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Videogames and Creativity 

(unedited penultimate draft) 

Introduction 

What is the relationship between videogames and creativity? Whether or not they are art (and some 

of them surely are), it is clear that the design and production of videogames can, and indeed 

typically does, involve creativity. What about playing videogames? On the one hand, videogames 

have sometimes been seen as a threat to creativity. A recent Newsweek ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ ƌĞƉŽƌƚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚Iƚ͛Ɛ ƚŽŽ 
early to determine conclusively why U.S. creativity scores are declining. One likely culprit is the 

number of hours kids now spend in front of the TV and playing videogames rather than engaging in 

ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ ĂĐƚŝǀŝƚŝĞƐ͛͘1 On the other hand, defenders of videogames have touted their connection to 

creativity as a significant virtue. So, for example, writing in the Guardian, Lucy Prebble has argued 

that ͚ŐĂŵŝŶŐ ŝƐ ĞƐƐĞŶƚŝĂůůǇ ƉƌŝǀĂƚĞ ĂŶĚ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů ;ĂůƚŚŽƵŐŚ ŝƚ ƌĞĂůůǇ ĚŽĞƐŶΖƚ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŽ ďĞͿ͘ Iƚ ŝƐ ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ͕ 
in comparison to the passivity of watching a film or reading a book. You are making choices and, 

often, are even designing the world yourseůĨ͛͘2 Or, as the Telegraph ƉƵƚ ŝƚ ƐƵĐĐŝŶĐƚůǇ͕ ͚VŝĚĞŽŐĂŵĞƐ 
ŵŽƌĞ ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ ƚŚĂŶ ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ͛͘3 And a recent scholarly overview of the benefits of videogame play 

ƐƚĂƚĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ǀŝĚĞŽ ŐĂŵĞƐ ƐĞĞŵ ƚŽ ďĞ ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ͙ĞŶŚĂŶĐĞĚ ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀŝƚǇ͛ (Granic, Lobel, and Engels 

2014: 69), although the authors admit that the results of the quoted study leave significant 

questions unanswered. 

Was Newsweek right to contrast playing videogames with engaging in creative activities? Or is there 

a significant (positive) connection between videogames and creativity? I shall argue that Newsweek 

was wrong. In fact, playing videogames often counts as a creative activity. The key linking concept is 

the notion of problem solving which is central to much videogame play and to many standard 

examples of creativity. But it is not clear, at least at this point, whether videogame play has any 

causal effect on creativity. 

As the preceding discussion has made clear, it is useful when thinking about the connection between 

videogames and creativity to distinguish three questions: 

The creation question: How, and to what extent, is creativity involved in the production of 

videogames? 

The causal question: To what extent does videogame play promote or retard creativity? 

The game play question: To what extent does videogame play involve creativity? 

I shall briefly discuss the creation question when I discuss the nature of creativity in section 1. My 

focus, however, will be on the causal and game play questions. The causal question is, of course, 

appropriately investigated by means of experimental and other empirical methods. In the first part 

of section 2, then, I discuss the empirical research relevant to the question. But I do not just report 

on those results. Philosophers often play a useful role by critically examining the assumptions, 

methods and results of empirical scientists. This is what I do in the second part of section 2, where I 

conclude that there is no clear evidence of a causal relationship between videogame play and 

creativity. In particular, I argue that extant studies are not well-suited to provide evidence relevant 

to the central causal questions about videogames and creativity. Section 3 focuses on the game play 

                                                           
1 http://europe.newsweek.com/creativity-crisis-74665 (accessed June 29, 2017) 
2 https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2012/feb/12/lucy-prebble-computer-games-playwright (accessed 

June 29, 2017) 
3 www.telegraph.co.uk/technology/video-games/video-game-news/9077458/Video-games-more-creative-

than-reading.html (accessed June 29, 2017) 
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question. Whether or not videogame play causes an increase or decrease in levels of creativity, there 

is a separate question about whether videogame play involves creativity. I argue that, at least for 

many videogames, play does involve creativity. I pay specific attention to the significance of 

problem-solving in videogame play. I also address some potential objections to my argument. In 

section 4, I briefly discuss the question of whether videogames are more creative than ordinary 

forms of artistic engagement such as reading. I argue that although some authors (such as Prebble) 

overestimate the passivity of traditional artistic engagement, videogames doͶin virtue of their 

interactive natureͶoffer opportunities for creative problem solving that are not available in more 

traditional artistic contexts. The final section comprises a brief conclusion. But, first, I need to say a 

bit about how to think about creativity. 

 

1 Creativity 

Unsurprisingly, philosophers disagree about the nature of creativity. Perhaps surprisingly, there is a 

standard view or, at least, a family of standard views which are ƌŽŽƚĞĚ ŝŶ KĂŶƚ͛Ɛ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ ŐĞŶŝƵƐ 

(Kant 1790/1987: 175). Kant argued that genius cannot be understood entirely in terms of originality 

͚since ŶŽŶƐĞŶƐĞ ƚŽŽ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ŽƌŝŐŝŶĂů͛.4 So some further valuable feature ;ďĞŝŶŐ ͚exemplary͛ ŝŶ KĂŶƚ͛Ɛ 
case) must be required.5 Broadly Kantian accounts of creativity, then, hold that originality and value 

are central to (if perhaps not exhaustive of) creativity. So, for example, Matthew Kieran has argued 

that the ability to produce ͚novel and worthwhile artefacts͛ suffices for what he calls ͚minimal 

creativity͛ (2014: 125).6 But the best known and most influential version of the standard view is 

MĂƌŐĂƌĞƚ BŽĚĞŶ͛Ɛ ǁŚŽ ĂƌŐƵĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀŝƚǇ ͚is the ability to come up with ideas or artefacts that 

are new, surprising, and valuable͛ (Boden, 2007: 83). Perhaps most influentially, Boden distinguishes 

two distinct kinds of creativity (͚psychological creativity͛ and ͚historical creativity͛) corresponding to 

two distinct ways something might be new; namely, new to the person who came up with it or 

historically new (83-84). Boden also characterizes three ways in which creativity can be surprising: by 

involving the combination of unfamiliar ideas, by involving the exploration of a conceptual space, 

and by the transformation of a conceptual space (84-89). It is the latter form of creativity, which 

ŝŶǀŽůǀĞƐ ͚ƐŽŵĞŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ǁŚŝĐŚ͕ ǁŝƚŚ ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƵĂů ƐƉĂĐĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŵŝŶĚƐ͕ 
ƚŚĞǇ ĐŽƵůĚŶ͛ƚ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ ďĞĨŽƌĞ͛ ǁŚŝĐŚ BŽĚĞŶ ŚŽůĚƐ ƚŽ ďĞ ƚŚĞ ͚ĚĞĞƉĞƐƚ͛ ĨŽƌŵ ŽĨ ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀŝƚǇ ;ϴϵͿ͘ 
Boden is here thinking of changes of cognitive style which allow an agent to think or do something 

that was impossible given on the earlier style. Matthew Kieran (2016) ŽĨĨĞƌƐ ƚŚĞ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞƐ ŽĨ ͚ƚŚĞ 
introduction of the epistolary novel in the seventeenth century or stream of consciousness writing in 

the early twentieth centurǇ͛ which allowed authors radically new literary possibilities. 

The ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ǀŝĚĞŽŐĂŵĞƐ ŽĨƚĞŶ ŵĞĞƚƐ BŽĚĞŶ͛Ɛ ĐƌŝƚĞƌŝĂ for both psychological and historical 

creativity. Videogame producers produce new games and, most importantly, new kinds of games. 

These games and game-kinds possess financial, aesthetic and ludic value. Their production often 

involves combinatorial and exploratory creativity and, in some cases, perhaps even transformational 

creativity in which the development of a game required a change in thinking style. So, for example, 

consider the development of text-based adventure games such as Colossal Cave Adventure in the 

                                                           
4 TŚĞ ƚĞƌŵ ͚ŽƌŝŐŝŶĂůŝƚǇ͛ ŝƐ ƵƐĞĚ ŝŶ ďŽƚŚ ĞǀĂůƵĂƚŝǀĞ ĂŶĚ ŶŽŶ-evaluative ways. On either reading, is it plausible 

that it is not, alone, sufficient for genius. For a useful discussion of the complexities of the relationship 

between originality and value see Bartel (2010). 
5 FŽƌ Ă ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ KĂŶƚ͛Ɛ ͚ŽƌŝŐŝŶĂů ŶŽŶƐĞŶƐĞ͛ ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚƐ ĂŶ ĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ ŽĨ ǁŚĂƚ KĂŶƚ ŝƐ 
doing, see Hills and Bird (forthcoming). 
6 MŽƌĞ͕ ŽŶ ŚŝƐ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ͕ ŝƐ ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞĚ ĨŽƌ ͚ĞǆĞŵƉůĂƌǇ ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀŝƚǇ͛͘ 
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1970s, side-scrolling games in the early 1980s, open-world games in the mid-1980s, and movement-

based games such as Dance Dance Revolution in the 1990s. The development of these games seems 

more a matter of ͚changing the map͛ (i.e., transformational creativity) than merely exploring a pre-

existing map (i.e., exploratory creativity.) 

There are, however, a number of reasons to think BŽĚĞŶ͛Ɛ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ ŝƐŶ͛ƚ ƋƵŝƚĞ ƌŝŐŚƚ: First of all, it is 

not clear that creativity is an ability rather than a disposition (Gaut forthcoming). If a person has the 

ability to produce new and valuable things but is never disposed to exercise that ability it is not clear 

that they count as creative. Second, it is not obvious that creativity must result in ideas or artefacts 

(at least when those are narrowly construed) rather than actions. Dance and music improvisation 

often involves creativity and it seems that this may be the case even when they do not produce new 

ideas or artefacts. Third, the value condition is controversial because of cases of ͚dark͛ or 

͚ŵĂůevoůĞŶƚ͛ creativity; for example, the creativity of a criminal or terrorist (Cropley, Kaufman and 

Cropley 2008). Finally, and most notably, the three conditions seem not to capture important 

agential feature of creativity (e.g., that it is a feature of intentional agents and that it is inconsistent 

with purely mechanical or accidental processes) (Stokes 2008, Gaut 2003, Gaut 2010). 

Responding to some of these worries Berys Gaut has suggested that ͚creativity is the capacity to 

produce original and valuable items by flair͛ (Gaut 2010: 1041, see also Gaut 2003: 151). What is 

meant ďǇ ͚flair͛? It turns out that flair is whatever it is that rules out various counterexamples to the 

sufficiency of the originality and value conditions (viz., the production of new and valuable things by 

non-agential or lucky or mechanical processes, or by agents who fail to use judgment or exercise 

evaluative capacities) (Gaut 2008: 1040-1041, Gaut 2003: 151). Again, on such an account, 

videogame developers will often count as exhibiting creativity since game design is typically not a 

mechanical or lucky process, and it involves judgment and evaluation. Some sort of account along 

these lines (with additional tweaks to handle the dispositional nature of creativity and the problem 

of dark creativity) is likely on the right track with respect to capturing a core folk notion of creativity. 

BŽĚĞŶ ĂŶĚ ŽƚŚĞƌƐ ŚĂǀĞ ŶŽƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀŝƚǇ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ͚ĂŶ Ăůů-or-ŶŽŶ ĂĨĨĂŝƌ͛ ;BŽĚĞŶ ϮϬϬϳ͗ ϴϰͿ͘ IŶ ŽƚŚĞƌ 
ǁŽƌĚƐ͕ ͚ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ͛ ŝƐ Ă ŐƌĂĚĂďůĞ ĂĚũĞĐƚŝǀĞ͘ But one thing that has, perhaps, not been attended to as 

much as it should have beĞŶ ŝƐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ͕͛ ůŝŬĞ ͚ƚĂůů͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƐŚŽƌƚ͕͛ ĂƉƉĞĂƌƐ ƚŽ ďĞ ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ a gradable 

adjective but, more specifically, a relative gradable adjective since iƚ ĂĚŵŝƚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŵŽĚŝĨŝĞƌ ͚ǀĞƌǇ͛ 
(Kennedy and McNally 2005). (In this way, it is contrasted with other gradable adjectives such as 

͚ĐůŽƐĞĚ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĞŵƉƚǇ͛͘Ϳ ͚CƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ͛ ŝƐ͕ ƚŚĞŶ͕ Ă context-sensitive term. And this means that it will 

plausibly pick out different properties in different linguistic contexts because those contexts shift the 

standards ĨŽƌ ǁŚĂƚ ĐŽƵŶƚƐ ĂƐ ͚ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ͛͘ For example, what counts as creative for nine-year-olds 

might not count as creative for nineteen-year-ŽůĚƐ͘ IŶ ĨĂĐƚ͕ ͚ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ͛ is ;ůŝŬĞ ͚ŐŽŽĚ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƐŝŵŝůĂƌ͛Ϳ ĂůƐŽ 
a multidimensional relative gradable adjective (Sassoon 2013). Evidence for this comes from the 

ĂĐĐĞƉƚĂďŝůŝƚǇ ŽĨ ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ͚ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ ŝŶ ĞǀĞƌǇ ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚ͛, ͚ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ ŝŶ ƐŽŵĞ ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚƐ͛ and 

͚ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ ĞǆĐĞƉƚ ĨŽƌ͛͘ And this means that there is not just one scale, with a contextually varying cut-

off point, for the application of the term, but multiple dimensions of creativity whose relevance is 

contextually determined. IŶ ĨĂĐƚ͕ ŝƚ ŝƐ ƉůĂƵƐŝďůĞ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ͛ ŝƐ a mixed multidimensional adjective 

in which pragmatic factors determine how many of the dimensions of creativity are relevant to 

ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ ͚ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ͛ ĂƉƉůŝĞƐ ŝŶ Ă ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ (Sassoon 2013: 340). 

If this is right, then intuitions about whether the word ͚ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ͛ ĂƉƉůŝĞƐ ŝŶ ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ ĐĂƐĞƐ ĂƌĞ ŶŽƚ 
especially good evidence for the presence or absence of creativity since there are a very wide range 

of contextual factors which are relevant to its application. In other words, it will be unsurprising if we 

find significant disagreement, or at least apparent disagreement, in judgments about what counts as 

͚ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ͛ ĚƵĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚƵĂů ĨĂĐƚŽƌƐ͘ DŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ƐƵďũĞĐƚƐ ŵĂǇ ŚĂǀĞ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚ ĐůĂƐƐĞƐ ŝŶ 
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mind, different dimensions in mind, and even different weightings of those dimensions. Judgments 

about cases, then, do not provide decisive evidence for and against theories of creativity. (Just as 

ŽŶĞ ǁŽƵůĚŶ͛ƚ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉ Ă ƚŚĞŽƌǇ ŽĨ ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ ŬŝŶĚƐ ŽĨ ŝŶƚĞůůŝŐĞŶĐĞ ĞŶƚŝƌĞůǇ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ďĂƐŝƐ ŽĨ 
judgmentƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ ͚ŝŶƚĞůůŝŐĞŶƚ͛ ĂƉƉůŝĞĚ ŝŶ ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ ŚǇƉŽƚŚĞƚŝĐĂů ĐĂƐĞƐ͘) We shall return to this 

point below. 

 

2 The Causal Question 

Now that we have at least some grasp of what creativity amounts to, let us look at the causal 

question; namely, to what extent does videogame play promote or retard creativity?7  The question 

has been studied by psychologists and game researchers but, I shall argue, the design and results of 

their studies leave it unanswered. 

 

2.1 Three Studies 

I shall not discuss every study about the causal relationship between videogames and creativity. But 

there is not, as a matter of fact, that much research that has been done on the question. The first 

two studies I discuss are two of the most frequently cited in the literature about videogames and 

creativity and the third study is one of the most recent ones in the area. 

 

The Dance Dance Revolution Study 

Hutton and Sundar (2010) used a videogame to study the influence of affect on creativity and the 

role of arousal in mediating that influence. Participants in their study played the 1998 ͚dance mat͛ 
videogame, Dance Dance Revolution, at three levels of exertion (low, moderate, and high) and had 

affect induced by a standard mood induction method (they were asked to identify emotions and 

then told they had succeeded ʹinducing positive affectͶor failedͶinducing negative affect). The 

main dependent variable was performance on a widely used paper-and-pencil test for creativity, the 

Abbreviated Torrance Test for Adults (ATTA). Overall ATTA scores (i.e., ͚CƌĞĂƚŝǀŝƚǇ IŶĚĞǆ͛ and 

͚CƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ LĞǀĞů͛ scores) were generated by combining measurements of four creative abilities 

(flexibility, fluency, originality, and elaboration͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĂƌĞ ĐŽŵďŝŶĞĚ ƚŽ ƉƌŽĚƵĐĞ Ă ͚CƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ AďŝůŝƚǇ͛ 
score) with fifteen creativity indicators (e.g., richness and/or colourfulness of imagery). 

Results were mixed. ThĞ ƐƚƵĚǇ ĨŝŶĚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚Ă ůŽǁ Žƌ ŚŝŐŚ ůĞǀĞů ŽĨ ĂƌŽƵƐĂů͕ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ Ă ŵĞĚŝƵŵ ůĞǀĞů͕ 
ŝŵƉƌŽǀĞĚ ƚŚĞ ĂďŝůŝƚǇ ƚŽ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ Žƌ ŽďũĞĐƚƐ ŝŶ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ǁĂǇƐ͕ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ƐĂŵƉůĞ͛ ;ϮϵϵͿ͘ IŶ 
other words, on one of four creative abilities measured (i.e., flexibility), the researchers found an 

ĞĨĨĞĐƚ ŽĨ ĂƌŽƵƐĂů ƚŚĂƚ ͚ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚĞĚ ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶĐĞ͛ ;ŝďŝĚ͘Ϳ Turning to overall creativity scores (i.e., 

Creativity Index), the study showed a significant interaction between arousal and valence (i.e., 

ŵŽŽĚͿ͗ ͚ůŽǁ arousal levels resulted in higher creativity scores only when coupled with a negative 

ŵŽŽĚ͛ (ibid.), and something similar is true about high arousal and positive mood in relation to 

overall creativity scores. As the authors put it: ͚IŶ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĂů ƚĞƌŵƐ͕ Žur study implies that after playing 

a videogame, those who are happyͶand somewhat unexpectedly, those who are sad as wellͶtend 

ƚŽ ďĞ ŵŽƌĞ ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ ƚŚĂŶ ƚŚŽƐĞ ǁŚŽ ĂƌĞ ƌĞůĂǆĞĚ Žƌ ĂŶŐƌǇ͛͘ (301) 

                                                           
7 The focus here is on psychological creativity rather than historical creativity. 



5 

 

I shall have more to say below about the way in which creativity was measured here. But even if we 

put concerns about the dependent variable aside, it is worth noting that the study does not do much 

to establish that videogame play generally improves creativity even under certain affective 

conditions. A ͚physical͛ videogame which involves substantial exertion, Dance Dance Revolution, was 

used to induce various levels of arousal, and it is arousal level, measured by galvanic skin response, 

that is the relevant independent variable. In fact, because of the between-subjects design and the 

lack of a control condition in which creativity was measured in the non-play/non-arousal condition, 

the study provides no reason to think that videogame play increases creativity scores at all, even 

under the specified affective conditions. That is, the study did not explore the effect of valence on 

subjects who did not play the game ĂŶĚ͕ ŚĞŶĐĞ͕ ĚŝĚŶ͛ƚ ĞǆĞƌƚ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ Ăƚ Ăůů͕ nor did it look at 

individual subjects across different levels of exertion. It is, therefore, consistent with its results that 

playing videogames at any level tends to decrease creativity scores. 

 

The Michigan State Study 

Perhaps the best known research on creativity and videogame use is the widely-reported Michigan 

State study which explored technology use generally and its relation to creativity (Jackson et al 

2012). Jackson and colleagues found significant and positive correlations between self-reported 

videogame use and creativity as measured by a test based on the Torrance Test of CreativityͶ
Figural. In summary, the creativity test they used involved presenting subjects with simple drawings 

(an egg and an elf looking at its reflection) and asking them to perform various tasks in response 

(viz., generate a pictorial elaboration and a story in the egg case; come up with questions, causes 

and possible futures in the elf case). As in the prior study, fluency, flexibility, originality and 

elaboration were measured, although some other measures were also used.8 Although no 

correlations were found between creativity scores and computer use, internet use and cell phone 

ƵƐĞ͕ ͚Ăll types of videogames were strongly related to all measures of creativity except 

‘ĂĐŝŶŐͬDƌŝǀŝŶŐ ŐĂŵĞƐ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ ǁĞƌĞ ƌĞůĂƚĞĚ ŽŶůǇ ƚŽ ƚǁŽ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ Ɛŝǆ ŵĞĂƐƵƌĞƐ ŽĨ ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀŝƚǇ͛ ;ϯϳϯͿ͘ 

 

The Genre Study 

YĞŚ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϭϱͿ ƐƚƵĚǇ ŝŶǀĞƐƚŝŐĂƚĞĚ ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ different videogame genres (action and non-action) 

affected creativity performance. In this within-subjects study, participants ƉůĂǇĞĚ ďŽƚŚ ĂŶ ͚ĂĐƚŝŽŶ͛ 
videogame (Light HeroesͿ ĂŶĚ Ă ͚ĐĂƐƵĂů͛ Žƌ ͚ŶŽŶ-ĂĐƚŝŽŶ͛ game (Clusterz). Creativity was measured by 

a figural idea generation task. In brief, subjects were presented with an abstract line drawing and 

asked to identify ͚what invention, artefact or any idea, real or imaginary͛ it represented (402). 

Subjects were ͚encouraged to think of as many ideas as possible and to be as original as possible͛ in a 

five minute time period (ibid.). Scores were generated for four components of creativityͶas in the 

prior two studies, flexibility, originality and elaboration were among those componentsͶbut Yeh 

ƵƐĞƐ ƚŚĞ ƚĞƌŵ ͚ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝǀŝƚǇ͛ ŝŶƐƚĞĂĚ ŽĨ ͚ĨůƵĞŶĐǇ͛ ĂůƚŚŽƵŐŚ ƚŚĞǇ ŵĞĂƐƵƌĞ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ƚŚŝŶŐ. 

The results seem to support YĞŚ͛Ɛ ŚǇƉŽƚŚĞƐŝƐ ƚŚĂƚ playing videogames in the action genre produce 

higher creativity scores than does playing videogames in non-action genres, although she did not 

find this effect on all four components of creativity that were measured. As she puts it: ͚overall, as 

predicted, creativity performance after playing the action game was better than those after playing 

the non-action game on the scores of originality, flexibility and elaboration͛ (403). But note that the 

                                                           
8 Factor analysis was used to generate four composite measures and two other measures were added (372). 
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hypothesis that received support has to do with a comparison between two types of videogame 

play, not between videogame play and non-play. 

 

2.2 Problems with the Extant Research 

As discussed above, the research about the causal relationship between videogame play and 

creativity is inconclusive. The Dance Dance Revolution study merely shows that levels of physical 

exertion (which can be induced by a videogame) can increase creativity scores under certain 

affective conditions. The Michigan State study found a correlation between videogame play and a 

creativity measure but ůĞĂǀĞƐ ƚŚĞ ĐĂƵƐĂů ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ ŽƉĞŶ͘ YĞŚ͛Ɛ genre study does address one causal 

question, butͶat bestͶonly provides evidence that playing action games leads to higher creativity 

scores than playing non-action games. It is consistent with this that playing any game at all 

decreases overall creativity scores. But the studies are not just inconclusive: there are additional 

concerns with regard to their capacity to provide useful information about the causal question. I 

focus on three such concerns: (1) the focus on single causes versus diffuse causes, (2) the focus on 

short-term and isolated effects rather than long-term effects, and (3) the way in which creativity is 

measured. 

 

Single Causes and Diffuse Causes 

Following Eaton͛Ɛ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŚĂƌŵƐ ŽĨ ƉŽƌŶŽŐƌĂƉŚǇ (2007: 684-689), let us distinguish single 

causes (specific encounters with individual games) from diffuse causes (involving repeated exposure 

to games over an extended time period). An important weakness of some of the aforementioned 

experimental studies (the Dance Dance Revolution and genre studies) is that they focus on single 

causes; that is, one-off exposures to particular games. But, as is the case with smoking and 

pornography, the causal relationship between videogame play and level of creativity will almost 

surely be a dose-response relationship (ibid., 685). For example, it is likely that if there is a positive 

relationship between videogame play and creativity then that relationship will be such that an 

increase in exposure will produce an increase in effect. And, experimental studies which focus on 

single causes are not well-suited to discern the existence (or non-existence) of this sort of 

relationship. 

 

Kinds of Effects 

Relatedly, the experimental studies described above focus on discrete effects; i.e., measurements of 

creativity at a particular point in time. But interest in the causal question is, I suggest, primarily an 

interest in the long-term effects of videogame play. Compare the debate about the harms of 

pornography: the primary interest in the effects of pornography on its viewers has to do with its 

long-term effects, not the immediate physiological and affective consequences of one-off exposure 

to an instance of pornography. Again, laboratory studies such as the ones mentioned above, are 

poorly suited to discern the long-term effects of playing videogames. 

 

Measuring Creativity 
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Hutton and Sundar used the ATTA. Jackson and her colleagues used the Figural version of the 

Torrance Test as the basis for designing their measurement tool. Yeh used an idea generation task 

which has similarities to the figural version of Torrance Test, and measurement procedures that are, 

in part, influenced by Torrance. But the Torrance Test and its kin are not good tests for creativity.9 

Consider the dimensions that the aforementioned tests measure: fluency, originality, elaboration, 

flexibility, and productivity. None of these measures seem suited to capture the evaluative aspect of 

the ordinary notion of creativity. Hutton and Sundar describe the abilities which the ATTA focuses on 

ĂƐ ĨŽůůŽǁƐ͗ ͚ĨůƵĞŶĐǇ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ĂďŝůŝƚǇ ƚŽ ƉƌŽĚƵĐĞ ƋƵĂŶƚŝƚŝes of ideas relevant to the task instruction. 

Originality is the ability to produce uncommon ideas or ideas that are totally new and unique. 

Elaboration is the ability to embellish ideas with details, and flexibility is the ability to process 

information or objects ŝŶ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ǁĂǇƐ͛ ;ϮϵϳͿ͘ AƐ ŵĞŶƚŝŽŶĞĚ ĂďŽǀĞ͕ YĞŚ͛Ɛ ŶŽƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝǀŝƚǇ ŝƐ 
equivalent to fluency͗ ͚PƌŽĚƵĐƚŝǀŝƚǇ͗ ƚŚĞ ƚŽƚĂů ŶƵŵďĞƌ ŽĨ ŝĚĞĂƐ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ Ă ϱ-min period 

ĚƵƌŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƚĂƐŬ͛ ;ϮϬϭϱ͗ ϰϬϮͿ͘ Since none of these abilities are clearly linked to the production of 

items of value, it is hard to see why we should think that they measure creative ability rather than a 

component of it. Here is another way of seeing the point: a person could exhibit high degrees of 

fluency, originality, elaboration and flexibility by virtue of their ability to produce a large number of 

uncommon and highly detailed ideas across different categories without exhibiting creativity (if 

those ideas were all valueless)͘ IĨ ƐŽ͕ ƚŚĞ ͚CƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ AďŝůŝƚǇ͛ ƐĐŽre does not measure creativity. 

TŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ŝƐ ƚƌƵĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ ͚ĐƌŝƚĞƌŝŽŶ-ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞĚ ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀŝƚǇ ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚŽƌƐ͛ that Hutton and Sundar 

measure ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ͚ĂďƐƚƌĂĐƚŶĞƐƐ ŽĨ ƚŝƚůĞƐ͕͛ ͚ŽƉĞŶŶĞƐƐ͕͛ ͚ĨƵƚƵƌĞ ŽƌŝĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ŚƵŵŽƌ͛ ;ϮϵϳͿ. Perhaps 

͚ƌŝĐŚŶĞƐƐ ĂŶĚ ĐŽůŽƌĨƵůŶĞƐƐ ŽĨ ŝŵĂŐĞƌǇ͕͛ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝƐ ĂŶ ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚŽƌ Ăssociated with various verbal tasks, 

might be understood in an evaluative way by some scorers. But this is a very small factor in the 

overall creativity score. So it is implausible that the ATTA measures what we ordinarily think of as 

creativity. 

A second reason why these tests fall short as a measure of creativity stems from their focus on 

discrete effects. They measure performance at a particular point in time. But creativity, I have 

suggested, is plausibly a disposition. If so, then any such test is ill-suited to measure it. (This is a 

slightly different issue than the worry about long-term effects since not all long-term effects are a 

matter of dispositions.) 

Finally, the aforementioned tests of creativity do not even clearly capture the newness or originality 

condition that is central to creativity. This might seem odd since originality is one of the abilities that 

they explicitly measure. But consider the way in which the studies measure originality. In the ATTA, 

which was used in the Dance Dance Revolution study, originality is scored by counting the number of 

responses (verbal or figural) that are not on a list of common responses. The Michigan State 

University study measured originality by getting trained undergraduateƐ ŚŽǁ ͚ƵŶƵƐƵĂů ĂŶĚ ƌĂƌĞ͛ 
responses were (Jackson et al 2012, 372). Yeh had two independent raters score responses on a five 

ƉŽŝŶƚ ƐĐĂůĞ ĨƌŽŵ ͚ŶŽƚ ŽƌŝŐŝŶĂů Ăƚ Ăůů͛ ƚŽ ͚ŚŝŐŚůǇ ŽƌŝŐŝŶĂů͛ ;YĞĂŚ ϮϬϭϱ͕ ϰϬϮͿ͘ Perhaps the last study does 

measure originality, but the way the other two studies measure it should give one pause. Newness, 

after all, is not the same thing as being unusual or rare. The psychological newness of a response is 

consistent with its not being at all unusual or rare. And the fact that a response is unusual does not 

imply that it is psychologically new. These measurements of originality, then, do not seem to capture 

the element of newness which is involved in the ordinary notion of creativity. 

 

                                                           
9 For other criticisms of the reliance on the Torrance Test in creativity research see Baer (2011). 
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3 The Game Play Question 

So there is no good evidence that videogame play increases (or, for that matter, decreases) 

creativity. But, as I have already mentioned, this is not the only question about videogame play and 

creativity that is of interest. I turn, then, to the game play question: Does videogame play involve 

creativity? Or, alternatively, is videogame play a creative activity? 

 

3.1 Creativity in Game Play 

Let us put aside various non-standard cases: the creative use of cheat codes, glitches and bots 

(Hamlen and Blumberg: 2015), creative game talk (Wright, Boria and Breidenbach: 2002), and the 

creative construction and modification of avatars in social virtual worlds such as Second Life (Ward 

2015: 122-126). What about ordinary game play? Is it creative? 

Of course, one sort of ordinary videogame play, the kind found in sandbox and world building games 

such as Minecraft and Terraria, clearly allows for a high degree of creativity. Minecraft gamers, for 

example, build virtual computers, cities, art works, buildings and more. I will not focus on this sort of 

game play below because there is not, it seems to me, any substantive question about whether this 

sort of videogame play is creativeͶfor example, on any reasonable account, the sort of complex 

ďƵŝůĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚĂŬĞƐ ƉůĂĐĞ ŝŶ MŝŶĞĐƌĂĨƚ͛Ɛ ͚CƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ͛ ŵŽĚĞ ŝƐ ƐƚƌĂŝŐŚƚĨŽƌǁĂƌĚůǇ ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ͘10 However, it is 

worth noting that the account of creative game play I offer below may well apply to these games as 

well.11 

One might wonder whether engagement with videogames involves creativity because they are 

games. But playing games is not inherently creative. Snakes and Ladders does not allow for 

creativity, nor do other luck-based games such as the card game War. Tic-tac-toe might allow for a 

very limited amount of creativity while learning the game, but it cannot be said that play generally 

involves creativity. Creativity also seems largely absent from games based on physical skill such as 

Operation. 

Nor are videogames creative merely in virtue of their (strong) interactivity.12 Videogames are 

strongly interactive in that they prescribe that user/player responses determine features of the 

ŐĂŵĞ͛Ɛ ĚŝƐƉůĂǇ ;LŽƉĞƐ ϮϬϭϬͿ͘  But interactivity alone is not enough for creativity. There are many 

works of art which are interactive which do not typically involve creativity. Consider, for example, 

AŶŝƐŚ KĂƉŽŽƌ͛Ɛ ůĂƌŐĞ ŵŝƌƌŽƌĞĚ ƐĐƵůƉƚƵƌĞƐ͘ TŚĞƐĞ ǁŽƌŬƐ ŽĨ Ăƌƚ ĂƌĞ ŝŶƚĞƌĂĐƚŝǀĞ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ǀŝĞǁĞƌƐ͛ ĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ 
affect what they look like for a time (Lopes 2010, 45), but it is not clear that those actions are 

standardly creative in any way. And for a clear example of interactivity without user creativity, 

consider a hypothetical art work which meets the criteria for being interactive, because it prescribes 

that responses determine its display, but only allows for only two simple audience responses (e.g., 

flicking a switch or not).  

The key concept that sheds light on the creativity involved in much videogame play is problem 

solving. Again, my focus is not on whether playing videogames improves the ability to solve 

problems ;ƚŚĞƌĞ ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ ĂƉƉĞĂƌ ƚŽ ďĞ ŵƵĐŚ ĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞ ĞŝƚŚĞƌ ǁĂǇͿ͕ but, rather, with whether game 

                                                           
10 For a discussion of the art of, and in, Minecraft, see ƚŚĞ VŽǆ YŽƵTƵďĞ ǀŝĚĞŽ ͚Minecraft isn't just a game. It's 

ĂŶ Ăƌƚ ĨŽƌŵ͛͗ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-Of_yz-4iXs. 
11 Thanks to Grant Tavinor for encouraging me to think harder about these cases. 
12 For discussion of the weak/strong interactivity distinction, see Lopes (2001). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-Of_yz-4iXs
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play involves problem solving.13 Perhaps Granic, Lobel and Engels put it too strongly when they claim 

ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƉƌŽďůĞŵ ƐŽůǀŝŶŐ ƐĞĞŵƐ ĐĞŶƚƌĂl to all genres of video games͛ ;ϮϬϭϰ͕ ϲϵͿ͖ ŶĞǀĞƌƚŚĞůĞƐƐ͕ ƉƌŽďůĞŵ 
solving is standard for many, perhaps most, of those genres.14  And problem-solving is, arguably, 

closely linked to creativity.  

I ǁŽƵůĚ ŶŽƚ ŐŽ ƐŽ ĨĂƌ ĂƐ ƚŽ ĐůĂŝŵ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀŝƚǇ ŝƐ Ă ĨŽƌŵ ŽĨ ƉƌŽďůĞŵ ƐŽůǀŝŶŐ͛ ;Gaut, quoted in 

Woerner 2013: 4-5). There are examples of creativity (e.g., in the case of dance or music 

improvisation) that do not seem to involve problem solving. It is surely possible to produce new and 

valuable things non-mechanically and non-luckily even when one is not solving a problem. Nor are all 

examples of problem solving creativeͶmechanically generating a solution, or accidentally stumbling 

on one, does not count as creative. 

But when problem solving involves producing a new and valuable solution in a non-mechanical, non-

accidental way, it is plausible that it counts as creative. And videogame play, or at least much of it, 

involves just this sort of activity.  

Perhaps the most straightforward games to consider in this context are puzzle-platform games such 

as Portal, Fez, and Monument Valley in which problem solving is front and centre. But many, 

although perhaps not all, other genres of videogames involve puzzles and/or other forms of problem 

solving.  Consider the indie RPG, Undertale. It contains numerous problems to solve; e.g., how to 

defeat the Mad Dummy, an incorporeal creature who initially appears to be immune to attack. 

Istrolid, a science fiction strategy game, requires the player to design a fleet that will defeat her 

opponents. Team-based first person shooters, such as Team Fortress 2, require players to figure out 

successful strategies for defeating the other team or achieving objectives (e.g., capturing a control 

point). Super Mario Brothers 3D World, a popular platform adventure game, requires users to solve 

puzzles (e.g., by manipulating a playable character through holes and across gaps) in the Captain 

Toad levels.15 Survival horror games, such as Silent Hill, as well as other forms of the broad action 

adventure genre, typically involve puzzle-solving as well as the solution of large scale problems such 

as how to survive. More generally, boss fightsͶwhich appear in a wide range of videogamesͶ often 

involve (very difficult) problems to be solved. 

Obviously, I cannot address every genre of videogame nor every game. But the claim I make is not 

meant to be a universal one. Rather, it is the more modest claim that for most popular genres of 

videogames, problem-solving is a standard or generic feature. A common definition of problem 

ƐŽůǀŝŶŐ ŝŶ ƉƐǇĐŚŽůŽŐǇ ŚŽůĚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƚ ŝƐ ͚is cognitive processing directed at achieving a goal when no 

solution method is oďǀŝŽƵƐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽďůĞŵ ƐŽůǀĞƌ͛ (Mayer 1992).16 This, I claim, characterizes much 

videogame play. And it is this feature which is at the basis of much of the creativity involved in 

videogame play. 

                                                           
13 For a brief discussion of some of the relevant literature on videogame play and problem solving, see Granic, 

Lobel and Engels (2014, 69-70). 
14 And many theories of games seem to make problem solving central to them. So, for example, Bernard Suits 

;ϮϬϬϱͿ ĂƌŐƵĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƉůĂǇŝŶŐ Ă ŐĂŵĞ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ǀŽůƵŶƚĂƌǇ ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚ ƚŽ ŽǀĞƌĐŽŵĞ ƵŶŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌǇ ŽďƐƚĂĐůĞƐ͛͘ 
15 An editor who shall go unnamed suggested that it might be easier to just reference the spin-off game 

Captiain Toad: Treasure Tracker. 
16 One of the editors of this volume suggested that this might be an odd definition insofar as it would seem to 

exclude intuitive geniuses ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌǇ ŽĨ ƉƌŽďůĞŵ ƐŽůǀĞƌƐ͘ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ƚŚŝŶŬ ƚŚŝƐ ŝƐ ƋƵŝƚĞ ƌŝŐŚƚ ƐŝŶĐĞ ƐƵĐŚ 
ŐĞŶŝƵƐĞƐ ŵŝŐŚƚ ďĞ ŝŶƚƵŝƚŝǀĞ ŝŶ ƐŽŵĞ ĚŽŵĂŝŶƐ ďƵƚ ŶŽƚ ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͘ BƵƚ ŝƚ ĂůƐŽ ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ ƐĞĞŵ ƚŚĂƚ ŽĚĚ ƚŽ ƚŚŝŶŬ ƚŚĂƚ 
intuitive geniuses do not engage in the psychological process of ƉƌŽďůĞŵ ƐŽůǀŝŶŐ͘ IŶ ĂŶǇ ĐĂƐĞ͕ I ǁŽƵůĚŶ͛ƚ ƉƵƚ 
ƚŽŽ ŵƵĐŚ ǁĞŝŐŚƚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ĚĞĨŝŶŝƚŝŽŶ͘ LĞƚ͛Ɛ ũƵƐƚ ƐĂǇ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚŝƐ ƐŽƌƚ ŽĨ ĐŽŐŶŝƚŝǀĞ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐŝŶŐ ŝƐ ƐƚĂŶĚĂƌĚ ŝŶ ǀŝĚĞŽŐĂŵĞ 
play. 
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3.2 Objections and Replies 

The modesty of the claim means that pointing to some videogames, or entire classes of videogames, 

which do not involve problem solving is no objection to my argument. I agree that there are some 

games which do not involve problem solving. Perhaps, for example, some racing games do not 

involve it since their solution methods are obvious. Similarly, some shooting games, such as 

Marksman: Long Range, may involve pure skill rather than problem solving. If this is right, then 

playing these games may not involve creativity. (Perhaps some such games allow for creativity in 

some other way.) 

A more significant ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞ ƚŽ ŵǇ ĐůĂŝŵ ŵŝŐŚƚ ĨŽĐƵƐ ŽŶ ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀŝƚǇ͛Ɛ ǀĂůƵĞ ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶ͘ IƐ ŝƚ ƌĞĂůůǇ ƚŚĞ 
case that the problem solving involved in videogame play typically produces something of value? If 

not, it would be a mistake to count it as creative. And, after all, it would seem odd in many cases to 

ĐĂůů ǀŝĚĞŽŐĂŵĞ ƉůĂǇ ͚ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ͛͘ This challenge can be met. There are a range of different values that 

can be realized through videogame problem solving. The solution to a problem might, for example, 

possess aesthetic value in virtue of its elegance or simplicity.17 Or it might possess cognitive value if it 

is clever or insightful. Finally, an instance of problem solving might possess attributive value of 

ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ ŬŝŶĚƐ ;ĂƐ ŝŶ ͚Ă ŐŽŽĚ ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐǇ͛ Žƌ ͚Ă ŐŽŽĚ ŵŽǀĞ͛Ϳ͘ Of course, a sceptic might argue that these 

good strategies are not, in fact, really valuable, butͶas discussed aboveͶsome finessing of the 

ǀĂůƵĞ ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞĚ ƚŽ ŚĂŶĚůĞ ĐĂƐĞƐ ŽĨ ͚ĚĂƌŬ ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀŝƚǇ͛ ĂŶĚ͕ ƉƌĞƐƵŵĂďůǇ͕ ƚŚat will handle this 

issue as well. Furthermore, wĞ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ŶŽƚ ďĞ ŝŵƉƌĞƐƐĞĚ ďǇ ƌĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ ƚŽ ĂƉƉůǇŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƚĞƌŵ ͚ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ͛ 
ƚŽ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĂĐƚŝǀŝƚŝĞƐ͘ AƐ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐĞĚ ĂďŽǀĞ͕ ͚ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ͛ ŝƐ ŚŝŐŚůǇ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ-sensitive and, hence, our 

judgments about the application of the term are not a good guide to the presence or absence of 

some degree of creativity. 

It might be objected that only good or great videogames involve creative problem solving. This is far 

too strong a claim. Perhaps good and great videogames typically involve more creative problem 

solving than mediocre or bad ones. But playing the latter involves some problem solving and a 

limited amount of creativity.  Again, resistance to characterizing play in such cases as ͚creative͛ may 

stem from the context-sensitivity of the term. (If the contrast class is videogames in general, then 

ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂŶĚĂƌĚ ĨŽƌ ǁŚĂƚ ĐŽƵŶƚƐ ĂƐ ͚ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ͛ ŵĂǇ ďĞ ŚŝŐŚ ĞŶŽƵŐŚ ƚŽ ĞǆĐůƵĚĞ ŝƚƐ ďĞŝŶŐ ƉƌĞĚŝĐĂƚĞĚ ŝŶ 
some cases. But this provides no reason to think that the relevant property is entirely absent.) Of 

course, it might be the case that truly disastrous ͚ĨĂŝůĞĚ͛ games (e.g., AƚĂƌŝ͛Ɛ E.T. The Extraterrestrial 

and )X “ƉĞĐƚƌƵŵ͛Ɛ Squij!) ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ĞŶŐĞŶĚĞƌ ĂŶǇ ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ ƉůĂǇ because they are almost, or entirely, 

unplayable, 18 but this is consistent with my generic claim.  

A final challenge to my claim allows that videogame play may often involve problem solving but 

denies that sophisticated videogame play involves creativity. Experienced gamers, it might be 

suggested, already know how to solve the problems they face in new games. In fact, it might be 

suggested that experienced gamers typically ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ĞǀĞŶ ĐŽŶĨƌŽŶƚ ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐ ŝŶƐŽĨĂƌ ĂƐ the methods 

                                                           
17 For examples of discussion of various elegant and inelegant solutions to problems in the team-based 

multiplayer online first-person shooter Overwatch see http://tay.kinja.com/overwatchs-symmetra-overhaul-

teleports-her-in-the-right-1789283655 and https://kotaku.com/1787113637. 
18 See https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2015/oct/15/30-worst-video-games-of-all-time-part-one 

(accessed July 2, 2017) and https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2015/oct/16/30-worst-video-games-of-

all-time-part-two (accessed July 2, 2017). 

http://tay.kinja.com/overwatchs-symmetra-overhaul-teleports-her-in-the-right-1789283655
http://tay.kinja.com/overwatchs-symmetra-overhaul-teleports-her-in-the-right-1789283655
https://kotaku.com/1787113637
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2015/oct/15/30-worst-video-games-of-all-time-part-one
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2015/oct/16/30-worst-video-games-of-all-time-part-two
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2015/oct/16/30-worst-video-games-of-all-time-part-two
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they need to use in order to achieve their goals are obvious.19 Perhaps. It would be interesting if it 

turned out that game play was creative in novices but not experts. But I am sceptical. Perhaps 

experienced gamers do know, in some sense, how to solve the problems they face. That is, the 

general method may be obvious. Nevertheless, I claim that in ordinary cases there is another sense 

in which they do not know how to solve the problems; that is, at least when they first face them. 

Although the general method may be obvious, the specific method is not. In other words, 

experienced gamers often know the solution-types to the problems they face, but they do not, if I 

am right, know the particular, or token, solutions. To get a sense of what I am talking about, consider 

that changing heroes (i.e., switching characters) mid-game is often a smart strategy when playing 

Overwatch.20 That general problem solving method (i.e., that solution-type) may be known to any 

experienced Overwatch player. Nonetheless, the specific way in which that method could be used in 

a particular context (i.e., the token solution) may be unknown to the experienced player and, hence, 

may invite a creative solution. Something similar may happen when an experienced player, playing a 

new game, confronts an unfamiliar token of a problem type with which they are familiar. 

 

4 Videogames versus Reading 

Playing games is, then, often a creative activity. But is it really the case that videogame play is, as 

Prebble stated, ͚creative, in comparison to the passivity of waƚĐŚŝŶŐ Ă Ĩŝůŵ Žƌ ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ Ă ďŽŽŬ͍͛ That 

is, are games more active and creative than viewers and readers? It is not clear that this is the case. 

In the first place, it is a mistake to think of watching a film or reading a book as passive pursuits. 

They might be (largely) physically passive, but reading and viewing are not by any means 

psychologically passive. 

Notice, first of all, that accusations of passivity are usually directed at junk, popular or mass art (i.e., 

kitsch), not high art (see Greenberg 1939 and for extensive critical discussion see Carroll 1998). But 

while it might seem tempting to think that the consumption of junk or popular fiction is a largely 

ƉĂƐƐŝǀĞ ĂĐƚŝǀŝƚǇ͕ ŝƚ ŝƐ ŽĚĚ ƚŽ ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝǌĞ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚ŚŝŐŚ͛ Žƌ ͚ƐĞƌŝŽƵƐ͛ ĨŝĐƚŝŽŶ ĂƐ ƉĂƐƐŝǀĞ͘ 
Moreover, this temptation should be resisted even in the case of popular fiction. Reading or 

watching popular fiction are not passive endeavours. Noël Carroll (1994) has pointed out that 

although works of junk fiction (romance, westerns, mysteries, etc.) are designed for easy 

consumption, ease does not entail passivity (238). In fact, he has argued that the cognitive and 

affective activity involved in tŚĞ ĐŽŶƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ũƵŶŬ ĨŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ ;ƚŚĂƚ ŝƐ͕ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĂďŝůŝƚǇ ƚŽ ͚ĞǆĞƌĐŝƐĞ our 

cognitive, emotional and moral poweƌƐ͛) is the primary source of the pleasures they provide (237). 

More recently, Alan Goldman (2011) has argued that mystery fictions possess significant aesthetic 

value in virtue of their capacity to promote imaginative, interpretive, emotional and perceptual 

activity. If this is right, then it is a mistake to characterize the consumption of narrative fiction as 

necessarily, or even generically, passive. 
So reading and viewing are not passive, not even in the case of junk or popular fiction. But this 

leaves open the possibility that videogame play is less passive (i.e., more active) than watching or 

reading. AĂƌŽŶ “ŵƵƚƐ ;ϮϬϬϱͿ͕ ĨŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ ĂƌŐƵĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚GŝǀĞŶ the interactive nature of video games, 

there is simply no room for the charge of passivity. Video game players are anything but mentally or 

ŝŶƚĞůůĞĐƚƵĂůůǇ ƉĂƐƐŝǀĞ ĚƵƌŝŶŐ ƚǇƉŝĐĂů ŐĂŵĞ ƉůĂǇ͛͘ Perhaps there is something to this. Videogames are 

                                                           
19 A number of audience members at the University of Stuttgart made this suggestion in response to an earlier 

version of this paper. 
20 http://www.pcgamer.com/overwatch-beginners-guide/ 
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strongly interactive and, in virtue of this, prescribe that users make a wide range of decisions or 

choices. When it comes to conscious and intentional activity, then, they may typically engender 

more activity than reading or viewing. This might be basis for a claim that game play has an 

advantage over the ordinary consumption of narrative along one dimension of creativity. Perhaps 

there are simply more possibilities for creative decision making in the case of games than in the case 

of books and films.21 

But this is not the only dimension of creativity. (Remember the multidimensionaůŝƚǇ ŽĨ ͚ĐƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ͛͘Ϳ 
Audiences for works of fiction typically exhibit some degree of creativityͶin virtue of coming up 

with new and valuable ideas non-accidentally and non-mechanically. More specifically, audiences 

exhibit creativity in virtue of, among other things, exploring metaphors, constructing and refiguring 

their models of fictional worlds, and identifying and considering themes (Carroll 2014). Now it is also 

the case that players of many videogames engage in this sort of creative activity. Most videogames 

are, after all, fictions (Meskin and Robson 2012) and, as such, requireͶat a minimumͶplayers to 

actively construct a model of the fictional world in which they are playing. But it may be that if we 

focus on this sort of creativity, works of literature often have an advantage. So, for example, they 

may possess richer metaphors and themes and, hence, require readers to come up with more 

valuable new ideas than do ordinary videogames. Maybe. We should be careful to compare like with 

likeͶthere are thematically rich videogames (Bioshock, Undertale) and thematically impoverished 

ones (take your pick among the team-based first person shooters) just as there are works of great 

literature and works which do not possess interesting themes. That being said, I think it is reasonable 

to say that, along one dimension of creativity, reading serious literature (and watching serious films) 

may beat videogame play.22 

The upshot is that Prebble͛s claim may be too strong. Videogame play may be more active and, 

perhaps, more creative along one dimension than reading or watching, but the latter may often be 

more creative along another dimension. 

 

5 Conclusion 

I have argued that there is a close connection between videogame play and creativity. For most 

genres of videogames, player creativity is typical or standard. This stems from the centrality of 

problem-solving in those genres. On the other hand, the jury is still out as to whether there is a 

causal link between videogame play and creativity. On my reading of the available evidence, it is 

simply not clear whether playing videogames (or even certain kinds of videogames) enhances, 

diminishes, or has no effect on, creativity. Finally, I have argued that although engaging with serious 

literature or film may be more creative along some dimensions than playing videogames, videogame 

play may be more creative than reading or watching along other dimensions. If I am right, it is a 

mistake to contrast playing videogames with creative activities.23 

                                                           
21 Grant Tavinor (personal correspondence) suggested that I might be underselling things a bit here; i.e., that 

world-building games, in particular, might prescribe a categorically different kind of activity than is prescribed 

by ordinary fictions. Perhaps this is right. Again, my primary focus here is on other sorts of ŐĂŵĞƐ͗ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ƚŚŝŶŬ 
MŝŶĞĐƌĂĨƚ͛Ɛ ͚CƌĞĂƚŝǀĞ͛ ŵŽĚĞ ŝƐ ƚǇƉŝĐĂůůǇ ĐƌŝƚŝĐŝǌĞĚ ĨŽƌ ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐŝŶŐ ƉĂƐƐŝǀŝƚǇ͘ 
22 My hypothesis is that this is a contingent matter rather than a fact about the nature of the two art forms. 

Thanks to Jon Robson for pressing me to clarify this point. 
23 Thanks to Jon Robson, Grant Tavinor and Anna Abraham for comments on an earlier draft of this paper. 

Audiences at Stuttgart University and the Just a Game? Conference at Kent University also provided helpful 

feedback. Ethan Meskin advised on videogames. 
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