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Abstract. The purpose of this study was to explore the patterns, benefits and
challenges of intergenerational play between young people and their old family
members (i.e., parents, grandparents, and uncles/aunts). A total of 308 responses
were collected from young people aged 15+ using an online survey. The results
showed that young people generally did not frequently play digital games with
family members; however when they did, they reported that intergenerational
play was a fun way for them to bond with family members. In addition, skill gaps,
different cohort knowledge, and old adults’ physical and cognitive declines were
the main factors that had negative impacts on smooth intergenerational game play.
The biggest challenge that participants faced was explaining game rules and
mechanisms using words understandable to old family members.
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1 Introduction

The intergenerational gap has become a social issue in Europe and North America due
to the demographic rise in the number of old adults and other family, community and
social changes [1]. There have been increasing research interest in recent years in
exploring how digital games can be used to promote understanding, build relationships,
and facilitate interaction between old adults and young people [2]. Previous studies have
explored the nature of kin and non-kin intergenerational digital gameplay, the roles each
age cohort plays, and the physical, cognitive and social impacts of intergenerational play
on different age groups. Design ideas and processes have been discussed for designing
digital games for intergenerational learning and interaction with a primary focus on how
the age differences (e.g., old adults’ physical and cognitive declines), expertise of each
group (e.g., young people as technology experts) and any motivational factors (e.g., the
value of social interaction with family members for old adults) could be used to engage
the two age groups and maintain their interests [3–6]. In addition, new digital games
have been developed for strengthening intergenerational relationships and learning
between old adults and their younger family members, such as Collage [7], TranseCare
[8], Age Invaders [9], e-Treasure [10], and Curball [11]. These studies were designed
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and conducted based on the great potential of intergenerational gameplay for knowledge
sharing and social-emotional exchanges. However, fewer studies have examined the
features of intergenerational play in the family contexts from the perspectives of young
people, such as the games they play most often with family members, factors motivating
them to play digital games with old family members, and benefits and challenges they
encounter. Kaplan et al. [2, p. 9] highlighted that “in considering the contributions that
technology can make to intergenerational relationships… it is useful to first step back
and consider more broadly the role that technology plays in the social lives of young
people as well as old adults”. Thus, the purpose of the current study was to understand
the features, benefits and challenges of intergenerational play within family contexts
from the perspectives of young people.

1.1 Importance of Family Life

The majority of people live their entire lives in the context of families. Family structure
has significantly changed in the last century [12]. In the 1900s, the family structures
looked like a pyramid-a large number of children and parents but very few grandparents.
However, the family model looks more like a lopsided rectangle in the 2000s due to the
increased life expectance. Families have fewer children and more generations are alive
at the same time point.

The World Health Organization defines health as “a state of complete physical,
mental and social wellbeing and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity” [13].
Families provide important resources for learning independence and exchange help and
support. As people get old, families become more and more important due to the
increased need for support [12]. Research and policy is likely to be more focused on
quality of life than quantity of life for old adults [14]. Previous research has reported
positive impacts of intergenerational participation in leisure activities on relationship
satisfaction and bonding experience [15].

1.2 Social Values of Gameplay for Old Adults

With the evolution of digital games, gameplay has become a popular activity among
technology-savvy young people and old adults [16]. Approximately 13% of U.S. gamers
are aged 50 and over [17]. In Nimrod’s study [18] fun, joking, silliness, and general
playfulness are the values of playing digital games reported by aging populations.
Kaufman and his colleagues [19] identified a list of benefits of old adults’ gameplay
including mental exercise, enjoyment and fun, social interaction, escape from daily life,
developing self-confidence, dealing with loneliness, and connecting with family
members. Zhang and Kaufman [20] investigated old adults’ social interactions in
massively multiplayer online role-playing games (MMORPGs). Approximately 16% of
participants played MMORPGs with family members sometimes, while 13.2% played
with family frequently and 9.7% all the time. Slightly more than half of participants
(51.7%) discussed gameplay with their families. More than 45% of participants agreed
or strongly agreed that playing with family members made them feel closer to them.
Zhang and Kaufman concluded that playing MMORPGs with family could be an
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effective way to maintain and enhance current off-line relationships. De Schutter and
Brown [16] explored game enjoyment in late life. They found that old adults prefer
playing with people important to them compared to strangers. This study identified cases
in which the younger female participants played digital games with their children when
their children were young. For some participants this mode of socialization with chil‐
dren, and now as adults, has continued to today. De Schutter and Brown stated that
gaming could be a means for old adults to nurture meaningful relationships with grand‐
children who live apart.

1.3 Importance of Intergenerational Interaction

Strong and meaningful intergenerational relationships are a crucial means of exchanging
knowledge, human capital, values, social norms, and cultural and historical identity [21].
They provide opportunities to express feelings, exchange care and support, exercise
flexibility in thinking, and build self-esteem [22]. Although the two age groups have
years of experience separating them, they can benefit from their companionship in many
ways, particularly older adults at high risk of social isolation. Children usually bring
positive energy to any room they enter, which can stimulate old adults physically and
mentally [23]. Some research has shown that old adults who work and interact with
young people live longer and have better physical and mental health than their coun‐
terparts [24]. They have a lot to teach children and youth, and also to learn about tech‐
nology and other innovations from young people. Within family contexts, interacting
with grandchildren can foster positive emotions and coping, strengthen social bonds,
and provide opportunities to nurture younger generations, which improves overall
quality of life and life satisfaction [6]. For young people, interacting regularly with old
adults can affect their negative perceptions towards aging [22], and develop a sense of
pride and leadership as they receive acceptance from old adults [24]. They can learn to
be patient, tolerant and empathetic, increase self-esteem and confidence, and improve
communication and social skills [23].

1.4 Research About Intergenerational Digital Gameplay

With the advent of technology, there has been growing attention on ways in which
technology, such as digital games, can be used to connect people from different age
groups [2]. According to the 2017 report of Entertainment Software Association [17],
67% of parents in U.S. play digital games with their child at least once weekly. The best-
selling digital game types in 2016 are shooter (27.5%), action (20.5%), role-playing
(12.9%), sports (11.7%), adventure (7.8%), fighting (5.8%), strategy (4.3%), and racing
(3.3%). The reasons why parents play digital games with their children include: (1) fun,
(2) a good opportunity to socialize with their children, (3) monitoring what their children
are playing, and (4) enjoying playing digital games as much as their children. Zhang
and Kaufman [6] identified five features of intergenerational play: (1) it is the enjoyment
of interaction with family members that motivates old adults to play digital games; (2)
the interaction among grandparents and grandchildren during intergenerational play is
not symmetric and reciprocated; (3) young people usually take on the role of technology
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tutors or teachers during intergenerational play; (4) the modes of communication may
change as the two generations spend more time together; and (5) parents and older
children could play an important role in facilitating intergenerational play. De la Hera
et al. [4] reviewed 16 empirical studies on intergenerational relationships and identified
four categories of benefits of intergenerational play, including (1) reinforcing family
bond, (2) enhancing reciprocal learning, (3) increasing understanding of the other gener‐
ation, and (4) reducing social anxiety.

Zhang et al. [25] used conversational analysis to examine how the structures of talk-
in-interaction during intergenerational gameplay provide opportunities for situated
learning between old adults and undergraduate students. It was found that old adults
adapted to and made sense of collaborative gaming activities through guided participa‐
tion. They learned game mechanisms by asking questions and getting feedback from
their younger partners who addressed their situated questions, highlighted and corrected
their mistakes, oriented their attention to key concepts, and explained gaming rules and
strategies. The younger players always offered immediate feedback to guide their old
partners to participate in the collaborative play, and sometimes they had to revise or
reformulate their explanation to clarify misunderstandings. As old adults became more
experienced users, they were able to coordinate with their younger partners to overcome
setbacks, and engaged in mutual encouragement to reach a common goal. However, old
adults could not play independently by the end of the six-week study and still needed to
ask their younger partners to confirm their actions. Chua and colleagues [15] investigated
the impacts of a two-month intergenerational digital gameplay program on perceptions
amongst old adults and young people when they were paired to play digital games
together. The results indicated that the participants of the two age groups developed not
only positive perceptions (e.g., attitudes and intergroup anxiety) towards their partners,
but also positive general perceptions towards the members of the other age group. The
young participants reported a significantly greater degree of perceptional changes in
attitudes towards old adults, as compared to the old participants. In addition, game
enjoyment played an important role in developing positive perceptions for old adults.
Chua and colleagues stated that one plausible explanation for the stronger effects of
intergenerational play on younger people’s perceptions on old adults is its novelty.
Intergenerational play might break down the perception that old adults do not accept
new technologies. On the other hand, the old participants probably received much help
from their younger partners. They might be likely to develop attraction towards their
partners and the general young people when they started to enjoy intergenerational play.
However, this study did not explore the issue qualitatively. Although the results of these
few studies are promising, more in-depth investigation is needed.

2 Research Questions

Intergenerational play may change the modes of communication and the traditional roles
played by old adults and young people, but more studies are needed before we can
understand how digital games can be designed and used to facilitate stronger intergen‐
erational bonds. The research questions of the current study were:
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• What are the features of intergenerational play between young people (aged 15+)
and their old family members?

• Why do young people (aged 15+) play digital games with their old family members?
• Which challenges do young people (aged 15+) face while playing digital games with

their old family members?

3 Methodology

Data were collected through an online survey, as it is an effective method to collect
appropriately large amount of responses from different places and cultures. Invitation
messages providing the URL to the survey were posted on ten game forums. Participants
were young people aged 15 and over, and had played digital games with their old family
members. In this study, “young” and “old” were used to differ different generations. Old
family members referred to parents, grandparents, and uncles or aunts. Due to ethical
issues, this study focused on young people aged 15 and older.

The online survey consisted of three sections. The first section asked questions
related to intergenerational play experience, including: (1) frequency of playing digital
games with parents, grandparents, and uncles or aunts respectively; (2) topics discussed
with old family members during intergenerational play; (3) frequency of engaging in a
list of social activities during intergenerational play, such as teaching or guiding old
family members how to play digital games, making decisions about which games they
should play, and explaining game elements and game mechanisms to old family
members; (4) benefits of playing digital games with old family members. The second
section asked three open-ended questions: (1) names of the games played most
frequently with old family members; (2) motivations for playing with old family
members; and (3) challenges encountered when playing with old family members. The
third section asked for demographic information.

4 Results

A total of 308 responses were received from people aged between 15 and 35. With
regards to gender, 45% of the participants were female and 55% were male. Approxi‐
mately 40% of the participants were aged between 15 and 19, and 35% were between
20 and 24, while 12.8% were between 25 and 29, and 12.8% were in the age range of 30
and 35. A significant majority of participants had a high school degree (25.0%), some
college (28.3%) or a four-year degree (26.3%), while 4.6% had a Master’s degree, and
1.3% had a doctoral degree. In terms of frequency of gameplay, the majority of partic‐
ipants could be described as heavy gamers who played a few times a week (28.9%) or
once a day (50.7%). Although all participants played digital games with their old family
members, this did not happen frequently. Approximately 49% of participants rarely
(39.9%) or never (8.8%) played digital games with their parents, while 36.4% played
sometimes, 13.0% played frequently, and only 1.9% played all the time. In addition,
about 96% of participants rarely (78.4%) or never (18.0%) played digital games with
their grandparents, while only 2.6% played sometimes and 1.0% played frequently. None
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of participants played digital games with their grandparents all the time. Similarly, the
majority of participants had never played digital games with their uncle or aunts
(Table 1).

Table 1. Frequency of playing with old family members (n = 308)

Old family members Never Rarely Sometimes Frequently All the time
Parents 8.8% 39.9% 36.4% 13.0% 1.9%
Grandparents 78.4% 18.0% 2.6% 1.0% 0%
Uncle or aunts 70.2% 18.7% 8.9% 2.0% 3%

We asked participants to name up to three games they have played most often with
old family members, which resulted in 139 games. The most frequently played eight
games were Mario Kart (21.4%), Wii Sports including Wii Party, Wii Sports Resort and
Wii Fit (13%), Jackbox Party Pack (9.7%), Call of Duty (8.4%), World of Warcraft
(7.8%), Words with Friends (5.8%), Minecraft (5.2%), and Civilization (4.5%). It seems
young people have played all genres of games with their old family members, including
first person shooter, racing, board, sports, and role-playing (Table 2).

Table 2. Games played most often with old family members

Mario
Kart

Wii
Sports

Jackbox
Party Pack

Call of
Duty

World of
Warcraft

Words w.
Friends

Minecraft Civilization

21.4% 13% 9.7% 8.4% 7.8% 5.8% 5.2% 4.5%

Table 3 describes participants’ motivation for playing digital games with old family
members. Slightly more than half of participants (50.6%) felt that it is fun to play digital
games with old family members. They have many good times when playing together.
It is easier to decide on which game to play than picking a movie to watch. One partic‐
ipant said his mom is mostly bored at home and playing together can ‘make her enjoy
her time’. Approximately 36% of participants said they play digital games with their old
family members due to the bonding experience. They enjoy the company of family
members. Digital games provide another opportunity to spend time with one another,
get competitive, and laugh together. Roughly 14% of participants indicated that playing
digital games is a common hobby among their family members. For these participants,
digital games are something that they share and love doing in their free time. In some
cases, the young participants grew up playing digital games with their dad. In other
cases, the young participants were introduced to digital games by their old family
members who started gaming from the 1980s and early 1990s. Approximately 9% of
participants mentioned that playing digital games together is something they all enjoy
and continue doing as a family activity. Playing digital games is a fun way to get the
whole family involved. During family gatherings (e.g., holidays) it is nice to have an
activity that everyone can participate in. One participant said his dad is more into fighting
and racing games, while his mom will join them when they play puzzle or interactive
games on the Wii. A same percentage of participants (9.1%) wanted to get their old
family members to understand why they love playing games. It is fun showing off what
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a modern digital game (e.g., VR) is capable of and seeing their family members get
excited. Three participants also mentioned that the motivation is to share something they
enjoy doing rather than just sitting with family members in the living room and watching
TV for hours. In addition, about 7% of participants reported playing digital game is a
good way of spending time with family members despite distance. They enjoy inter‐
acting with their parents through digital games even though they are hundreds miles
apart. Other motivations for playing with old family members include introducing family
members to the digital world (3.9%) and the convenience of playing digital board games
(4.5%).

Table 3. Motivation for playing digital games with old family members

Motivation Percentage
Fun 50.6%
Bonding with family members 36.4%
Common hobby 13.6%
Family activity 9.1%
Get family members to understand why I love playing games 9.1%
A good way of spending time with one another despite distance 6.5%
Convenient to play digital board game 4.5%
Introducing family members to the digital world 3.9%
Other 1.3%

Table 4 describes topics discussed with old family members during intergenerational
play. Approximately 47% of participants selected discussing game related issues such
as gaming skills; 24.0% said they shared life experience such as cooking recipes and
school days; 18.5% selected latest social news and events. However, only 9.1% of
participants indicated they had discussed important issues, such as quitting a job, with
their old family members.

Table 4. Topics discussed with old family members during intergenerational play

Topics Percentage of topics talked during
intergenerational gameplay

• Discussing game related issues (e.g., game skills) 46.8%
• Sharing life experience (e.g., cooking recipes) 24.0%
• Talking about latest social news and events 18.5%
• Discussing important issues (e.g., quitting a job) 9.1%

We also asked participants to indicate the degree to which they had engaged in some
social activities during intergenerational play (see Table 5). The majority of participants
said they teach or guide their old family members how to play digital games sometimes
(34.3%), frequently (21.3), or all the time (13.6%). Similarly, the majority of participants
(70.4%) said they make decisions about which games they should play sometimes
(35.5%), frequently (22.5%), or all the time (12.4%). In terms of the statement “I explain
game elements and game mechanisms to my old family members, the majority of
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participant mentioned they had done this sometimes (23.5%), frequently (31.2%), or all
the time (21.2%). For the statement “I make decisions about the game strategies and
how we should play”, only less than one quarter (20.4%) of participants mentioned they
had done this frequently (14.8%) or all the time (5.9%). In an indication of the frequency
of offering feedback to old family members about their game performance, 33.5% of the
participants had done this frequently (23.7%) or all the time (9.5%). As shown in
Table 5, the most frequent activity the participants had done all the time was explaining
game elements and game mechanisms to old family members.

Table 5. Frequency of engaging in social activities during intergenerational play

Attribute Percentage of participants selecting rating
Never Rarely Sometimes Frequently All the time

• I teach or guide my old family
members how to play digital
games

11.8% 18.9% 34.3% 21.3% 13.6%

• I make decisions about which
games we should play

14.2% 15.4% 35.5% 22.5% 12.4%

• I explain game elements and
game mechanisms to my old
family members

11.2% 12.9% 23.5% 31.2% 21.2%

• I make decisions about the
game strategies and how we
should play

14.8% 26.0% 38.5% 14.8% 5.9%

• I offer feedback to my old
family members about their
game performance

14.8% 23.7% 28.4% 23.7% 9.5%

Table 6 summarizes the benefits of playing digital games with old family members.
The most frequently mentioned benefit was maintaining closeness and connectedness
with family members (42.9%), and the second most was relieving stress (34.7%). Other
reported benefits included receiving support and encouragement from family members

Table 6. Benefits of playing digital games with old family members

Benefits Percentage of benefits of playing digital games
with old family members

• Improve my brain function 15.6%
• Relieve stress 34.7%
• Receive support and encouragement from
family members

20.8%

• Learn the digital technology 11.0%
• Know more about family members 17.9%
• Maintain closeness and connectedness with
family members

42.9%

• Learn cooperation with others 19.5%
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(20.8%), learning cooperation with others (19.5%), knowing more about family
members (17.9%), improving brain function (15.6%), and learning the digital technology
(11.0%).

When asked which challenges they had encountered when playing digital games
with old family members, only seven participants mentioned they had never met any
challenges. Roughly 23% of participants indicated that teaching their old family member
mechanics of how to play really frustrates them. The young sometimes get annoyed by
having to explain why or how something happen in a game all the time. Their old family
members still may not understand the game even though they have explained it in details
like ten times. It is difficult for them to explain a concept or instructions in words their
old family member can understand. Approximately 16% of participants said it is hard
for their old family members to understand controls, use controllers or dual thumb sticks,
and perform multi-button tasks. This means they cannot play modern games or the
young’s favorite games. About 11% of participants said their old family members get
frustrated by using modern technology and lose confidence and interest in playing digital
games. Some participants (8.9%) mentioned their old family members are pretty bad at
digital games, but they are competitive. There is quite a skill gap especially in games
based on speed or reaction times. In addition, the old’s mistakes dramatically impact
team performance. Interestingly, about 4% of young participants said they are upset
because their old family members are better than them at gameplay. Approximately 11%
of participants indicated their old family members are not fast with typing and thinking.
The young have to point out stuff on the screen to the old once in a while if they are not
able to see it clearly. The old also have poor coordination when trying to use both a
keyboard and a mouse simultaneously, which makes playing some modern games
impossible. Another 5.4% of participants indicated disagreement or argument among
family members. For example, the old and the young have different ways of interacting
with friends in the group. It is fun for the young to annoy another person, but not fun
for the old. The old also have a problem with their young family members’ misbehaving,
which gets them into arguments. It is also difficult for different generations to understand
each other’s jokes. One participant mentioned his family members have differing views
on things such as politics, religion, and social issues. If a game has any topical reference,
it can spark topics that might start arguments. Other challenges include the old’s hesi‐
tance to try new games (2.7%), different game preference (6.3%), hard to play together
either face-to-face or online due to different schedules (5.4%), and the old’s lack of good
internet connection and PCs for gaming (3.6%) (Table 7).
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Table 7. Challenges of playing digital games with old family members

Challenges Percentage
Teaching old people mechanics of how to play 23.2%
Unable to use controllers 16.1%
Technology frustrates the old 10.7%
The old’s physical and cognitive declines 10.7%
Gaming skill gaps 8.9%
Different game preference 6.3%
Hard to play together either face-to-face or online 5.4%
Disagreement/arguments 5.4%
The old are better than the young at gameplay 3.6%
The old don’t have the best internet connection and pc for gaming 3.6%
The old’s hesitance to try new games 2.7%
The old might be offended if the young correct them 1.8%

5 Discussion

The results showed that intergenerational play between young people aged 15+ and their
old family members might not be as frequent as we had expected. Approximately 24%
of participants had played with parents frequently or all the time, but only 1% played
with grandparents frequently. However, intergenerational play could still contribute to
our understanding of the question, “How can we effectively transform media consump‐
tion into quality family time?” To young people, the biggest benefits of intergenerational
play are maintaining closeness and connection with family members and relieving stress.
Playing digital games together is a fun way to bond with family members. There are
very different portrayals of the value of intergenerational play within family contexts.
For some families, gameplay is a common hobby among family members, especially a
special connection between son and dad. During big festivals or family gatherings digital
game plays an important role in getting every member involved. For young people living
in countries or cities different from family members, playing digital game gives them
something to talk about and a way to maintain contact across geographical distance.
Intergenerational play has also helped family members to better understand each other.
Therefore, it could be concluded that within the family contexts what matters to inter‐
generational play is the quality of gameplay rather than quantity.

Playing digital games is not commonly seen as a regular activity for old adults. Many
technology-oriented intergenerational programs are based on the presupposition that
technology-savvy young people mentor old adults in technology skills [2, 6]. Differences
in technology experience and related skills sets could result in an imbalance in interac‐
tion and more simplified forms of interaction [10, 22]. Consistent with the findings of
previous studies, this study found the majority of young people have played the role of
teachers. They have explained game elements and mechanisms and offered feedback to
old family members about their game performance frequently or all the time. They have
also made decisions about which games and how they should play sometimes. Skill gaps,
different cohort knowledge, and old adult’s physical and cognitive declines are main
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factors that have negative impacts on the quality of intergenerational play. The biggest
challenge young people face is to explain game mechanisms using words understandable
to old adults. This makes them feel frustrated, as their old family members may be still
unable to understand how and why something happens in the game even though it has
been explained many times. What seems intuitive and obvious to the young can some‐
times be hidden to the old. One participant mentioned this makes him feel his grand‐
parents purposefully resist learning. In addition, old adults are not good at games that
require multitasking, hand-eye coordination and quick response. This means they cannot
play the young’s favourite games, and they have to change to other easier games to
accommodate the generational differences. So, sometimes playing does not go as smooth
as the young want it to be.

6 Conclusion and Limitations

There is increasing attention on the potential of intergenerational play to bridge inter‐
generational gap. The results of this online survey research showed young people aged
15+ do not play digital games with their old family members frequently. However,
intergenerational play is a fun way to stay in touch with family members. It is more
about the quality of gameplay and related interaction than quantity. The perceived chal‐
lenges young people encounter when playing with family members are a concern. Skill
gaps, different cohort knowledge and age-related declines negatively affect the quality
of intergenerational play. More research on the dynamics and impacts of intergenera‐
tional as well as design ideas of innovative technologies would be useful to realize the
expectations of intergenerational play for quality family time.

This study was limited in several ways. First, the participants were aged between 15
and 35 so that the findings could not be generalized to people younger than 15. Second,
all the data collected were self-reports. As such, the issue of social desirability and
accuracy of response need to be taken into account. Finally, the majority of participants
were heavy gamers. This might result in overestimating the population.
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