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Abstract

This study investigates how video games culture
addresses mental health and illness. Through a
discourse analysis of eighty-three articles from four
popular video games news websites, this paper
describes the primary conceptions of mental health and
illness as created in games culture. The study also
targets how the news articles address the notions of
burnout and crunch time in the games industry and
how they relate to mental health and illness. The
findings reveal seven thematic categories for how
games journalism discourses address mental health
and illness, with over half of the articles showcasing
issues of game character portrayals. Only seven of the
articles described burnout and crunch time as being
related to issues of mental health and illness. An
analysis of the findings suggests an overemphasis on
both celebrating and critiquing video game portrayals
of mental illness and an under-emphasis on advocacy
and work-related issues in the games industry.

1. Introduction

This study investigates video games culture for
how it addresses the topics of mental health and illness.
Through a discourse analysis of eighty-three articles
from four popular video games news websites, this
paper describes the primary conceptions of mental
health and illness as created in games culture. The
study also targets how the news articles address the
notions of burnout and crunch time in the games
industry and how they relate to mental health and
illness. The findings reveal seven thematic categories
for how games journalism discourses address mental
health and illness, with over half of the articles
showcasing issues of game character portrayals. Only
seven of the articles described burnout and crunch time
as being related to issues of mental health and illness.
An analysis of the findings suggests an overemphasis
on both celebrating and critiquing video game
portrayals of mental illness and an under-emphasis on
advocacy and work-related issues in the games
industry.
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After a summary of salient literature, the paper
provides a review of methodological considerations,
and a report and analysis of the findings. This project
takes a feed-forward approach to the subject matter,
and the final section critiques current trends in games
culture and advocates for specific future directions in
both research and popular discourse.

2. Mass media, video games, and depicting
mental illness

Mass media demonstrate a disappointing historical
trend of portraying mental illness in harmful ways.
News media often present mental illness as dangerous
without publishing stories about treatment or recovery
[1]. Meanwhile, narrative media tends to portray
characters with mental illnesses as deviants or
something to be feared. For instance, television
characters with mental illnesses have been shown to be
dramatically more violent compared to other characters
[2]. Characters with mental illness in children’s
television are consistently portrayed as unadmirable
while other characters label them as “mad,” “losing
your mind,” or “crazy” [3]. Put simply, Wahl states
that the “depictions of psychiatric disorders in
children’s media, moreover, appear to involve negative
stereotypes similar to those in adult media” [3, p. 255].
However, there are some reasons to be hopeful: a
longitudinal study found a significant improvement in
news coverage of mental illness between 2005 and
2015 [4].

Game studies research has only barely begun to
catalogue games’ approach to portraying mental illness
[5, 6]. These portrayals often rely on tropes of
hallucinations and PTSD [7, 8, 9]. Some work has
targeted the—mostly debunked—relationship between
games and addiction [10, 11]. Other work
problematizes the pathologizing of video game play by
providing nuance to discussions about high
engagement of gameplay [12], game quitting behaviors
[13], and diagnosis of gaming addiction [14, 15].

Other work has approached how games can
benefit people with mental illnesses, such as to aid
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people with dementia [16], military veterans [17], and
people who report traits associated with anxiety,
insecurity, and depression [18]. For instance, Hoffman
finds games that portray depression can improve
empathy for people with depression, provide exposure
to clinical discussions of depression, and increase
opportunities for dialogue with friends and family [19].
Apart from portrayals, Stone finds that the act of game
making can be a therapeutic practice [20].

Whether through the news, linear entertainment
media, or video games, mass media depictions of
mental illness can lead to real-world consequences
inasmuch as they help form public opinion while
leading to policy decisions that negatively affect
people with mental illnesses [21]. Inaccurate depictions
of mental illness also may reduce help-seeking
behaviors, self-esteem, medication adherence, and
recovery [22]. However, evidence suggests that
improved discourses regarding mental health can
increase the number of anti-stigmatizing news articles
[23]. An examination into how games journalism
addresses mental health demonstrates potential to
improve discourses about these issues in video games,
games culture, and the games industry. As Schomerus
et al. demonstrate, beliefs about mental illness tend to
improve with education regarding mental health [24].

3. Burnout, crunch, and the video games
industry

Work-stress related disorders are increasing
globally, primarily driven by emerging economic
conditions that have placed overwhelming pressure on
the labor force, both mentally and physically, such as
increased work time per day [25]. Specifically, markets
that rely on mental performance seem to invite mental
health problems with few systems of recourse. As
deVries and Wilkerson point out, the business
industries “continue to isolate illness from the realms
of work and life,” [25, p. 45] and the underlying
phenomenon remains undeniable: particular forms of
work especially evident in the games industry
contribute to mental health problems. These mental
health challenges are not entirely dependent on work
conditions—neighborhood and social support are more
influential on mental health when compared to
occupation or work conditions [26]—but when work
becomes a factor in mental health, salient variables
include physical and psychological demands, irregular
schedules, and workplace harassment  [27].
Psychological demands and irregular schedules seem
particularly salient to the games industry and its
relationship to crunch time, and even physical demands
of work seem like a reasonable source of mental health
stress given the exhaustion of working long hours over

a series of weeks. While Marrone and Golowka claim
that consequences of unemployment such as financial
dependence and social isolation often greatly outweigh
the mental health issues that come with working [28],
evidence suggests that work-related factors may often
contribute to depression and anxiety [29].

Burnout appears to be a catchall term in writing
about the games industry regarding poor mental health
due to professional or creative work. Ahola et al.
describe burnout is a “state of exhaustion combined
with doubts about the value of one’s own work and
competence” [30, p. 1023]. The term separates
members of a creative industry from describing
symptoms of mental illness, and instead it is a
“psychologic construct” that can “be coded as a factor
that influences health status” [30, p. 1023]. While
variables such as supervisor behavior may negatively
affect employee wellbeing [31], job strain tends to
predict not only burnout but also depression. Ahola et
al. point to high job strain as exacerbating both burnout
and depression: “psychologic job demands and job
control, and especially the combination of high
demands and low control, called job strain, have
predicted serious health consequences” [30, p. 1024].
Job strain, the result of the high demands of work
combined with reduced agency to execute expected job
performance, influences depression as well as burnout.

If burnout is the industry-friendly term for the
result of job strain, then crunch time—often shortened
to simply crunch—is the supposed cause. Legault and
Ouellet describe the informally codified system of
crunch time in the games industry, primarily by
focusing on the expectation to work overtime and on
weekends in the weeks leading up to a game’s release
[32]. Petrillo, Pimenta, Trindade, and Dietrich point to
the fact that working “more than 12 hours a day is
common, from 6 to 7 days per week, without rest
intervals” [33, p. 709]. Crunch time infects employees
with a constant feeling of stress trying to accomplish
more than one can handle [34]. The extended hours at
work are often uncompensated, and overtime work
often bleeds into regularly expected work schedules
outside of crunch time. Legault and Ouellet further
describe how game development companies rely on an
informal system of rewards and punishments that
compel workers in the industry to comply to the
unreasonable work expectations, primarily based on
respect and prestige of working in the games industry
[32]. Game companies construct their ideal worker as
being “passionate about games” — with passion
becoming a justification for continuing exploitative
labor practices such as crunch [34]].

Crunch time has become a foregone conclusion in
the games industry, and it is often blindly accepted as
such [35]. Hamermesh and Lee point to time stress—a
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key feature of crunch time—as inherent in industries
that rely on mental performance, such as the
entertainment of games industries [36]. While widely
practiced, crunch time is categorically detrimental to
employees’ wellbeing, especially in regards to mental
health. Beaujot and Andersen find that crunch
negatively impacts work-life balance [34], while
Roxburgh suggests that perceived time pressure is
associated with depression [36]. Crunch most
egregiously affects workers in precarious employment,
such as game testers who often do not have permanent
job positions [38]. It has also been demonstrated to
disproportionately affect women working in the games
industry [34][39].

4. Method

Burnout and crunch appear to play a role in mental
health and illness in games culture, yet the use of these
terms appear to act as euphemisms that obfuscate poor
working conditions that contribute to mental health
issues. In other words, “crunch” may be an industry-
friendly way to avoid addressing inhumane working
conditions, and “burnout” may be a term used to avoid
highlighting mental health issues. To exhume their role
in gaming culture’s relationship to mental health, and
to holistically describe the nature of mental health and
illness in gaming culture, this project examines the
discourses regarding those subjects as they exist in
gaming journalism. Games journalism encapsulates
online writing on games and culture, and its role as a
central hub for gaming’s zeitgeist is undeniable.
Games journalism’s ability to both reflect and guide
understanding on mental health in the larger cultural
movement necessitates its study. This approach
attempts to both describe the phenomenon as well as
examine potential avenues for improving discourses
regarding mental health. The study operationalizes
games culture as it exists in popular English-language
games journalism websites, although it acknowledges
that this definition limits the scope of the study to
particular regions of the world.

The guiding research questions for this project are
as follows:

R1: What discourses exist in games culture

regarding mental health and illness?

R2: How is workload, overwork, burnout, or

crunch described in terms of mental health in

games journalism?

The project uses discourse analysis as a method to
describe how thought-leaders in games culture both
emulate and dictate normalcy on the topic. Discourse
analysis revolves around “an interest in properties of
texts, the production, distribution, and consumption of

texts,” especially in terms of “the relationship of social
practice to power relations, and hegemonic projects at
the societal level” [40, p. 226]. In other words, this
method is not simply a reflection or an analysis of
discourse texts, but instead it also aims to describe how
particular cultural constructs are created and reified.

For this study, the authors selected eighty-three
articles from four of the most popular English-
language games journalism websites for the study’s
corpus: IGN.com, PCGamer.com, Polygon.com, and
Kotaku.com. The articles were selected by scoping
keyword searches through a third-party search engine,
meaning that the study did not utilize search engines
hosted on the websites themselves. Articles were
chosen that addressed subjects regarding mental health
and illness through a web search for articles with the
keywords “mental health” and “mental illness.”
Saturation of data appeared after approximately twenty
articles per news website, except for IGN.com which
yielded thirteen. The resulting corpus consisted of
articles published between January 2013 and May
2021. The discourse analysis targeted the overarching
subject matter of the articles. Data was coded
according to the Grounded Theory Approach [41, 42,
43]. Following this method, theoretical categories were
developed by drawing from the articles’ subject matter
followed by a comparison of categories, returning to
the data, and then refining the categories. The goal of
this method is to create a site-specific explanation of
the data. The following two sections describe and
analyze the findings.

5. Findings

The categorization method vyielded seven
categories. Each category demonstrated strong
thematic consistency inasmuch as the articles fit one
category each, except for two articles that fit two
categories simultaneously. One article’s subject matter
did not fit any category: a story on suicide threats on
the game streaming website Twitch.tv. The breakdown
of the categories is as follows (table 1):

Table 1. Article categories

Portraying Mental Iliness 30 articles
Critiques of Mental IlIness Portrayals 14 articles
Mental Health Activism 10 articles
Gaming’s Associations with Mental 9 articles
IlIness

Burnout and Crunch 8 articles
Gaming Influencers and Mental Health | 6 articles
Gaming to Aid Mental Health 6 articles
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The categories demonstrated a large disparity in
which types of conversations are taking place in games
journalism about mental health and illness: the mean of
11.86 articles per category does not adequately
describe the disparity. However, the diversity in
numbers can prove informative inasmuch as it
highlights which conversations take precedence over
others in gaming culture. The articles in each category
were strongly similar to each other, leaving only a
single article uncategorized. A full list of categorized
articles can be found at https://pastebin.com/zqCJ67xv.

5.1. Portraying mental illness

Articles in the “Portraying Mental Illness”
category showcased mental illness in games as a
newsworthy topic in and of itself, meaning that the
presence of this theme is rare or noteworthy enough to
merit inclusion in the news site. The articles include
feature stories on games such as Moons of Madness or
Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice. Some articles addressed
production decisions, such as the article titled
“Hellblade is an Audio Nightmare: Ninja Theory Uses
Binaural Audio to Create a Horrifying Experience.”
Other articles described how the games came to be and
how the theme of mental illness fits into the initial
idea, like in the article “Interview: Infliction’s Creator
Talks Personal Horror and the Power of Kickstarter.”
Many of the articles featured interviews with game
creators, tying the personal experiences of people with
mental illness into the game production process. As a
category, “Portraying Mental Illness” features articles
that overwhelmingly praise these games for tackling
the subject matter in innovative or pro-social ways.

5.2. Critiques of mental illness portrayals

Articles in the “Critiques of Mental Illness
Portrayals” category offer a counterpoint to the praise
often seen in the previous category. The articles levy
critiques at games culture as a whole while featuring
particular games as case studies. For instance, several
articles critiqued how horror games rely on mental
illness as a reductive plot device, such as in the articles
“Nobody Wins When Horror Games Stigmatize
Mental lllness” and “How the Asylum Jam Is Giving
Horror a Much Needed Shock to the Heart.” Other
articles tackle individual games’ approaches for
portraying mental illness, such as relying on hurtful
words and tropes, like in the articles “The Sims’ Insane
Trait Sucks” and “Gaming’s Favorite Villain Is Mental
Illness, and This Needs to Stop.” The category reflects
a cultural concern with moving beyond the history of
harmful tropes in entertainment media regarding
mental illness.

5.3. Mental health activism

“Mental Health Activism” includes articles that
showcase mental health activism in games culture,
such as at game festivals or other events. Several
articles in this category describe how a mental health
activism group participates in game conventions to
raise awareness about issues of mental health: the
articles “PAX Panel on Depression and Anxiety
Discusses How They Created a Safe Haven” and “The
AFK Room: More Than Just an Oasis Amid the Roar
of QuakeCon” are examples. Other articles feature
stories of how proceeds from game sales and other
monies would be donated to mental health charities,
such as the articles “All Hellblade Profits Go Toward
Charity Today for World Mental Health Day” and
“Devolver Digital Unveils New SNES Game With
Profits Going to Charity.” The remaining articles
feature games as a form of activism, with articles
introducing readers to games meant to help educate
regarding issues of mental health.

5.4. Gaming’s association with mental illness

Articles in the “Gaming’s Associations with
Mental Illness” category speak to conversations
surrounding the relationship between gaming and
mental illness. Several articles addressed how games
organizations reacted to a World Health Organization
classification of internet gaming disorder, as in the
articles “ESA Sides with ‘Internationally renowned’
Mental Health Professionals to Oppose WHO’s
Gaming  Disorder  Proposal” and  “Gaming
Organizations React to World Health Organization's
‘Gaming Disorder’ Classification.” Other articles
described the common public discourse regarding
games and violence, such as an article about a public
official’s statement that games contribute to mass
shootings or another article on the history of blaming
games for causing violence.

5.5. Burnout and crunch

Articles in the “Burnout and Crunch” category all
introduce readers to issues of games production, work
culture, and how the games industry is addressing—or
ignoring—work-related issues that contribute to mental
health concerns. Two of the seven articles in this
category addressed how burnout exists as a mental
health concern for Twitch streamers: “Twitch’s New
Creator Camp Will Help Streamers Cope with
Burnout, Fan Challenges” and “Ninja’s 12-hour
Streaming Schedule Isn’t What Mentally Exhausts
Him.” The remaining articles showcased industry
conditions that cause significant mental health
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consequences for employees, such as the articles
“Devolver Digital Founder Says ‘shameful’ Developer
Workload Is Industry’s ‘Dirty, Dirty Secret’” and
“Report: Namco Ignored Programmer’s Mental Health.
Programmer Committed Suicide.” It is important to
note that more articles exist on burnout and crunch
from these game news outlets; however, for this study,
we were interested in articles that explicitly discussed
mental health and illness. The disconnect between
addressing crunch and burnout as problems relating to
mental health, as evidenced in the low numbers of
articles that make the connection, will be addressed in
the following section.

5.3. Remaining categories

The remaining two categories included only seven
articles total, and their topics are the least represented
in games journalism as standalone discourses.
However, the coherence of their subject matter merited
their inclusion as standalone categories. The four
articles in the category “Gaming Influencers and
Mental Health” describe instances when prominent
members of games culture, specifically gaming
YouTubers and an e-sports star, faced mental health
challenges, including the death of one influencer with
mental illness. The final category, “Gaming to Aid
Mental Health,” includes six articles that address how
games have been used as therapeutic interventions,
including virtual reality games, the Dungeons and
Dragons tabletop roleplaying game, and meditative
arthouse games. Notably, three of the six articles were
published in 2020, when there was a heightened
attention to mental health concerns due to COVID-19
quarantines and social distancing.

6. Analysis

The nature of the Grounded Theory Approach, and
one of its strengths, is the invited reflection that occurs
through the re-analysis of the data and the ability to
draw cursory conclusions based on the created
categories [41, 42, 43]. An analysis of the categories
reveals overall trends that provide insight into the state
of games culture and its attitudes toward mental health
and illness. First, analysis unearthed an undeniable
meta-category of discourse: celebration, specifically
meaning that three categories—namely ‘Portraying
Mental Illness,” “Mental Health Activism,” and
“Gaming to Aid Mental Health”—reveal a desire to
celebrate the role of games as a boon to mental health.
The categorical back-patting makes up approximately
half of the articles in the corpus, precisely forty-six out
of eighty-three articles. Whether these news outlets are
showcasing games that portray mental illness in

innovative ways or how gaming conventions can act as
hosts for mental health activism, these articles,
intentionally or not, position games culture as a
forward-thinking safe haven of mental health
discourse. While we do not dispute the facts of these
articles, there may be a danger in overly-celebrating
accomplishments when so much is left either
unattended or unrecognized.

Second, and in spite of the overall tone of
celebration found in games journalism, there remains
significant concern and critique regarding the nature of
mental health and illness in games culture. Twenty-
three articles presented challenges yet to be faced, or
outright critiques, regarding mental health and illness.
Specifically, the categories of “Critiques of Mental
Illness Portrayals,” “Burnout and Crunch,” and
“Gaming Influencers and Mental Health,” point to how
games are not the savior of mental health discourses in
culture. Third, the lone -category of “Gaming’s
Associations with Mental Illness,” straddles the border
between celebration and critique. The eight articles
pointed to the many inaccuracies that other cultural
thought leaders and news outlets perpetuate regarding
mental illness and games, such as the demonstrably
false relationship between violence and gameplay [44].

The most notable takeaway of this project—given
that the second guiding research question asks for how
games journalism describes workload, overwork,
burnout, and crunch in terms of mental health—is that
the analysis reveals how the articles did not adequately
address burnout and crunch as variables that could
contribute to mental health challenges. Of the eighty-
three articles in the study’s corpus, a mere seven
addressed issues of work and the games industry’s
issues regarding mental health. To be fair, these seven
articles acknowledged the problems of particular
workplace practices: they addressed crunch as being an
unsustainable and an overall immoral work practice
and burnout as being directly related to the nature of
work expected by games industry employees,
especially for those in the least secure positions.
However, and anecdotally, the existence of many
articles outside of this study’s corpus that address
burnout and crunch—all without addressing their
problems as related to mental health—signifies the
general disconnect between addressing burnout and
crunch as mental health problems [30, 32, 34]. This
disconnect  contradicts  the  otherwise  self-
congratulatory discourse surrounding mental health
and illness. Games journalism, as an unofficial thought
leader in games culture, can be a source of significant
reading material for both game players and members of
the games industry. To draw on Kenneth Burke, this
journalism both reflects and selects the reality
regarding mental health, illness, and games culture, but
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is also deflects reality in the form of over-emphasizing
portrayals and underemphasizing the role of the
documented problems in the games industry [45].

Somewhat related is the relatively small category
of “Gaming Influencers and Mental Health.” It reveals
another aspect of games labor that often remains
discounted, or marked distinct, from games production
work, yet it demonstrates similar issues relating to
mental health: overwork and the tragic consequences to
mental health that may cause. The similarities are
obvious upon reflection: gaming influencers are often
insecurely employed and operate in a creative field
much like many in the games industry who are most
vulnerable to crunch time and burnout [38, 33, 35]. We
address other implications regarding this relationship
in the following and final section.

7. Conclusions and feed-forward
implications

This project reveals a disparity in how games
culture creates and ignores significant issues regarding
mental health and illness. A preponderance of
discourse showcases games’ portrayals of mental
illness—by both celebrating and critiquing those
portrayals—while other discourses target advocacy for
mental health and the relationship between games and
mental illness. Issues of burnout and crunch are
primarily ignored: the nature of the study required that
the articles address “mental health” or “mental illness”
in their texts, and by doing so the project highlights
how few articles associate burnout and crunch with
mental health. In other words, the fact that a mere eight
articles—out of the eighty-three in the corpus—
described even a cursory relationship between burnout
and crunch to mental health challenges suggests that
games culture does not often consider these work-
related issues to be relevant to conversations about
mental illness. The primary meta-themes of the articles
revolve around character portrayals and gameplay’s
associations with mental illness, and these discourses
therefore obfuscate a real, and sometimes dangerous,
problem facing the games industry.

While cataloguing discourses is critical to
understanding popular conceptions of mental health
and illness, it is here that we propose several
implications of the analysis as well as possible future
directions for both researchers and gaming thought
leaders. As a caveat, the nature of the subject matter
necessitates the abandonment of any pretend
supposition of objectivity: instead, this project is feed-
forward and aims to advocate for improvement. First,
burnout and crunch cannot continue to be treated as
simply a workplace hazard and instead as a systematic
issue leading to the harming of employees’ mental

health. While many writers are quick to point out the
existence of crunch time and burnout in the games
industry, these writers devote too little energy to
acknowledging that these terms are often euphemisms
for abusive employer behaviors leading to the
degradation of employees’ mental health. Put curtly,
this will not do. Corporate-speak does not excuse the
fact that the ramifications of burnout and crunch are
not simply reduced productivity, but also the
significant harm to the quality of life of employees at
best and potential loss of life at worst. No game
deadline is worth the continual abuse of employees’
mental health.

Second, one of the smallest categories in the
corpus points to a hidden subsection of the games
industry and its potential challenges regarding mental
health: game influencers or game content creators
online. These individuals’ careers consist of the online
streaming of gameplay, shooting and editing game-
related videos, and otherwise participating in the
games industry in a field that did not exist even a mere
fifteen years ago as of writing. However, these game
content creators’ jobs mimic several of the challenging
characteristics of other creative professionals in the
industry: insecure income, grueling deadlines, and the
reliance on their mental well-being in order to perform
the required creativity-based tasks. The articles in the
study only hint at how these work conditions can
contribute to poor mental health, but it is worth
acknowledging that persons in the creative online
content field, as a subsection of the games industry, are
here to stay and are baked into the games industry for
better or worse. Their jobs and mental health are not
inconsequential simply because of their public
presence, and future work on burnout, crunch, mental
health, and gaming culture would do well not to ignore
their existence.

Lastly, as a means of improving discourses in
games culture regarding mental health and illness, the
analysis suggests that visibility is key: visibility of
portrayals of characters with mental illnesses, visibility
of the unhealthy work conditions of creative
professionals in the games industry, and visibility of
the excellent work advocacy groups. Mental illness
itself is still a taboo and misunderstood topic in many
instances, and, given the real consequences to poor
public understanding of mental health [1], this project
aims to point to a more accurate understanding for how
games culture constructs mental health through
discourse.
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