
Gaming Our Way to  
a Better Future

About 40 years ago, a number of political and 

social scientists began to discuss the idea of wicked 

or messy problems—problems that lacked well-de-

fined problem statements, right or wrong answers, 

or simple linear solutions.1 Fast forward a few de-

cades, and we are awash in these problems—from 

reversing climate change, to providing affordable 

health care, to addressing threats from 

nonstate actors. A distinguished group 

of public servants has endorsed Leon 

Fuerth’s effort to make government bet-

ter at addressing wicked problems—deft 

at anticipating and managing events 

and crises rather than just reacting to 

them. However, what we face today is 

more than a weakness in the tools and 

technologies of governance. We also face 

a mismatch between the complexity of 

these policy challenges and the  

utter inadequacy of our media to communicate 

complexity, which deprives our citizens of the 

ability to engage in the conversations we urgently 

need around national and international issues.

In the 40 years since wicked problems were first 

identified, one medium has emerged as the most 
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Figure 1. An image of a “wicked problem”:  the Constellation of Global 
Agenda Councils, World Economic Forum 2010 (D. McLaren). 
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with layers of underlying detail. In fact, complexity 

makes games more challenging and fun—a strat-

egy that seldom works with an op-ed, PDF file, or 

policy tome.

Second, games’ interactivity transforms players from 

spectators into actors—participants with agency. 

Games engage players; they do not just inform them. 

Television, radio, films, and blogs are largely passive 

media that support a one-way delivery of informa-

tion. Although these media can be persuasive, they 

do suffer from a major weakness: they are typically 

heard only by those already partial to their point of 

view. It is not an accident that the presidential can-
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lion, surpassing films. Today there are more than 

180 million game players of all ages in the United 

States, and more than 40 percent are female. Game 

use is increasing by 10 to 20 percent per year and 

is expanding onto smartphones, which have almost 

100 million subscribers in the United States alone. 

Gone is the solitary gamer: 62 percent of players 

play with others, either in person or online, and 78 

percent play with others at least one hour per week. 

An increasing number of “grey gamers”—players 

over 60 years of age—are also playing video games. 

As the Economist recently stated, “Video games will 

be the fastest-growing and most exciting form of 

mass media over the coming decade.”7 

The use of games is particularly promising for the 

young—the digital natives in our societies, whose 

skills and understanding will shape a new generation 

of politically informed and engaged citizens. Among 

the millennials (18- to 29-year-olds) whose political 

attitudes were surveyed in a study released by Har-

vard’s Institute of Politics in October 2012, fewer 

than half reported an intention to vote on Elec-

tion Day.8 (About 49 percent of these millennials 

did turn out on Election Day.) While those young 

people cited a deep commitment to the country 

and community, they also expressed a belief that 

Washington is broken and that the nation’s elected 

leaders have not adequately matched or appreciated 

the faith the electorate has placed in them. Video 

games are a promising route to reengaging these 

millennials—the 46 million 18- to 29-year-olds 

who constitute the largest generation in the nation’s 

history. Games can trigger active forms of citizen 

engagement, allowing Americans to pressure their 

elected representatives effectively or to circumvent 

those representatives altogether.

Games’ structure—their management of complex-

ity and their ability to force players to confront 
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