumptions, positionality, and the emotional undercurrents shaping the research (Haynes 

2012; von Unger 2021). Rather than acting as a detached observer, I kept a reflexive diary 

throughout the research process, following established psychosocial practices (Brunner 2018; 

Herland 2017; Holloway 2013; Elliott et al. 2011). This supported a deeper interrogation of the 

relational dynamics at play within interviews and across the wider research process. Excerpts 

from my reflexive diary can be found in Appendix E 
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My research employed a triangulated qualitative methodology, combining semi-structured 

interviews, photo elicitation of player artefacts, and researcher reflexivity, to investigate ACNH 

as a site of emotional expression, relational meaning, and digital intimacy. While semi-

structured interviews are a well-established method in game studies (Veal et al. 2024; Szolin 

et al. 2023; Whitehouse et al. 2023; Tyack and Wyeth 2021), my integration of player artefacts 

through photo elicitation represents an innovative contribution. Although photo elicitation has 

been used in broader media and digital research to uncover affective and reflexive dimensions 

of user engagement (Chang 2022; Chatzopoulou et al. 2020; Burles and Thomas 2014), its 

application within the context of ACNH remains limited. 

 
This research design not only aligned with constructivist epistemologies but also extended 

them by treating players as active meaning-makers. In line with Cote and Raz (2015), who 

emphasise participant agency in game research, this study foregrounded the lived, embodied, 

and emotional experiences of digital play through methods capable of capturing their depth 

and complexity. Combining established interview techniques with visual tools and a 

psychoanalytic framework, my research contributes to the study of player experience, 

particularly in games like ACNH where aesthetic customisation, self-expression, and social 

connectivity are central to gameplay. 

 
While grounded in these established traditions, the study also presents a methodological 

innovation within the field of videogame studies. By combining semi-structured interviews with 

photo elicitation of player-created artefacts, and framing these within Object Relations Theory, 

the research introduced a layered approach to understanding players’ emotional and relational 

engagements with ACNH. Although qualitative interviews are common in game research, 

visual elicitation remains relatively underused, particularly in relation to player-generated 

content and affective experience (Spokes and Denham 2019; Chang 2022). To date, few 

studies have employed photo elicitation in the context of ACNH, a game uniquely rich in visual 

expression, social symbolism, and emotional investment (Hall et al. 2020). This approach 
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offers a novel contribution by situating digital play within broader psychosocial processes of 

identity, connection, and emotional regulation. 

 
 

By integrating Object Relations Theory with critical perspectives on loneliness, this study 

provides new insight into the psychological, social, and cultural dimensions of digital play. It 

argues for the recognition of virtual environments not as secondary or escapist, but as 

meaningful spaces for self-expression, emotional resonance, and relational world-building. As 

digital media continues to shape contemporary life, this research calls for expanded 

methodological and theoretical frameworks that explore the complex ways individuals 

experience loneliness, connection, and identity through games, particularly those that are 

psychoanalytically informed. 

 
Thematic analysis was used to interpret both verbal interview data and visual player artefacts, 

which served as stimulus material to deepen participants’ reflections and reveal complex, 

layered meanings (Bischof et al. 2011). This integration of photo elicitation represents a 

methodological innovation within psychocultural studies of videogaming, allowing for a richer 

exploration of how players emotionally navigate key moments in ACNH. By emphasising the 

fluid boundary between internal experience and external digital spaces, the research 

contributes to broader discussions on how emotions, relatedness, and cultural objects 

intersect in increasingly virtual lives. 

 
 

Situated within broader sociocultural shifts, especially the impacts of neoliberalism and the 

COVID-19 pandemic on Millennials and Zillenials, the study engages with ongoing debates 

around digital third spaces (Auriemma et al. 2024; Gunderman 2024; Potter and McDougal 

2017), the politics of loneliness (Wilkinson 2022; Becket et al. 2021; Arendt 1951, 1958), and 

the evolving nature of identity and play online. Given this generation’s particular experiences 

of loneliness and social precarity under neoliberalism (Becker et al. 2021; Halston et al. 2019), 

examining their engagement with ACNH offers important insights into this experience. The 

findings emphasise the importance of viewing digital spaces not simply as extensions of the 
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physical world but as distinct, meaningful arenas where individuals actively co-create new 

forms of sociality, selfhood, and belonging. 

5.3 Emerging Themes 

 
5.3.1 Boundary Crossing 

A central theme of my research is boundary crossing, which manifests in multiple ways 

throughout the ACNH experience. Gaming often triggers boundary crossings through 

nostalgia, as players reconnect with past selves and familiar cultural symbols evoked by earlier 

gaming memories. Island customisation serves as another boundary-crossing site, blending 

fantasy and reality, design and emotion, compliance, and rebellion. Players navigate fluidly 

between external social constraints and internal imaginative worlds. This dynamic also 

extended into the research process itself, as sharing player artefacts enabled me to 

“crossover” into the pre-interview space, highlighting a key boundary between researcher and 

participant. More broadly, ACNH functions as a third space (Winnicott 1971), existing between 

reality and fantasy to facilitate emotional processing, identity exploration, and creative 

engagement. This creates an emotional intersection where boundaries between selfhood, play 

and social belonging become blurred, complicating traditional understandings of these 

concepts in digital contexts. 

 

5.3.2 Neoliberal Landscape 

 
A prominent theme that emerged from the research is the neoliberal landscape within which 

ACNH is situated. The game’s mechanics, particularly its emphasis on individual progression, 

home expansion, and participation in systems like the ‘Stalk Market’, reflect and reproduce 

neoliberal values that prioritise entrepreneurship, market logic, and self-sufficiency (Foucault 

2010; Harvey 2005). While participants did not use the term ‘neoliberalism’, many described 

feelings of financial precarity, insecurity and the pressure to be productive, both in and outside 

the game. These narratives suggest that the neoliberal ethos has been internalised, appearing 

in a drive for self-optimisation and resilience in response to economic instability (Brown 2015; 
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Watts 2021). This resonates with Williams’ (1977) concept of a ‘structure of feeling’, in which 

emotional and psychic landscapes reflect wider sociopolitical conditions. Although some 

scholars argue that the pandemic has weakened the grip of neoliberalism by exposing the 

value of public services (Crouch 2022), it can equally be argued that COVID-19 has simply 

revealed the consequences of decades of neoliberal governance. The continued rise of 

subscription-based gaming models further reinforces this, where access to leisure and social 

interaction remains commodified and reliant on ongoing financial commitment (Kucher 2020; 

McMahon 2020). 

5.3.3  The Cottagecore Moment 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the Cottagecore aesthetic took on particular significance for 

participants in this study, offering comfort and escapism amidst the uncertainty of lockdown 

(Dewayanti and Andhini 2023; Munro and O’Kane 2021; Ramachandran 2021). With daily 

routines disrupted and social interactions curtailed, Cottagecore’s nostalgic vision of a slower, 

simpler life resonated strongly. ACNH’s terraforming mechanics allowed players to construct 

idyllic rural landscapes, offering a sense of agency, stability, and creative expression during a 

time of crisis. This aesthetic draws on pastoral nostalgia and an idealised return to pre-

industrial harmony with nature (Jephcote 2023; Xiang 2015) and can be understood as a 

cultural reaction to the pressures of neoliberal life. As neoliberalism promotes hyper-

productivity, individualism, and market-driven values (Harvey 2005; Foucault 2010), 

Cottagecore reflects a longing for alternative modes of living that emphasise slowness, 

domesticity and emotional connection. As with the broader Cottagecore movement, these 

virtual utopias often romanticise rural life while obscuring the privilege, labour and digital 

capital required to sustain them (Sukmawan 2018). This tension underscores the dual function 

of Cottagecore in ACNH: both as a form of resistance to neoliberal norms and as a curated 

fantasy shaped by those same cultural logics. 

5.3.4  Single and Multiplayer Play 
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ACNH accommodates both single-player and multiplayer modes, each offering distinct 

emotional and relational experiences. Single-player play allowed participants to explore the 

game world at their own pace, providing a space for emotional reflection, routine and self-

expression. This mode supported engagement beyond typical gaming paradigms focused on 

competition or completion, aligning with emerging research that recognises the affective 

dimensions of solitary play (Moller et al. 2024). 

 
Multiplayer play introduced new layers of vulnerability and connection. Inviting others into 

one’s island brought the potential for rule-breaking, disruptions and breaches of personal 

space. While ACNH encourages gentle and cooperative interaction, its reliance on trust-based 

mechanics meant that players sometimes encountered unwanted behaviours, such as the 

unauthorised collection of resources or violations of unspoken social norms. These moments 

underscore the ways in which digital third spaces, like their physical counterparts, require the 

constant negotiation of boundaries and trust (Mohammadinodooshan and Carlsson 2023; 

Strauß and Nentwich 2013). 

 
At the same time, multiplayer interactions could transform ACNH into a deeply relational 

environment. Unlike conventional multiplayer games that emphasise competition or structured 

cooperation, ACNH supports ambient forms of sociality. Simply visiting another player’s island, 

exchanging gifts or leaving messages helped foster a quiet sense of presence and mutual 

care. This suggests the emergence of new forms of digital intimacy, where the feeling of 

connection is not reliant on constant interaction but rather on the comfort of shared, ongoing 

presence in a virtual space. 

 
Access to these experiences was not equal for all players. The digital divide, shaped by 

disparities in internet access, technological literacy and economic constraints (Mubarak and 

Suomi 2022; Blažič and Blažič 2020), meant that some individuals were unable to fully engage 

with the game’s social features, limiting their ability to participate in its multiplayer dimensions 

(Alam and Imran 2015). In this way, this commodified form of play is shaped by neoliberal 

ideology and neoliberal gaming economies, where access to certain experiences, both within 
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the game and in online communities, is shaped by economic privilege and digital capital (Philip 

et al. 2017). 

 

5.3.5 Playbour 

Furthermore, for some players in this research, digital labour blurred the boundaries between 

play and work. This highlights how unpaid player activities, such as content creation, constitute 

a precarious form of labour (Just et al. 2023). For some ACNH players, what began as a 

recreational escape during the pandemic transformed into a form of labour, aligning with 

neoliberal imperatives of self-enterprise, personal branding and the commodification of 

everyday life (Harvey 2005). The rise of content creators and influencers within the ACNH 

community exemplifies this shift, as players leveraged their in-game creativity for advertising 

revenue, sponsorships and brand partnerships. However, as video game companies 

increasingly provide influencers with exclusive merchandise, sponsored trips and other 

incentives, the boundary between authentic play and market-driven performance becomes 

increasingly ambiguous. This dynamic further complicates Winnicott’s (1971) notion of 

authentic play, as external influences shape both the game experience and its representation, 

raising critical questions about the evolving nature of digital play in a commercialised 

landscape. 

 
As societies continue to grapple with the long-term effects of social isolation and the 

reconfiguration of communal life in digital contexts, my research underscored the need for 

more nuanced understandings of how loneliness and belonging are experienced and mediated 

in contemporary culture (Hertz 2020). The boundary-crossing nature of ACNH offers a 

compelling case study for how digital environments might provide alternative models of 

connection, resilience and creative world-building, particularly in an era where traditional social 

structures are increasingly unstable. 

5.4  Closing remarks 
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My psychocultural study of Animal Crossing: New Horizons during the COVID-19 pandemic 

has offered new insights into how digital spaces support emotional expression, relational 

meaning, and imaginative self-work. Drawing on Winnicottian Object Relations Theory, the 

research explored themes such as boundary crossing, digital intimacy, and the negotiation of 

selfhood under conditions of social isolation and financial precarity. Through an innovative 

methodological approach that combined semi-structured interviews, photo elicitation of player 

artefacts, and reflexive analysis, this study contributes to both psychocultural and videogame 

scholarship. 

 

Digital landscapes will continue to evolve, and as we enter the advent of AI, their role in 

shaping emotional and social experiences will become an increasingly critical area of study. I 

am particularly interested in the intersection of AI and the effects this could have on digital play 

and creativity. With the rapid expansion of immersive technologies, questions surrounding 

digital intimacy, identity play, and the psychological impact of virtual spaces will take on new 

urgency. ACNH offers a compelling case study of how games function as both sites of comfort 

and experimentation, demonstrating the potential of digital worlds to reconfigure human 

connection in an era of shifting social structures. Understanding these dynamics will be 

essential for navigating the future of digital culture, play, and belonging. There is a potential for 

further research to explore how future digital spaces might serve as evolving third 

places, shaping new possibilities for belonging, emotional well-being, and collective meaning-

making in the digital age. 
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Appendix 

Appendix A) General Gaming Terms: 

Nintendo Switch 
A hybrid video game console developed by Nintendo that can be used both as a home 
console (connected to a TV) and as a portable handheld device. 

 
Console 

A gaming device designed to play video games, usually connected to a TV or monitor. 
Examples include the PlayStation, Xbox, and Nintendo Switch. 

 
Handheld Console 
A portable gaming device with a built-in screen and controls. You can take it anywhere and 
play games without needing a separate screen. 

 
Platformer 

A game genre focused on jumping between platforms and navigating through levels. 
Examples include Super Mario Bros. 

 
RPG (Role-Playing Game) 

A genre where players assume the roles of characters in a fictional world, often involving story 
progression, quests, and character upgrades. 

 
FPS (First-Person Shooter) 
A game where you view the world through your character’s eyes and use weapons to defeat 
enemies. Examples include Call of Duty. 

 
NPC (Non-Playable Character) 

A character controlled by the game, not the player. NPCs can give you quests, sell items, or 
add to the story. 

 
Co-op (Cooperative Play) 

A mode where players work together to achieve goals, often in the same game world at the 
same time. 

 
PvP (Player vs. Player) 

A game mode where players compete directly against each other instead of against computer-
controlled enemies. 

 
Loot 

In-game items or rewards you collect, often after defeating enemies or completing tasks. 

 
Grinding 

Repeating tasks in a game (like defeating the same enemies) to gain experience, level up, or 
earn rewards. 

 
Save Point / Checkpoint 

A place in the game where your progress is recorded, so you don’t lose everything if your 
character is defeated. 
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Patch / Update 
A fix or improvement made to a game after release. Updates might add new content or fix 
bugs and glitches. 

 
Mod / Modding 

Short for "modification." Mods are changes made by players or fans to a game, such as adding 
new content, fixing bugs, or altering gameplay. 

 
Let’s Play 
A recorded or live video of someone playing a video game, often with commentary, shared on 
platforms like YouTube or Twitch. 

 
Sandbox 

A type of game that gives players a high degree of freedom to explore, create, and interact 
with the game world, often without fixed objectives. Examples include Minecraft and Grand 

Theft Auto V. 
 

Cosy Game 
A style of game designed to be relaxing, wholesome, and stress-free, often focusing on 
creativity, community, or simple everyday activities. Examples include Animal Crossing: New 
Horizons and Stardew Valley. 

 

 

Appendix B) List of key terms for ACNH 

 
1. Nook Miles- 

 
A secondary in-game currency earned by completing various tasks and achievements. It can 

be used for travel, unlocking new features, and purchasing exclusive items. 

2. Bells 
 

The primary currency in the game used to buy items, pay off loans, and fund island 

infrastructure projects. 

3. Tom Nook 

A central character who helps you develop your island. He provides services like loans for 

home expansion, which you pay off using Bells. 

4. Villagers 

Animal residents who live on your island. They each have different personalities, homes, and 

interactions with the player. 

5. DIY Recipes 
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Instructions for crafting furniture, tools, and other items using materials collected from the 

island. Recipes are an essential part of customizing your island. 

6. NookPhone 
 

A smartphone-like device that serves as the player's interface for accessing various apps like 

the map, camera, DIY recipes, and Nook Miles. 

7. Timmy and Tommy 

Tom Nook’s sons who run the in-game shop, selling furniture, clothing, and other useful items. 

8. Dodo Airlines 
 

The in-game airline service operated by Orville and Wilbur. It allows players to travel to 

mystery islands or visit other players’ islands via online or local play. 

9. Resident Services 

The main building on the island where players can talk to Tom Nook and Isabelle for guidance, 

pay off loans, and manage various island-related tasks. 

10. Isabelle 

A cheerful anthropomorphic secretary character who assists with island evaluations, 

announcements, and beautification efforts. She appears in Resident Services after it 

upgrades. 

11. Mystery Islands 

 
Uninhabited islands players can visit using Nook Miles Tickets. These islands provide extra 

resources like fruit, flowers, fish, and bugs. 

12. Island Designer 

A tool that allows players to terraform the island by creating or removing cliffs, rivers, and 

paths, offering extensive customization. 

13. K.K. Slider 

A traveling anthropomorphic musician dog who performs music on Saturday nights. His songs 

can be collected and played on music players in the game. 

14. Blathers 

The anthropomorphic owl who runs the museum, where you can donate fossils, fish, bugs, 

and art to expand the exhibits. 
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15. Fossils 

Hidden treasures that can be dug up and donated to the museum or sold for Bells. Fossils are 

part of the collectible elements in the game. 

16. Redd 

A anthropomorphic fox who sells rare and sometimes fake artwork, which can be donated to 

the museum's art exhibit. 

17. Turnips / Stalk Market 

A system in which players buy turnips from Daisy Mae and sell them later in the week for a 

profit. Prices fluctuate daily, similar to a stock market. 

18. Kapp'n 

A anthropomorphic turtle who takes you to new islands with different resources and 

experiences once a day by boat. This becomes available after a certain island development 

point. 

19. Harv's Island 

An area where players can take photos in the Photopia studio or, after a certain point, set up 

shops with various traveling merchants for regular use. 

20. Saharah 

A anthropomorphic camel who visits your island to sell mysterious rugs, wallpapers, and 

flooring. Her items are unique and random. 

21. Flick 

A anthropomorphic bug-loving character who buys bugs for 1.5 times their normal selling price 

and offers bug-themed sculptures. 

22. C.J. 

 
A beaver who buys fish for 1.5 times their normal selling price and hosts fishing tournaments. 

23. Happy Home Paradise 

An expansion/DLC that allows players to design vacation homes for various characters. It 

expands the design capabilities of the player’s own home as well. 
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24. Pro Decorating License 

A feature that unlocks more home design options like adding ceiling fixtures, accent walls, and 

using customizable patterns for furniture. 

25. Seasonal Events 

Special in-game events tied to real-world seasons and holidays, such as Bunny Day (Easter), 

Halloween, or Toy Day (Christmas). These events feature exclusive items and activities. 

 
26. Campsite 

 
A location where random villagers can visit your island. You can invite them to live on your 

island, depending on their availability and personality. 

27. Hybrid Flowers 

Flowers can crossbreed to create new colours, which are rare and valuable for decorating or 

gifting to villagers. 

28. Terraforming 

The ability to reshape the landscape of the island, including altering rivers, building cliffs, and 

placing paths, is unlocked through Nook Miles. 

29. Star Fragments 

Collectable items that fall from shooting stars, used for crafting rare DIY recipes like wands 

and celestial furniture. 

30. Wands 

 
Magical tools that let you store and change into custom outfits instantly, often crafted from Star 

Fragments. 

Appendix C) List of Multiplayer Modes for ACNH 

 
● Couch Co-op - Party Play: Allows up to eight players to share a switch, up to four 

players can play at the same time on this mode. Players who share a Nintendo Switch 

console can play together, with one player acting as the leader. 
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● Online Co-op: Allows players to use Wi-Fi to visit each other’s islands, eight players 

can be present at once in this mode, players do not need to be physically close so 

players can interact across large distances. To play Online Co-op players must have a 

Nintendo Switch Online subscription, their own copy of ACNH and an internet 

connection. Visiting players have restrictions placed on them unless they have been 

marked as a Best Friend in the game. Players can make use of smartphones through 

the Nook Link app, which integrates elements of Nintendo Switch Online to allow 

players to text and video chat with one another. 

 
● Local Wireless Co-op: For players who are physically near each other with their own 

switch, up to eight players can play at a time. In this mode players will need their own 

copy of ACNH, Nintendo Switch system and to be physically close to one another. 
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Appendix D) Player information 
 

 

Player Gender Age Location 

at time of 

research 

Recruited via 

Player 

One 

Identifies as Non-Binary 24 Years Old USA Reddit r/ACNH 

Player 

Two 

Identifies as Female 24 Years Old UK Facebook 

Player 

Three 

Identifies as Female 28 Years Old UK Facebook 

Player 

Four 

Identifies as Female 24 Years Old UK Reddit r/ACNH 

Player 

Five 

Identifies as Female 26 Years Old UK Word of mouth 

Player Six Identifies as Female 26 Years Old UK X (Formerly Twitter) 

Player 

Seven 

Identifies as Female 25 Years Old UK X (Formerly Twitter) 

Player 

eight 

Identifies as Female 24 Years Old UK Reddit 

r/ACNHcustomdesigns 

Player 

Nine 

Identifies as Female (MTF) 23 Years Old UK Facebook 

Player Ten Identifies as Female 28 Years Old New 

Zeeland 

X (Formerly Twitter) 
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Player 

Eleven 

Identifies as Female 27 Years Old UK Reddit r/ACNH 

Player 

Twelve 

Identifies as Female 22 Years Old Italian/UK Facebook 
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Appendix E) Reflexive diary handwritten excerpts 
 

 

Image 1Handwritten Excerpt 
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Image3 Handwritten Excerpt of Reflexive Diary P4 
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Image 4 Handwirrten Excerpt P6 



352  

Appendix F) Annotated Transcript (Player 8) 

 
RL 
Just sharing my screen now. Can you see the powerpoint? 
P8 
Yeah I can and sorry for being late. 
RL 
Brilliant and literally no worries I’m grateful you’re here taking part. 

 
P8 
No no it sounds like such a cool project and I wanted to like contribute! 

RL 
Well thank you so so much. I guess can we begin with talking about I guess any 
experiences of loneliness you may or may not have had? This can be before or during 
Covid. 

P8 
Yeah so loneliness for me is quite an interesting thing because I think I've experienced it 
in many different ways. Like even before Covid I have felt a little bit isolated. So I’m from a 
tiny town in Kent and I only really got my licence after COVID and like not having that 
independence to just go out has always felt quite isolating so when things were slow 
because of lockdown I really revised all the theory stuff. 

RL 
Was it just physical isolation? 

P8 
No no so I was raised a bit more conservative than most people my age and that can be 
pretty isolating in some ways so I try not to talk politics with people. 

RL 
Can you tell me a bit more about some of your conservative views if you feel comfortable 
sharing them? 

 
P8 
Well I did vote conservative in the last election but I don’t think I’d vote for them again. 
And like I obviously don’t agree with everything the conservative party does or says but it 
isn’t exactly the first thing I lead with in a conversation. I was also raised with quite I guess 
what I would call conservative values. When people talk about gender identity and stuff it 
can make me feel quite uncomfortable but that’s like my own thing and something Im  
trying to 
work hard on. 
RL 
Can you tell me a bit more about the isolation you feel? 

P8 

ruthllewellyn 

 

Theme: Identity and Belonging Nature 
Vs. Nurture? 

RL 

Theme: Loneliness and Isolation Links 
between isolation/ 'enforced' , 
loneliness and solitude and loneliness 

RL 

Theme: Loneliness and Isolation 
Political isolation , inability to 
cross political boundaries 
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So yeah basically its more just like I don’t want to share my political views because I don’t 
wan to offend anyone, like even my parents I try not to talk politics with them because I do 
feel like my world view is changing even if it is slowly and I think they would find that quite  

difficult to I guess confront? ruthllewellyn 

Theme: Loneliness and Isolation Emerging political 
doubt, failiure in political holding environment leading to 
feelings of vulnerability 

And like that can be really isolating and like I am scared of saying the wrong thing to 
someone and insulting them. Like I am really trying to I guess challenge my own views but 
its difficult when you’ve been told all your life things are a certain way. I just don’t want 
you or anyone who will read this to think I’m a massive raging transphobe or something 

RL 
If you don’t mind me asking what kind of views are you trying to challenge? 

P8 
I guess like my views on gender like I am straight and a woman and like there’s never been 
anything else for me and I know who I am but that doesn’t mean others do I guess. I guess 
I would say I am a bit of a traditionalist when it comes to gender , I’ve found it really 
difficult to challenge the views I was raised with like my parents I would say are openly 
transphobic and there’s no willingness to kind of budge 

 
RL 
So it’s really interesting that you are like talking about these things because I wanted to 
ask what you think about the state of politics at the moment? 

P8 
I think its quite a scary time for whichever side of the fence you’re on like if you can’t feed 
your kid or heat your house no matter what your politics is it is going to be scary. Its all 
very divided right now as well which I find really scary like I think it’s quite polarised and 
divided and I don’t really think anyone is willing to compromise on much of anything 
which doesn’t really help things. 

 
RL 
So are you interested in politics? 
P8 
I mean I guess, kind of? I’m interested in like that it effects me like I guess everything is 
political but sometimes it feels so awful I just kind of bow out of it. 
RL 
How did you feel about politics during lockdown? 

 
P8 
Oh it was just so messy wasn’t it and there was a real element of not knowing who to trust 
like I didn’t always agree with the lockdown at times I kind of felt like it was my own risk to 
take but at the same time like I have old people in my family so I did get there was an 
element of protection. But yeah and when all that Domonic Cummings stuff came out I 

RL 

Themes: Isolation and Loneliness 

Ways to combat political isolation/ alination- Possible future 
research area? 

RL 

Theme: Gender Identity Binary view 
of gender, attempting to cross 
ideological boundaries 

RL 

Theme: Identity and Belonging Tribialism in 
politics contributing to inability to cross 
political boundaries 

Neoliberalism 

 
RL 

Theme: Identity and Beloning A 
sense of disconnection from politics 
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RL 

Themes: Emotional Experience, 
Identity and Beloning 

Sense of grief, identity formation and 
loss of formative experiences 

 

was just so angry, I felt like I had wasted all that time inside and the government were just 
fucking about really. 

 

 
RL 

RL 

-------------------------------------------- 

Theme: Emotional Experience Anger 
at goverment failiure 

Would it be I guess fair to say there was a sense of betrayal? 

 
P8 
Hmmm. Yeah I think so especially when all the stuff came out about parties and stuff at 
downing street. I really felt like I missed something during COVID like life experiences. 
People are like oh it was only a few years! Yeah it was but it was very formative years for 
me that I missed out on. 

 

 
RL 
What do you think makes those missed years so important if you don’t mind me asking? 

P8 
I do think like your 20’s are quite important like you are really finding yourself and like 
where you fit in I guess, sometimes I feel like I really missed out on that and that’s 
something I won’t really get back. 

RL 
Do you think there is an element of like loss? 

P8 
Oh definitely! And its strange because it isn’t like this tangible thing like when you lose a 
person grieving is hard but you have like these concrete things to I guess grieve over like 
memories and stuff like that. But with these experiences its like I never experienced them 
so why am I feeling so sad about it? 

RL 
Can you talk to me about your early video game experiences, do you have any particular 
memories? 

 
P8 
So for pretty conservative parents they kind of let me play video games from a young age 
and I have always liked watching my brothers play their games at first it wasn’t really 
something I did at first. We had a… I think we had a PS2 it was silver and I remember they 
would play this snowboarding game and some GTA which I probably shouldn’t of been  
watching. I mean I played with them but it wasn’t games I wanted to play if that makes 
sense. 

ruthllewellyn 

Theme: Emotional Experience Sense of 
vulnerability during times of uncertainty 

RL 

Theme: Emotional experience 

Life upheaval, major anxiety about the 
future, inability to sit with uncertainty, 
financial insecurity, neoliberalism 

RL 

Theme: Boundary Crossing Ability of videogames to cross temporial boundaries through the 
experience of nostalgic encounters, rexperience of childhood 

RL 

Theme: Boundary Crossing 

Nostalgic encounte 
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RL 

Theme: Boundary Crossing 
Themes of life and death in video 
games 

  
And then my parents got my brothers an Xbox and then the PS2 was basically mine and 
the first game I got on it was Sims 2 and I think it came out a bit before Animal Crossing 
but I instantly loved it. It was the first kind of time I had the PS2 and I felt all grown up and 
it was great I didn’t have to just sit and watch anymore. And I just have these really fond 
memories of sitting in front of the television like really up close to the screen you know? 
And whenever I play the sims now I feel like the little kid in front of the TV. 

 

 
RL 
Would you say that that that is one of your best gaming memories? 
P8 
Yeah! But also like as I got older some other games gave me good memories I quite like I 
guess games like the Sims and Stardew Valley like I have really fond memories of playing 
games like that when I needed a distraction. 

RL 
Is it like comfort and distraction do you think or what? 

P8 
Well I think maybe the distraction is part of the comfort maybe. Like having that kind of 
escape I guess. 

RL 
Are there any particular games that I guess in a sense help you? I know you mentioned 
Sims and Stardew valley are there any others? 
P8 
Yeah so its games that are kind of like life sim genre I guess? So I also like Harvest Moon 
and Story of Seasons I also love the game Spiritfarer you play as like somebody who 
guides dead people to the afterlife and it’s just a really beautiful game. 

 

RL 
What do you think it is about these games that help distract and comfort you? 
P8 
I think like a lot of these games you can kind of go your own pace but you have to also use 
your brain like I think there are a lot of creativity behind these games like when you play 
sims 4 you can build, create characters and I like to make up storylines and even the kind 
of farming sims like stardew valley you can customise a farm and I even make to do lists 
so you get kind of sucked into the games and I think theres a comfort in that. 

 
RL 
And if you don’t mind me asking what do you feel like you need distraction from, I guess 
are there any triggers? 

RL 

Theme: Boundary Crossing Ability of 
videogames to cross temporial 
boundaries through the experience of 
nostalgic encounters, rexperience of 
childhood 

RL 

Theme: Emotional experience Game as 
a form of emotional regulation and 
comfort, play as a form of comfort 

RL 

Theme: Emotional Experience 

Comfort through escapism 

RL 

Theme: Creatvity and Play Importance of play and 
creatvity in cathartic experience 
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P8 
So obviously covid was a big thing but I do also have quite bad anxiety just about general 
life things. 

RL 
If you feel ok could you expand a little bit on your anxiety? 

P8 
Uh yeah I guess. A lot of my anxiety revolves around the future and things like that I always 
ruminate like I’m constantly worried about rent or bills or things like that, I feel like  
everything has shifted after COVID and sometimes when I spiral it just feels like im 
constantly falling and cant find my feet 

 
 

 
RL 
Sorry, do you feel ok to go on? 

P8 
Yeah, I mean sometimes its hard to talk about but it also helps so. 

RL 
So if you don’t mind me asking, what do you mean by things have shifted? 

 
 

 
P8 
I just think- uh like not just for me but for everyone I guess like milestones and like life 
outlooks have changed so drastically. I was basically raised to think it was School, 
university, Job, Marriage house and Kids and now it feels like that’s all changed and I 
guess not just because of COVID but even before COVID it felt like things were changing 
like being a homeowner just looks impossible to me. And so I guess when these things 
suddenly seem out of reach or whatever it just feels to much a lot of the time. And 
sometimes I just think about it all way to much. 

 
RL 
I know you have just told me about your anxiety and thank you so much for opening up 
about that but do you feel any other emotions or feelings when you think about these 
things, I get anxious about these things too and I sometimes uh find there are other 
emotions involved 
P8 
I think like in the moment it can be difficult to distinguish like all the different feelings that 
come with it but I have been to therapy and that does help a lot because it isn’t just 
anxiety and I think kind of knowing those other feelings help. Like there’s a lot of anger 
there I think and also I think the emotion that kind of spurs the anxiety is this kind of I’m 
not sure how to describe it maybe confusion but even that doesn’t really cover it. 

RL 

Theme: Identity and Belonging Shifting life 
milestones changing relatedness to societal 
structures, neoliberalism 

RL 

Theme: Emotional Experience Anger, 
neoliebralism causing shifting life 
milestones 

RL 

Theme: Emotional Experience Anxiety 
and rumination about the future 

RL 

Theme: Emotional Experience creating 
environment in which participant feels 
emotionally safe 



357  

RL 

Theme: Emotional Experience Anxiety 
and rumination about the future 

RL 
Can you kind of talk me through I guess the process of these emotions like how does it all 
come about? If you don’t mind? 

 

 

 
P8 
It always starts with I guess ruminating on the future, whether it’s the immediate future or 
the far future and then I guess I kind of can’t sit with the uncertainty of not knowing if 
everything is going to be ok, and obviously that got worst during covid but it was always 
there. And then its almost physical like I get this feeling in my stomach and that’s kind of  
when the anxiety and anger hit 

RL 
Is there anger directed at anything or I guess anyone in particular? 

P8 
I mean sometimes I guess but most of the time it isn’t very specific like I’m angry that 
things that were easy for my parents aren’t easy for me and things like that but I can’t 
really be angry at them for that. But I do think I guess kind of struggling? With these things 
it has kind of changed my politics slowly but surely and that’s also caused me anxiety 
because it is questioning everything and again its like the uncertainty of not knowing if my 
morals are right I guess. 

 
 
 

RL 
Are you ok do you need a little break? I know these things can be quite heavy to talk about 
and thank you so much for sharing. 

P8 
Yeah is it ok to take 5 minutes I feel like I need a warm drink 

RL 
Yeah of course! I’ll just pause recording 
-Pause for 6 minutes- 

RL 
Ok I have restarted the recording and we were kind of talking about other video games you 
like playing and how this helps with your anxiety? I was wondering if we could move on to 
talk about Animal Crossing specifically and obviously I have the screenshots up that you 
sent ready! Thank you for sending them I love seeing how different people have like 
interacted with the game and things like that! 
P8 

RL 

Theme: Emotional Experience 
Inability to sit with uncerainty leads to 
feelings of anxiety 

RL 

Theme: Identity and Belonging Effects of 
neoliberalism on political identity 

RL 

Theme: Emotional Experience 
Vulnerability in interview process, 
creating emotionally oriented research 
environment 

RL 

Theme: Emotional experience 

Life upheaval, major anxiety about the 
future, inability to sit with uncertainty, 
financial insecurity, neoliberalism 



358  

RL 

Themes: Isolation and Loneliness 

Ways to combat political isolation/ 

alination- Possible future research 
area? 

RL 

Theme: Creativity and Play Play and 
Gender exploration True/False Self 

RL 

Theme: Boundary Crossing Player 
artefacts/ photo elicitation crossing 
temporal boundaries 

Honestly it was really interesting getting these together, I think in a way like sharing some 
of the earlier screenshots made me feel a bit vulnerable I was really surprised at some of 
the I guess emotions that popped up looking back. 

 

 
RL 
I mean that in itself is really interesting! Why do you think I guess sending me screenshots 
in I guess your earlier playtime made you feel so vulnerable? 

 

 
 

 
P8 
So when it first came out was like right at the beginning of lockdown, and I was already 
starting to question I guess my political beliefs and the way I’d been bought up and stuff 
like that and it wasn’t just the lockdown I guess it was a massive mix of things, of  
questioning everything I ever knew and suddenly the whole world has had to change 
because of COVID I just in general felt so vulnerable and I guess really lonely aswell. 

RL 
You mentioned your politics make you feel isolated is that still the case as you I guess 
you’ve 

become more progressive. 
 

P8 
I think in some ways im more progressive and I guess I feel a little less isolated but 
obviously it takes a long time to kind of I mean it takes a long time to kind of recondition 
myself I guess. It’s not that I don’t believe these things a lot of it is I struggle to understand 
the nuance I guess? I think kind of expanding my horizons and in some ways I guess 
playing with aspects of myself in video games and I guess other forms of media has 
helped aswell. I do still feel isolated sometimes but it’s way less now. 

 

RL 
How do you think video games help? I noticed you said expanding your horizions has 
Animal Crossing helped with this specifically? 

P8 
So I think when I play video games in general I’m a lot more like free? I don’t feel like I have 
to be so I guess the word is rigid? And Like I do like playing with I guess parts of my 

RL 

Theme : Creativity and Play identity 
exploration 

RL 

Theme: Loneliness and Isolation Emerging political doubt, 
failiure in political holding environment leading to feelings 
of vulnerability 



 

Theme: Boundary Crossing 

RL 

Theme: Identity and Beloning Shifting 
life milestones,chaning political views 
and identity 

RL 

Theme: Play and creatvity: Game 

space acted as third space 

personality. Like sometimes playing games like Animal crossing I can be quite girly and 
kind of I guess in a way stick to what I know. I can design pretty dresses for my avatar to 
wear or I can like decorate my house in a nice way! 

 

 
 

 
RL 
Do you think the game is I guess very feminine? 

 
P8 
Oh definitely! But I think it is also the way you play it I think I guess I kind of like to indulge 
in I guess this way of playing like I think in. a way it is comforting for me to be able to kind 
of indulge in my femininity and like I guess the way I see gender and in some ways I guess I 
still do? 

 

 
RL 
Can you expand a bit on this for me, obviously no judgement here. 
P8 
So I think for me gender was and I mean in some ways is binary for me, like you are either a 
man or a woman and the kind of floating in between stuff was really hard for me to kind of 
digest and handle? 

RL 
Why do you think this was so hard? 

P8 
I mean in a way it was really scary, not so much trans people themselves but like I got time 
to reflect and I literally think it was because it basically challenged my whole world view, 
and the times I did speak about it with outsiders I guess like friends I did feel like people 
were jumping down my throat a bit to make me see a certain way and that was really 
scary. 

RL 
Do you think Animal Crossing was a comfort because it let you explore it at your own 
pace? 
P8 
Kind of? I also do just think being able to indulge in these kind of gender aspects of my 
personality, like I have always been what you RmL a y  call I think girly? 

Escapism and fluidity Play based 
discovery 

RL 
What do you define as ‘girly’? 
P8 

360 

R: 

Theme: Emotional Experience sense of 
fear 

RL 

Theme: Gender Identity Definitions of 
womanhood/girlhood 

RL 

Theme: Boundary Crossing Political 
Boundary crossing 

RL 

Theme: Gender identity Comfort in 
gender binaries,inability to sit with 
uncertainty 

RL 

Theme: Gender identity Comfort in 
gender binaries,inability to sit with 
uncertainty= Splitting? 
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RL 

Theme: Emotional Experience 
Creating an environment in which 
participant feels safe enough to share 
views 

RL 

Theme: Boundary crossing Play and 
Boundary crossing in digital third 
spaces 

So I think kind of things that are I mean associated with femininity? Like in my younger 
years I did fully believe that a woman should be a home maker and the man the 
breadwinner. 
RL 
What kind of what made you change your opinion? 
P8 
I think just realising things have changed and shifted so bloody drastically like our 
milestones and I guess world views cant be the same as our parents or grandparents 
because things have changed so much so why should I stick to this kind of idea of gender 
that I guess feels outdated? Like don’t get me wrong I would say in this kind of political 
area or whatever you want to call it I am still more conservative than people my age but I 
think seeing how things have changed for us has really I guess shifted my world view. 

 

RL 
No thank you for sharing your kind of political feelings and ideas because its so important 
and I do think it takes a lot to I guess kind of admit that you are changing and things like 
that It can be quite confronting 

 
 

 
P8 
To be fair I have I guess begun to appreciate the people I can talk about it with because 
nobody will ever learn if I guess we don’t talk 

 
RL 
Kind of reaching across the boundaries of politics? 

P8 
Oh for sure and I do think video games in general and I guess games in general do kind of 
let us reach out across this I guess like boundary as you describe it. 
RL 
Hmm that is really interesting I mean what makes you think that? 

 

P8 
I think part of it is like any game removes you from reality in a way like a lot of the time you 
get sucked into whatever game it is and you can I guess really lose yourself in it. Like 
when I’m playing monopoly with friends or family yeah there is a political element to it but 
that 
isn’t what im thinking about and if we argue it isn’t to do with politics its more to do with 
who sold park lane to who. 
RL 

RL 

Theme: Gender Identity 
Traditional gender views 
discomfort with ambiguity 

ruthllewellyn 

Theme: Boundary Crossing 
Potential of video games to cross 
boundaries 

RL 

Theme: Boundary crossing 

Sense of disembodiment, Escapism 
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Are you suggesting uh suggesting that perhaps games kind of remove us from the 
situation? 

 

 
P8 
Yeah I mean I guess but also like for example I played with a few people on Animal 
Crossing that I had met online on like Reddit and Facebook groups and stuff. A lot of the 
time they knew nothing about me and I knew nothing about them and we were all kind of 
able to play together without being touched by politics or even talking about it. Im sure we 
all had I guess different political opinions but it never came up. 

RL 
Ah! That’s a good chance to I guess speak about Animal Crossing specifically a bit more, 
did 
you enjoy playing with people? 

P8 
Sometimes? I actually kind of preferred playing with people that I didn’t really know I think 
because again like letting people onto my island that I already knew felt quite like 
vulnerable because I felt like they were more likely to judge in a way but I did play with 
friends and it was nice like at the height of lockdown we would kind of plan cute events 
and stuff like that. 

RL 
Do you think your friends judged you at all? 
P8 
I mean what I feel and what actually happens is very different I guess, I don’t think they 
would judge me ever its just sometimes it feels like that and some of my friends are so I 
guess kind of creative sometimes it feels like a competition and I just wanted to kind of 
play and enjoy it. 

 
RL 
What were some of your faviroute aspects of the game? 

 
P8 
I definitely think the creative aspects like I think I mentioned I loved creating little dresses 
for my character and stuff like that. 
RL 
I was just wondering, I mean I guess your island is very countryside-esque was that 
something I guess you intended? 

 
P8 
So even before I played games I loved everything cottagecore and before COVID I was 
quite lucky because as a family we would go to the countryside a lot and I nwated that to 
translate into my game. 

RL 

Theme: Boundary Crossing 

Boundary Crossing ability of games in 
general 

RL 

Theme: Play and Creatvity Anonimity of 

play in digital spaces, sense of freedom 
Vulneravility in multiplayer 

play,compeitition in play 

ruthllewellyn 

Theme: Creativity and Play Play 
during crisis of COVID, timing, 
changed how players related to game 

RL 

Theme: Identity and Belonging Player 
belongs to and is part of wider AC 
community online 
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ruthllewellyn 

Theme: Creativity and Play Avatar Exploratio, Single 
player mechanic, Identity exploration 

RL 
Can I ask what makes you like that aesthetic so much? 

P8 
Well I think its lots of reasons but I really like the fashion and the more traditional side of it 
all. 

 
RL 
Can I ask what you mean by traditional? 

P8 
I think the more feminine aspects I like the baking and the more domestic aspects of 
cottagecore I just love it.. when they did the cooking update I was so excited I think I just 
spent like hours in the little kitchen I made doing recipies and stuff it made me feel so 
happy 

RL 
Something I noticed about your screenshots is that the earlier ones your character I mean 
it kind of seems like a direct version of yourself, your hair matches and things like that, 
but as you kind of sent the later screenshots I noticed that you’re much more I guess I’m 
gonna say expressive with your charcter? Like the clothes seem a lot more bright and the 
hair is all different colours. Also do you see your avatar as like a part of you or an 
extension? 

P8 
I never really noticed that! I do think I guess my relationship with my little character 
changed kind of as I played more and more like at first it was definatly more of an 
extension of myself and I think that’s why I kept to like the brown hair and no body paint 
and things like that. But I think as I got more confident and I played more I kind of felt more 
comfy kidn of playing around and I guess now I see it more as a facet of me that I feel like I 
can explore a bit more when I play 

 
 
 
 

RL 
Do you find this with other games or Animal Crossing specifically? 

P8 
I think it really depends on the game like more sandboxy games I feel like there is a lot 
more freedom in character creation, but I do think the new Animal Crossing game came 
at such a pivotal point in not just I guess COVID but also my life like I was really 
challenging my worldview and stuff like that so I think it was a mix of the type of game but 
also the timing. 

 

 
RL 
That’s really interesting to think about, it seems like quite a transitional time for you? 

RL 

Theme: Identity and belonging Sense of identity with 
cottagecore due to traditional values- sense of nostalgia 
for a time of traditional values? 

RL 

Theme: Play and creativity importance 
of spontaneity in play, imortance of 
games like acnh, sandbox video games 

RL 

Theme: Play and Creatvity Sense of 
marketed nostalgia 
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P8 
Yeah I think I have been through more change in the last 3 years than I have ever really. 
RL 
How does that make you feel because change and confronting things about ourselves can 
be really difficult? 

P8 
I mean as I said im not 100 percent there yet and Im not saying my conservative views will 
change completely but I do feel in a way like one of those really religious people who have 
been deprogrammed or whatever they call it and I’m not saying conservative groups are 
cults or anything like that, I think the word deprogramming may give that impression but 
really its more about challenging and kind of I guess really questioning everything I’ve ever 
known which can be really scary there is for sure this element of fear and anxiety . 

RL 
Well I think you have done amazingly to talk about this and kind of your challenging of your 
own political views and stuff it is really admirable. 

P8 
Thank you I mean it will always be a process. 
RL 
So animal crossing, did you choose it over other games at the time or was it one of many? 

P8 
So it was actually one of many but I did get it for the nostalgia value I think but also it 
quickly became my favourite game I think it was released at such like a cultural time I 
guess. Like I played Animal Crossing as a child so it was kind of this exciting time and 
obviously I always play the Sims and other I guess cutesy sandbox games but Animal 
Crossing quickly became my favourite. 

 
RL 
And when you were kind of indulging I guess in the creative aspects of the gamelike 
decoration and your house what was important to you? Did you have any concrete ideas 
of what you wanted to do? 

P8 
The creative aspects of the game were for sure my faviroute and I do think that was when I 
was at my happiest. I tried to pay off my in game debt pretty quickly because I just loved 
having that kind of space to decorate and play around with! 

 

 
RL 
Did you go in with set ideas or kind of go I guess willy nilly? 
P8 
I think it depended like if there was a certain piece of furniture I saw in Nook’s I would 
maybe make up a theme around that like one of my rooms was a throne room because of 

RL 

Theme: Play and Creatvity 
Importance of Sanbdox video games 

RL 

Theme: Boundary Crossing Political Boundary Crossing, Fear of the unknown 

RL 

Theme: Play and Creatvity Sense of 
marketed nostalgia 
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all the monarchy stuff. But for the most part, it was quite spontaneous and I think that’s 
what made that kind of aspect of it so good. 
RL 
Do you think the spontenaneouty had anything to do with it? 

P8 
I think when I was more like I guess spontaneous and not thinking as much I was thinking 
less about what looks good or bad or is right or wrong and I just kind of went if that makes 
sense and I think in that way it made playing more fun and I think that’s something about 
games like animal crossing, you can play any way you want and it is still valid. 

RL 
I know you mentioned spontaneity but I was wondering if you had a routine in the game? 

 
P8 
So I think that it depends on what kind of day im having but the first thing I always do is 
change the clothes my characters are in. 

RL 
Hmm, Why do you think that is? 
P8 
I’m not really sure but I guess like it makes it feel like each new gaming experience is 
different? 

RL 
And just a few last questions because we are nearing the end of the interview now. In the 
game did you kind of take part in any of the economic parts of the game like the stalk 
market and things like that. 

 
P8 
I did at first but it just did not appeal to me at all I think it kind of took away from the kind of 
cuteness of the game to be honest so I did it once or twice but not really after that. 

RL 
So you think it kind of ruined the game? 
P8 
Not ruined the game but just changed how I felt about that particular aspect it just felt a 
bit I don’t know how to describe it really. 

RL 
And have you ever spent real money on animal crossing? 
P8 
I got myself some amibo cards but that’s basically it I just wanted a specific character! 

RL 
What chatacter? 

P8 
Chai? The elephant with I think the teacup on its head! 

RL 

Theme: Play and creativity importance 
of spontaneity in play 

RL 

Theme: Identity and Belonging Able to mutually 
recognise NPC's due to my position as ACNH player 
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RL 

Theme: Gender Identity Exploration and 
comfort in gender exploration through 
play, however not subversive of gender 
norms 

RL 

Theme: Boundary Crossing 

Boundary crossing and Identity 

exploration through play, safe space of 
the game allows for this 

RL 
Oh yes!!! Love Chai so so cute such a good choice haha! And I guess kind of coming to 
the end of the interview I want to end with this question it is a big question but I think 
leaving it open is good. How does Animal Crossing make you feel. 

P8 
I think it really found me at such a particular point in my life, not just covid but Im 
challenging myself and kind of changing my opinions and stuff and that’s scary but I think 
Animal Crossing is kind of comforting in a way that I can kind of indulge and be more 
femine and in some ways more conservative like really sticking to my gender. But it can 
also help me feel more free and challenge myself so I kind of really appreciate it as a kind 
of 
contradictory game, its comfy but challenging and I think that’s why I love it so much. 
P8 
Thank you again for taking part in the interview im just going to stop recording. 
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Appendix G) Annotated Player Artefact Player 8 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
Avatar customisation 

Hearth 
Home 
Domesticity 
Warmth 
Stability 
Public/ Private Spheres 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Customisation 
Home 

 

 
DIY 
Customisation 
Homely 
Arts and Crafts 

 

 
Avatar customisation 
Fairy Dress 
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Appendix H) Interview Coding Table P8 

 
Theme(s) Quote Code/Tag Interpretation 

Loneliness 
and 
Isolation 

Like even before Covid I have felt 
a little bit isolated. So I’m from a 
tiny town in Kent and I only really 
got my licence after COVID and 
like not having that 
independence to just go out has 
always felt quite isolating 

Physical isolation 
Freedom 

Links between isolation/ 
'enforced' , loneliness and 
solitude and loneliness 

Loneliness 
and 
Isolation 
Boundary 
Crossing 

I was raised a bit more 
conservative than most people 
my age and that can be pretty 
isolating in some ways so I try 
not to talk politics with people. 

Political isolation 
Political boundaries 

Isolation due to political views, 
there is an inability to cross political 
boundaries, perhaps due to fear of 
judgement 

Loneliness 
and 
Isolation 
Boundary 
Crossing 

I don’t want to share my political 
views because I don’t want to 
offend anyone, like even my 
parents I try not to talk politics 
with them because I do feel like 
my world view is changing even if 
it is slowly and I think they would 
find that quite difficult to I guess 
confront? 

Political Self 
Censorship 
Fear of Judgement 

Inability to cross political 
boundaries, leading to a sense of 
political isolation 

Loneliness 
and 
Isolation 
Boundary 
Crossing 
Gender 
Identity 

that can be really isolating and 
like I am scared of saying the 
wrong thing to someone and 
insulting them. […] I am really 
trying to I guess challenge my 
own views but its difficult when 
you’ve been told all your life 
things are a certain way. I just 
don’t want you or anyone who 
will read this to think I’m a 
massive raging transphobe or 
something. 

Political Self 
Censorship 
Political Isolation 
Fear of Judgement 
Gender Politics 

Inability to discuss Gender Politics, 
however player is actively 
challenging this. Important to 
create an environment where 
player feels free from judgement. 

Gender 
Identity I guess like my views on gender 

like I am straight and a woman 
and like there’s never been 
anything else for me and I know 
who I am but that doesn’t mean 
others do I guess. I guess I would 
say I am a bit of a traditionalist 
when it comes to gender , I’ve 

Traditionalism 
Vs Change 
Certainty Vs 
Uncertainty 
Emotional Distancing 

Internalized values that conflict 
with social progressiveness/ 
inclusive views, sense of splitting. 
Refers to parents’ views but also 
distances themselves. 

found it really difficult to 



Page 2 of Printed On 02/06/2025 14:56:31 
 

 challenge the views I was raised 
with like my parents I would say 
are openly transphobic and 
there’s no willingness to kind of 
budge on that. 

  

Identity and 
Belonging 
Boundary 
Crossing 
Emotional 
Experience 

I think its quite a scary time for 
whichever side of the fence 
you’re on like if you can’t feed 
your kid or heat your house no 
matter what your politics is it is 
going to be scary. Its all very 
divided right now aswell which I 
find really scary like I think it’s 
quite polarized and divided and I 
don’t really think anyone is 
willing to compromise on much 
of anything which doesn’t really 
help things. 

Tribalism in politics 
Feelings of Fear 
Political Division 
Longing for Unity 
Neoliberalism 

Acute awareness of polarization 
and wider societal inability to cross 
political boundaries. Ideological 
divides not just theoretical, they 
manifest in every day suffering. 
Heightened affective state due to 
environmental failure . Longing for 
Unity and a crossing of political 
boundaries 

Emotional 
Experience 
Covid19 

But yeah and when all that 
Domonic Cummings stuff came 
out I was just so angry, I felt like I 
had wasted all that time inside 
and the government were just 
fucking about really 

Feelings of Anger 
Feelings of Betrayal 

Deep anger and disillusionment 
with political leadership. Implies 
that leadership acted irresponsibly, 
undermining the legitimacy of 
government guidance. Moral 
violation 

    

Emotional 
Experience 
Covid-19 

I really felt like I missed 
something during COVID like life 
experiences. People are like oh 
it was only a few years! Yeah it 
was but it was very formative 
years for me that I missed out 
on. 

Feelings of Grief/ 
Loss 
Missed life 
milestones 
Loss of formative 
experiences 

Deep sense of personal loss, sense 
of feelings not being understood or 
validated, perhaps contributing to 
a sense of emotional isolation. 
Disruption in key psychosical 
stages, e.g., building 
independence, exploring identity, 
forming relationships 

Emotional 
Experience 
Covid -19 
Identity and 
Belonging 

I do think like your 20’s are quite 
important like you are really 
finding yourself and like where 
you fit in I guess, sometimes I 
feel like I really missed out on 
that and that’s something I won’t 
really get back. 

Identity formation 
Sense of grief 
Loss of formative 
experiences 

Missed opportunities for personal 
growth. A sense of melancholia, 
feeling of something lost that 
cannot return or be properly 
grieved. Acknowledgement of 20’s 
as formative years for identity 
formation 

Emotional 
Experience 
Covid-19 
Identity and 
Belonging 

its strange because it isn’t like 
this tangible thing like when you 
lose a person grieving is hard but 
you have like these concrete 
things to I guess grieve over like 
memories and stuff like that. But 
with these experiences its like I 
never experienced them so why 
am I feeling so sad about it? 

Missed life 
milestones 
Loss of formative 
experiences Sense 
of grief (intangible) 
Feelings of sadness 

 
Difficulty of processing grief for 
experiences never lived. No 
memories or objects to anchor 
sorrow, sense of disorientation. 
Sense of internal conflict, 
mourning or self that never got to 
emerge. 
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Boundary 
Crossing 

 
for pretty conservative parents 
they kind of let me play video 
games from a young age and I 
have always liked watching my 
brothers play their games at 
first it wasn’t really something I 
did at first. We had a… I think 
we had a PS2 it was silver and I 
remember they would play this 
snowboarding game and some 
GTA which I probably shouldn’t 
of been watching. I mean I 
played with them but it wasn’t 
games I wanted to play if that 
makes sense. 

Nostalgia and Video 
games 
Memory 

Ability for video games to cross 
temporal boundaries in nostalgic 
encounters 

Identity and 
Belonging 
Boundary 
Crossing 

And then my parents got my 
brothers an Xbox and then the 
PS2 was basically mine and the 
first game I got on it was Sims 2 
and I think it came out a bit 
before Animal Crossing but I 
instantly loved it. It was the first 
kind of time I had the PS2 and I 
felt all grown up and it was great 
I didn’t have to just sit and watch 
anymore. And I just have these 
really fond memories of sitting in 
front of the television like really 
up close to the screen you know? 
And its like whenever I play the 
sims now I feel like the little kid 
in front of the TV 

Identity as fan of AC 
Nostalgia and 
Videogames 
Agency/ 
Independence 

Attachment to early gaming 
experiences, nostalgic return to 
formative time. Games as a 
temporal bridge to the past. 
Personal access to PS2 framed as a 
moment of autonomy, passive 
observation to active participation, 
reflective of early identity 
formation and sense of control or 
ownership over play. 

 

  

Boundary 
Crossing 
Emotional 
Experience 

 
Spiritfarer you play as like 
somebody who guides dead 
people to the afterlife and it’s 
just a really beautiful game. 

Boundary Crossing 
Videogames (Life 
and Death) 

Potential for emotionally oriented 
videogames to cross emotional 
boundaries, also explores 
boundary between life and dearth 

 

Play and 
Creativity 

 
sims 4 you can build, create 
characters and I like to make up 
storylines and even the kind of 
farming sims like stardew valley 
you can customise a farm and I 
even make to do lists so you get 
kind of sucked into the games 
and I think theres a comfort in 
that. 

Single player 
mechanics 
Custom design 

Playful creative experiences as 
experiences of comfort. 
Engagement with imaginative and 
narrative play. Perhaps a form of 
self-control, goal setting 
manageable safe environment 

 

Emotional   Anxiety focused on the future, tied  
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Experience 
COVID-19 

Uh yeah I guess. A lot of my 
anxiety revolves around the 
future and things like that I 
always ruminate like I’m 
constantly worried about rent 
or bills or things like that, I feel 
like everything has shifted after 
COVID and sometimes when I 
spiral it just feels like im 
constantly falling and cant find 
my feet[…] Yeah, I mean 
sometimes its hard to talk about 
but it also helps so. 

Feelings of anxiety 
due to uncertainty 
Vulnerability 
Reflexivity 
Neoliberalism 

to financial instability and broader 
life security (Need for security 
throughout life) Sense of post 
pandemic disorientation. Reflexive 
awareness of participant, 
highlights vulnerability of interview 
process. 

Identity and 
Beloning 
Emotional 
Experience 
Identity and 
Belonging 

I just think- uh like not just for 
me but for everyone I guess like 
milestones and like life outlooks 
have changed so drastically. I 
was basically raised to think it 
was School, university, Job, 
Marriage house and Kids and 
now it feels like that’s all 
changed and I guess not just 
because of COVID but even 
before COVID it felt like things 
were changing like being a 
homeowner just looks 
impossible to me. And so I 
guess when these things 
suddenly seem out of reach or 
whatever it just feels to much a 
lot of the time. And sometimes I 
just think about it all way to 
much. 

Feelings of anxiety 
and overwhelm 
Life Milestones 
Disconnection 
Neoliberalism 

Significant transformation in 
societal norms and expectations. 
Difference between inherited 
ideals and reality. Sense pf post 
pandemic disorientation 
accelerated sense of disruption. 
Links between anxiety and 
uncertainty 

Emotional 
Experience 

I think like in the moment it can 
be difficult to distinguish like all 
the different feelings that come 
with it but I have been to therapy 
and that does help a lot because 
it isn’t just anxiety and I think 
kind of knowing those other 
feelings help. Like there’s a lot of 
anger there I think and also I 
think the emotion that kind of 
spurs the anxiety is this kind of 
I’m not sure how to describe it 
maybe confusion but even that 
doesn’t really cover it. 

Feelings of anger 
Feelings of anxiety 
Emotional confusion 

Highlights emotional complexity, 
sense of reflexive emotional 
awareness, a journey to self 
understanding. Language 
insufficient to capture full nuance 
of emotional states. 

Identity and 
Belonging 
Emotional 
Experience 

I guess but most of the time it isn’t 
very specific like I’m angry that 
things that were easy for my 

Internal conflict 
Shifting political 
identity 
Neoliberalism 

Ongoing ideological 
transformation, reevalutation 
deeply held beliefs. Question of 
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 parents aren’t easy for me and 
things like that but I can’t really be 
angry at them for that. But I do 
think I guess kind of struggling? 
With these things it has kind of 
changed my politics slowly but 
surely and that’s also caused me 
anxiety because it is questioning 
everything and again its like the 
uncertainty of not knowing if my 
morals are 

 self. True/False self crisis. Anger at 
diminished opporunities 

Boundary 
crossing 

 
I think in a way like sharing some 
of the earlier screenshots made 
me feel a bit vulnerable I was 
really surprised at some of the I 
guess emotions that popped up 
looking back. 

Crossing of temporal 
boundaries 

Ability for player artefacts to cross 
temporal boundaries by allowing 
participant to reflect on experience 

Isolation and 
loneliness 
COVID-19 

So when it first came out was like 
right at the beginning of 
lockdown, and I was already 
starting to question I guess my 
political beliefs and the way I’d 
been bought up and stuff like 
that and it wasn’t just the 
lockdown I guess it was a massive 
mix of things, of questioning 
everything I ever knew and 
suddenly the whole world has 
had to change because of COVID I 
just in general felt so vulnerable 
and I guess really lonely aswell. 

Political Identity 
Pandemic as 
catalyst/transitional 
Emotional 
Vulnerability 

Disruption in ideological certainty, 
Covid as a catalyst for time and 
transformative experience. 
Isolation and uncertainty, 
disruption in holding environment. 

Identity and 
belonging 
Creativity 
and Play 
Isolation and 
loneliness 

I think in some ways im more 
progressive and I guess I feel a 
little less isolated but obviously it 
takes a long time to kind of I mean 
it takes a long time to kind of 
recondition myself I guess. It’s not 
that I don’t believe these things a 
lot of it is I struggle to understand 
the nuance I guess? I think kind of 
expanding my horizons […] in 
some ways I guess playing with 
aspects of myself in video games 
and I guess other forms of media 
has helped aswell. 

Transformative 
nature of play 
Political Identity 

Sense of splitting and inability to 
sit with uncertainty and nuance. 
Playing with aspects of the self 
through digital play. Effort to 
unlearn and reframe worldviews 
(inherited) 

Identity and 
belonging 
Play and 
Creativity 

So I think when I play video 
games in general I’m a lot more 
like free? I don’t feel like I have 
to be so I guess the word is 

Gender identity 
Feminine self 
presentation 
Identity fluidity 
Customisation 

Expressing gender through play 
particularly though use of 
customization features. There is a 
sense of reassurance and comfort 
in familiarity of gender roles 
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 rigid? And Like I do like playing 
with I guess parts of my 
personality.[…] sometimes 
playing games like Animal 
crossing I can be quite girly and 
kind of I guess in a way stick to 
what I know. I can design pretty 
dresses for my avatar to wear or 
I can like decorate my house in 
a nice way! 

  

Identity and 
Belonging 
Gender 
Identity 
Creatvity and 
Play 

also the way you play it I think I 
guess I kind of like to indulge in I 
guess this way of playing like I 
think in. a way it is comforting 
for me to be able to kind of 
indulge in my femininity and like 
I guess the way I see gender and 
in some ways I guess I still do? 

Expression of gender 
identity 
True/False Self 
Gender expression 
through play 
Play as transitional 
space 

ACNH as an affirming space for 
gender stability. Emotional identity 
to feminie identity heightened 
through gaming. Play as 
transitional emotional space 

Gender 
Identity 

think for me gender was and I 
mean in some ways is binary for 
me, like you are either a man or a 
woman and the kind of floating in 
between stuff was really hard for 
me to kind of digest and handle? 

Binary understanding 
of gender 
Splitting 

Sense of internalized binary 
understanding of gender, gender 
view is categorical, confusion when 
encountering non-binary and fluid 
identity. Sense of defensive 
discomfort. Perhaps from the 
challenge in belief symptoms. 
Internal conflict between 
imergernt social perspictives and 
long held internal narratives. 

Emotional 
experience 
Identity and 
Belonging 
Crossing 
Boundaries 

really scary, not so much trans 
people themselves but like I 
got time to reflect and I 
literally think it was because it 
basically challenged my whole 
world view, and the times I did 
speak about it with outsiders I 
guess like friends I did feel like 
people were jumping down my 
throat a bit to make me see a 
certain way and that was really 
scary. 

Fear and emotional 
overwhelm 
Anxiety about 
change 
Inability to cross 
political boundaries 

Personal ideology destabilized by 
reflection, fear of being forced into 
ideological conformity. Fear rooted 
in value shift and potential social 
exclusion 

Gender 
identity 

So I think kind of things that are 
I mean associated with 
femininity? Like in my younger 
years I did fully believe that a 
woman should be a home 
maker and the man the 
breadwinner. 

Internalised 
conventional gender 
norms 
Domestic femininity 

Binary domestic/ public boundary, 
early socialization and cultural 
norms shape our initial 
understanding of gender identity 
and societal roles. There is a sense 
of distance from past beliefs. 

Identity and 
belonging 

think just realising things have Changing political 
views 

Sense of political ambivilance, 
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Gender 
Identity 
Boundary 
Crossing 

changed and shifted so bloody 
drastically like our milestones 
and I guess world views cant be 
the same as our parents or 
grandparents because things 
have changed so much so why 
should I stick to this kind of idea 
of gender 
that I guess feels outdated? Like 
don’t get me wrong I would say 
in this kind of political area or 
whatever you want to call it I 
am still more conservative than 
people my age but I think 
seeing how things have changed 
for us has really I guess shifted 
my world view. 

Disconnect 
Transitional position 
Neoliberalism 

disconnection from traditional live 
milestones and a questioning of 
these expectations, particularly 
with gender. Conservative identity 
but shifting beliefs, sense of 
boundary crossing because of lived 
experience. 

Boundary 
crossing 
Play and 
creativity 

Oh for sure and I do think video 
games in general and I guess 
games in general do kind of let 
us reach out across this I guess 
like boundary as you describe it. 

Video games as third 
spaces/ liminal 
spaces 
Crossing of political 
boundaries 

Video games as liminal third spaces 
where boundaries can be playfully 
crossed and negotiated, low risk 
identity experimentation. Sense of 
shared understanding in video 
game spaces 

Play and 
creativity 
Identity and 
belonging 

 
I think part of it is like any game 
removes you from reality in a 
way like a lot of the time you 
get sucked into whatever game 
it is and you can I guess really 
lose yourself in it. Like when I’m 
playing monopoly with friends 
or family yeah there is a 
political element to it but that 
isn’t what im thinking about and 
if we argue it isn’t to do with 
politics its more to do with 
who sold park lane to who. 

Immersive nature of 
games 
Escapism through 
play 
Communual aspect 
of gaming 
Social connection 

Ability to emotionally disconnect 
from real world conerns when 
playing game, video games as 
temporary sanctuaries. Games as a 
way to neutralize or defuse 
political tension. De-politicized 
play 

Identity and 
Belonging 
Play and 
Creativity 
Boundary 
Crossing 

I played with a few people on 
Animal Crossing that I had met 
online on like Reddit and 
Facebook groups and stuff. A lot 
of the time they knew nothing 
about me and I knew nothing 
about them […]we were all kind 
of able to play together without 
being touched by politics or 
even talking about it. Im sure 
we all had I guess different 
political opinions but it never 
came up. 

Multiplayer Play 
Fandom and Fan 
groups 
Boundary crossing 
nature of play 
Social Connection 

Play as a crossing of boundaries 
allowing players toplay together 
despite physical distance, sense of 
vulnerability in multiplayer player, 
perhaps play as a mutual arena/ 
Third Space untouched by politics. 
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Creativity 
and Play 

letting people onto my island 
that I already knew felt quite 
like vulnerable because I felt 
like they were more likely to 
judge in a way. I did play with 
friends and it was nice like at 
the height of lockdown we 
would kind of plan cute events 
and stuff like that. 

Multiplayer play 
Vulnerability in Play 
COVID-19 
Relatedness 

COVID changed how players 
related to the game, Multiplayer as 
a site of vulnerability. 

 
Video games and multiplayer as a 
ay to connect during covid 

Creatvity and 
Play 

I don’t think they would judge   

me ever its just sometimes it 
feels like that and some of my 
friends are so I guess kind of 
creative sometimes it feels like a 
competition and I just wanted 
to kind of play and enjoy it. 

Gender 
Identity 

Well I think its lots of reasons 
but I really like the fashion and 
the more traditional side of it 
all. 

RL 
Can I ask what you mean by 
traditional? 

 
P8 
I think the more feminine aspects 
I like the baking and the more 
domestic aspects of cottagecore I 
just love it.. when they did the 
cooking update I was so excited I 
think I just spent like hours in the 
little kitchen I made doing 
recipies and stuff it made me feel 
so happy 

Cottagecore 
aesthetic 
Gender roles 

Cottagecore 
Criticism of cottagecore as playing 
into tradwife aesthetic 
Domescitity of cottagecore and 
traditional gender roles 

Play and 
Creatvity 

I never really noticed that! I do 
think I guess my relationship 
with my little character 
changed kind of as I played 
more and more like at first it 
was defiantly more of an 
extension of myself and I think 
that’s why I kept to like the 
brown hair and no body paint 
and things like that. But I think 
as I got more confident and I 
played more I kind of felt more 
comfy kidn of playing around 
and I guess now I see it more as 

Single player play 
Player customization 
Player Avatars 

Changing relationship between 
player and avatar, ebb and flow 

 
Sense of disembodiment 
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 a facet of me that I feel like I 
can explore a bit more when I 
play 

  

Play and 
creativity 
Covid-19 

sandboxy games I feel like there 
is a lot more freedom in 
character creation, but I do think 
the new Animal Crossing game 
came at such a pivotal point in 
not just I guess COVID but also 
my life like I was really 
challenging my worldview and 
stuff like that so I think it was a 
mix of the type of game but also 
the timing. 

Sandbox 
videogames 
Importance of play 
and creativity 
Character Creation 
Covid-19 changing 
relatedness to video 
games 
Changing political 
views 

 

Identity and 
belonging 

I mean as I said im not 100 
percent there yet and Im not 
saying my conservative views will 
change completely but I do feel in 
a way like one of those really 
religious people who have been 
deprogrammed or whatever they 
call it and I’m not saying 
conservative groups are cults or 
anything like that, 

Changing political 
identity 
Shifting world views 

 

Play and 
creativity 

So it was actually one of many 
but I did get it for the nostalgia 
value [..]I always play the Sims 
and other I guess cutesy sandbox 
games but Animal Crossing 
quickly became my 

 favourite 

Market value of 
nostalgia 
Importance of 
Sandbox video 
games 

 

Play and 
creativity 

The creative aspects of the game 
were for sure my faviroute and I 
do think that was when I was at 
my happiest. I tried to pay off my 
in game debt pretty quickly 
because I just loved having that 
kind of space to decorate and 
play around with! 

Single Player 
Customisation 

Ability to play with elements of 
capitalism safelty such as debt. 

Play and 
Creatvity 

I think it depended like if there 
was a certain piece of furniture 
I saw in Nook’s I would maybe 
make up a theme around that 
like one of my rooms was a 
throne room because of all the 
monarchy stuff. But for the 
most part, it was quite 
spontaneous and I think that’s 

Customisation 
Play 
Spontaneouty of 
Play 
Creatvity 

Customisation of game space 
allows for meaningful interaction 
with game for player 
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 what made that kind of aspect 
of it so good. 

  

Play and 
creatvity 

I think when I was more like I 
guess spontaneous and not 
thinking as much I was thinking 
less about what looks good or 
bad or is right or wrong and I 
just kind of went if that makes 
sense and I think in that way it 
made playing more fun and I 
think that’s something about 
games like animal crossing, you 
can play any way you want and 
it is still valid. 

Customisation 
Play 
Spontaneouty of 
Play 
Creatvity 

Lack of judgement in game space, 
the game becomes a space for 
freedom and expression free from 
external judgements the player 
may face. 

Identity and 
Belonging 
Boundary 
Crossing 

Chai? The elephant with I think 
the teacup on its head! 

RL 
Oh yes!!! Love Chai so so cute 
such a good choice haha 

Acafandom Ability for me to recognize 
character this is a positive of 
acafandom research 
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Animal Crossing New Horizons (hereafter ACNH) is a sandbox video game which was released in March 2020, coinciding with the start of Covid 

pandemic national lock-downs. The Pandemic intensified feelings of loneliness and isolation for many young people aged 16-29 who were more likely 
to report chronic loneliness and feelings of isolation. 

 
The aim of this Doctoral research project is to investigate expressions of relatedness between players and between players and the game ACNH, to 

better understand how the game and others like it can facilitate a sense of interpersonal connection and experience of relatedness. 

 
To explore relationality to between player and game I will conduct a qualitative analysis of data accrued through semi-structured interviews with 10-

15 player participants aged 18-30. Player artefacts will be utilised as photo-elicitation, prompting emotional connections and, therefore more 

emotional and reflective accounts. This project seeks to correlate accounts of player experience with creative outputs to deepen the analysis of the 
psychocultural context, which incorporates object relations psychoanalysis and social and cultural theories to better understand the emotion and 

fantasies of mediatised experience. By utilising qualitative analysis of one-to-one 
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Recruitment 

interviews with participants aged 18-30 this research aims to explore how social, political and economic ideologies are experienced materially and 

cerebrally in a conjuncture comprised of the economic and socio-political and the emotional. 

 
 

 
This research works with participants in a digital environment over Zoom and I will therefore address the following ethical issues: 
 
 

 

· Data Storage: Data Storage is a key ethical concern, in line with Bournemouth University guidelines I will not use personal electronic devices to 
store or process data, I will use devices given to me by the University that are password protected and encrypted. In line with University and in 

accordance with Principle 8 of the Concordat on Open Research Data, data from the research project will be retained for a period of ten years, 
using University provided storage facilities. 

 
·Participant wellbeing: Whilst participants are not being recruited from specifically vulnerable groups, themes that may arise in interviews can elicit 

complex emotions. Therefore, it will be made clear that if they find these subjects distressing, they are free to leave the study at any point. 

 
Participants will be able to contact me through email if they experience distress; I will signpost participants to relevant services such as crisis 
helplines and counselling services. Participant data will be kept confidential; however, if a participant poses a risk to themselves or others, the 

relevant authorities will be notified. During the debrief, I will review any concerns the participant has about their inclusion in the study or the 

interview that took place. If the participant does have concerns, I will address them and remind them that they can withdraw from the study at any 
point, up until their data has been coded and anonymised. 

 
· Participant privacy, anonymity and consent: Informed consent will be obtained before research begins. Participants will be provided with a 
Participant Information sheet explaining the purpose of the study and how their data will be used. The consent form will include a brief outline of 

all parts of the project and contact details for myself and my supervisors. Throughout the study, participants will be reminded that they can 

withdraw at any point up until their data has been coded and anonymised. Participant data will be anonymised, I will assign numbers 1-15 to each 
participant. Islands are an important feature of ACNH, players name their own islands and are able to customise and change the island to their 

liking, however, participants may be identifiable through island names therefore, island names will be pseudonymised. 

Filter Question: Does your study involve Human Participants? 
 

Participants 

Describe the number of participants and specify any inclusion/exclusion criteria to be used 

This research will work with ten to fifteen participants aged 18-30 who have played ACNH during the period from its release in March 2020 to the 

present and in particular during the official lockdown periods of the Covid pandemic. As interviews will take place over zoom, participants from 

outside of the UK will be able to join this project as measures differed from country to country the emotional experience of the onset of the 
pandemic may be vastly different dependent on participant location. This research will not place exclusion criteria based on participant location; 

while the themes of gender, race, sexuality and health have the potential to become key themes within this project, there will be no specific inclusion 

criteria in relation to these themes, this research aims to interview a diverse group of people from a range of genders and ethnicities across the age 
range of the study. 

 
 

 
This research will place inclusion criteria in regards to age, the 18-30 demographic is a critical demographic for both ACNH players. This r[Rl1] esearch 
will also categorise engagement with the game. Low engagement will be categorised as having logged hours of 500 or less, in contrast high 

engagement will be categorised as 501 hours or more. Meaningful engagement can take place regardless of hours logged. For example, a frontline 
worker could have less hours logged due to the constraints of their job particularly during the pandemic but could have still meaningfully engaged 

with ACNH. 

Do your participants include minors (under 16)? No 

Are your participants considered adults who are competent to give consent but considered vulnerable? No 

Is a Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) check required for the research activity? No 

 



Page 14 of Printed On 02/06/2025 14:56:31 
 

Please provide details on intended recruitment methods, include copies of any advertisements. 

Social media will be used for recruitment purposes as this research will recruit participants players via Animal Crossing related social media groups 

on sites such as Facebook and Reddit. An example of one of these groups is The Animal Crossing: Chill Zone 18+ on Facebook. 

 
 

 
While I am a member of some of these groups I have not posted or interacted with people on them. Therefore, participants do not know me in a 

personal capacity. 
 
 

 
Facebook: 

 
Animal Crossing Community (UK) – I am a member of this group Animal 

Crossing Memes- I am a member of this group 

Animal Crossing: Chill Zone 18+ - I am a member of this group Animal 

Crossing New Horizons Community 

Animal Crossing: New Horizons UK group 

 
Animal Crossing: New Horizons Over 25’s Club- I am a member of this group Reddit: 

 
r/AnimalCrossing r/AnimalCrossingNewHor 

r/AnimalCrossingTours 

 

 
I will also recruit on the social media site Tumblr, using ACNH related hashtags.[Rl1] 
 
 

 
Once I have received ethics approval I will create recruitment posts in these groups, these posts will make it clear that I am a researcher looking for 
participants who have played ACNH from its release in March 2020 to the present and in particular during the official lockdown periods of the Covid 

pandemic. 

Do you need a Gatekeeper to access your participants? No 

 

Data Collection Activity 

Will the research involve questionnaire/online survey? If yes, don't forget to attach a copy of the questionnaire/survey or sample of 

questions. 
No 

Will the research involve interviews? If Yes, don’t forget to attach a copy of the interview questions or sample of questions 
 
Yes 

Please provide details e.g. where will the interviews take place. Will you be conducting the interviews or someone else? 

I will conduct one-to-one interviews over Zoom, interviews will be semi-structured and will last approximately 45 minutes and will be recorded using 

the feature available through zoom. I will then transcribe the interviews to allow for analysis, transcription will be done using the transcription service 

available through zoom. 
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Will the research involve a focus group? If yes, don't forget to attach a copy of the focus group questions or sample of questions. 
 
No 

Will the research involve the collection of audio recordings? Yes 

Will your research involve the collection of photographic materials? Yes 

Will your research involve the collection of video materials/film? Yes 

Will any photographs, video recordings or film identify an individual? No 

Please provide details 

Player artefacts will be used as a form of photo elicitation, photos and videos provided by the participant will be of the participant interacting with 

ACNH within the game space. This will include photos and videos of their in-game house, avatar, their island and the player interacting with NPC’s in 

the game space. The participants themselves will not be identifiable. 

Will any audio recordings (or non-anonymised transcript), photographs, video recordings or film be used in any outputs or 

otherwise made publicly available? 

 
Yes 

If Yes, please provide details. 

I hope to include some player artefacts within the thesis to reinforce and support statements made in the thesis. As part of the data collection 

process artefacts will also be available through BORDaR. Steps will be taken to crop images to avoid identifying participants via their island 
topography. 

Will the study involve discussions of sensitive topics (e.g. sexual activity, drug use, criminal activity)? Yes 

Please provide details and measures taken to minimise risks 

Discussing the experience of playing the game during the pandemic may evoke a range of emotions, moreover ACNH is a popular game within 

LGBTQIA spaces, the potential for ACNH to be a safe space for LGBTQIA players has been noted elsewhere, this means participants may want to share 

their experiences as a queer player of ACNH. Throughout the study participants will be able to contact me if if they experience distress; I will also 
signpost participants to relevant services such as crisis helplines and counselling services. During the interview participants will be allowed regular 

breaks. I will also ensure the participant of their right to withdraw if they become distressed following the discussion of sensitive topics. 

Will any drugs, placebos or other substances (e.g. food substances, vitamins) be administered to the participants? 
 
No 

Will the study involve invasive, intrusive or potential harmful procedures of any kind? No 

Could your research induce psychological stress or anxiety, cause harm or have negative consequences for the participants or 

researchers (beyond the risks encountered in normal life)? 

 
No 

Will your research involve prolonged or repetitive testing? No 

What are the potential adverse consequences for research participants and how will you minimise them? 

Whilst participants are not being recruited from specifically vulnerable groups, themes that may arise in interviews can elicit complex emotions.It will 

be made clear that if they find these subjects distressing, they are free to leave the study at any point. 

 
Participants will be able to contact me through email if they experience distress; I will signpost participants to relevant services such as crisis 
helplines and counselling services. Participant data will be kept confidential; however, if a participant poses a risk to themselves or others, the 

relevant authorities will be notified. I will review any concerns the participant has about their inclusion in the study or the interview that took place. If 
the participant does have concerns, I will address them and remind them that they can withdraw from the study at any point, up until their data has 

been coded and anonymised. 

 
Participant privacy, anonymity and consent: Informed consent will be obtained before research begins. Participants will be provided with a 
Participant Information sheet explaining the purpose of the study and how their data will be used. Participants will be reminded that they can 
withdraw at any point up until their data has been coded and anonymised. Participant data will be anonymised, I will assign numbers 1-15 to each 
participant. Islands are an important feature of ACNH, players name their own islands and are able to customise 
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and change the island to their liking, however, participants may be identifiable through island names therefore, island names will be pseudonymised. 

 

Consent 

Describe the process that you will be using to obtain valid consent for participation in the research activities. If consent is not to be obtained 

explain why. 

Participants will be sent a Participant Agreement form as well as a Participant Information Sheet that outlines the project including how their data will 

be managed to ensure informed consent, anonymity and the right to withdraw from the study up until the data has been coded and anonymised. 

Participants will be asked to sign this and send this back before interviews are scheduled. 

Do your participants include adults who lack/may lack capacity to give consent (at any point in the study)? No 

Will it be necessary for participants to take part in your study without their knowledge and consent? No 

 

Participant Withdrawal 

At what point and how will it be possible for participants to exercise their rights to withdraw from the study? 

Participants will be reminded of their right to withdraw their data from the study up until the point where it has been coded and anonymised, 

participants will be able to exercise this right by contacting me via email. 

If a participant withdraws from the study, what will be done with their data? 

If participants choose to withdraw from the study before data is coded and anonymised their data will be destroyed while in consultation with IT 

Services. If the participant chooses to withdraw after their data has been coded and anonymised their data may still be used in a collated form. 

 

Participant Compensation 

Will participants receive financial compensation (or course credits) for their participation? No 

Will financial or other inducements (other than reasonable expenses) be offered to participants? No 

 

Research Data 

Will identifiable personal information be collected, i.e. at an individualised level in a form that identifies or could enable 

identification of the participant? 
Yes 

Please give details of the types of information to be collected, e.g. personal characteristics, education, work role, opinions or experiences 

I will collect participants names and contact details so I can trace their data for analysis, I will store this information on a university provided password 

protected laptop, these details will not be used in published material. 
 
 

 
While it is difficult to anticipate themes that may arise during participant interviews, recording participant interviews categorises the data as personal 
information. Within these interviews participants may share their personal experiences related to ACNH and lockdown and Covid, making them 

identifiable. As part of data for analysis this information will be provided password protected laptop provided by the university. 
 
 

 
Participants will be sharing their island name with me and I will store these names on a password protected laptop however I will pseudonymise island 
names to ensure participant anonymity. 
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I will collect participants names and contact details so I can trace their data for analysis, I will store this information on a university provided password 

protected laptop, these details will not be used in published material. 

 
 

 
Recording participant interviews categorises the data as personal information. Within these interviews participants may share their personal 
experiences related to ACNH and lockdown and Covid, making them identifiable. As part of data for analysis this information will be provided password 

protected laptop provided by the university. 
 
 

 
Participants will be sharing their island name with me and I will store these names on a password protected laptop however I will pseudonymise island 

names to ensure participant anonymity. 

Will the personal data collected include any special category data, or any information about actual or alleged criminal activity or 

criminal convictions which are not already in the public domain? 

 
Yes 

If Yes, please give details of the information you will be collecting 

Participants will be asked whether they used the game to play with aspects of their identity and whether this influenced how they related to the 

game, therefore players will be sharing their personal experiences. Participants will also be asked about their political opinions, which is seen as 

special category data. 

Will the information be anonymised/de-identified at any stage during the study? Yes 

Will research outputs include any identifiable personal information i.e. data at an individualised level in a form which identifies or 
could enable identification of the individual? 

 
No 

 

Storage, Access and Disposal of Research Data 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
During the study, what data relating to the 
participants will be stored and where? 

During the study the following data will be acquired: 
 
 

 
· Names and Email address- All contact with participants will be made through my 

Bournemouth University email account. This information will be stored using a University 

provided password protected laptop. 

 
 

 
· Recordings of interviews and data acquired through interviews with participants will be 

stored on a University provided laptop, which is password protected and encrypted. 

 
 

 
· Digital copies of interview recordings and transcripts will be stored using the 

University provided storage facilities such as a University Provided laptop. 

 
 

 
· Player artefacts will be stored using a University provided laptop. Participant artefacts 

will not include the faces of participants and will only be their in-game interactions. 
Participants will not have access to other participants artefacts to ensure confidentiality. 

 
 

 
· Island names will be important to this research, however, participants may be able to be 

identified by their island name, I will supply a pseudonym for their island that has a similar 

meaning to the original island name. Original island names and pseudonymised island names 

will be stored as part of the data collection on the University supplied password protected 

laptop. Only pseudonymised island names will appear in research outputs. 
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Dissemination Plans 

 
 
 
 
 

 
How long will the data relating to participants be 
stored? 

Recordings of the interviews will be kept until the completion of the research project for analysis. 

Recordings of these interviews and, interview transcripts will be stored using a password 
protected laptop. Upon completion of my PhD recordings of the interviews have been 

transcribed these recordings shall be deleted and destroyed as participants could be identified 

through voice recognition. 
 
 

 
Following the completion of the research project transcripts and player artefacts will be deposited 

using BORDaR as the data cannot be easily replicated.This data will be periodically reviewed to 
ensure that data relating to the participant is still relevant and useful. In accordance with 

Principle 8 of the Concordat on Open Research Data, data relating to participants will be retained 

for a period of 10 years. 

 

 
During the study, who will have access to the data 

relating to participants? 

As a PGR student it will be important for myself and my supervisors to have access to 

participant data. Therefore, myself, Candida Yates and Jenny Alexander will have access to this 

data. Participants will be made aware of this in the consent form and will have the right to 

withdraw at any time up until the data has been coded and anonymised. 

 
After the study has finished, what data relating to 
participants will be stored and where? Please 

indicate whether data will be retained in 
identifiable form. 

In accordance with Principle 8 of the Concordat on Open Research Data, data relating to 

participants will be retained for a period of 10 years. Once the study is completed transcripts of 

interviews as well as player artefacts will be stored using the University provided facilities such 

as BORDaR.This data will be in a pseudonymised form. Quotes from transcripts may be used in 

the thesis and player artefacts will be included, however participants will not be identifiable. 

 

 
After the study has finished, how long will data 

relating to participants be stored? 

In line with University guidance data relating to participants will be retained for a period of 10 
years, in accordance with Principle 8 of the Concordat on Open Research Data. This data will be 

stored using the University provided facilities such as BORDaR. This will be periodically 

reviewed by myself to ensure that data is being stored in line with University policy. 

 
 
 
 

 
After the study has finished, who will have access to 

the data relating to participants? 

Interviews with participants will be transcribed using the Audio transcription feature available 

on Zoom. This allows for participant data to remain internal. Following the study secondary non 
identifiable data will be stored using Bournemouth Online Research Data Repository. (BORDaR), 

which will be publicly available. Following the study I hope to publish the research in journals 

such as The International Journal of Psychoanalysis and Games and Culture. I also hope to adapt 
this research for wider audiences and host a range of public engagement activities related to the 

research, public engagement activities will be used as an opportunity to touch upon some 

aspects of the research while keeping it engaging and fun, participants will remain non 

identifiable. 

Will any identifiable participant data be transferred 

outside of the European Economic Area (EEA)? 
 
No 

 
 

 
How and when will the data relating to participants 

be deleted/destroyed? 

While transcripts of interviews and participant artefacts will be available on BORDaR, once 
participant interviews have been transcribed recordings of these interviews will be deleted as 

participants will be identifiable through voice recognition. Methods of deleting and destroying 

participant data will include overwriting data and reformatting the disk, thereby destroying 
everything on it. IT services will be consulted throughout this process to ensure that this data is 

deleted and destroyed in accordance with legal, ethical and University requirements. 

Once your project completes, will your dataset be 

added to an appropriate research data repository 

such as BORDaR, BU's Data Repository? 

 

 
Yes 
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How do you intend to report and disseminate the results of the study? 

Peer reviewed journals,Conference presentation,Public Engagement Activities 

Will you inform participants of the results? Yes 

If Yes or No, please give details of how you will inform participants or justify if not doing so 

If participants are interested in the results of the research they can contact me via email and I will provide them a copy of the thesis. 

 

Final Review 

Are there any other ethical considerations relating to your project which have not been covered above? No 

 

Risk Assessment 

Have you undertaken an appropriate Risk Assessment? No 

 

Attached documents 

Interview Outline 5:04:23.docx - attached on 05/04/2023 09:02:58 

Participant recruitment.docx - attached on 05/04/2023 09:03:22 

Edited Participant information May2023.docx - attached on 08/05/2023 16:03:03 

Participant Agreement Form May 2023.docx - attached on 08/05/2023 16:03:10 
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Ref & Version: RuthLAF.1 

Ethics ID number: 47469 
Date: 26/01/2023 

 

Participant Agreement Form 
Full title of project: Playing through the Pandemic: Animal Crossing New Horizons 

Name, position and contact details of researcher: Ruth Llewellyn, Postgraduate 

Research student, s5556065@bournemouth.ac.uk 

Name, position and contact details of supervisor: Candida Yates, Professor of Culture 

and Communication, cyates@bournemouth.ac.uk 

Jenny Alexander, Senior Lecturer in Politics, Media and Communication, 

alexanderj@bournemouth.ac.uk 

To be completed prior to data collection activity 

Section A: Agreement to participate in the study 
You should only agree to participate in the study if you agree with all of the 
statements in this table and accept that participating will involve the listed 
activities. 

 

I have read and understood the Participant Information Sheet RuthLAF.1 and 

have been given access to the BU Research Participant Privacy Notice which 

sets out how we collect and use personal information 

(https://www1.bournemouth.ac.uk/about/governance/access-information/data- 
protection-privacy). 

I have had an opportunity to ask questions. 

I understand that my participation is voluntary. I can stop participating in 

research activities at any time without giving a reason and I am free to decline 

to answer any particular question(s). 

I understand that taking part in the research will include the following 
activity/activities as part of the research: 

● being audio recorded during the project 

● my words will be quoted in publications, reports, web pages and other 

research outputs without using my real name. 

● island pseudonym to be included in research output. 

● taking part in a one-to-one interview over zoom.  

mailto:s5556065@bournemouth.ac.uk
mailto:cyates@bournemouth.ac.uk
mailto:alexanderj@bournemouth.ac.uk
https://www1.bournemouth.ac.uk/about/governance/access-information/data-
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Signature 

● Cropped player artefacts will be included in research outputs. 

I understand that, if I withdraw from the study, I will also be able to withdraw 

my data from further use in the study except where my data has been 

anonymised (as I cannot be identified) or it will be harmful to the project to 

have my data removed. 

I understand that my data may be included in an anonymised form within a 

dataset to be archived at BU’s Online Research Data Repository. 

I understand that my data may be used in an anonymised form by the research 

team to support other research projects in the future, including future 

publications, reports or presentations. 

I understand that player artefacts, which includes videos and screenshots of my 

gameplay, will be used in future research and research outputs. 

 Initial box to 

agree 

I consent to take part in the project on the basis set out above (Section A)  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
  

Name of participant 

(BLOCK CAPITALS) 

Date 

(dd/mm/yyyy) 

 

 
  

Name of researcher 

(BLOCK CAPITALS) 

Date 

(dd/mm/yyyy) 

 
Once a Participant has signed, please sign 1 copy and take 2 photocopies: 

● Original kept in the local investigator’s file 

● 1 copy to be kept by the participant (including a copy of PI Sheet) 
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Participant Information Sheet 

The title of the research project 

Playing through the Pandemic: Animal Crossing New Horizons 

 
Invitation to take part 

 
You are being invited to take part in a research project. Before you decide to take part, 

it is important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will 

involve. Please take time to read the following information carefully and discuss it with 

others if you wish. Ask us if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like more 

information. Take time to decide whether you wish to take part. 

 
Thank you for considering taking part in this research project. This study will work with 

participants aged 18-30 who played Animal Crossing New Horizons (ACNH) any time in 

the period from its release in March 2020 up until the time the interviews for this 

project take place. Players should have at least 100 hours logged to take part in this 

research project, this information can be found by going on to your profile page on your 

switch console. Whether you played ACNH for months and continue to play it today, or 

only played during lockdown, I look forward to hearing about your experiences. 

 
The project sets out to explore intimacy in digital gaming environments. The study will 

touch upon experiences of the pandemic and social distancing, as well experiences 

leading up to the pandemic, for example work practices, finances, and personal 

relationships. themes of identity, and thoughts and feelings about the social and 

political lifeworlds. 

 

 
Do I have to take part? 

It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you do decide to take part, you 

will be given this information sheet to keep and be asked to sign a participant 

agreement form. We want you to understand what participation involves before you 

make a decision on whether to participate. 
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If you or any family member have an on-going relationship with BU or the research 

team, e.g. as a member of staff, as student or other service user, your decision on 

whether to take part (or continue to take part) will not affect this relationship in any 

way. 

 
Can I change my mind about taking part? 

 
Yes, you can stop participating in study activities at any time and without giving a 

reason. 

 
If I change my mind, what happens to my information? 

 
After you decide to withdraw from the study, we will not collect any further information 

from or about you. 

 
As regards to the information we have already collected before this point, your rights to 

access, change or move that information are limited. This is because we need to 

manage your information in specific ways in order for the research to be reliable and 

accurate. Further explanation about this is in the Personal Information section below. 

 
As a participant, you can choose to withdraw from this study at any time by contacting 

Ruth Llewellyn at s5556065@bournemouth.ac.uk However, your data may still be used 

in an anonymised, collated form. 

 

 
What would taking part involve? 

As a voluntary participant of this research, you will be asked to supply ten screenshots 

and short clips of you interacting with your avatar, other Non-Playable Characters (NPC) 

such as villagers, terraforming your island, and decorating your island through 

customisation. Please note, player artefacts will not show the face of participants. 

Player artefacts should only be in game screenshots and videos and should not 

include screenshots or videos of you or others. 

 
As a voluntary participant of this research, you will be asked to supply ten 

screenshots and short clips of you interacting with your avatar and other Non-Player-

Characters NPC villagers, terraforming your island, and decorating your island 

through customisation. Please note, player artefacts will not show the face of 

mailto:s5556065@bournemouth.ac.uk
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participants. Player artefacts should only be in game screenshots and videos and 

should not include screenshots or videos of you or others. 

 
After submission of your player artefacts, you will be invited to a one-to-one semi-

structured interview with me on Zoom, lasting approximately forty-five minutes with 

breaks if needed. In this interview, your clips and images will be used to encourage 

discussion relating to your experiences in Animal Crossing: New Horizons. Your 

player artefacts will be analysed alongside the material discussed in your one-to-one 

interview. Your interview will be recorded for transcription and analysis purposes. I 

will also analyse both sets of material separately. Your interview transcript will be 

stored on a University provided password protected laptop for analysis. 

 
 

 
Will I be reimbursed for taking part? 

 
As a voluntary participant of this research, you will not be reimbursed for your 
participation in this project. 

 

 
What are the advantages and possible disadvantages or risks of taking part? 

 
Whilst there are no immediate benefits to you participating in the project, it is hoped 

that you will enjoy sharing your experience of gaming during the pandemic, and of 

Animal Crossing: New Horizons in particular, with the researcher, who specialises in 

gaming study. This research will enhance our understanding of playing video games 

and the motivations and feelings associated with that activity. This work may feature 

in academic books and journals such as Game Studies, as well as featuring in academic 

conferences such as the one organised annually by the Popular Culture Association. The 

identities of participants will be protected and your real name will not feature in any of 

these potential research outputs. 

 
Whilst we do not anticipate any risks to you in taking part in this study, some of the topics 

that may be discussed in your interview can be sensitive, particularly was we will be 

talking about life during the first phase of the Covid-19 pandemic, and if you feel sad or 

even upset after taking part in this study, talking with a qualified counsellor or service 

may help. If you would like assistance, the following services can be contacted: 

 
UK Residents: 

• Text SHOUT to 85258 (UK-wide) 

• Samaritans: call 116 123 (Free 24 hours a day) or visit online at: 

https://www.samaritans.org/how-we-can-help/contact-samaritan/ 

https://www.samaritans.org/how-we-can-help/contact-samaritan/


Page 25 of Printed On 02/06/2025 14:56:31 
 

• Papyrus: call 0800 0684141 (Free) 

 
Irish Residents: 

• Samaritans Ireland: Freephone 116 123 

www.samaratins.org 

 
French Residents: 

• Fil Santé Jeunes: 080 0235 236 

https://www.filsantejeunes.com 

• SOS Amitié 72 39 40 50. 

https://www.sos-amitie.com/ 

 
Italian Residents: 

• Telefono Azzuro: Telephone: 19696 

https://azzurro.it/ 

 
Spanish Residents: 

• Samaratins in Spain: 900525 

Samaratinsinspain.com 

 
German Residents: 

• TelefonSeelsorge: 08001110111 

https://www.telefonseelsorge.de/ 

 
United States of America Residents: 

• 988 Lifeline- Call or text. 

• https://988lifeline.org/ 

 

New Zeland:  

• 0800 543 354- (0800 LIFELINE) 

• https://www.lifeline.org.nz/ 

 

 
What type of information will be sought from me and why is the collection of this 

information relevant for achieving the research project’s objectives? 

The study will touch upon themes of loneliness, experiences of the pandemic and 

social distancing, as well experiences leading up to the pandemic, touching on themes 

such as work practices as well as finances, identity and personal relationships. and 

thoughts and feelings about the social and political life-worlds 

http://www.samaratins.org/
https://www.filsantejeunes.com/
https://www.sos-amitie.com/
https://azzurro.it/
https://www.telefonseelsorge.de/
https://988lifeline.org/
https://www.lifeline.org.nz/
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You will be asked about your experiences leading up to the pandemic, for example you 

will be asked about your job. You will also be asked about your experience of the 

pandemic, for example you will be asked whether you had a support bubble during 

lockdown. 

 
You will also be asked about your experience playing Animal Crossing: New Horizons. For 

example, you will be asked to reflect on the experience of creating and customising your 

avatar. By collecting this information this project aims to explore the emotional experience of 

the onset of the pandemic which perhaps may include, for example, experiences of loneliness, 

or relatedness fostered by the game as a result of advances in technology 

 

Will I be recorded, and how will the recorded media be used? 
 

 
Your one-to-one interview will be recorded, no one outside the project will be allowed 

access to the original recordings. The audio recordings of your activities made during 

this research will be used only for analysis and anonymised quotes from the 

transcription of the recording(s) and cropped player artefacts will be included for 

illustration in the thesis aswell as books, academic articles, conference presentations 

and lectures. 

 
 

 
How will my information be managed? 

 
Bournemouth University (BU) is the organisation with overall responsibility for this 

study and the Data Controller of your personal information, which means that we are 

responsible for looking after your information and using it appropriately. Research is a 

task that we perform in the public interest, as part of our core function as a university. 

 
Undertaking this research study involves collecting and/or generating information 

about you. We manage research data strictly in accordance with: 

 

• Ethical requirements; and 

• Current data protection laws. These control use of information about 

identifiable individuals, but do not apply to anonymous research data: 

“anonymous” means that we have either removed or not collected any pieces of 

data or links to other data which identify a specific person as the subject or 

source of a research result. 
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BU’s Research Participant Privacy Notice sets out more information about how we fulfil 

our responsibilities as a data controller and about your rights as an individual under the 

data protection legislation. We ask you to read this Notice so that you can fully 

understand the basis on which we will process your personal information. 

 
Research data will be used only for the purposes of the study or related uses identified 

in the Privacy Notice or this Information Sheet. To safeguard your rights in relation to 

your personal information, we will use the minimum personally-identifiable 

information possible and control access to that data as described below. 

 
Publication 

You will not be able to be identified in any external reports or publications about the 

research without your specific consent*. Otherwise, your information will only be 

included in these materials in an anonymous form, i.e. you will not be identifiable. 

 
Security and access controls 

BU will hold the information we collect about you in hard copy in a secure location and 

on a BU password protected secure network where held electronically. 

 
Personal information which has not been anonymised will be accessed and used only 

by appropriate, authorised individuals and when this is necessary for the purposes of 

the research or another purpose identified in the Privacy Notice. This may include 

giving access to BU staff or others responsible for monitoring and/or audit of the study, 

who need to ensure that the research is complying with applicable regulations. Sharing 

your personal information with third parties 

As well as BU staff Ruth Llewellyn is working on the research project, we may also need 

to share personal information in non-anonymised form with external organisations 

such as transcription services. 

 
Further use of your information 

The information collected about you may be used in an anonymous form to support 

other research projects in the future and access to it in this form will not be restricted. 

It will not be possible for you to be identified from this data. To enable this use, 

anonymised data will be added to BU’s online Research Data Repository: this is a 

central location where data is stored, which is accessible to the public. 

 
Keeping your information if you withdraw from the study 

If you withdraw from active participation in the study we will keep information which 

we have already collected from or about you, if this has on-going relevance or value to 

the study. This may include your personal identifiable information. As explained 

above, your legal rights to access, change, delete or move this information are limited 
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as we need to manage your information in specific ways in order for the research to be 

reliable and accurate. However, if you have concerns about how this will affect you 

personally, you can raise these with the research team when you withdraw from the 

study. 

 
You can find out more about your rights in relation to your data and how to raise 

queries or complaints in our Privacy Notice. 

 
Retention of research data 

 
Project governance documentation, including copies of signed participant agreements: 

we keep this documentation for a long period after completion of the research, so that 

we have records of how we conducted the research and who took part. The only 

personal information in this documentation will be your name and signature, and we 

will not be able to link this to any anonymised research results. 

 
Research results: 

 
As described above, during the course of the study we will anonymise the information 

we have collected about you as an individual. This means that we will not hold your 

personal information in identifiable form after we have completed the research 

activities. 

You can find more specific information about retention periods for personal information 

in our Privacy Notice. 

 
We keep anonymised research data indefinitely, so that it can be used for other 

research as described above. 

 
Contact for further information 

If you have any questions or would like further information, please contact: 

 
Lead Researcher: 

Ruth Llewellyn: s5556065@bournemouth.ac.uk 
 

 
Supervisors: 

Candida Yates: cyates@bournemouth.ac.uk 

Jenny Alexander: alexanderj@bournemouth.ac.uk 

mailto:s5556065@bournemouth.ac.uk
mailto:cyates@bournemouth.ac.uk
mailto:alexanderj@bournemouth.ac.uk
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In case of complaints 

Any concerns about the study should be directed to Professor Scott Wright, Deputy 

Dean for Research & Professional Practice, Bournemouth University by email to 

researchgovernance@bournemouth.ac.uk. 

 
Finally 

If you decide to take part, you will be given a copy of the information sheet and a 

signed participant agreement form to keep. 

 
Thank you for considering taking part in this research project. 

mailto:researchgovernance@bournemouth.ac.uk
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Appendix J) Interview outline 

Interview Questions: 

 
Life before Covid 

 

Relates to RQ2, RH1, RH2 

 

Can you tell me a bit about life before COVID? 
Did/ Do you have a job, what job? 
Do you rent or live with family? 
Can you tell me about your experiences, if any, of loneliness leading up to COVID? 

 
Social and Political Life-Worlds 
Relates to RH1 RH4 
Can you tell me how you feel about the state of society currently? 
How did you feel about it during lockdown? 
Are you interested In politics? What are your views on the state of politics currently? 

Gaming Experience 
 

Relates to RH1, RQ1 

Do you play any other video games? What are they? This includes mobile and tablet 
games. 
When did you start playing video games? 
Do you consider yourself a ‘gamer’ why/ why not? 
How does your gaming life relate to the rest of your life? 
What are your best and worst gaming experiences? 
Do you participate in any online gaming communities, if so which ones? 

Animal Crossing: 
These research questions will be guided by the participant’s player artefacts. 
Relates to RQ1 RQ2, RH2, RH4, 

Why did you choose Animal Crossing New Horizons over other games that were 
released at the same time? 
Did you play any of the previous instalments of Animal Crossing? Which ones? 
How did you feel when you opened the game? 
When you were making decisions, for example, choosing the layout of your island, what 
guided your decisions? 
Can you reflect on creating and customising your in game avatar?How did it make you 
feel? What was important to you? Did you make the avatar look like yourself? Why or 
why not? 
Did you use the multiplayer feature in Animal Crossing? If you did, how did it feel when 
you let people into your island? 

Did you use Animal Crossing to Socialise? If so How? 
If you did not use it to socialise- how did you use it and why? 
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Who are your favourite NPC’s in the game? Why? 
How did it make you feel when villagers moved away or asked to move away? 
Do you have a daily routine in the game? What is it? 

Can you reflect on building your in game home? 
What was important for you to have in your home? Why? 
How did the debt in the game make you feel? 
Can you tell me about terraforming and customising your island? 
What kind of areas did you feel it was important for your island to have? 
How did terraforming your island make you feel? Was it difficult? 
Did you have an overall theme for your island? What was it? Why did you choose this 
theme? 
Did you ever take part in the stalk market? What was that experience like? 
Have you ever spent real world money for items in Animal Crossing: New Horizons? 
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