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Reality is broken, a phrase coined by game designer Jane McGonigal, encapsulates the
essence of her book titled "Reality Is Broken: Why Games Make Us Better and How They
Can Change the World." In this thought-provoking work, McGonigal argues that games
can serve as powerful tools for personal and societal transformation. This article delves
into the key themes, concepts, and implications of McGonigal's theory, exploring how
games can address various challenges in our lives and society.

Understanding the Concept of Reality Being
Broken

In her book, McGonigal posits that many aspects of our lives—such as work, relationships,
and even leisure—often fail to fulfill our emotional and psychological needs. She identifies
several issues that contribute to the idea that "reality is broken":

Disconnection: Many individuals feel isolated and disconnected from others,
leading to a lack of community and support.

Lack of engagement: Routine tasks can become monotonous and uninspiring,
resulting in low motivation and productivity.

Unrealized potential: People may feel that their skills and talents are not being
utilized to their fullest, leading to dissatisfaction and frustration.

These challenges, McGonigal argues, can be alleviated through the adoption of gaming
principles, which can enhance our engagement with reality.

The Power of Games

McGonigal highlights several reasons why games have the potential to improve our
reality:

1. Games Foster Connection

One of the most significant benefits of gaming is its ability to create communities. Online
multiplayer games, for instance, allow individuals from different backgrounds to
collaborate and build relationships. This sense of camaraderie can help combat feelings of
loneliness and isolation in real life.



2. Games Encourage Engagement

Games are inherently designed to be engaging. They present challenges that require skill,
strategy, and critical thinking. McGonigal suggests that by integrating game-like elements
into everyday tasks, we can enhance our motivation and enjoyment. This can transform
mundane activities into rewarding experiences.

3. Games Unlock Potential

Through gameplay, individuals often discover new skills and talents they never knew they
possessed. Games can provide a safe space for experimentation and risk-taking, enabling
players to push their boundaries and grow personally and professionally.

Applying Game Mechanics to Real Life

To harness the benefits of gaming in our daily lives, McGonigal outlines several strategies
for incorporating game mechanics into various aspects of reality:

1. Setting Clear Goals

In games, players often have specific objectives to achieve. By setting clear, achievable
goals in real life, individuals can create a sense of purpose and direction. For example,
rather than saying, "I want to get fit," one might say, "I want to run a 5K in three months."

2. Creating Feedback Loops

Games provide immediate feedback on performance, allowing players to assess their
progress and make adjustments. Implementing feedback systems in real life can help
individuals understand their performance better. For instance, using fitness trackers or
productivity apps can offer valuable insights into one's habits.

3. Building a Supportive Community

Just as players in multiplayer games rely on their teammates, individuals can benefit from
a supportive network in real life. Engaging with communities, whether through clubs,
online forums, or social media, can provide encouragement and motivation.



4. Embracing Challenges

Challenges in games are often designed to be difficult but achievable. Embracing
challenges in real life can foster resilience and personal growth. Rather than avoiding
difficult situations, individuals should view them as opportunities for development.

Case Studies and Real-World Applications

McGonigal provides several examples of how game mechanics are being successfully
applied to real-world issues:

1. Health and Fitness

Fitness applications like Zombies, Run! gamify the experience of exercising by turning it
into an engaging game where users must run to escape virtual zombies. This approach
motivates users to stay active while also providing a narrative that keeps them engaged.

2. Education

Educational platforms such as Kahoot! and Classcraft use game mechanics to enhance
student engagement. By incorporating quizzes and competition into learning, educators
can make the classroom experience more interactive and enjoyable.

3. Social Change

Initiatives like Foldit, a game that allows players to fold proteins, have contributed to
scientific discoveries. Players work collaboratively to solve complex problems,
demonstrating how gaming can address real-world challenges while also fostering a sense
of community and achievement.

The Future of Gaming and Reality

As technology continues to evolve, the potential for gaming to reshape our understanding
of reality grows. Virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR) are emerging fields that
blend the digital and physical worlds, providing even more immersive experiences. These
technologies can further enhance our ability to engage with challenges and foster
connections.



1. The Role of VR and AR

VR and AR can simulate real-life experiences in a controlled environment, allowing
individuals to practice skills or confront fears without the associated risks. This could
revolutionize fields such as education, therapy, and training by providing safe spaces for
exploration and growth.

2. The Ethical Considerations

As gaming becomes more integrated into our daily lives, ethical considerations must be
addressed. Issues such as addiction, escapism, and the potential for negative impacts on
mental health must be monitored and managed. Balancing the benefits of gaming with its
drawbacks will be crucial as society moves forward.

Conclusion

In her exploration of the notion that reality is broken, Jane McGonigal offers a
compelling framework for understanding the transformative potential of games. By
recognizing the limitations of our current reality and embracing the principles of gaming,
we can cultivate deeper connections, enhance our engagement, and unlock our potential.
The challenges we face in everyday life may not disappear, but by leveraging the power of
games, we can approach them with renewed vigor and creativity. As we continue to
navigate our increasingly complex world, the lessons from gaming will likely play an
essential role in shaping a better future.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does the phrase 'reality is broken' refer to in the
context of game design?
The phrase suggests that real life lacks the engaging and rewarding structures found in
games, leading to a desire for game-like experiences to enhance motivation and
fulfillment.

How does Jane McGonigal propose we can use games to
improve real life?
She argues that games can harness our natural motivation and help us develop skills,
build social connections, and engage in meaningful challenges that contribute positively to
real-world issues.



What are some examples of real-life problems that can
be addressed through gamification, according to
McGonigal?
Examples include tackling mental health issues, improving community engagement, and
addressing global challenges like climate change through collaborative game-based
initiatives.

What is the significance of the 'epic win' concept in
McGonigal's arguments?
The 'epic win' concept emphasizes achieving significant, meaningful outcomes in games
that can translate to real-life victories, motivating individuals to pursue larger goals and
community improvements.

In what ways does McGonigal suggest games can foster
social connections?
She suggests that games encourage teamwork and collaboration, allowing players to build
relationships and support networks, which are crucial for personal and community well-
being.

What role does positive feedback play in the argument
that 'reality is broken'?
Positive feedback in games provides immediate rewards for progress, which is often
lacking in reality, leading to disengagement; McGonigal advocates for incorporating such
feedback mechanisms into daily life to enhance motivation.
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