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Abstract. Games such as the Nintendo Wii™ are being promoted for use by all 
ages but there is little experience with how groups of older people integrate Wii 
playing into their physical and social spaces. This paper focuses on Wii™ game 
play by older people in Sheltered Housing schemes, as part of an initiative to 
promote physical and social activity in these settings. Using participant obser-
vations, interviews and video analysis of sessions over a year we show how 
older people actively construct the sense of a meeting place as part of their Wii 
game play and the social processes that underlie this. Through the use of 
bounded regions and  a sense of decorum older players create a ‘sacred space’ 
around the Wii where they can learn new technical literacies, make new social 
connections with peers and take ownership of the communal spaces in which 
they live. We conclude with guidelines for encouraging appropriation and em-
powerment for older people through game play in communal housing settings. 

Keywords: Wii, elderly, older people, video games, digital hearth,  
appropriation. 

1   Introduction 

With populations ageing across the developed world [27] attention has recently turned 
to ways of maintaining a good quality of life for those experiencing an extended old 
age [30]. The experience of growing older in these societies is unfortunately tainted 
by increasing levels of social isolation and reduced community involvement with 
family and friends often living far away and older people choosing to live alone. So-
cial isolation can negatively impact emotional well being when experienced as loneli-
ness, increasing an older person’s susceptibility to depression [6] as well as being 
linked to all causes of mortality and morbidity [18].  

In the UK, some of the issues of social isolation have the potential to be addressed 
by Sheltered Housing schemes. Sheltered housing is an approach to elderly care  
services where residents are encouraged to maintain their independence in rented 
accommodation but where certain support is provided on site when necessary. The 
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presence of other peers in the scheme provides the potential for social interaction and 
support staff are on hand to initiate activities to promote interaction. 

To date, technologies have rarely figured as part of these activities. More gener-
ally, computer-based information and communication technologies have been pro-
posed as useful in offsetting the negative effects of physical, cognitive and social 
ageing [3] however the uptake of such technologies by older people is traditionally 
low. New forms of interaction with technologies such as the embodied gesture-based 
paradigm of the Nintendo Wii game have potential for changing this relationship with 
technology and helping to meet well being needs. We are still in the early stages how-
ever of understanding the potential of games such as the Nintendo Wii and how older 
people might integrate these into their lives, particularly in a peer-based community 
housing setting.  

In this paper we document an initiative by a UK charity (Age Concern) using Nin-
tendo Wii game consoles to promote social and physical activity amongst their mem-
bers in Sheltered Housing. The philosophy behind this approach, often described as 
'Active Ageing' [30], is heavily influenced by activity theory1 [5,15] which sees the 
well-being of older people as intrinsically linked to ongoing participation in social 
roles beyond retirement. It is embedded in government policies for older people 
across Europe [8]. In the UK active ageing is evident in government health and social 
care policies aimed at promoting health and well-being in old age, through higher 
levels of physical activity in the older population and by reducing barriers to in-
creased levels of physical activity, mental well-being and social engagement among 
excluded groups of older people [7].  

The Age Concern Wii initiative also builds on a growing trend in games develop-
ment and deployment that enlists the fun elements of game play to encourage more 
serious educational and therapeutic aims [e.g. 13] including initiatives involving use 
of the Wii [17]. In this more serious vein games have already been used to support the 
physical, mental [2], and socioemotional [11] well being of older adults. The adoption 
rate of computer-based technologies is not high amongst the older population [20, 10, 
9] which makes the success of such initiatives intriguing. The Wii console in particu-
lar has been targeted at the older generation through specific advertising campaigns 
[14]. News reports herald its popularity with older players in the USA [29], UK [24] 
and global sales indicate similar trends in other developed nations. Studies looking at 
older people’s use of the Wii suggest that it may mitigate against cognitive decline 
[20] and provide an important source of social contact for them as computational 
meeting places where they can engage with their peers and younger generations both 
within and beyond the game itself [28]. However it would be wrong to think that 
computational meeting places are the immediate result of merely introducing a Wii 
console or that such meeting places are easily established. As Voida and Greenberg 
[28] point out such meeting places can be highly contested and whilst their study 
describes them as comfortable places other studies have shown them to be quite prob-
lematic. Neufeldt [22] in a study of Wii introduction in a German retirement home 
found a number of obstacles to engaged and enjoyable game play with the Wii Sports 
Bowling game. These included usability problems associated with learning the appro-
priate button controls for the game and ergonomic difficulties associated with playing 

                                                           
1 Not to be confused with activity theory from Vygotsky’s work in the 1920s and used in HCI.   
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the game from an armchair. Developing a clear understanding of issues of functional 
accessibility in relation to older people’s use of embodied [26] and mobile (non-
desktop) applications is of course important [16]. However in this paper we focus 
more on the social aspects of access. Neufeldt [22] also found that the most problem-
atic issues in his study were conflicts with activity organizers at the home who per-
ceived the game as unwanted competition for their own activities. This suggests that 
the sociability of Wii gameplay and hence its ability to enhance the well being of 
older people is context-dependent. This paper therefore takes a closer look at the 
evolution of older people’s use of the Wii over a period of time paying particular 
attention to the way in which the context is actively constructed by players and organ-
izers to create the sense of a meeting place and the implications that this has for ex-
tended use. 

The Wii console is different to other games consoles such as the popular Sony 
Playstation or Microsoft Xbox in its reliance on wireless movement capture as the 
central control feature of game play. This allows interactions with the game to take 
place in a physical space which is (relatively) independent of the console and display 
screen compared with previous consoles. This has the important consequence of al-
lowing social interactions to continue during play which can add meaning to a purely 
physical activity. It is this juncture between game play and social meaning that is of 
interest to this study. 

2   Methodology 

Age Concern’s initial idea was to create a Wii Bowling League across Brighton and 
Hove which would provide an engaging and fun physical and social activity for older 
people2. Initial trials with their existing members at Age Concern drop-in sessions 
suggested that the Wii was suitably accessible to this age group to make it a viable 
proposition. The league was set up in small districts around the city so that sheltered 
houses close to one another could play on a regular basis without having to arrange 
extra transport. The winners from these districts were then invited to compete in lar-
ger public events around the city. This study follows the Age Concern initiative over 
the first year of its life both at regular sessions and public events, looking at how the 
older players appropriated the Wii game play experience and incorporated it into their 
lives as a meaningful activity.  

We used multiple methods over a period of one year to track evolving game play. 
Participant observations, interviews and video recorded sessions were all used to 
ascertain longitudinal changes in game play. Analysis was framed by this objective 
but was grounded in the data. Factors outside of the game play were included in the 
analysis to maintain the broader sense of context which existed outside of the game 
play but continued to support it. Initially the Age Concern staff responsible for run-
ning the Wii sessions were interviewed to clarify the rationale for its use, to gain an 
understanding of their support role and of what motivated older people to join in. 
Subsequently these Age Concern staff were accompanied to their weekly supported 
Wii sessions in the communal lounges of four sheltered houses and two 'Wii events' 

                                                           
2 http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/2008/apr/30/health.longtermcare 

for report. 
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held in public venues across Brighton and Hove were observed. Over a period of 1 
year, 10 sessions in Sheltered Housing settings were attended. Each session was about 
2 hours long with a break in the middle for tea. Overall 30 older players were encoun-
tered aged between 60 and 94. The number of older players per session ranged from 2 
to 13 with at least one Age Concern staff always present, one researcher and one 
Sheltered Housing scheme manager or staff member. Whilst the focus of the sessions 
was to engage older residents in the activity, others present were encouraged to join in 
and this allowed an element of participant observation to take place as part of the 
process. Notes were taken of participant observations and interviews were undertaken 
with the residents at appropriate intervals between games (recorded for later analysis). 
3 sessions were also captured on video to establish the evolution of game play over 
time from initial use to that after 1 year. This was done using multimodal interactional 
analysis [23] which acknowledges the different ways in which meaning is conveyed 
in communication beyond the sole use of language. Examination of the video in this 
way therefore gave a fine grained, holistic account of interaction which incorporates 
not only language but also body posture, gestures, layout of the room, the sound 
qualities of speech, game elements, etc; in fact anything that was used to convey 
meaning whilst playing the Wii. Multimodal interactional analysis shows how those 
present through their actions, structure the awareness of one another by directing their 
attention towards particular aspects of the interaction and hence signify that which 
they deem to be meaningful within that context. After watching all three of the video 
sessions in full, five minute segments were chosen to illustrate the differences in 
game play and the evolution of players’ engagement with the Wii. These segments 
were also chosen because they portray similar characteristics in terms of the expecta-
tions of the game, all showing the Wii Sports bowling game. Using these three seg-
ments allows us to compare the multimodal construction of meaning over different 
contexts and over time. Throughout the sessions players were observed playing a 
number of different games. The principle game and the one chosen by Age Concern 
to teach new players was the Wii Sports Bowling game, in particular a variant of the 
standard ten pin game called ‘Power Throws’ which involves knocking down increas-
ing numbers of pins at each throw. Participants and organizers are identified through-
out the paper by anonymised names. 

3   Findings 

3.1   Overview of Game Play Development 

3.1.1   Game Choice  
The Wii Sports Bowling game was chosen by the Age Concern organisers as an in-
troductory game. From interviews with organisers it became apparent that older play-
ers were familiar with the bowling game concept likening it to lawn bowls or skittles 
and found the controls relatively easy to understand and operate. Similar usability 
issues were experienced in relation to button control as Neufeldt [22] found. This 
particular game leaves control of game play progression down to the current player 
which is helpful in terms of structuring the whole event, allowing breaks in play at 
any point and not dictating the overall pace of play.  
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3.1.2   Competition 
Only a minority of residents in any given home volunteered to participate in the Wii 
initiative. Indeed communal activities in Sheltered Housing were generally not well 
attended. Age Concern recruited and trained teams from different sheltered houses 
and then got them to compete against one another as part of their league. The organis-
ers saw team building and competition as important in engaging new players. At their 
public events two Wii consoles were set up side by side to give the impression of one 
team playing against another. In practice these early games were more about learning 
how to play the game rather than competing with others. Competition with oneself in 
terms of one’s physical and mental capacity was seen to be just as important as a 
motivation for the players. Men tended to respond more to the competition element, 
with some practicing deliberately for competitions. As one player put it: “if you don’t 
use your head you lose it” (Don). 
 
3.1.3   Personal and Social Involvement 
There were other reasons for joining in with the Wii initiative. Those with grandchil-
dren were keen to keep up to date with them by learning about the Wii. They were 
aware that the Wii games console carried a lot of cultural capital with their grandchil-
dren from family gatherings where it had been present. They were keen to share an 
appreciation of their grandchildren’s enthusiasm and to be able to play with them at a 
later date. Particular elements of the Wii were also harnessed by the organisers to 
encourage personal and social involvement during game play. For instance the Wii 
uses on screen avatars called Mii’s to represent individual players. These can be 
named and their appearance customized to suit each player. During Age Concern 
events players were encouraged to spend a good deal of time choosing their Mii and 
giving it a name that they could relate using ‘nicknames they’d had as a child” (Pam-
ela). Mii’s were also used to promote a group identity for competitions with a Mii 
being created specifically for the whole team and physical mascots being used to 
reinforce this group identity.  

3.2   Playing on: Evolving Game Play 

In order to understand the progression of how players made sense of and engaged 
with the Wii experience beyond these initial conceptions it was important to take a 
closer look at how people conducted themselves during the game play itself. Here 
multimodal interactional analysis [23] was used to understand both the verbal and 
non-verbal aspects of Wii game play. Each video captures use after a different time 
span: initial use; use after six months and use after one year, and is representative of 
other video and observation notes of game play at a similar stage. Each video is also 
showing a different sheltered home situation. 

3.2.1   Video 1: Initial Use 
This first video is at a point of initial use. It shows an 83 year old resident becoming 
acquainted with the ‘increasing-pin’ version of the bowling game on the Wii. Out of 
the group of players she is the only resident in this home and from the start is desig-
nated the captain of the group. The other players are visiting from another Sheltered  
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Housing scheme nearby and they all know one another. This is their second time 
playing the Wii and they are being instructed by a member of the Age Concern sup-
port team. Assistance is given when they encounter problems understanding game 
expectations or in using the Wii controller. This particular player has trouble working 
out when to press the B as also noted in previous studies [22]. Prior to playing the 
game, seating is arranged by the Age Concern staff in a semicircle around the game’s 
display. During play the whole team sit around the display and are intently focused on 
the game, giving encouragement and advice to the person playing.    

Table 1. Information about Wii game playing session in Sheltered Home 1 

No. Residents 35 (Sheltered Home 1) 
No. Older Players 5  
Previous experience 
of playing Wii 

Novices. Dependent on Age Concern to provide console and 
screen. Need support to set up and play. 

Number of consoles 1 
Others present 5  (1 member of Sheltered Housing staff (briefly), 2 Age  

support workers, 2 researchers) 
Games played in 
session 

Wii Sports – Bowling; Wii Fit – Ski Jump 

Excerpt 1 
Participants left to right:(off screen: Dee-Age Concern), Ben-researcher, Edna-

player, Beryl-player, Pat-player, Ann-player, Jan-player. 
0.31.84  
Dee: there’s two buttons to remember my 

love. First press the button A. 
Edna: well it’s not flashing. 
Dee: No you’re all right press B then. 
Edna: Press B? 
Ann: Press B and play 
Dee: Press button B and put your arm back 

and you hold it like that. 

0.41.92  
Dee: [demonstrates movement] 
00.44.72 
Edna: [successful throw] Dee: Hey that’s a 

good one 
Ann: Cor that’s a good one Edna Hurrah, 

one left  
Dee: Ha ha  
Beryl: Huhm  
Silence 9 seconds 
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0.59.29  
Edna: [swings without effect] 

 
In excerpt 1 we see Edna trying to understand the action of button B in relation to 

throwing a ball down the alley and she starts off being quite impatient and irritated. 
Button A must be pressed briefly to place the Mii at the top of the alley (except the 
button has been covered with a piece of card by the Age Concern helper) and then 
button B must be pressed, held down whilst swinging and then released to let go of 
the ball. Whilst the Age Concern helper (Dee) is able to demonstrate the embodied 
throwing action easily she cannot describe the points in time necessary for pressing 
and releasing button B. With this first throw Edna gets the timing right with corre-
sponding encouragement from the other players. Edna’s subsequent attempts are not 
so successful. She continues to press button B and enact the throwing movement 
without success. Her fellow players offer suggestions which are plainly wrong and do 
not help. In the end she just keeps enacting the swinging motion repeatedly and press-
ing button B until it works.   
Excerpt 2 
The alternative to pressing button A to put the Mii at the top of the alley is to just wait 
until the game places the Mii there by itself. Eventually after a few multiple throws 
like the first one Edna decides to just wait. Whilst throwing her fifth ball a member of 
the Sheltered Housing staff enters the room.  

 
 

Participants left to right:(off screen: Dee-Age Concern),Ben-researcher, E-player, 
A-player, Pat-player, Cath-housing staff, Ann-player, Jan-player 

2.5.76 Cath: Hi yah [member of Sheltered 
Housing staff enters at far door] 

Jan: Hello  
Cath: Hi yah  
Dee: Yeah 
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3.04.44 Edna: [Does a double swing, the  
second one being successful. She knocks all the 
pins down] 

Ann:Very good 
Jan: Oohoo 
 

3.12.40 [Everyone except Cath applauds] 
Ann: Well done Edna 45 pins 
Dee: You see it doubles up when you get a 

strike you get double the points. 
Pat: 90 she’s got there 

 
During this throw there is intense silent concentration amongst all the players as 

Edna waits for the appropriate time to throw the ball. All the players are paying atten-
tion to Edna’s mistakes and learning from them. The member of staff (Cath) inter-
rupts the silence with her own greeting but is given minimal attention by everyone 
else as their attention is focussed on the game. With this throw Edna knocks down all 
the pins at once (a strike) with excited applause coming from all the other players and 
a big smile across her face. Cath does not join in the applause. The Age Concern 
demonstrator explains the scoring associated with a strike and player Pat reiterates 
this to the whole group as a way of confirming this new knowledge. 

Excerpt 3 
The member of staff continues to start conversation ignoring the game play. 

3.26.80 Cath: I thought they were doing skiing or 
something today 

Beryl: We were doing that. 
Cath: Oh you’ve done that have you. Yes. 
Beryl: Failures 
Cath: ha ha ha 

3.35.82 Edna: [Double Throws] 
Cath: Where is everybody from our house then coz 

there’s only Edna 
Beryl:Go on 
Jan: Ooh 
Ann: It’s a lot of pins in it. 54 pins 
Silence 4 seconds 
Beryl: No I don’t know where they all are 
Cath: I’ve only popped in I’m busy I can’t stop. 

See ya later. 
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Despite the member of staff’s attempts at initiating conversation with the players 
their attention remains focused on Edna and her playing of the game. Their responses 
to Cath are curt and do not invite extended conversation. Equally she makes it clear 
that she does not see their presence in the house as her responsibility, using a strange 
third person approach to talking to them as in “I thought they were doing skiing or 
something today”. She quickly defines her responsibilities as concerned with residents 
only and therefore not this mixed group, retreating from the room to continue with 
other duties.  

Even at this early stage there is the sense of an inner gaming circle which empha-
sizes the importance of the collective activity taking place with the Wii, creating a 
‘sacred space’ [12] around it. This seems to be at odds with the day to day working 
practices of this sheltered home. Goffman [12] talks about the ways in which people 
use conversation and body language to bound regions according to particular stan-
dards of behaviour or ‘decorum’. In this setting consideration for the current player in 
terms of silence and appropriate encouragement are paramount as well as joint  
involvement in the ongoing game. The region of game play is bounded by the semi-
circle of chairs which creates a physical obstacle to outsiders. The staff member is 
excluded from the gaming circle in order to maintain the correct decorum for playing 
the game. Here we see the beginning of the creation of social meaning around the 
Wii, but at this early stage the mechanical aspects of the game play are foregrounded 
as the social focus.  

3.2.2   Video 2: After 6 Months 
Video 2 represents typical play after 6 months use. It shows an 81 year old lady (also 
designated as the captain) playing the standard ten-pin version of the bowling game. 
The players in this video are well acquainted with the Wii and have incorporated 
these sessions into their weekly routine. All the older players are residents of  
this particular home. The Age Concern support staff still give advice but are more 
focused on improving players’ performances rather than teaching them how to use the  
 

Table 2. Information about Wii game playing session in Sheltered Home 2 

Number of  
Residents 

27 (Sheltered Home 2) 

Number of Older 
Players 

3 

Previous  
Experience of 
playing Wii 

Accomplished players with 6 months experience. Played in 
the final of the Wii Bowling competition at a public venue. 
Dependent on Age Concern to provide console and screen. 
Can set up and need no support to play. 

Number of  
consoles 

1 

Others present 6 (1 other older resident, 2 member of Sheltered Housing 
staffs, 2 Age Concern support workers, 1 researcher) 

Games Played 
in Session 

Wii Sports – Bowling; Wii Fit – Ski Jump 
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controls. The housing staff are present and join in with the games. The current player 
has just returned from a period in hospital and has not joined in with the Wii sessions 
for some weeks. The other resident present has difficulty playing standing up due to 
having had a stroke affecting his stability and joins in from his chair. She is fully 
conversant with the controls but has some trouble aiming her ball down the middle of 
the alley. The seating arrangements are not altered for the Wii and whilst those sitting 
around the game are supportive, their attention is not always focused on the game 
play with conversations about other topics taking place. 

Excerpt 4 
Participants left to right: Pedro-Age Concern, Mark-Age Concern, Irene-player, 

Julia-player, Pam-housing staff,  (off screen: Pete-player, Liz-housing staff) 
00.20.00   
Pedro:Famous strikes please 
 

00.22.86  
Irene:[Pushes button with left hand to move 

across the alley]  
00.29.90  Irene: [Throws the ball –gets a strike]    
00.37.26  
Pedro: [claps] Oooer 
Irene: Well I’ve had one so I’m happy 
Julia: You’ll get more 
Pedro: That was the first one 
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There are no problems with button B here and the A button is not covered by the 
Age Concern staff during this session. Irene uses advanced techniques to play the 
game such as moving her Mii character slightly to one side before throwing to com-
pensate for her particular throwing style. Her control of the Mii at this point shows a 
degree of sophistication in terms of understanding what the Wii controller does and 
the way in which her physical actions affect her performance. The Age Concern dem-
onstrator (Pedro) recognises Irene’s abilities from past sessions as indicated by his 
first comment “Famous strikes please” but wants her to continue playing her best and 
improving. Initially he does not instruct her directly but there is an obvious shared 
understanding between himself and Irene evident in both their comments. 

Excerpt 5 
In excerpt 5, we see different members of the audience (Liz and Pedro) challenging 
Irene to recreate her best performances from the past. However the conversation sur-
rounding the game starts to interfere with the silent shared concentration needed for 
playing. The conversation also starts to go off at tangents principally driven by the 
staff member Liz. Other members of the audience place their hands over their mouths 
to subtly indicate the need for silence whilst Irene is playing.  

 00.46.65  Liz: I want you to show me how this  turkey’s 3done Irene Irene: You must be joking ‘Liz’ Liz: Nooo 
Pedro: Double get double 
Irene: [Pushes button with left hand to move  
across the alley, throws the ball]  

01.17.49  
Irene: [Pushes button with left hand to move  
across the alley - throws the ball]  
Game: “Nice Spare” 
Pedro: Second try now 

                                                           
3 A turkey in ten pin bowling is three strikes in a row.  
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01.31.67  
Irene: [Pushes button with left hand to move  
across the alley - throws the ball]  
Liz: I didn’t notice we’ve got a blue ball 

since we changed console, did we used to have 
a black ball or did we always have a blue ball? 

Pete: Can’t remember 
Pedro: It changes. It changes. It depends. 
Liz: Maybe we’ll always have this.  
Pedro: It was pink one before. 
Irene: Only one that time 

Excerpt 6 
In excerpt 6 Pedro decides to give Irene some direct advice about how to correct her 
play seeing that her usual approach is not quite working. He recommends a subtle 
change to the positioning of her Mii character which Irene acknowledges and does. 
Unfortunately the conversation from the audience continues to interfere and becomes 
even more unrelated to the game. More of the audience start to cover their mouths 
with their hands as a way of reinforcing Liz’s compliance in terms of being quiet and 
paying attention to the game. 

 
 

Participants left to right: (off screen: Pedro-Age Concern), Mark-Age Concern, 
Irene-player, Julia-player, Pam-housing staff,  (off screen: Pete-player, Liz-housing 
staff) 

04.03.00 Pedro:You’re going too much to 
your right 

Irene: Yes I am aren’t I. I noticed that. 
Pedro: If you go one less, you will get it 

right. 
 

04.22.74 Irene: [pushes button to side - 
throws] 

Game: Nice spare 
Pete: Are they decorating the bedrooms? 
C: No, it will be the entire common area and 
Pedro: Try to be in the middle here Irene.  
Irene: in the middle there 
Pedro: Right in the middle there 
Liz: I’ll ask for the wallpaper book Sunday 
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00.04.50 Liz: the majority will be like the 
paper of the hallway 

 

 
In this setting similar standards of behaviour or decorum are expected to those at 

Sheltered Home 1, i.e. consideration for the current player in terms of silence and 
appropriate encouragement as well as joint involvement during the game. In addition 
there is an expectation that players will challenge themselves and try to get the best 
scores. In this case the playing region is not bounded in space and instead is much 
more integrated into the existing spatial arrangement of the room. It is bounded in 
time and the rhythm of game play though such that the players and audience are ex-
pected to abide by the decorum of Wii game play during the sessions. In this case the 
staff member cannot be physically excluded from the gaming circle but cues are given 
to her that she should maintain the correct decorum during the game. Here we see the 
Wii becoming more integrated into social interaction more generally with the me-
chanics and usability aspects of game play starting to recede more into the back-
ground of play, enabling the social aspects to be more foregrounded. 

3.2.3   Video 3: After 1 Year  
The third video shows game play after 1 year. Here an 82 year old man is playing the 
‘increasing-pin’ version of the bowling game with three other players. One of the  
 

Table 3. Information about Wii game playing session in Sheltered Home 3 

No. Residents 93 (Sheltered Home 3) 
No. Older  

Players 
13  

Previous  
Experience of 
playing Wii 

Accomplished players with 1 year’s experience. Played in 
the final of the Wii Bowling competition at a public venue. 
Have their own console which they practice on regularly. 
Need no support to set up their own console and play.  

Number of  
consoles 

2 (Age Concern provide second console) 

Others present 3 (1 member of Sheltered Housing staff from another 
home, 1 Age Concern support worker and 1 researcher) 

Games Played 
in Session 

Wii Sports – Bowling; Wii Play - Duck Hunt; Wii Sports – 
Golf; Wii Sports – Tennis 
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seated players (Sheila) is a newcomer to the Wii whilst the others are seasoned play-
ers. All of these players are resident of another sheltered home and have been invited 
to play by the residents (who are also present but not playing) at regular sessions 
every week for the last year. It is an established part of both houses’ routines. This is a 
larger event than that shown in the preceding videos with 2 Wii consoles and 2 dis-
plays. This gives more of an atmosphere of an ‘event’. The seating has been arranged 
in an extended semicircle around the displays and biscuits are placed out on tables 
adjacent to the seats before the visiting team arrives. This is all done by the residents 
of the sheltered home hosting the event rather than Age Concern and there are no 
housing staff present. The residents also greet people as they come in and make them 
cups of tea. Whilst people are playing the Wii they circulate amongst the players 
engaging in general conversation.  Age Concern’s input is minimal and focuses on 
keeping scores during games, keeping players focused on the game and informing 
everyone of city-wide Wii events that they could take part in. Seasoned players are 
responsible for passing on their Wii skills to newcomers.  

Excerpt 7 
Excerpt 7 shows how the game play has become a background element to a larger 
socialising event. There are multiple conversations taking place throughout the room, 
sometimes focussing on the game but shifting easily to all sorts of other unrelated 
topics. The volume of conversation drowns out the noises from the Wii console. Dee 
attempts to keep the focus on the game by pointing out the current state of affairs to 
others  
 
 

Participants left to right: Peg-player, Sheila-player, Mary-player, Dee-Age  
Concern, Ron-player 

0.24.52 
Ron: [throws] 
Mary: Oh nearly. 
Sheila: The trouble with me when I started 

doing that... 
Mary:Everybody does that.  
Sheila: I kept letting go of it  
0.33.80 
Sheila:[does action with the imaginary 

button in mid air] 
Peg: Yeah I keep doing that. Goes off the 
line don’t it and I gotta go that way [does a 

jiggle] then I move over 
[points to playing area to show where] and 

then it starts going the right way.  
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0.50.68 
Ron: [successful throw] 
Mary: everybody does that Sheila 
Sheila: Do they? [picks up cup of tea and 

drinks] 
Dee: Do do da do [waves hand up and 

down] 
Mary: [picks up cup of tea and drinks] 
Peg: Oh it is hot in here isn’t it  
1.09.59 
Peg: [picks up tea and drinks] 
Sheila: [puts tea down] 
Mary: [puts tea down] 
Sheila: Oh the supermarket down St James’ 

Street 
Peg: Oh isn’t it hard 
Sheila:  I know I used to moan about it but I 

really miss it. 
Dee: [picks up cup of tea and drinks] 

 
Here, the Age Concern demonstrator (Dee) is largely redundant in her role with ex-

isting players teaching new arrivals. For newcomers acquiring literacy with the Wii in 
this setting, the learning takes place in a more subtle manner to that seen in the other 
videos. It has become an aspect of communicating with one’s peers, embedded in the 
process of getting to know one another. This contrasts with the situation in the other 
houses, who were at different points in the appropriation lifecycle, where learning 
was from a knowledgeable other (Age Concern demonstrator). The sense of decorum 
is also quite different with minimal consideration for the current player in terms of 
silence and encouragement. Expressions of joint involvement are still present but 
have shifted from an exclusive concentration on the game to sharing personal ex-
changes about their daily lives. The playing region is bounded in space in the same 
way as in video 1 with one important change, it now encompasses two sets of players 
(one for each console). Interestingly although this recreates a competitive setting, 
competition itself is absent from the game play with each console set up for com-
pletely different games. Players treatment of the playing region as a ‘sacred space’ is 
also less rigid with the providing of refreshments taking priority over game play. In 
summary, what we see here is the foregrounding of social meaning around the Wii, 
where ownership now lies clearly with the residents and where the Wii merely pro-
vides the context/excuse for their interactions, and where the space has meaning be-
yond purely game play.  

4   Discussion 

The focus of this paper is on understanding how older people in these Sheltered Hous-
ing situations have evolved their relationship with Wii game play over time. The fact 
that this is an active ongoing agenda across multiple Sheltered Homes more than a 
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year after its introduction, and that the residents have clearly been able to actively 
construct socially meaningful engagement for themselves around using the Wii, is 
evident of a successful initiative by Age Concern. Undoubtedly too, their use of the 
Wii promotes physical, psychological and social activity. This is clear to see from the 
video excerpts. While an Active Ageing agenda [30] may assume that this kind of 
activity – Wii game play - is intrinsically beneficial, it is important to consider how it 
is that these older people actively define such activities as meaningful. To ignore this 
is to ignore the essence of what makes the initiative successful. The way in which the 
purpose of the Wii and the space around it have been negotiated and defined by the 
players and support staff is integral to understanding its success.  

4.1   Creating a Sacred Space for Wii Game Play 

Age Concern’s role in the Wii initiative is pivotal, expressing an underlying empow-
erment principle towards players which encourages their independent mastery of 
technical literacies and a high degree of control over their living spaces. The redefini-
tion of physical and social space which accompanies players’ use of the Wii is also 
implicated in its successful integration into the daily life of these players. The physi-
cal movements which are a necessary part of playing the Wii help to define a ‘sacred’ 
space around the game console with its own sense of decorum. Players must step into 
this space in order to play the game and non-players are expected to be respectful of 
this space not entering it during play. Age Concern reinforce the sense of a sacred 
space with a chair circle around the Wii and define decorum in conjunction with play-
ers as being based on fun and friendly competition with patient consideration for new 
players but an expectation that players will challenge themselves to the best of their 
abilities. Engaging with this space players first acquire technical literacy with the Wii 
but soon start to take ownership of this space and the social potential that it offers. 

4.2   Acquiring Technical Literacy 

The sacred space of the Wii provides a safe place to learn about the new embodied 
gesture-based interactions of the Wii. Learning is also supported by the physical na-
ture of play. Individual interactions with the Wii amplify older players’ physical abili-
ties allowing them to take part in activities (such as bowling) which they would not 
normally entertain. The embodied interaction metaphor that translates physical off 
screen movements into enhanced on screen activities (making participation in such 
activities possible) is quickly understood and appreciated by new players. Age Con-
cern staff demonstrate these capacities very simply through miming of the necessary 
actions (see video 1). The transparency of Wii interactions (and their associated diffi-
culties) make them available to other players providing socially-embedded opportuni-
ties for vicarious and shared learning, with non-players observing and offering advice. 
Age Concern maintain an empowering approach to teaching the Wii interactions us-
ing a scaffolding approach [4], reducing support as players’ competence with them 
increases. What is interesting here is that once basic literacies have been acquired the 
game recedes as a focus of attention in its own right to becoming a context for other 
social purposes, and where the skills are taken for granted.   
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4.3   Taking Ownership of Communal and Social Space 

Defining Wii game play areas as sacred space also encourages the older residents in 
these sheltered houses to take ownership of those spaces whilst playing. In videos 1 
and 2 it was Age Concern support staff who were responsible for appropriating space 
though the repositioning chairs and tables and the placing of the Wii console and 
display screen to form circles. In video 3 it is the residents who take full control of 
their physical space rearranging it without Age Concern support and inviting guests 
into that space. Here we start to see the underlying social potential of the Wii being 
explored. Previously, residents were largely reliant on the Housing staff to organize 
social activities, and these were for residents only. Over time we also see the sacred 
space of these events being asserted in terms of time and social availability with their 
regular establishment in the diaries of players. The Wii in these settings has been used 
as a pivotal facilitator in both shifting the power and motivation for social organiza-
tion to the residents themselves, and for widening the social participation to engage 
with other homes and with older residents in the neighbourhood, forging new social 
connections with peers that had not previously existed. 

Such active participation in residential settings is acknowledged as important for 
the well being of Sheltered Housing residents although it can sometimes be at odds 
with the concerns of housing staff who are focused on managing an efficient working 
environment [1]. This appeared to be the case in Sheltered House 1 where ownership 
of space was contested. Wii game playing has allowed the older people in these 
homes to accomplish technical literacy with new technology, to express their own 
values in new and collective ways, expressing claims to ownership of communal 
space and time, defining new meeting places and providing opportunities for instigat-
ing new social connections with their peers. Together these contribute to the older 
people in these homes being able to frame what constitutes meaningful use of a tech-
nology for them.  

4.4   Guideline for Appropriation and Empowerment  

The Wii console is quickly being adopted as a panacea for ageing concerns with re-
search showing its positive effects on physical health [2] and mental well being [11]. 
Other research has suggested that the Wii’s ability to benefit older users in this way is 
due to its inherent sociability [28]. Undoubtedly the embodied aspects of game play 
do allow social interaction to continue during game play. However in this study we 
have highlighted the co-constructed and contested nature of Wii game play and the 
importance of older people themselves gaining control over the space as part of their 
appropriation of the Wii. It is their active performance within and surrounding game 
play that constructs it as a meaningful and beneficial engagement. Interventions for 
older people using the Wii should remain cognizant of the centrality of empowerment 
in promoting well being with appropriate decorum and control over their own space 
being important gauges of empowerment in such situations [19]. Here we present 
guidelines for encouraging empowerment as part of appropriating the Wii. This re-
flects a broader view of ‘design implications’ where any such intervention reflects not 
only the technical issues but designing for the broader context: 
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4.4.1   Identify Motivations  
Determine older people’s motivations for playing the Wii in the first place and try to 
support these. Where appropriate look to extend opportunities for social contact with 
peers and intergenerational connections through game play. Both this and previous 
studies [28] have highlighted potential for playing with younger generations and 
grandchildren. There are also opportunities to explore this through remote Internet-
enabled game play that have so far not been explored. 

4.4.2   Use Controllable Games 
Choose games initially that allow older players to be in control of the pace and play 
rather than it being dictated by the game. This allows controlled engagement with the 
game which is particularly important for frail players and gives space for the 'in be-
tween' social interactions. There is a definite design opportunity here for more such 
games. Many of the games encountered during the study dictated the pace of game 
play too much for older players and were discounted by them (e.g. Ski jump).  

4.4.3   Setting Up the Sacred Space: Physical Layout and Decorum 
Physical layout: It is important to establish the layout of the room particularly in the 
early stages by arranging chairs and the display screen so that it creates a ‘safe’ en-
closed circle for learning the embodied interactions of the Wii. 

 
Decorum: The decorum surrounding game play is important to define as this creates 
expectations for what behaviour is appropriate, acceptable and/or encouraged. An 
initial attitude of friendly competition and self-challenge is important in that it moti-
vates players to learn. Fostering a collective attitude towards learning and playing is 
important where joint involvement is encouraged. In this study this was promoted by 
the league element of Age Concern’s approach. Previous studies have suggested 
downplaying the competitive element of Wii games [28] but it seemed to be a positive 
element here. Social interaction is the bedrock of the Wii’s success and once players 
get to know one another they will start to define their own sense of decorum. This is 
to be encouraged. Tea breaks are one way of providing social ‘openings’ for players 
to start talking and getting experienced players to teach new ones in other homes is 
another.    

4.4.4   Scaffold Learning 
Training for basic skills acquisition should be adapted to account for the initial abili-
ties of the player but should remain open to skillful development in the future. Basic 
embodied skills can be taught easily by the miming of embodied actions but more 
symbolic interactions which incorporate the use of buttons are more difficult to ac-
quire for some older people. Engagement with the physical interface of the Wii con-
troller should be managed (i.e. with the use of cardboard covers over buttons) so that 
only simple interactions are possible at first but can become more complex at a later 
date. Adaptivity of this sort is a common approach to accessible design for virtual 
interfaces [25]. A similar design approach could help here with the Wii controller’s 
physical interface. 
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4.4.5   Manage Transition to Ownership 
Plan explicitly for the transitioning of ownership by negotiating with other residents 
and staff within the home. Get everyone on board as much as possible from the start 
including them in sessions so that when support withdraws the physical and social 
space to play the Wii remains. 

5   Conclusions 

This longitudinal study of older people’s use of the Wii in Sheltered Housing has 
shown how an initiative based upon competitive embodied gaming can address some 
of the ongoing issues related to growing older in a developed society. It introduced 
older players to new technical literacies in an inclusive non-threatening and fun way. 
It addressed social isolation by providing them with new social peer connections 
through community events. It provided new roles for older people within their local 
community as hosts of such events and encouraged their ownership of the communal 
spaces in which they lived. What also became clear in this study was the contested 
nature of these institutional settings and the way in which the Wii (with Age Con-
cern’s help) could empower older people living there to redefine these settings as 
community meeting places. The presentation of the key lessons as guidelines is in-
tended to enable other groups of older people to realise the social value from games 
such as the Wii in sheltered housing settings whilst at the same time keeping an im-
portant grounding in empowerment issues. Whilst this study has focused exclusively 
on older people’s appropriation of the Wii in Sheltered Housing it would be interest-
ing to see whether similar processes of appropriation took place when other technolo-
gies were introduced into those same spaces. 
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