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Abstract 7 

 8 

In the current climate of Covid-19 and world-wide social distancing, the mental health 9 

toll has been widely reported, with an expectation that the negative impact will last beyond 10 

the lockdowns. With the prospect of an unknown future and continuing challenges, resilience 11 

is both topical and necessary. With a call for digitally delivered interventions to help people 12 

affected by the pandemic, this study explores how playing an online positive psychology-13 

informed board game supported people to recognise resources for resilience. Sixteen multi-14 

national participants played in groups of 3–4 and qualitative data, collected via focus groups, 15 

was analysed using Thematic Analysis. Participants described a broadening of resources, 16 

primarily through reflecting on and remembering prior strategies and successes. Four themes 17 

are identified which, it is suggested, facilitated this in a sequential, upward spiral; the game 18 

mechanisms (release), psychological safety (reflect), meaningful conversations (remember) 19 

and anchoring of prior experiences (reuse). Critically, this study suggests that psychological 20 

safety may have been amplified by the online environment, which participants suggested 21 

enabled them to engage without interruption or inhibition. Additionally, whilst not part of the 22 

original intervention, the post-game reflection played an essential role in meaning-making 23 

and transferring learning into real-life. Future research into how online environments might 24 

not just facilitate, but augment, interventions is recommended. Finally, this study calls for 25 

further research into the impact of playful positive psychology interventions, suggesting a 26 

potential development of ‘serious play’ towards ‘seriously positive play’. 27 

 28 
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Introduction 32 

 33 

The Covid-19 pandemic, and the measures taken to contain it, has created unforeseen 34 

and unprecedented change for most of the world’s population – with loss of face-to-face 35 

contact, loss of normality and, most tragically, loss of life across the globe. As multiple 36 

studies of the psychological impact of the pandemic begin to emerge (see Brooks et al., 2020; 37 

Galea et al., 2020; Ivbijaro et al., 2020), the risks of long-term social distancing to well-being 38 

and mental health are increasingly being demonstrated (Fiorillo & Gorwood, 2020), with 39 

reports showing an increase in stress, anxiety and depression (Cao et al., 2020). Worryingly, 40 

the negative psychological effects are predicted to persist long after the lockdowns have 41 

ended (Brooks et al., 2020).  42 

A recent study in lockdown populations (Killgore et al., 2020), reported people with 43 

lower levels of resilience (described as the ability to withstand, adapt to and rebound from 44 

setbacks and adversity) found coping with the strains of the pandemic more challenging, 45 

reported greater concern about the impact and were more at risk of negative mental health 46 

outcomes (including anxiety, depression and risk of suicidal ideation). As a result, there has, 47 

increasingly, been a focus on fostering resilience in populations affected by Covid-19 48 

(Palmer, 2020; Yıldırım & Arslan, 2020).  49 

One area of psychology which is particularly focused on enhancing resilience is 50 

positive psychology, described as “the study of the conditions and processes that contribute to 51 

the flourishing or optimal functioning of people” (Gable & Haidt, 2005, p.104). To facilitate 52 

this, the use of positive psychology interventions (PPIs) are advocated (Parks & Schueller, 53 

2014), both in daily life and in times of challenge. Whilst many well-established and 54 

evidence-based PPIs exist, recently it has been argued these interventions can and should be 55 

delivered in a range of updated forms (Pawelski, 2020). Notably, this includes “playing a 56 

game” (p.677), an activity that previous studies suggest can enhance both positive emotions 57 

and foster social bonds (Prensky, 2001; Uy, 2019). Use of boardgames, for instance, has been 58 
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found to reduce levels of depression among older adults (Lee et al., 2020). In fact, research is 59 

accumulating suggesting that even playing videogames can enhance wellbeing, including 60 

positively influencing emotional state, social connections and resilience (Johannes et al., 61 

2021; Johnson et al., 2013).  62 

However, there is a difference between games which are intended for pure 63 

entertainment and games additionally targeted at learning and change, such as is seen in 64 

‘serious play’ (see Peabody, 2014; Primus & Sonnenburg, 2018; Roos et al., 2004). ‘Serious 65 

play’; whereby games are used to educate and encourage change has been used in a variety of 66 

settings, including in relation to health (see Gauthier et al., 2019; Harn, 2018; Struwig et al., 67 

2014). Whilst a growing body of research has explored the effect of “in-person” serious play, 68 

including through the use of board games, there is limited existing research on the experience 69 

of virtual participation, and none on the use of online board games in a positive psychology 70 

context. This, coupled with a call for more digital PPIs to reach socially-distanced 71 

populations “in the age of Covid-19” (Parks & Boucher, 2020, p.569) creates a gap in 72 

research, which this study aims to make a contribution towards.  73 

The following literature review explores the concept of resilience, examines the link 74 

between resilience and well-being and ends by presenting play as a valuable vehicle for 75 

resilience, particularly when combined with positive psychology.  76 

 77 

Literature review 78 

1.1 Resilience defined  79 

Despite being extensively studied, a single agreed definition of resilience remains 80 

elusive. Indeed, a systematic review on psychological resilience conducted by Meredith and 81 

colleagues (2011), identified more than 122 different definitions. Increasingly, resilience has 82 

been conceptualized as a multi-dimensional, dynamic process of adapting to adversity, that is 83 

both contextual and open to change (Masten, 2001; Meredith et al., 2011; Reich et al., 2010). 84 
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Furthermore, rather than being a rare gift of a selective few, Masten’s research describes 85 

resilience as “ordinary magic” (2001, p.227) – a recognition that everyone has both prior 86 

experience of and capacity for resilience, whatever their background. Indeed, even in 87 

response to traumatic events, resilience is the norm not the exception (Bonanno et al., 2007). 88 

Most definitions concur that resilience occurs in response to an intense, adverse event 89 

and is often presented as the ability to ‘bounce back’ (Smith et al., 2010). This is, at best, 90 

limiting and, at worst, damaging, in that it implies the only outcome of resilience is to return 91 

to the previous state of functioning and that this happens rapidly - neither of which, in some 92 

circumstances, is possible or desirable (Skews et al., 2019). Lepore & Revenson (2006) assert 93 

that resilience might, instead, result in a range of outcomes including; resisting (akin to grit, 94 

which Duckworth and colleagues (Duckworth, 2016; Von Culin et al., 2014) define as 95 

passion and sustained persistence applied toward a long-term goal); recovering to a previous 96 

state of functioning (perhaps by more gradual means) and, in some cases, reconfiguring into a 97 

new, sometimes stronger, form. The latter of these aligns with the concept of post-traumatic 98 

growth, defined as “the experience of positive change that the individual experiences as a 99 

result of the struggle with a traumatic event” (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2013, p.6).   100 

This suggests two key phases are pertinent to resilience; during and after the adverse 101 

event. There is, however, a third phase which is critical; that preceding the event, and this 102 

might be viewed as a facilitator of efficacy at the other stages. Research shows that coping 103 

strategies practiced before an adverse event offer a buffering, or protective capacity 104 

(Aspinwall, 2005; Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997). Indeed, a meta-analysis of resilience (J. H. Lee 105 

et al., 2013) found that increasing a range of protective factors (including self-efficacy, 106 

described as belief in one’s ability to overcome future challenges (Benight & Bandura, 2004), 107 

positive affect, optimism and social support) was more effective than lowering risk factors 108 

(such as anxiety and depression). Indeed, Reivich and Shatte (2002) go even further and 109 

suggest that one of the key characteristics of resilient people is their ability to reach out and 110 
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connect to others when facing periods of adversity. Futhermore, Suedfeld (1974) posits that, 111 

during intense stressful events, people are motivated to connect with others in similar 112 

situations. Meredith et al.’s (2011) systematic review identified 20 factors shown to increase 113 

resilience, of which positive coping, positive affect and positive thinking were found to have 114 

the strongest evidence base. There is, however, increased recognition that resilience is also 115 

impacted by physical activities; and that this can have a reciprocal effect on the other factors, 116 

including positive thinking and affect (Hefferon, 2013). The factors that impact capacity for 117 

resilience appear, therefore, to be both multi-dimensional and mutually impacting. Indeed, a 118 

recently published systematic review, exploring the impact of resilience training on well-119 

being in high risk occupations (Brassington & Lomas, 2020), recommends resilience 120 

interventions use a multi-dimensional approach, in recognition of the different domains and 121 

dimensions that impact resilience.  122 

This study consequently adopts a multi-dimensional approach, and offers a definition 123 

for use within this study that captures the three identified phases of resilience. Resilience, for 124 

the purposes of this study is, therefore, defined as the practice of positively utilising multi-125 

dimensional resources to ready for, respond to and recover from challenge and adversity.  126 

 127 

1.2 Resilience and well-being 128 

Enhancing resilience has the potential of providing benefit beyond times of acute 129 

difficulty, such as the ‘relative normality’ of a life after lockdown. Increased resilience, for 130 

example, has been correlated with higher levels of well-being (Mehta et al., 2019). 131 

Definitions of well-being have traditionally centred on the combination of reported life 132 

satisfaction and frequency of positive versus negative affect (Diener, 2000), a view 133 

conceptualised as hedonic well-being (Compton & Hoffman, 2013). More recently, however, 134 

recognition of the role personal growth, self-actualisation and contribution plays in enabling a 135 

fulfilling life has emerged (Boniwell & Tunariu, 2019). Termed eudaimonic well-being, this 136 
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perspective asserts well-being is fostered through factors including self-acceptance, positive 137 

relationships and meaning (Ryff & Singer, 2008), as well as meeting deep human needs such 138 

as autonomy, competence and connection - known collectively as Self-Determination Theory 139 

(SDT) (Deci & Ryan, 2002). One of the core models of positive psychology, the PERMA 140 

model (Seligman, 2018), asserts positive emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning and 141 

accomplishment are all required to support well-being. This multi-dimensional model has 142 

frequently been used to inform resilience programmes (see Challen et al., 2014; Griffith & 143 

West, 2013; Reivich et al., 2011). There has, however, been an evolving recognition that a 144 

sixth element, health, is also required, reflecting the development of positive psychology to 145 

encompass the body as a whole (Hefferon & Mutrie, 2012).   146 

The negative psychological impact of Covid-19 has been widely reported (Brooks et 147 

al., 2020; Galea et al., 2020; Ivbijaro et al., 2020) with studies showing an increase in mental 148 

health conditions including anxiety, panic disorders and depression (Ganesan et al., 2021; 149 

Yıldırım & Solmaz, 2022). In particular, introduction of social distancing and lockdowns 150 

(which enforce restricted movement and contact in an effort to curb the spread of the virus) 151 

has been linked to loneliness, which has a number of potential adverse health outcomes 152 

(including sleep disorders, elevated blood pressure and increased risk of depression) (Hwang 153 

et al., 2020). Leigh-Hunt et al’s (2017) systematic overview suggests people who are socially 154 

isolated may experience increased stress responses due to lack of social networks and 155 

support. This is particularly pertinent as social support has been shown to be a strong 156 

predictor of resilience following disasters (Saltzman et al., 2020). 157 

Two well-being factors shown to be adversely impacted in times of quarantine are 158 

therefore social connection and positive affect (see Brooks et al., 2020; Killgore et al., 2020). 159 

As has been discussed, these have been correlated with a range of adverse mental, emotional 160 

and physical outcomes. In contrast, enhancing these factors can reduce the negative impact of 161 

stress and adversity (Lee et al., 2013; Tugade & Fredrickson, 2004), and possibly even offer a 162 
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buffering effect for future events, which is essential in the context of an unknown, uncertain 163 

future. This indicates a bi-directional relationship exists between resilience and well-being, 164 

with the potential to both reinforce and resource each other (see Green & Palmer, 2019; 165 

Reich et al., 2010), thereby offering benefit beyond the immediate period of challenge. 166 

In populations subject to lockdown due to Covid-19, a combination of daily activities 167 

including self-care (time spent outdoors and regular exercise, among others), coupled with 168 

social support from family and friends, were found to be predictors of greater resilience 169 

(Killgore et al., 2020). Indeed, Kaye-Kauderer et al. (2021) recommend a range of resilience 170 

factors are promoted to support recovery from the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic, 171 

including positive affect, cognitive reappraisal, social support and connecting with meaning. 172 

Given the variety of factors mentioned in these studies, this suggests a multi-dimensional 173 

approach is, indeed, beneficial. 174 

 175 

1.3 Resilience through play; in-person and online 176 

Many resilience interventions are delivered through face-to-face training. Whilst 177 

research indicates these programmes can be effective, Joyce et al (2018) note there remains 178 

diversity over both definition and approach, making the effects challenging to quantify. To 179 

support consistency, IJntema et al’s (2019) review and synthesis of resilience interventions 180 

offers a useful checklist of criteria which they assert need to be met when designing 181 

resilience-building programmes. These include providing a clear definition, clarifying the 182 

population and context, and mapping the process through which positive adaptation is 183 

enhanced1. 184 

Whilst evidence suggests online training might be an effective and efficient way of 185 

providing access to learning (Enrique et al., 2019), a lack of studies exist to support this, 186 

 

 

1
 Further detail on how this study adheres to the checklist of criteria is provided in the design section. 
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prompting calls for further trials exploring the efficacy of online interventions (Joyce et al., 187 

2018). In general, however, retention of learning through training has been shown to erode 188 

over time (Arthur et al., 1998). Subsequently, a call for more experiential learning has 189 

emerged, with recognition of the need for both emotion and engagement as key to retention 190 

of learning (Davachi et al., 2010). Play may offer this opportunity. 191 

Play has long been known to be an innate and organic way in which animals learn and 192 

develop social and emotional skills (Power, 2000; Wilson, 1975). Brown (2009), a scientist 193 

and play researcher, posits that play is the mechanism through which humans become 194 

resilient. This, he asserts, is facilitated through the opportunity to practice skills in a safe 195 

environment, make sense of the world through experimentation and, crucially, encode 196 

experiences for future use. Key to this, he suggests, is the safety to explore and he argues play 197 

facilitates this as “we are safe precisely because we are just playing” (p.34). Indeed, research 198 

has shown that even playing videogames can enhance wellbeing in young people, and 199 

increase resilience (Johnson et al., 2013).  200 

Whilst, surprisingly, limited research on adult play has been conducted (Vleet et al., 201 

2015) several studies exist which explore the use of ‘serious play’ - a term originally coined 202 

by researchers using Lego for learning (Roos et al., 2004). Board games have been used in 203 

some serious play studies, (Boghian et al., 2019; Gauthier et al., 2019; Lennon & Coombs, 204 

2007; Streng, 2009; Struwig et al., 2014; Uy, 2019) and show potential to stimulate positive 205 

emotions and foster connection, factors which are negatively affected by the experience of 206 

lockdown. Group play has also been shown to facilitate self-disclosure (Betcher, 1981), 207 

which in adult learning environments can help facilitate synthesis of learning – a process 208 

Baker et al. describe as “conversational learning” (2005, p.412). Participating in group 209 

discussion, they argue, allows adult learners to make meaning of their experience, create new 210 

insight and, subsequently, translate this into new knowledge. 211 
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Serious play, with its focus on positive experience might be considered a perfect 212 

complement to positive psychology. Indeed, Csikszentmihalyi’s theory of flow (2005) (which 213 

describes an intense, all-consuming state whereby people experience positive emotions, 214 

function at optimal capacity and often lose sense of time) has been shown to occur during 215 

play - and this has been linked to enhanced well-being (Boniwell & Tunariu, 2019). He notes 216 

that “games are obvious flow activities, and play is the flow experience par excellence” 217 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p.36-37). Furthermore, Fredrickson’s Broaden and Build theory 218 

(2001) asserts positive emotions, as have been noted in serious play studies, help to build 219 

multi-dimensional resources (including social, cognitive and even physical resources). This, 220 

she posits, happens through expanding capacity for multi-pathway thinking and creativity 221 

and, in so doing, creates conditions for further resources (such as social support and personal 222 

coping strategies) to be accessed (Tugade & Fredrickson, 2004).  223 

Some previous studies have explored the intersection of positive psychology and 224 

games in a digital context, where players play individually in an immersive environment 225 

(Alexiou et al., 2012). Additionally, Bab and Boniwell (2016) combined positive psychology 226 

and serious play by using LEGO to introduce PPIs. However, few research studies have 227 

drawn these two apparently complementary fields together in a ‘live group’ online setting. 228 

The Handbook of Positive Psychological Interventions (2014) notes that online PPIs (OPPIs) 229 

present the potential for evidenced-based approaches to be tailored to participant pools in 230 

“enjoyable, engaging and scalable” ways (Bolier & Abello, 2014, p.305). However, the 231 

limited number of studies exploring the use and efficacy of these means that there is no 232 

clarity on which OPPIs are effective and, as they note, “what might be the ingredients or 233 

mechanisms through which they are effective” (p.305).   234 

 235 

1.4 Study aims 236 
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Drawing on the existing literature and identified gaps in knowledge, this study explored 237 

the use of an online play-based PPI to support those currently, or recently, subject to social 238 

distancing as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic. It has been asserted that resilience will be 239 

required to ready for, respond to and recover from an uncertain future and serious play, via a 240 

positive psychology-informed board game, was the mechanism through which this was 241 

targeted. This study, therefore, explored participants’ experience to understand whether, and 242 

by what means, people recognised resources which could be used to help them ready for, 243 

respond to and recover from the challenges of the pandemic. The primary research question 244 

of this study was, therefore, how does playing an online positive psychology-informed board 245 

game facilitate recognition of resources for resilience during a pandemic? 246 

 247 

2. Method 248 

2.1 Design  249 

This research, with its focus on exploring and understanding participants’ experience 250 

of taking part in the intervention, adopted a social constructionist epistemological position 251 

(Burr, 2003). This framework formed the basis for both data collection and subsequent 252 

analysis of data. Qualitative data was collected via five semi-structured focus groups, with 253 

groups of 3-4 participants in each, which took place immediately after each group had 254 

collectively participated in the intervention. Data was subsequently analysed using Thematic 255 

Analysis, in accordance with the stages outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006) to identify, 256 

refine and validate themes both within and across the groups.  257 

 258 

2.2 Participants 259 

Sixteen participants (F=14 M=2) took part in the intervention, split across a total of 260 

five groups (four groups had three participants and one had four). This exceeds Braun and 261 

Clarke’s  (2013) recommended sample size for Thematic Analysis. Whilst the intervention 262 
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was unlikely to cause harm, participants who had previously been diagnosed with depression 263 

or anxiety were excluded. 264 

Participants were aged between 25-65, had prior work experience and all participants 265 

had recently been subject to social distancing measures as a result of Covid-19. Participants 266 

were located across three continents, with varied nationalities including British, Romanian, 267 

Indian and Belarusian. The participant sample was purposely heterogenious and cross-268 

cultural, as the study was interested in understanding the broad phenomenon of taking part in 269 

this experience, versus exploring the specific experience of a sub-section of population 270 

(Robinson, 2014), and this was facilitated by the virtual delivery of the intervention. 271 

An initial pilot group comprising first degree contacts was conducted and, as no 272 

significant changes were made to the design of the study, this data was included. One of the 273 

subsequent groups also comprised first degree contacts, with other groups recruited via 274 

snowballing (Patten, 2002) using well connected first-degree contacts, as advocated by Braun 275 

and Clarke (2013). The use of first-degree participants is in-line with techinques used by 276 

other scholars conducting research into serious play through the use of board games (see Uy, 277 

2019) and is not uncommon in qualitative research (McConnell-Henry et al., 2010).Whilst 278 

recognising there may be potential issues researching with people known to the researcher (or 279 

each other), McConnell-Henry et al  (2010) assert there are benefits to this approach. For 280 

example, they note that pre-existing relationships can accelerate rapport building, leading to 281 

participants feeling more able to open up, thereby facilitating rich data collection. 282 

Additionally, Owten and Allen-Collinson (2013) assert that prior relationships also create the 283 

potential to reduce the hierarchical divide that can exist between the researcher and 284 

participants, leading to a more equitable power balance. In line with McConnell-Henry et al’s 285 

recommendations for overcoming potential issues, confidentiality and anonymity was assured 286 

(and this was also required within the groups as a condition of participation) and the role of 287 

the researcher was clarified (both verbally at the start of the focus groups and through the 288 
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written briefing and participation forms) with assurance the researcher was not seeking any 289 

particular answers but, rather, wanted an authentic account of their experience. 290 

Of the five groups that took part; two comprised participants who were known to each 291 

other and to the researcher, two groups were strangers to each other and to the researcher 292 

(except for one participant who knew the researcher) and one group was mixed, as a result of 293 

a participant inviting two of their contacts to participate who did not know each other. This 294 

group also had no prior relationship with the researcher. This mix of ‘strangers’ 295 

versus ’friends’ in the participant sample was reflected on both within the focus groups and 296 

also through observation of group dynamics, to reflect on whether the group make-up 297 

appeared to alter the experience or outcomes. 298 

 299 

2.3 Materials 300 

The study used an online board game, ‘Not all plain sailing™’, which one of the 301 

researchers created for the purposes of this study. The game was facilitated through Zoom 302 

using a central game board with pre-defined stages of a journey that the researcher moved the 303 

team through. All team members could see and interact with all other players throughout. The 304 

game used a central narrative of a fictional boat journey from a desert island to the safe 305 

shores of “home”. The team mission was to navigate through the stages of their journey by 306 

completing tasks, for which they received team treasure (which they were told would be 307 

needed for life back on land).  308 

  Along their journey, participants were met with various challenging events and invited 309 

to complete an individual or collective task (the latter denoted by the phrase ‘All hands on 310 

deck’) to overcome these. Tasks incorporated a variety of mediums including storytelling, 311 

drawing, choosing objects from their surroundings, movement and even singing, all of which 312 

were designed to elicit fun and enjoyment. The tasks were adapted from evidence-based 313 

positive psychology interventions e.g. best possible self (Carrillo et al., 2019; King, 2001), 314 
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use of strengths (Martínez-Martí & Ruch, 2017; Niemiec, 2018, 2019; Peterson & Seligman, 315 

2004), acts of kindness (Curry et al., 2018; Ko et al., 2021; Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013) 316 

and activating optimism (Seligman, 2006) amongst others. For example, at one stage the team 317 

was told that the boat had started taking on water and that all the team’s strengths were 318 

needed to overcome the challenge or the boat would sink. To complete the challenge, and fix 319 

the boat, team members had 30 seconds to find and share with the other players an object that 320 

represented one of their recognised strengths. Figure 1, below, shows illustrative examples of 321 

content from the game. 322 

 323 

Figure 1: Illustrative examples of game content 324 

 325 

Interspersed with the events, participants were also invited to spin a wheel to gain a 326 

resource they could use to ready for or recover from difficulty. When landing on one of the 327 

twelve possible resources, they were given a question or task related to this.  For example, 328 

when landing on “Connection”, players were shown a short definition (i.e. “Connection 329 

means fostering relationships with others, giving and receiving support and positively 330 
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contributing to others”) and then posed a question related to it (e.g. “Who is someone you 331 

have reached out to for support in the last six months?”). 332 

The range of resources presented through the game relate to a multi-dimensional 333 

model of resilience and well-being (Figure 2) which sits at the heart of the game. The four 334 

domains and twelve associated resources are drawn from evidence-based positive psychology 335 

interventions (see Parks & Schueller, 2014), many of which have been shown to support 336 

resilience during times of crisis, including a pandemic (see Waters et al., 2021).  337 

Figure 2: Multi-dimensional model of resilience used in the intervention 338 

 339 

 340 

Table 1, below, maps the resources to specific positive psychology interventions and theories 341 

and illustrates how these are applied through provision of example tasks used in the game. 342 

 343 

  344 
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Table 1: Resources and their links to Positive Psychology Interventions  345 

Domain 
 

 

 

 

 
Feeling 

 

Resources 
 

Recognise relates to identifying and using 

emotions as a resource (Fredrickson, 2001; 

Tugade & Fredrickson, 2004) 

 

Transform means generating positive 

emotions (Catalino et al., 2014; Sheldon & 

Lyubomirsky, 2006) including through 

gratitude (Seligman et al., 2005) and humour 

(Gander et al., 2013)  

 

Savour involves deliberately enhancing and 

sustaining positive experiences to boost the 

benefits of these moments (Bryant et al., 2011; 

Bryant & Veroff, 2007) 

Example questions/tasks 
 

Write as many emotions as you can in 30 

seconds. The person with the longest list gets an 

extra coin. 

 

What are three things from the past week you 

are grateful for? 

 

 

 

 
 

Recall a funny experience you have had in the 

past month. Share it briefly with your team and 

tell them why it was so entertaining. 

   

 346 
 

 

 

 
Thinking 

 

Perspective includes reframing thinking 

(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Padesky & 

Mooney, 2012) and activating optimism 

(Seligman, 2006) 

 

Focus draws on theories of self-determination 

(Deci & Ryan, 2002), Hope (Snyder, 2002) 

and flow (Csikszentmihályi et al., 2005)  

 

Presence relates to research on mindfulness 

(Brown & Ryan, 2003; Ivtzan et al., 2016)  

What is something you saw as negative at the 

time, but are now glad it happened? 

 

 

 

What are three things you want to not do for the 

rest of this year? 

 

 

Share one thing you can see, hear, touch, smell 

and taste right now. 

   
 347 

 

 
Doing 

 

Move draws on research around physical 

activity and the link to wellbeing (Hefferon, 

2015) 

 

Rest draws on theories of positive coping and 

physical recouperation (Hefferon, 2013; 

Hefferon, 2015; Lomas et al., 2017) 

 

Nurture includes positive coping strategies 

and self-care (Allen & Leary, 2010; Neff, 

2011) 

 

Where is your favourite place to walk and why? 

 

 

 

Collect a different strategy from every player to 

foster good sleeping habits! Award a bonus coin 

to the one you like best. 

 

What act of self-kindness can you commit to over 

the next week? 

 

  348 
 

 
Being 

 

Strengths includes recognition and use of 

character strengths (Gander et al., 2013; 

Ghielen et al., 2018; Niemiec, 2019; Seligman 

et al., 2005) 

 

Meaning draws on theories of meaning in life 

(Martela & Steger, 2016) and job crafting 

(Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001) 

 

Connection relates to social support (Keyes, 

1998) and acts of kindness (Ko et al., 2021) 

If the people who know you best were asked what 

one of your strengths is, what would they say?  

 

 

 

Think of a high point in your life. What values 

were being met? 

 

 

Who is someone you have turned to for support 

in the past 6 months? 

 

 349 



16 

PLAYING FOR RESILIENCE IN A PANDEMIC: Ref: IAPP-D-21-00007 

Participants had choice throughout the game to re-spin the wheel and be introduced to 350 

a new resource, choose which challenge to complete (by selecting one of four possible coins, 351 

which each linked to different tasks) or to pass on any question or task by stating “Sail on 352 

by”. In this instance, their fellow crewmates could “Take the helm” and earn the treasure 353 

instead. Whilst the treasure gained was awarded to the whole team, the person with the most 354 

coins at the end of the game gained a bonus prize (which involved each team member sharing 355 

something they appreciated or admired about the winner).  356 

To support the rigour of the intervention, the design was informed by IJntema et al’s 357 

recommended twelve criteria for resilience programmes (2019, p.290). For example, the 358 

process through which resilience was targeted was clearly outlined (see Table 1), the timing 359 

of the intervention was specified (i.e. during the pandemic) and an explanation was provided 360 

as to how positive adaptation is understood (i.e. ready, respond and recover using a range of 361 

evidence-based resources). The definition of resilience used for the study, however, as 362 

previously outlined, additionally encompassed physical elements, which differs from the 363 

definition of psychological resilience presented in IJntema’s et al’s study. 364 

Following the intervention, a focus group was conducted using a detailed discussion 365 

guide. Key questions included: 366 

• Tell me about your experience of taking part in today’s session overall. 367 

• What reflections or insights can you share about the content and format of the 368 

game/intervention?  369 

• Can you tell me about how you viewed resilience before the game? How, if at all, 370 

has that changed? 371 

• If you think about your capacity for resilience before and after the game, what if 372 

anything has changed?  373 

 374 

2.4 Procedure 375 
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Ethical approval was obtained from the University of East London, which ensured the 376 

study adhered to the British Psychological Society code of ethics for research (2018). 377 

Interested participants attended a 10 minute 1:1 briefing session via Zoom and, subsequently, 378 

gave their consent to participate. The game intervention, which took place on Zoom, lasted 379 

on average 62 minutes, with the shortest being 47 minutes and the longest 70 minutes and 380 

was not recorded, as it was deemed this might inhibit participation.  381 

The Social Constructionist framework that guides this research is interested in 382 

meaning that comes from shared experiences and interactions. For this reason, focus groups 383 

were selected as a method of data collection, as it enabled participants to extend and 384 

comment on each others’ perspectives of their shared experience (Nestel et al., 2012). By 385 

holding the group immediately after the intervention, participation rate was 100%. Focus 386 

groups ranged in length from 50 minutes to 1:31, with the average being 61 minutes, and the 387 

focus group was recorded using Zoom, with participants’ consent, to ensure accurate 388 

transcription.  389 

There was a balance of voices overall, with no noticably quieter or more dominant group 390 

members. No names were shown on the screen whilst recording and the audio recording was 391 

subsequently professionally transcribed for analysis. Any specific details that could identify 392 

participants in the transcripts were redacted and pseudonyms allocated. A debrief letter was 393 

subsequently sent to all participants. 394 

 395 

2.5 Data analysis 396 

Thematic Analysis was used, which Braun and Clarke describe as “a method for 397 

identifying, analysing and reporting patterns within data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.79). This 398 

approach was chosen over other methods of qualitative analysis (for example, IPA) both due 399 

to its flexibility (Clarke & Braun, 2017) and because using IPA with focus groups has been 400 

shown to present challenges due to the lack of individual focus and depth (Smith et al., 2009). 401 
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An inductive approach was used to analyse the data (Patton, 2002), meaning findings 402 

emerged from the reported experience of participants, and this was augmented through 403 

observation of non-verbal communication and group interactions.  In order to ensure anlaytic 404 

rigour (and in recognition of the increased potential for researcher bias due to the multiple 405 

roles of researcher, moderator and game-creator) the six-step framework developed by Braun 406 

and Clarke (2006, p.87) provided a structured approach, which was adhered to throughout. 407 

This included reviewing both interview recordings and transcripts many times in a cyclical 408 

process to create detailed codes, generate and refine themes and, finally, validate prevalence 409 

of the identified themes. Themes were, where possible, reflective of the participants’ own 410 

words so that the participants’ voices came through the findings (Hefferon et al., 2017). A 411 

prevalence table was completed for all participants and groups at sub-theme level, and this 412 

led to refining master themes.  413 

  414 

3. Findings 415 

 416 

Analysis of the data identified four master themes, each with between 2-3 sub-themes, 417 

which are listed in the table below (Table 2) along with illustrative quotes from participants 418 

across the multiple groups. Prevalance of the themes was strong on a per participant level and 419 

across groups and all master themes were mentioned in every focus group. Each of these 420 

themes and sub-themes are discussed in this section, along with illustrative quotes from 421 

participants (using pseudonyms) across the five groups (shown as G1-G5). 422 

 423 

 424 

 425 

 426 

 427 
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Table 2: Themes, sub-themes and prevalence of master themes per focus group 428 

Master 

themes 

Sub-themes Example quotes Prev. 
 

3.1 “So much 

more than a 

game” 

3.1.1 “Time 

just 

disappeared” 

“Sometimes I got lost in the game” (Olivia, G5) 

“as soon as it started, I was in it” (Carmen, G1) 

“I wasn’t aware of the time” (Anna, G1) 

“it was fun, it was interactive, it was engaging” 

(Fiona, G2) 

“the group turns…that really helped keep that 

engagement and the momentum going” (Carmen, G1) 

5/5 

3.1.2 “More 

challenging 

than your 

average game” 

“I haven’t had this kind of interaction for a very, very 

long time.” (Jack, G4) 

“It gets you to think about things you wouldn’t 

normally” (Lee, G4) 

“you don't get to such conversations a lot, especially 

nowadays” (Olivia, G5) 

“it prompts something that you wouldn't naturally 

reflect on very often” (Heidi G3) 

3.2 “Safe 

space” 

3.2.1 “In this 

together” 

“The camaraderie between everybody…helps to fuel 

and boost you” (Gill, G3) 

“that you're together in this actually is a very 

important part of it” (Heidi, G3) 

“we're a team, we're in this together…you’re doing it 

for the team” (Lee, G4) 

5/5 

3.2.2 Virtually 

“in the same 

room” 

“felt like we were all in the same room” (Belle, G1) 

“it benefits to a point ‘cause it's almost as a barrier of 

protection…a bit more of a safer space” (Heidi, G3) 

“it creates a different vibe, a kind of trust vibe” 

(Molly, G4) 

“I really felt like we were in the same room” (Olivia, 

G5) 

3.3“Deep and 

meaningful” 

conversations 

3.3.1 “Self-

dialogue”` 

“I’ve learned some things about myself” (Anna, G1) 

“It opens up conversations within our own heads” 

(Carmen, G1) 

“Really thought provoking” (Dee, G2) 

“the game has helped with self-awareness” (Kim, 

G4) 

5/5 

 

3.3.2 

“Different 

perspectives” 

“You learn from how other people respond to things” 

(Anna, G1) 

“You’re learning off each other” (Isabelle, G3) 

“I appreciate different perspectives” (Molly, G4) 

“Hearing examples from other people made me 

realise things I could be doing myself” (Carmen, G1) 
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3.3.3 “Connect 

the dots” 

“I think [the Focus Group] is really valuable, almost 

having like a debrief after”. (Gill, G3) 

“It feels as though it rounds you off the session rather 

than having to call a stop after the game” (Kim, G4) 

“I think this, the debriefing, is very important to-to 

connecting this game with the actual topic, 

resilience” (Olivia, G5) 

3.4.“This game 

is an anchor” 

3.4.1 

“Individual 

journey” 

“there’s multiple aspects to resilience” (Carmen, G1) 

“There’s all these ways you can be resilient” (Anna, 

G1) 

“It gave me an insight into how small things can 

actually increase your resilience” (Kim, G4) 

“It made me think about resilience as so many 

different parts of who we are” (Ellie, G2)  

5/5 

3.4.2 “It’s a 

reminder” 

“It made me remember and focus on some of the 

practical things” (Anna, G1) 

“There are tools that I have in my arsenal that I 

perhaps have forgotten” (Isabelle, G3) 

“It’s a great reminder that we have a strong core” 

(Olivia, G5) 

 429 

3.1  “So much more than a game” 430 

Every group mentioned a combination of both enjoyment (sometimes beyond 431 

expectations) of the format and mechanisms of the game, as well as a recognition that the 432 

game had triggered conversations that were deeper than usual. One participant captured this 433 

as “it's straightforward and fun and engaging on the surface, but I think it's really powerful. 434 

There's this underlying, uh, purpose. (Fiona, G2)”. Two noticable sub-themes emerged 435 

around this theme; the game mechanisms that led to the time seamingly passing quickly, plus 436 

the structure and content of the game that supported a deeper experience than that of a usual 437 

game. 438 

 439 

3.1.1 “Time just disappeared” 440 

Several participants across the various groups mentioned how they were “not really into 441 

board games” (Anna, G1) and how they had initially felt some anxiety about what would be 442 
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asked of them. One participant, for example, reported wondering “am I gonna mess the team 443 

up and sink the boat?” (Lee, G5). This suggests perhaps the content, or interest in the topic of 444 

resilience, rather than the prospect of playing the game itself, was the driver for participation 445 

for some. However, all participants who expressed initial anxiety spoke about how that 446 

rapidly alleivaited, with one participant stating;  447 

“I don’t play games. It’s not really my thing. So I’m like, to play a game for that long 448 

seemed, you know, like an onerous amount of time. And yet in it, time just disappeared 449 

and I wanted more”. (Carmen, G1) 450 

Participants attributed this feeling of enjoyment and engagement to a range of factors that 451 

related to the game mechanisms, including the variety of tasks they were completing, the 452 

aspects of choice and chance (through spinning the wheel and choosing which challenge to 453 

complete) and the balance between individual and group challenges. This latter aspect was 454 

mentioned by several participants and seemed to be facilitated by the small group size, which 455 

ensured the pace was maintained throughout. Jack (G4) summarised this by saying he had 456 

appreciated “the entire session being so involving that you never felt left out”.  457 

 458 

3.1.2 “More challenging than your average game” 459 

Many of the participants across all the groups spoke about the fact that the game 460 

environment had encouraged them to talk about topics they would not normally speak about, 461 

particularly with strangers. Lee (G4), for example, found the structure of the game “a 462 

comfort”, which enabled him to speak about deeper, more emotional topics than he reported 463 

he usually would. Olivia (G5) reflected that the game environment had enabled the group to 464 

“skip the small talk and to get to deep conversations”. Some participants noted that the 465 

narrative of the game, in particular, had allowed them to reflect on their experiences in a 466 

somewhat lighter way, that seemed facilitative of openess. Belle (G1), for example, said:  467 
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“I think the fact that it’s a game and you can visualise being on a boat, and things like 468 

that, um it adds more fun into it. And I think it takes some of the stress away from it, 469 

from thinking about yourself in, in situations, you know, it’s just a game…but you’re 470 

still getting the learning in a really nice way.”  471 

This suggests that the game environment helped create a sense of release from some of the 472 

reported tensions and, perhaps, release of expectations related to what can and cannot be 473 

shared in conversation. This seems to have allowed more depth of disclosure as a result. In 474 

particular, the game’s use of positively phrased questions appeared to facilitate the 475 

opportunity for participants to reflect on strengths, successes and growth in a way they 476 

described as both non-typical and beneficial. Isabelle (G3) captured this by reflecting: 477 

“I think that's one of the reasons that the game is a great idea, and it-it's a great 478 

opportunity for people to-to stop and look back at where the areas are in their lives 479 

that they've succeeded. You know, looking positively at things, not, you know, what 480 

were you struggling with and you've come through, but what-what positive situations 481 

have you embraced? And-and what great things have you achieved…It's not looking 482 

at spinning a positive out of a negative, but look at the positive and how you've 483 

grown.” 484 

 485 

3.2  Safe space 486 

This theme relates to participants reporting a feeling of safety throughout their 487 

experience, which appeared to come from two main sources; the shared group experience 488 

and, suprisingly, the online environment. Whilst several participants mentioned initial anxiety 489 

or nervousness at the outset, it appeared these factors helped people to feel safe to open up 490 

and reflect on their experiences with curiosity and lack of self-judgement. 491 

 492 

3.2.1  “In this together” 493 
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Participants in all the groups spoke about the benefit playing live with others brought 494 

to their experience. Being one of many participants appeared to further amplify the sense of 495 

safety to share, as others set the tone for doing so: “from like a feeling safe perspective, it's-496 

it's- I think it's easier to be open if you think that everybody else is going to be open as well” 497 

(Fiona, G2). It appears that, not only did others help set the benchmark for disclosure and 498 

participation, but the game environment also served to motivate participation, as “we're a 499 

team, we're in this together…you’re doing it for the team” (Lee, G4). Interestingly, there was 500 

no marked difference in groups of either strangers or friends, suggesting that the make-up of 501 

the group had limited impact on sense of openness to share. Indeed, one participant described 502 

how, even though they played with a known group, they would have felt as open to share 503 

with strangers – and several members of the ‘strangers’ groups echoed this; “I was 504 

comfortable to-to share things and to deep dive and to-to go into deep conversations with 505 

strangers.” (Kim, G4). 506 

Finally, being in a shared group environment also seemed to serve as a way to 507 

normalise people’s experience, which some participants found reassuring. For example, Dee 508 

(G2) shared how hearing others’ experiences helped her to accept her own responses to 509 

challenging situations; “that made me happy hearing that from-from somebody else as well. 510 

And you know, thinking, wow, you know, kind of, um, it's okay to-to feel like that.”  511 

 512 

3.2.2 Virtually “in the same room” 513 

The virtual environment was discussed in every group, with a consensus that the 514 

online environment may have augmented the experience of participants, particularly in 515 

relation to helping people feel more relaxed and safe. “It feels almost as if we're in a room 516 

together, but with the advantage of, um, feeling, I suppose more at ease because I'm in my 517 

space.” (Isabelle, G3). This sense of safety was echoed across the groups, with Molly (G4) 518 
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describing how in an online environment, there was a different kind of connection, which she 519 

described as creating “a kind of trust vibe” (Molly, G4).  520 

The ability to engage in the game-based activity from the ‘comfort of your own home’ 521 

(coupled with other reported advantages participants mentioned, including the ability to 522 

connect with multi-national groups) seems to have impacted people’s experience in a positive 523 

way. However, some participants reflected that, had someone become distressed, it may have 524 

been more challenging to support them in an online environment.  525 

One aspect that multiple groups mentioned was that the turn-taking, which was 526 

central to the game process, helped facilitate a smooth online experience, and that in turn the 527 

online environment helped facilitate turn-taking. Ellie (G2) reflected;  528 

“I guess we've all learned that if you start talking over someone in an environment 529 

like this, you both get canceled out. There is that, um, opportunity for you to say- for 530 

you to say what you want to say in its entirety without getting interrupted…”  531 

She reflected this had additional positive potential for cross-cultural groups, where 532 

interrupting may be less common and less extroverted voices can be under-represented. 533 

Overall, groups reported feeling a closeness and intimacy which seemed amplified, not 534 

eroded, by being in a virtual environment.  535 

 536 

3.3 “Deep and meaningful” conversations 537 

This theme relates to the experience of reflection and meaning that participants 538 

derived through the conversations they had with others in the group. Three sub-themes were 539 

identified as contributing to this; “self-dialogue”, the gaining of “different perspectives” 540 

through interacting with others in the group and, finally, the desire to “connect the dots” and 541 

make sense of their experience in relation to their resilience in real-life.  542 

 543 

3.3.1 “Self-dialogue” 544 



25 

PLAYING FOR RESILIENCE IN A PANDEMIC: Ref: IAPP-D-21-00007 

All the participants talked about how participating in the game had stimulated self-545 

reflection and, in many, fostered a deeper sense of self-awareness. The questions and 546 

activities of the game often asked players to share their own experiences of positively coping 547 

with difficult situations and people reported this activated learning that had previously been 548 

missed as “your life happens and you move on” (Heidi, G3). Many participants mentioned 549 

that this self-reflection continued beyond their ‘turn’. For example, Carmen (G1) shared: “It 550 

did make me think about it afterwards. So even, even if answering was difficult, it was 551 

interesting to open up that self-dialogue with myself”. 552 

Several participants reported that inner dialogue was activated through the process of 553 

completing the tasks, not just the tasks themselves. Molly (G4), for example, reflected “it 554 

was also interesting to see my reaction…how I feel when I’m put…not, not in a comfortable 555 

situation”. Indeed, even the questions and tasks of others triggered reflection for some 556 

participants. For example, Anna (G1) who began to reflect on why certain tasks were easier 557 

for her than others. “I was noticing that, like, other people's questions, like, oh, I could easily 558 

have done that one and then I got my own question. It was like, oh, no, I can't do this one. So 559 

I was thinking, why is that?” 560 

 It appears, therefore, that through facing a range of scenarios and challenges as part 561 

of the game, some participants were able to observe how they tended to respond, or didn’t 562 

respond, and that this added an additional layer of self-awareness. In this way, the game, 563 

perhaps, helped gain insight into how they might approach challenges ‘in real-life’ that was 564 

beneficial. 565 

 566 

3.3.2 “Different perspectives” 567 

Participants in all groups talked about the value of hearing others’ experiences and 568 

approaches to challenging situations. This appeared to help remind them of their own 569 

experiences and resources, or gave them ideas they could adapt for their own future contexts. 570 
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Gaining previously unknown insight into other people’s inner world, and in particular how 571 

others both make meaning of the challenges they face and use a range of resources to address 572 

them, seems to have been deeply affecting for some participants; 573 

“it's opened up so many realizations about, um, who I am, the way I live my life, um, 574 

the way other people, uh, live their lives, um, and the significance that the other 575 

members of the group, um, placed on different questions that they were asked and the 576 

way they think about things and the way I don't think about things and perhaps I 577 

should start thinking about things differently”. (Fiona, G2) 578 

 579 

3.3.3 “Connect the dots” 580 

Finally, in relation to deep and meaningful conversations, participants talked about a 581 

desire to continue the conversation beyond the game in order to make sense of their 582 

experience and extend the insights. As Fiona (G2) described; “it sparked off all these other 583 

thoughts and feelings that I-I think, you know, rather than just throwing them up there and 584 

leaving them to hang, there's-there's an opportunity to sort of develop it.”  585 

This sense of an unfinished conversation was echoed by many participants and, as the 586 

groups progressed, it became evident the focus group, whilst not originally intended as part of 587 

the intervention, was playing a valuable role in helping participants to make meaning of their 588 

experience. As Polly (G5) put it;  589 

“It's very important because; I get to clarify some, uh, understanding that I gained 590 

during the game, but, uh, I get also to go out of the game and understand, how does 591 

everything that I've learned in there reflect into my real life?” 592 

Creating this (unplanned) opportunity to collaboratively review their experience and translate 593 

learning into real-life proved extremely valuable. Several participants across the groups 594 

expressed a desire to continue these types of conversations with others in their lives; from 595 

their families to their work colleagues. In this way, it appeared that experiencing different, 596 
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more meaningful conversations opened up new conversational possibilities - and people 597 

wanted more. 598 

 599 

3.4 “This game is an anchor” 600 

Reflecting on their experience of taking part, in particular in relation to the future, 601 

several participants shared that they had gained a greater understanding of the multiple, often 602 

day-to-day, aspects of resilience. Notably, several people reflected on how these resources 603 

were individualised depending on experiences and preferences (represented by the sub-theme 604 

“Individual journey”). Importantly, participants reported remembering their own successful 605 

history of being resilient (the second sub-theme; “It’s a reminder”). Facing a future, which 606 

more than one participant described as “uncertain”, this appeared to be grounding at a time 607 

when many people reported they needed it most. Nancy (G5) captured this by reflecting; “I 608 

think that to some extent, this game is an anchor…it's anchoring us to what we do know when 609 

we don’t know much.”  610 

 611 

3.4.1 “Individual journey” 612 

Participating in the game appears to have broadened many participants’ view of what 613 

resilience is, and, notably, helped people to connect with some aspects of resilience they may 614 

have forgotten or overlooked. The physical aspects, for example, were mentioned by several 615 

participants as being a surprising resource for resilience. Seeing resilience as a ‘package’ of 616 

multiple elements seemed to have had a broadening effect for many people, which opened up 617 

possibilities of using available resources more purposefully in the future. As Dee (G2) 618 

reflected: “Everybody's got an element of resiliency built into them, but actually, true 619 

resiliency is that whole package, which I've not really thought of before.”  620 

Within this sense of ‘whole’ there seemed a reconsidering of resilience away from 621 

‘keeping going until you break’ towards, perhaps, ‘taking a break so you can keep going’ – 622 
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and with it a recognition of the ‘whole’ of their human experience in times of challenge. For 623 

example, Fiona (G2) noted; 624 

“I feel that through the game I've remembered that being resilient is also about 625 

admitting your limitations…I think it’s about recognizing that you're-- you're not 626 

infallible. You have vulnerabilities and you need to- you need to pay attention to 627 

them…to meet your challenges. It's not just about, you know, the suit of armour.”  628 

Additionally, several participants noted that resilience, was in fact, “an individual journey” 629 

(Heidi, G3). As Isabelle (G3) described it, “you’re demonstrating your resilience”. This 630 

highlighted the different ways in which people were resilient, and that there was not, 631 

therefore, one “right” way to exhibit or validate it. Some participants found this lack of 632 

clarity challenging. For example, Isabelle, went on to reflect; “For me, it kind of brings up a 633 

bit of a validation piece…there's a small element of me that thinks, okay, so how does that 634 

line up against, uh, some sort of standard?" These findings suggest the multi-dimensional 635 

and contextual nature of resilience appears, at times, to impact the extent to which people feel 636 

confident they are truly exhibiting it. 637 

 638 

3.4.2 “It’s a reminder” 639 

Finally, participants reported that, through playing the game, they had an opportunity to 640 

reflect on and remember the extensive track record they all had of overcoming difficulty and 641 

responding to challenging situations. One participant (Isabelle, G3) captured this process of 642 

remembering resilience as; 643 

“It does remind us, uh, me that actually with a whole bunch of stuff, I've coped and 644 

this is how I've dealt with them. And also, I already have a lot of these things I have- I 645 

know I have stuff that I can identify as coping mechanisms that I have used in the past 646 

and have been successful to a point. And so, I can take them forward. So, it's not like 647 



29 

PLAYING FOR RESILIENCE IN A PANDEMIC: Ref: IAPP-D-21-00007 

I'm sort of, um, toolless. Um, I-I-I have tools available and it's good to be reminded of 648 

them.”  649 

Rather than reporting learning new approaches, it seemed, overwhelmingly, that participants 650 

had instead benefited from remembering their own individualised strategies and resources for 651 

resilience. Whilst participants were unsure if their capacity for resilience had shifted through 652 

taking part in the intervention, almost every participant mentioned remembering resilience 653 

resources in some form. This appeared to generate a sense of increased self-efficacy that 654 

future challenges could be overcome by reusing these successful strategies from the past. 655 

Polly (G5) for example reflected:  656 

“I don't think that my capacity of being resilient really changed, uh, from three hours 657 

ago uh, but…I got reminders that there are people around me that could help me … 658 

it's a way of remembering that you are doing okay, and you can face any difficulties 659 

because, you have tools that help you going through those”. 660 

 Olivia (G5) echoed this feeling of remembered strength as “a great reminder that we have a 661 

strong core” and Fiona (G2) asserted “I know I-I can do it, because I've done it before, I just 662 

need to recognize the importance of-of doing the same thing again”. The impact of this was 663 

summed up by Isabelle (G3) as;  664 

“The game gave me an opportunity or triggered a reason for me to reconsider and go 665 

back and review…I can draw on those in the future because I’m given a reason to 666 

remember that actually I’ve done that in the past…I guess it’s the confidence that I 667 

have it within me”. 668 

When reflecting on the continuing challenges of the pandemic, participants agreed the future 669 

was uncertain and for some this brought anxiety and fear; “If I need resilience tools, actually, 670 

I need them now. I need them now moving forward, not retrospectively, because I think the 671 

whole Coronavirus challenge is going to be of a different order actually” (Anna, G1).   672 
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However, for several participants, the pandemic had presented a chance to reexamine and 673 

positively readjust their lives, creating new possibilities and sometimes new or deeper 674 

connections with others. Several spoke about how they did not want to return to the life they 675 

had before Covid-19. Whilst these participants spoke about hardships and difficulty, they 676 

equally described positive transformation and a reevaluation of what was truly important, 677 

suggesting, perhaps, a positive reconfiguration to the adversity had already begun. Reflecting 678 

on how playing the game might help her to face the future, whatever it might bring, Carmen 679 

(G1) stated; “it’s made me recognise things that are happening anyway that are part of my 680 

resilience…and if things get tricky over the next few months then I will make sure that I am 681 

using those resources”.  682 

 683 

3.5 Summary of findings 684 

The route to remembering resources for resilience appears to have been facilitated by 685 

a number of factors, which align with the themes identified. The nature of the themes, and the 686 

way these were described and connected by participants, suggests the four master themes 687 

might flow sequentially, in a cumulative manner. The environment and mechanisms of play, it 688 

appears, helped participants to release anxiety and inhibition, participate in self-disclosure 689 

and reflection, and, subsequently, make meaning of their experience through discussion. This, 690 

ultimately, enabled participants to remember existing resources, creating the potential to, 691 

therefore, reuse them in the future. These findings have been depicted in the model below 692 

(see figure 3). 693 

 694 

 695 

 696 

 697 

 698 
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Figure 3. Upwards spiral of accessing and anchoring resources for resilience  699 

 700 

4.  Discussion 701 

This study set out to explore the experience of participants playing an online positive 702 

psychology board game to understand how it might facilitate recognition of resources for 703 

resilience during a pandemic. The findings suggest that, through their participation, 704 

individuals felt they had broadened their perspective of available resources for resilience, 705 

primarily through reflecting on and remembering existing resources. This aligns with 706 

Masten’s (2001) view of resilience as “ordinary magic” that is present in us all. The 707 

individualised resources participants shared aligned with previously identified factors of 708 

resilience (Meredith et al., 2011), including positive coping (e.g. getting more sleep, 709 

exercising and drawing on support networks), positive thinking (e.g. challenging negative 710 

self-talk) and positive affect (e.g. engaging in activities that bring and sustain enjoyment). 711 

The breadth and variety of resources also supports the perspective of a multi-dimensional 712 
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view of resilience (Brassington & Lomas, 2020), with participants describing a range of 713 

cognitive, emotional, physical and relational resources.  714 

Whilst several participants were unsure as to whether their capacity for resilience had 715 

changed, there seemed to be signs of increased self-efficacy (Benight & Bandura, 2004) in all 716 

the groups as a result of recognising resources that could be used to respond to future 717 

challenges. This was seen through participants voicing greater confidence in facing the 718 

challenges of an unknown future, as a result of reconnecting with and remembering their 719 

“toolkit” of existing resources. As has been previously shown, self-efficacy has been proven 720 

to be an essential protective factor in buffering against the effects of future challenges (Lee et 721 

al., 2013). The ‘real-life’ impact of this was witnessed through one participant who, within 722 

days of taking part, decided to apply for a promotional role they had previously discounted as 723 

unachievable. Having been reminded of the resources and strengths they possessed to support 724 

them, they subsequently applied for and secured the promotion.  725 

One possible reason participants may have struggled to identify their own capacity for 726 

resilience might be, as the findings suggest, because resilience is both contextual and highly 727 

individualised. The “individual journey” of resilience created particular challenge for some 728 

participants, who were keen to benchmark and validate their level of capacity. As Bonanno 729 

notes in a recently published article, as no one strategy works all the time, this presents a 730 

challenge for ‘teaching’ people to be resilient (Saner, 2020). Indeed, this may shed light on 731 

why resilience has traditionally been so challenging to define (Meredith et al., 2011). 732 

Bonanno recommends, instead, that helping build on existing strengths and encouraging 733 

flexibility to draw on these when needed is the key to developing resilience (Saner, 2020) – 734 

aspects this intervention appears to have provoked. The benefit of remembering and 735 

reactivating previously forgotten resources suggests that defining resilience as a practice, as 736 

was presented, might accurately capture the on-going, refining nature of personal resilience.  737 
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Whilst participants described resources that might be supportive of ‘readying’ for 738 

challenges, many also pointed to the recognition that recovery was needed as a result of the 739 

experience of living through the lockdowns. In particular, participants described a need to 740 

both recuperate and exercise self-acceptance towards some of the less comfortable aspects of 741 

their experience. This perspective aligns with developments in positive psychology to 742 

recognise and embrace the full spectrum of the human experience in order to function 743 

optimally (Lomas & Ivtzan, 2016). Several participants mentioned, specifically, an intention 744 

to exercise increased self-compassion, an aspect which has been shown to reduce negative 745 

emotional responses when facing challenging situations and facilitate positive coping (Allen 746 

& Leary, 2010). Self-acceptance additionally correlates with aspects of eudaimonic well-747 

being (Ryff & Singer, 2008), suggesting this resource will benefit beyond the immediate 748 

challenges of Covid-19. Research on self-compassion (Neff & Germer, 2017) shows that 749 

developing common humanity (described as gaining an understanding of how challenges are 750 

universally experienced) is a key factor in fostering this valuable resource. Given the group 751 

intervention allowed participants to hear the challenges of others, and so normalise their own 752 

experience, the format of the intervention may have been an important contributor towards 753 

developing this critical resource. 754 

Furthermore, whilst participants described both the resisting and recovering aspects of 755 

Lepore’s three outcomes of resilience, (2006), there was also evidence of reconfiguring as a 756 

result of the challenges of the pandemic. In particular, some participants reported a greater 757 

appreciation and gratitude for aspects of their lives, and the fostering of deeper relationships, 758 

phenomenon reflective of post traumatic growth (PTG) (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). Whilst, 759 

understandably, much of the focus has been on the negative impacts of the crisis, a recent 760 

paper has questioned whether perhaps, as with other forms of growth from adversity, the 761 

pandemic may have triggered positive impacts on well-being too (Palmer, 2020). The 762 

findings from this study suggest this may well be the case, and that, as with PTG, these most 763 
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closely align with elements of eudaimonic well-being (Ryff & Singer, 2008). Given the 764 

demonstrated link between well-being and resilience (Mehta et al., 2019), this may fuel 765 

further resources that could prove beneficial for subsequent phases of readiness, response and 766 

recovery. 767 

In alignment with previous serious play studies using board games (Uy, 2019), 768 

participants reported both positive emotions (described variously as fun, excitement and 769 

positivity) and a sense of engagement and immersion whilst playing. It is posited this 770 

increase in positive affect may have been a key mechanism through which individuals were 771 

able to both broaden their thinking to respond to challenges and, critically, reflect on and 772 

remember resources - markers of the broaden and build theory in action (Fredrickson, 2001). 773 

Furthermore, participants’ description of losing track of time indicated that many individuals 774 

entered a state of flow whilst playing, which aligns with Csikszentmihályi's (2005) assertion 775 

that play can be facilitative of flow. Inherent in a flow experience is the presence of challenge 776 

(Primus & Sonnenburg, 2018), an aspect which many participants highlighted and which was 777 

captured through the theme “more challenging than your average game”. Studies have shown 778 

four specific dimensions are reflective of flow; positive affect, concentration, willingness to 779 

participate and involvement (Moneta & Csikszentmihalyi, 1996) all of which emerged 780 

through the data. Additionally, it has been argued that individual flow can be a precursor to 781 

group flow, which results in groups accessing collective creativity (Sawyer, 2003). A marker 782 

of this, it is asserted, is equal participation, which participants noted was enabled through the 783 

turn-taking structure of the game. Whilst flow has been correlated with increased positive 784 

affect (which, as shown, creates its own benefits in terms of broadening and building 785 

resources), time spent in flow also has the potential to benefit beyond the experience itself. 786 

Compton and Hoffman note that; “the sense of self is more integrated after the flow 787 

experience as the various elements that make up the complex self work together more 788 

harmoniously” (2013, p.117). This aligns with feedback from participants who spoke about 789 
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how the intervention had helped facilitate increased self-awareness. Through the immersive, 790 

engaging game experience, it is posited, therefore, that participants may have gained access 791 

not just to individual resources, but a deeper holistic awareness of how these both integrate 792 

and impact. 793 

Participants reported how the game mechanisms of choice, challenge and connection 794 

helped to create enjoyment and engagement. These aspects align closely with the elements of 795 

self-determination theory (SDT) (Deci & Ryan, 2002), which are linked to both increased 796 

intrinsic motivation (a desire to participate for participation’s sake) and enhanced well-being. 797 

Furthermore, several participants mentioned how these factors, plus the imaginary setting of 798 

the game, helped them to release tension and inhibition to immerse in the experience. This 799 

echoes Brown’s (2009) assertion that play can create the conditions for people to feel safe to 800 

experiment. Psychological safety (Newman et al., 2017) has been shown to encourage 801 

contribution and openness in groups (Jackson & Bourne, 2020), and participants reported the 802 

sense of safety they felt was enabled by several factors. Firstly, being in a group of peers and, 803 

secondly, by being in an online environment. This latter finding was somewhat surprising, 804 

both to the researcher and, it seemed, to several of the participants. Indeed, a recent study of 805 

an online coaching programme found mixed responses in how psychologically safe 806 

participants felt in a virtual setting (Jackson & Bourne, 2020). Perhaps, as some people 807 

reflected, the prevalence of virtual working had normalised the experience so that this 808 

medium felt more supportive than it may have previously. Or, perhaps, the game structure of 809 

turn-taking, coupled with the ability to participate from the ‘comfort of their own homes’, 810 

both supported and was supported by the online environment. This suggests that, as 811 

predicted, OPPIs might be an effective way of reaching socially distanced populations (Parks 812 

& Boucher, 2020). However, beyond enabling access to these interventions, it appears that 813 

the online environment might actually augment their efficacy, by creating the conditions for 814 

people to feel safe to participate. This insight might, therefore, contribute some preliminary 815 
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answers to Boiler and Abello’s (2014) question as to what the mechanisms might be for 816 

effective OPPIs.  817 

Participants reported this sense of perceived safety enabled them to share their 818 

experiences in an open, vulnerable way and engage in conversations that were more “deep 819 

and meaningful” than usual. Few studies have focused on meaningful conversations, and 820 

there is therefore little clarity on what identifies a meaningful conversation compared to a 821 

non-meaningful one. One study (Mehl et al., 2010) suggested that more substantive 822 

conversations led to enhanced well-being when compared with ‘small talk’. Gardiner’s 823 

(2020) emerging research offers a definition of meaningful conversations as those where 824 

people 1. self-express 2. make sense of themselves and 3. connect with others. Her research 825 

found that engaging in meaningful conversations versus meaningless ones in a group setting 826 

led to increased positive affect and greater connection - two factors shown to be negatively 827 

impacted in lockdown populations (Brooks et al., 2020).  Critically, her findings showed 828 

these effects occurred even when the group was comprised of strangers. This aligns with the 829 

observations of this study, which noted no noticeable difference between the experience of 830 

friends, strangers or mixed groups in terms of openness and participation. Based on this, it is 831 

posited that engaging in these meaningful conversations created the capacity for participants 832 

to make sense of their experiences, remember resources and anchor these for reuse in the 833 

future.  834 

This process is reflective of the ‘conversational learning’ process Baker et al describe 835 

(2005). In this case, however, it appeared that much of the transfer from remembering to 836 

reuse happened once the intervention itself had completed. The focus group, whilst intended 837 

as a space to gain feedback on the group experience, emerged in the findings as being a 838 

fundamental part of the meaning-making process. This was unintentional, yet unsurprising. 839 

The intervention, and particularly the meaningful conversations it stimulated (both externally 840 

between and internally within participants) appeared to open up insights that required 841 
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processing. Future adaptations of this intervention would therefore benefit from incorporating 842 

increased opportunities for learning conversations to be incorporated into the design. 843 

Participants across all the groups noted that, through their participation, they had 844 

recognised resources for resilience, primarily through remembering their prior experiences. 845 

These included resources such as savouring positive experiences, reframing negative 846 

perceptions and recognising forms of support. For instance, Polly remembered the people she 847 

could turn to for help if needed. This connects to both the relationship dimension of PERMA 848 

(Seligman, 2018) as well as the ability to reach out to others for support, which Reivich and 849 

Schatte (2002) list as one of their essential factors of resilience. As hoped, it appears that the 850 

integration of positive psychology content with a play-based design might indeed be both 851 

complementary and even amplifying – and this is a tentative step towards exploring the effect 852 

of a new generation of PPIs (Pawelski, 2020). The positive focus on exploring strengths and 853 

resources, coupled with the motivating and enjoyable environment of play, appeared to create 854 

the conditions for participants to reflect on, remember and plan to reuse their own individual 855 

range of resources. Whilst resilience might, as Masten (2001) suggests, be “ordinary magic”, 856 

perhaps, therefore, positive psychology play might be the stage that supports the act of 857 

conjuring it. 858 

 859 

4.1 Limitations and recommendations 860 

This study has a number of limitations which, if addressed, could help strengthen and 861 

extend the findings of this study. A critical limitation relates to the potential for researcher 862 

bias, as a result of the multiple roles of researcher, moderator and creator of the game. 863 

Researcher reflexivity was a crucial factor for awareness in this research (Wilkinson, 1988), 864 

and, as a result, steps were taken to mitigate the impact of this through inviting honest 865 

feedback and applying a rigorous data analysis approach. It is, however, recognised there 866 

remains significant possibility for bias and subjectivity. This was compounded by the fact that 867 
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two of the groups were comprised of first-degree contacts, therefore this also adds the 868 

potential for participant bias, which could impact the findings. 869 

Secondly, whilst the model of findings presented describes the process observed in 870 

these groups, in line with qualitiative research principles, it is not suggested that this is 871 

predictive of all future interventions.  It is therefore suggested that this be explored further 872 

through other play-based positive psychology interventions to investigate if, and to what 873 

extent, this descriptive model might be applicable in other similar settings. 874 

Whilst this study focused on the experience of participants, thereby warranting a 875 

qualitative approach, incorporating a quantitative design would provide the opportunity to 876 

explore the effects of the intervention further. This would enable measures of resilience to be 877 

monitored to explore, potentially, how these may fluctuate over time. Longditudinal studies, 878 

such as this, would also allow evaluation of the real-life impact of any changes to be 879 

investigated, to determine if remembering resources does indeed lead to reuse. 880 

As has been noted, playing the game stimulated self-awareness and reflection, which 881 

participants expressed a desire to continue exploring through conversation. This highlights 882 

the potential for further iterations of this intervention to incorporate ongoing opportunities for 883 

this - perhaps through group or individual coaching. Coaching, particularly in this context of 884 

change and challenge, has the potential to deepen self-awareness and support embedding past 885 

reflection into future responses (Palmer, 2020). It is therefore recommended this be explored 886 

through future studies. 887 

Finally, several participants mentioned the anticipated benefit of playing this game 888 

with specific populations (e.g. those who are struggling with mental health issues, children in 889 

schools and those who have recently been made unemployed as a result of the Covid-19 890 

pandemic). Further research with more homogeneous populations would allow exploration of 891 

any adaptations needed to appeal to different participant groups. 892 

 893 
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5.   Conclusion 894 

This research set out to explore the role of an online board game in recognising 895 

resources for resilience, at a time when they may be needed most. The findings suggest that 896 

through enhancing positive affect, flow and meaningful connection (enabled through the 897 

online game environment), participants were able to reflect on, remember and, ultimately, 898 

feel more equipped to reuse their own routes to resilience. 899 

This study is the first of its kind to explore the intersection of positive psychology and 900 

play through the use of an online board game and the findings suggest these approaches are, as 901 

hoped, synergistic. This suggests a potential development of ‘serious play’ towards ‘seriously 902 

positive play’, whereby game-based interventions are both informed by and comprised of 903 

positive psychology theory and practices, with the goal of enabling resilience and well-being. 904 

Further research to explore this link, and its potential to reimagine and reinvigorate PPIs, is 905 

encouraged. Furthermore, the online environment within which this intervention took place 906 

was perceived to not only enable delivery, but to amplify its effect. In a context of continuing 907 

wide-spread social distancing, this presents the possibility for future research to explore how a 908 

virtual environment might more intentionally augment interventions, and test the mechanisms 909 

through which these effects occur. Ultimately, the findings of this study suggest that, by 910 

reflecting on and remembering our personal history of resilience, we may discover the 911 

necessary resources to better navigate the storms of the future and keep on course - even when 912 

it’s not all plain sailing.  913 

914 
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