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Chapter 1

Playing Games to Manage Pain

! Pre-reading Questions

1. What kinds of online games are popular with you or people you know?

2. Have you ever lost track of time while doing an activity you enjoy?
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Playing Games to Manage Pain

B} Online games are extremely popular these days among people
of all ages, men and women. Perhaps you play one yourself, logging
in to a fantasy world where you can explore, fight monsters, and gain
experience in a virtual world. If you have ever played this kind of game,
you might have noticed that it is easy to lose track of time or to forget
the world around you. You might even have been scolded for it! This is
generally seen as a bad habit, something detrimental, to be avoided.
But did you know that virtual-reality games like this have a practical

application in medicine?

EE]l University of Washington scientist Hunter G. Hoffman has
been exploring the positive aspects of this phenomenon. He and his
colleagues have created a virtual-reality game specifically to be played
by burn victims in hospitals as they go through their extremely painful

treatments.

EE]  Hoffman and his colleagues have discovered a number of important
points that make their virtual-reality game effective in helping patients
ignore pain. Most importantly, the game is a fully three-dimensional
environment. Rather than just watching a game on an ordinary flat
screen, the players wear stereoscopic goggles to experience the game’s
world in three dimensions. They found that playing traditional two-
dimensional games didn’t have much of an effect on the degree of pain
the patients felt, but the immersion provided by the illusion of three
dimensions reduced their experience of pain by as much as half. In fact,
they found that the quality of the illusion had a direct effect on the
amount of pain subjects reported feeling — those using a high-quality
video headset, immersive sound effects, and realistic head tracking
reported feeling much less pain than those using lower-quality video
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Chapter 1 Playing Games to Manage Pain

with no sound.

1 Based on their research, Hoffman and his colleagues created a
s game called SnowWorld, which features an environment specifically
designed to help burn victims. In their game, the player travels
down an icy river and throws snowballs at penguins and snowmen.
The combination of cool colors, such as blue and white, and the icy
environment was extremely effective at helping the victims of burns

s ignore the pain of their treatment.

IEl The scientists verified their results in two ways. First, they
asked test subjects to simply report how much pain they felt with and
without the virtual-reality game. The results of these tests showed that
participants felt less pain, but to check these results Hoffman went
«© one step further. They gave the test subjects brain scans when they
were experiencing pain, again both with and without the game. They
saw clearly that the parts of the brain that experience pain were much
less active when the patients were immersed in the virtual-reality

experience.
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Playing Games to Manage Pain

1 Do you play any online games? Have you ever been scolded for
losing track of time, or forgetting the real world while you were playing?
It’s true that playing games too much is something to be avoided, but
some scientists have been studying positive uses of games similar
to these familiar ones. University of Washington scientist Hunter G.
Hoffman and his colleagues have found that games like this can be used
to help people ignore pain. They have created a game to help the victims

of terrible burns as they go through their painful treatments.

2 During their research, they found some important points about
the use of games to help patients ignore pain. To be effective, the game
must be a fully three-dimensional environment. Playing a game on an
ordinary flat screen, as we usually do, is not enough — these games are
most effective if the patient plays using special goggles that give the
illusion of being inside the game world. As a matter of fact, Hoffman
found that the better the quality of the illusion, the better the game
was at helping patients ignore pain. Subjects who used low-quality
equipment felt much more pain than those who used better equipment.

3 The game Hoffman created was designed especially to help
patients suffering from burns. It is called SnowWorld, and in this game,
the player travels down an icy river, throwing snowballs at penguins
and snowmen. The combination of cool colors like blue and white and
the icy environment was very effective at helping the victims of burns

ignore the pain of their treatment.

4 The scientists used two methods to check their research. First,
they asked test subjects to tell them how much pain they felt with
and without the game. The results of these tests showed that the
participants felt less pain with the game, but to check the results
Hoffman went one step further. Second, the scientists gave the patients

brain scans when they were experiencing pain, both with and without
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Chapter 1 Playing Games to Manage Pain

% the game. These scans clearly showed that the parts of the brain that
experience pain were much less active when the patients were using the

virtual-reality game.

- Comprehension Questions

CCheckLink

A. Read the following statements and choose “T” for true or “F” for false.

1. Hunter G. Hoffman and his colleagues created a game to help hospital

patients stay entertained between treatments. T/F

2. Players of the game have to use special equipment. T/F

3. The game is designed to help patients who have broken bones. T/F

4. The researchers know the game helps patients only because the patients told
them how well it worked. T/F

B. Choose the best answer for each question. (,CheckLink

1. The most important factor in the effectiveness of the treatment is .
a. how fun the game is c. the colors and environments in the game
b. the quality of the illusion d. how much time the patients played

2. Playing the game on a two-dimensional screen ___ .
a. is less effective than playing with goggles
b. is more effective than playing with goggles
c. is just as effective as playing with goggles
d. is not effective at all

3. The game helps victims of burns by .
a. giving them medicine when they succeed c. using funny animals

b. showing them cool colors and situations d. playing realistic sounds

4. The scientists verified that the game worked by _ .
a. observing how much pain the patients seemed to be in
b. playing the game themselves
c. asking people who were in no pain to play
d. talking to the patients and giving them brain scans
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C. Answer the following questions.

1. What is the primary purpose of the game that Hoffman and his colleagues
created?

2. Could most people play this game on their home computer? Explain.

3. Briefly describe what players do in the game.

4. How did the scientists verify their results?

™ Discussion Questions

1. Why do you think the treatment works better when the virtual environment

is more believable?

2. What other “serious” uses of computer games have you heard of?
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