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Abstract
Mental health issues have severe consequences for individuals and society as a whole. One major risk factor for
these issues consists of exposure to high-stress environments; as such, many preventative measures have been
explored to avoid and ease effects of stress. Games have
been explored as a preventative measure in recent years,
while music listening has been used in this context for centuries. This position paper serves as an outline of background audio in games acting as a potential mediator in
positive effects on wellbeing. Through our support of this
research direction, we hope that this factor can be explored
and potentially leveraged for games to provide more effective stress management and facilitate players’ wellbeing.

CCS Concepts
•Human-centered computing → Auditory feedback;
•Applied computing → Computer games; •Software and
its engineering → Interactive games;
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Introduction
Although historically dismissed and stigmatized in comparison to physical health concerns, in recent years, awareness seems to have grown of mental health as a social

issue [15]. Partly this can be ascribed to efforts by institutions such as the World Health Organization, and partly
to an upswing in research on effects of mental health issues. The adverse effects include burnout and depression,
itself with severe consequences for both individuals and
society. However mental health issues are also linked to
physical illnesses (e.g., cancer and cardiovascular disease),
which further increase the economic cost of mental health
issues [11]. Current research and involved organizations
are increasingly advocating preventative measures against
stress, as exposure to stressful environments is one of the
main risk factors of mental health issues [10, 17, 11].
Video games have been discussed in the context of mental
health for many years, and has often been mentioned in a
negative light. However, more recent literature has increasingly found positive effects of gaming on wellbeing, through
its function as stress relief and fulfilling human needs outlined by self-determination theory. However, as proposed in
a recent workshop paper [13], there may be a further mediator through which games can support wellbeing: their
background music. Music listening outside of games has
numerous positive effects on mental health, and has an extensive history of use in clinical settings.
This position paper discusses the potential link between
game audio and mental health. We first summarize current research on the interrelationship of gaming and mental health, and show that it has thus far mostly explored
games as a whole. We then focus on the role of music listening in mental health, and discuss how game audio—
background music, in particular, and players’ myriad replacements thereof—may have similar effects.

Games and Mental Health
Games have a mixed reputation in the media, and can have
negative effects on mental health. However, this is generally
linked to problematic use and immersion motivations [6].
Games also have the capacity to improve wellbeing [19].
They have also been used to improve outcomes in clinical settings, ranging in application from psychological and
physical therapy, to pain distraction [12, 20]. Game interventions also improve standard care for depression [8].
There are several theories on the origin of these positive
effects on wellbeing. One consists of games’ aptness in fulfilling individuals’ needs as outlined by self-determination
theory: autonomy, competence, and relatedness [2, 19].
Another theory sees games helping players to manage
negative emotions through relaxation and cognitive distraction [8]. Both seem consistent with one of the main
definitions of wellbeing as a state occurring at the balance
between individuals’ challenges, and the availability of resources to deal with them [3]. However, all of these previous works have focused on effects of gameplay as a whole,
or particular games and/or genres. In this paper, I support
the need for research into individual components of games,
foremost among them, audio.

Music Listening and Mental Health
Outside the context of games, music listening has been
connected to positive effects on health and wellbeing for
many centuries, and across cultures [1]. Music listening
facilitates emotion regulation and stress reduction in everyday life, and many people indeed use it for the express
purposes of relaxation and mood regulation [7, 16, 18]. In
terms of therapeutic application, music therapy improves
wellbeing after stressful experiences [4], and like games,
music improves standard care for depression [9]. It is also
used in clinical settings for relaxation and pain relief [1].

Impact of Background Music in Games
Given the prevalence of background music in games, it
would be interesting to explore how much of the positive
impact of video games on mental health can be attributed to
their background music. Further, how can ithe background
music be designed to leverage these positive effects for
stress relief most effectively? Merely adding relaxing music likely will not suffice, considering that people play very
diverse games for stress relief, and thematic and stylistic fit
should be considered. For example, players would probably dislike very slow, relaxing music in a fast-paced, gritty
first-person shooter.
In a recent survey on players’ audio habits, participants revealed a wide variety of stances toward background music
in games1 . Game soundtracks are loved by many to the extent that they listen to them outside of game playing as well.
Other players ignore background music and turn it off, or replace it—again, with a wide variety of other audio sources.
Given that people already self-regulate emotions and reduce stress through music listening, and playing games,
perhaps they also already choose the kind of background
audio that best facilitates relaxation for them. On the other
hand, facilitating stress reduction may consist of encouraging or offering specific types of background audio in games.
Further, there is evidence to suggest that effects of background music on player experience can be overshadowed
by sensory or physiological distractions; future researchers
and developers may have to consider this in the design
of background music, particularly in virtual/mixed reality
games or exergames [5, 14].
Mental health is an issue of increasing societal and financial importance, and prevention strategies include helping
individuals to reduce and manage stress in everyday life.
1

Analysis ongoing.

In this paper, we elaborate on research areas exploring the
effects on wellbeing of music listening and playing games,
respectively. We further discuss games which are considered relaxing and point out research directions for exploring
the role of game audio in improving player wellbeing, and
through stress reduction, also helping to prevent mental
health issues. With this paper, we hope to spark a discussion and on the role of audio in game design for wellbeing,
as well as prompt potential collaborations to further this research direction.

Conclusion
Background music may be a mediator of the positive effects
of gaming on mental health. We suggest that exploring this
research question may enable us to increase these effects
by designing or encouraging game audio for stress relief, to
facilitate the prevention of mental health issues. We aim to
spark discussion on this aspect of research at the intersection of games and mental health, and through participation
in this forum, we hope to invite collaboration and feedback
for planned future work.
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