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CAPITULO 30

PLAY ANIMATORS:
A TRAINING COURSE TO LEARN
HOW TO SUPPORT OLDER PEOPLE IN PLAY

GUARDABASSI VERONICA
Department of Humanities - University of Macerata (IT)

MARANESI ALESSANDRO
Department of Humanities - University of Macerata (IT)

NICOLINI PAOLA
Department of Humanities - University of Macerata (IT)

1. INTRODUCTION

The rise in the average age of the population has increased the focus on
interventions that can promote a positive ageing (Jarvis, 2007). Among
these strategies, the use of games seems to be successful, as playing
games provides an opportunity for socialisation, satisfaction and flow
(Nakao, 2019). Actually the verb “to play” is a word that can be easily
associated with childhood, but not with all other phases of life. How-
ever, we have played so intensively as children that play has become
part of our essence, so much so that it is present in everyday life in
numerous expressions of our language such as when we say “it's a
child's game”, “to play your cards right”, “to put yourself on the line”
and many others (D'Urso, 2012). Play is the first tool that humankind
uses to explore and learn about the world and is often used during child-
hood to foster learning and socialisation with peers (Baumgartner,
2010). The game of bowls and cards used by older people suggests that
the characteristics of play (Caillois, 1958) are still enjoyable and cog-
nitively stimulating even for older people. In particular our project
adopted board games, considering how they can be useful for older peo-
ple, helping to reduce feelings of loneliness and isolation, offering
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opportunities for socialization and connection with family and friends
(Fancourt et al., 2021).

Board game is a generic term used to describe a game played by plac-
ing, moving or removing pieces on a board, using a format in which the
pieces are moved according to certain rules on a patterned board. Some-
times board games involve answering questions, but they can also in-
volve logical tasks, recognising pictures, balancing or assembling
pieces, creating stories and recalling previous knowledge. In addition,
board games require strategies to be discovered and applied, as well as
keeping in touch with the person a player is playing with and paying
attention to the way the other team is playing. They can be competitive
or cooperative, played by two or more people. In all cases, board games
are not just a fun way to spend time, but also powerful tools for engag-
ing players in strategic planning, problem-solving, planning, decision
making, logical and critical thinking, cooperation, competition, how to
deal with mistakes, deferring gratification, all of which sharpen analyt-
ical abilities. For these reasons, playing board games can help keep the
mind active and promote cognitive health (Ammar, 2024), considering
a lifelong perspective on learning as a point of reference (Baltes &
Reese, 1984). On the other hand, playing board games requires at least
two people, i.e., some kind of social relationship, to come out of isola-
tion and loneliness. Playing together means leaving the active role to
the other participants, waiting for your turn, and at the same time un-
derstanding the rules and actions together. Even in competition, playing
board games requires understanding the strategies and goals of others,
and thus exercising social skills. Winning or achieving goals in board
games triggers the release of dopamine, which reinforces positive be-
haviours and increases motivation. The reward system activated by
these games promotes a sense of accomplishment and encourages con-
tinued engagement. This process not only makes the games more en-
joyable, but also increases motivation in other areas of life. Playing
games can lead to increased satisfaction and happiness, contributing to
overall individuals’ well-being (Guardabassi et at., 2024).

Engaging in games can induce a state of "flow", where individuals be-
come completely absorbed in the activity, leading to improved mood

— 559 —



and quality of life (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, 1990). The flow state is
reached when there is a balance between the challenge of the game and
the ability to play because the task has a clear and concrete goal and is
perceived as affordable, as well as the feedback is immediate and direct,
clearly perceptible. To play requires full concentration and adaptation to
players, but it doesn't require much effort. Players feel a sense of control
over the situation, which allows them to avoid the fear of failure. Atten-
tion is focused on the activity and mental energy is concentrated on the
task. The quality of time becomes unmeasurable and the duration is al-
tered: hours can seem like minutes and seconds like eternity.

The use of board games as a strategy to promote positive ageing is sup-
ported by all these motivations, and confirmed by researches that indi-
cate benefits in cognitive function, emotional satisfaction and sociali-
sation. Exploring the literature on this topic provides valuable motiva-
tion for using board games with adults and older people, even when
they are not in good health (Estrada-Plana et al. 2021).

The current proposal arose from the awareness about all these consid-
erations, and the request of Auser*, a network of voluntary and social
promotion associations. The Auser regional association responded to a
call for proposals and was awarded funding to run a course for its mem-
bers to become play animators. Auser's aim was to have experts avail-
able to promote and plan play events to promote the well-being of older
people throughout the region.

2. OBJECTIVE

Considering these premises, and based on a previous collaboration with
the University of Macerata and Clementoni S.p.A. company®, the

44 Auser is an Italian association registered in the Italian Single National Register of the Third Sec-
tor and committed to promoting the active ageing of the elderly and enhancing their role in society.
Its associative proposal is aimed primarily at the elderly, but is open to relations of dialogue be-
tween generations, nationalities, different cultures. The aim of the activities is to strengthen a soci-
ety in which people of all ages are protagonists and resources for themselves and others.

4 Clementoni S.p.A. is a company based in the Marche region that specialises in the design
and production of games, including board games. The company has a long-standing research
collaboration with the University of Macerata, which is currently focusing on the use of board
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Auser Marche wanted to realize a training course within the wider pro-
ject “Active Network for Tomorrow: Together for an Integrated Com-
munity”. The aim of the course was to train skills for the management
and animation of play activities, so that participants may be able to de-
sign and/or use games that promote well-being and support older peo-
ple’s development. The training course was conducted in collaboration
within Le Marche Region (IT), and provided both theoretical back-
ground and practical skills in the field of games to the participants.

3. METHODOLOGY

An action research was designed and planned in collaboration between
Auser, Clementoni and the team from the University of Macerata*’, taking
into account that the learners were adults. Formal processes characterised
by a series of deliberate actions aimed at triggering understanding and
shaping updated representations were designed, trying to involve the cog-
nitive, affective, social and value structure of the participants. The trainees
were placed at the centre of the training process and encouraged to ac-
tively participate in the training course through discussions, practical play
activities, group work, and reflection on situations realised during the
course activities. Following Johnson and colleagues (1994), cooperative
learning was offered to improve the theoretical background, but also to
give the opportunity to exercise social skills to achieve common goals.
Peer interaction and time to reflect on lived experience promoted aware-
ness and critical thinking (Slavin, 1995; Comoglio, 1999).

games for adults and older people, both in good health or affected by dementia. The company
offered the board games, both its own products and those of other companies, following mar-
keting research into adult preferences.

4 The team of trainers from the University of Macerata is composed by 8 experts in the field
of psychology, pedagogy, philosophy and toy design: Elisa Cirilli and Evelyn Manoni are Ped-
agogists, Veronica Guardabassi is a Psychologist and a Researcher at the University of Mac-
erata in the field of Developmental and educational Psychology, Susanna Iraci is a toy de-
signer, Michele Feliziani and Benedetta Smargiassi are specialist in Philosophy with children,
Alessandro Maranesi is a research fellow at the University of Macerata in the field of Develop-
mental and educational Psychology, Paola Nicolini is a Psychologist and a Professor in the
field of Developmental and educational Psychology.
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A metacognitive approach has been also offered to encourage trainees
to become aware of their cognitive, emotional and social processes (Cor-
noldi et al., 2018; Cottini 2004; Flavell 1979), with the aim of improving
the effectiveness of the training path and giving participants autonomy
and self-regulation skills (Schraw & Dennison, 1994). The integration
of theoretical lessons, practical experiences, opportunities for joint dis-
cussion and reflection has the main objective of providing a dynamic
and inclusive learning environment, taking into account the age and the
differences between the socio-cultural backgrounds of the participants.

Practical activities, discussions, reflections, theoretical frameworks
were provided along with a total of ten meetings. Seven meetings were
with the presence of the training team and three organized in autonomy
in their own clubs by the trainees. In terms of knowledge acquisition
(objective a), the contents proposed was about the nature of play, the
psychological value of play, the usability of board games for adults and
older people, commercially available board games and their possible
uses. With regard to the development of competences (objective b), the
participants were given the opportunity to exercise democratic leader-
ship, to plan a playful activity within their association, to evaluate and
adapt the right board games to offer them to people of different ages.

After an online meeting (meeting one) dedicated to a playful activity of
mutual presentation and the presentation of the whole training pathway,
the group of participants met in presence with the experts two more
times (meeting two and three). They were then asked to plan a meeting
(meeting four) on their own premises, within their association, and to
invite their associates to take part in the playful activity. The experts
also attended this meeting and shadowed the trainees in the role of an-
imators, helping them with advice, adaptations and tips. It was an op-
portunity to apply what they had learnt and put the theoretical concepts
into practice in order to have a trial. A checklist was given to the play
animators in training to enable them to observe the dynamics among
the players and to collect data on the level of satisfaction and active
participation of the people involved. Subsequent to the fourth meeting,
the participants planned and carried out three more activities (meeting
five, six and seven) on their own, using board games, having the
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opportunity to further test the knowledge and competencies they had
acquired. Data were collected to assess the level of satisfaction of the
participants during all the meetings. Three further meetings are
planned. The eight meeting was online and was aimed at giving the
participants the opportunity to share their experiences within their
clubs, reflect on strengths and weaknesses, and learn from each other's
playing activities. The ninth meeting will involve people in public
events in the main cities of the five provinces of Le Marche region, with
the aim of proposing playful activities to a larger number of people and
inviting them to play in turn. At the end of the course there will be a
closing ceremony with the participants and the awarding of certificates
during the tenth and final session, which will take place next June.

Data collection was carried out at the beginning of the training course,
involving the participants. Further data collection was conducted at
each meeting in order to know their opinion about the training, their
satisfaction and learning along with the different phases of the activity,
in order to adapt subsequent actions.

The project is still ongoing and the present paper mainly focus on the first
meetings with participants, i.e., theoretical contents and workshop aimed to
increase trainers’ knowledge about game activities. Some preliminary data
concerning the first appointment in participants’ club are also presented.

3.1 MEASURES

At the end of each theoretical session, which were more content-based and
aimed at raising participants' awareness of the different motivations behind
the choice to use board games as a tool for cognitive training, emotional
wellbeing and opportunities for social interaction for older people, partic-
ipants answered to a questionnaire. The aim of this data collection was to
find out how satisfied the trainees were with their training over time and
to tailor the sessions to their own needs, requirements and preferences.

3.1.1. Lectures

After the first online session, participants expressed their opinion about
teaching method (5 items) and general satisfaction (7 items), by using
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a scale ranging from 0 (at all) to 4 (very). After the offline session,
participants expressed the same questionnaire with queries regarding
teaching method and general satisfaction with the following additional
dimensions: topics (6 items); organization (6 items); teachers (7 items).
For each training experience, the mean values was computed to have an
overall evaluation of the first, the second and the third training.

Teaching method

Participants were asked if they considered the method: (1) appropriate
with regard to the content covered; (2) supportive to the involvement
of the participants; (3) supportive of the learning process; (4) conducive
to discussion and exchange; (5) useful for developing skills.

General satisfaction

Participants’ satisfaction was investigate with the following items: (1)
Considers that the meeting was useful for: (2) knowledge acquired; (3)
operational skills acquired; (4) interest aroused; (5) applicability of
contents to the association's activities; (6) reflections solicited; (7) ex-
change of experiences.

Teaching topics

To know participants’ opinions about presented topics the following
questions were used: “The topics covered in the course were: (1) clear;
(2) interesting; (3) consistent with your needs and expectations; (4)
close to your association; (5) appropriate to your level of knowledge;
(6) comprehensive”.

Organization of the course

Questions regarding organization were the following: “To what extent do
you consider the following organisational aspects useful: (1) appropriate-
ness of duration; (2) appropriateness of space and equipment; (3) man-
agement and adherence to timetables; (4) completeness and timeliness of
information; (5) appropriateness of timetable; (6) quality of materials”.
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Teachers

Participants’ opinions about teachers were measured in the following
way: “Do you feel that the lecturers were: (1) prepared and competent;
(2) able to communicate in a clear and comprehensible manner; (3) able
to arouse interest; (4) attentive to everyone's needs and/or requests; (5)
able to manage and coordinate groups; (6) able to offer food for thought;
(7) able to provide useful indications for association activities”.

3.1.2. Game activities in social centres

The trainees were asked to propose match sessions in their clubs to ap-
ply what they had learned. Two experts from the University of Macer-
ata team were present at the first meeting in the different clubs to pro-
vide scaffolding during the exercise to apply the learning outcomes to
areal situation. Three further meetings were then organised in complete
autonomy and data was collected on the satisfaction of all the partici-
pants. This phase has not yet been completed, but some preliminary
data has been collected.

4. RESULTS

38 people took part in the training course for play animators. There
were 28 women and 10 men with an average age of 63.5 years. The
majority of them were retired (63.2%) and their educational level was
high school (44.7%). They are all associated to Auser.

4.1. INITIAL LECTURES

As it was described in the Graphic 1, participants have greater levels of
satisfaction in all the explored dimensions: topics, teachers, teaching
method, organization and satisfaction. Indeed, all values were higher
than 2, the middle value.
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GRAPHIC 1. Training participants' evaluation and satisfaction with topics, teachers,
teaching methods, organisation

Lectures' evaluations

3,643,76 3,843,86 3,773,83 3,583,71 3,73,68

II II 3IlSII II 3’12II

Topics Teachers Teaching method  Organization Satisfaction

ET1 mT2 mT3

The overall evaluation of the first, second and third lectures of the train-
ing was positive (see Graphic 2) and it seems to have an increasing
trend: Xtraining1=3 13, Xtraining2=3 1, Xtraining3=3 7.

GRAPHIC 2. Training participants’ overall evaluation

Overal evaluation

3,71 3,77

T1 T2 T3
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4.2. GAME ACTIVITIES IN SOCIAL CENTRES

Currently the course design seems to fit the proposed objectives, as the
meetings in the singular clubs were realized and participants com-
mented positively on the time spent together playing. Here are some of
the comments collected during an online meeting, in which trainees
were asked to reflect together about the strengths and the weaknesses
observed in their clubs:

“I had often heard about this game, but neither I nor they were familiar
with it. The frenzy to play was so great that the group members did not
give me time to read the instructions-they wanted to play!... Initially one
of the group had some difficulties, she cannot describe the word indi-
cated but then slowly she loosened up and got really good enough that
her team won. It was a joy to see this change, this gaining confidence in
her own qualities. It was a real joy for me. Mission accomplished!”

“Thanks to the University of Macerata and all its collaborators for giving
us this opportunity and thanks to Auser for involving us in this project”

“Fun and laughter in the afternoon games at the Club”

“Play means being together, feeling good, learning and emptying your
mind of the usual tasks: taking some time for yourself and sharing it”

“For some time now we have been engaged in research that has to do
with well-being in adults and the older people, because their presence and
need to feel an active part in social life is increasingly evident. The game,
from this point of view, is proving to be a very effective device, both for
the cognitive activation necessary to understand it, and for the social dy-
namics of competition but also of collaboration that it unleashes, and be-
cause it allows a mental state of momentary estrangement from reality, a
being inside the game that distances itself from the burdens of everyday
life and suspends attention from worries for a few moments”

“It is a constant observation: after a few minutes of play, the rooms of
the circles come alive with laughter and a cheerful chatter that also re-
freshes us as play animators”

“It happens every time that someone who understands the dynamics of
the game or a particularly complex rule to decipher before the others,
helps those around the same table, no matter if an ally or an opponent”

“It's been a long time since I've had so much fun”
“And to think that people say these are things only for children”

“I want to play again at home, maybe with my grandchildren”
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“Finally, an hour without any worries: it hasn't happened for a long
time! We therefore thank all those who are collaborating on the project
for this wonderful opportunity”

5. DISCUSSION

The results so far show how much the participants appreciated the first
part of the training, even if it was theoretical. They also seem to be
satisfied with their experiences in their clubs, where they were able to
apply what they had learned and put their learning into practice. This
supports the importance of using a collaborative and metacognitive ap-
proach (Slavin, 1995; Comoglio, 1999; Cornoldi et al., 2018; Cottini
2004; Flavell 1979) to promote learning and satisfaction in adult edu-
cation, allowing a positive and active participation, proposing to start
with an experience and then reading it within a theoretical framework.

In addition, participants’ first reactions can be considered central to
achieving the objectives that the Auser centres set themselves: to en-
courage active ageing by creating situations in which, in addition to
cognitive stimulation, there is also fun and well-being. Having a team
of play animators who are able to choose the right board games and
plan play sessions for adults and older people can be a useful tool for
intervention in the field of active ageing (Fancourt et al., 2021). More-
over, because of the multiple benefits that play can bring, play anima-
tors can be seen as actors in the field of wellbeing.

The research is a true action research (Lewin, 1946) because the need
and the request came from the Auser Association to give their own as-
sociates the chance to be trained, adopting a lifelong learning perspec-
tive. At the same time, social relationships were cultivated and cogni-
tive commitment was requested, activating mental processes in the par-
ticipants, but also cultivating social dynamics in the communities in
which they live. Meanwhile, data is being collected to try to understand
how much the activities affect the well-being and mental training of the
participants. Answering questionnaires and filling in other survey
forms was felt sometimes to be tedious, difficult, as a complication and
even as an intrusion, but it was clearly explained from the starting point
that this is the way to have data to work on and interpret, to design other
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training activities that are more and more suitable for an audience of
adults and older people, on the basis of the experimentation carried out.
Gradually, this was understood and a positive collaboration developed
for this part of the research as well. Encounters are realised that have
an impact on the reality of those who participate, social ties are
strengthened and the foundations for further activities are created. Psy-
chological and educational culture is disseminated on a scientific basis
and the sense of community is acted upon.

6. CONCLUSIONS

Looking at the positive results reported in the scientific literature on
interactions with board games for adults and older people, having a
group of trained play animators, able to propose this kind of playful
activities, can act as a support for the diffusion of wellbeing. Consider-
ing the positive effects of the presented training course, it may be de-
sirable: 1) to extend the project on a national level; 2) to use games that
promote the well-being and learning processes of people in the third
age on a large scale, involving other associations and institutions; 3) to
develop specific games for people in the third age in cooperation with
the involved company; 4) work with those attending the training to de-
velop guidelines for similar pathways.

With regard to point (1), an event is planned in the coming months to dis-
seminate the results obtained and to communicate the benefits of the par-
ticipation to the training path for play animators, both in the trainees and
in the other people involved in the Auser's Clubs. The aim can be (2) to
involve other associations and institutions in order to have a larger group
of play animators, with the current trainees as trainers, also enlarging the
zone in which they can operate, beyond the regional borders of Le Marche.

As a side-effect of the training path (3), some of the observational data
collected will provide suggestions for the development of board games
for an adult and older audience, which can be discussed and shared
within the participating institutions and teams from the University,
Auser and Clementoni company.
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Finally (4), the training path can be analysed in its strengths and weak-
nesses, with the participation of the trained people who have acquired
knowledge and competences, but also the experience as participants, in
order to design guidelines for similar training courses.
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