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For Mel


Part 1
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Opening Moves


Chapter 1

Is This the Game You Really Want to Be Playing?

Rock climbing saved me.

I was in a miserable season of my life—staying up late every night, trying to dredge more work out of myself. I was anxious, consumed with self-loathing. I needed something to change.

A friend suggested that I try rock climbing, that it was a “technical balance sport” for people who loved solving puzzles. This seemed utterly ridiculous to me. Rock climbing was for thrill-seeking adventure bros. Rock climbing was muscling your way up a wall while you rage-screamed. And I was a clumsy nerd.

It took me about half an hour in my university’s ratty little climbing gym to see that I’d been completely wrong.

I’d been failing, over and over again, on one specific move. I was supposed to reach over to a hold way up left; every time I’d go for it, I’d lose my balance and fall. I was ready to give up; I was just too weak. But then another climber explained the proper technique: I could kick out my leg all the way to the right, as a counterbalance, and then the rest of my body would just float up to the left, to the next hold. It felt amazing; my whole body was suddenly a fluid, coordinated thing. I felt, maybe for the first time in my life, like I was moving elegantly.

My friend was right, it turns out. Climbing isn’t just about adrenaline and brawn. It’s problem-solving. It’s staring down a set of impossibly tiny holds and inventing intricate sequences of careful movements to make it through. Climbing is solving physics puzzles with your body, in the alphabet of yoga.

I’ve played games my whole life. Games offer me the joy of complete absorption in performing one clear task in a precise, well-defined world. They banish the nauseating complexity of ordinary life. They give me the refuge of clear rules and clear goals. In their restrictions, there is freedom.

Up until that point, I’d only played mental games: chess, poker, computer strategy games. I hated my body, which was a sludgy and uncooperative thing. But climbing asked me to devote the whole of my attention to the precise relationship between my body and the rock. Sometimes a climb would demand that I carefully balance myself on my tippy-toes on a tiny dime’s edge of rock, and then carefully ease my center of gravity over. Sometimes a climb asked me to drive myself up with an explosive twist of my hips. Climbing demanded a deep understanding of how the parts of my body connected, of how a movement flowed through me.

I met Sherwood at that ratty university climbing gym. He was a beautifully perverse climber. He loved nothing more than to get stuck in some awful, contorted position on the rock—one leg over his shoulder, the other leg trapped under an elbow. He’d groan and curse, rocking back and forth in a tangle—and then suddenly find a way through in an ecstatic burst of motion. He had cultivated a climbing style that gave him precisely his desired ratio of joy to masochism.

We were climbing in Joshua Tree National Park one weekend—climbing real rock, working on tricky, delicate problems. I’d been climbing for a couple of years by then, and I was trying to break through to the next level.

Every established rock climb has a difficulty grade attached—a rating derived from community consensus. For the dominant rock-climbing culture, this difficulty rating basically serves as a scoring system. Your primary score is the difficulty rating of the hardest climbs you can do. The climb I was trying was the next level up of difficulty from anything I’d climbed before. I wanted that next number so badly; I wanted that level-up. And the more desperately I wanted it, the grosser my climbing got. Sherwood saw my desperate flailing, shook his head, and said, “Man, you gotta just savor the movement.”

We were climbing for different reasons. I wanted to get to the top any way I could—anything that would count as a victory, that would give me that next number. Sherwood would climb a route, get to the top, frown, and mutter, “Well, OK, but that was pretty ugly,” and then keep climbing it over and over again until the movement felt beautiful to him. His comment—that I had to savor the movement—got stuck in my head over the next few months. It changed my whole relationship to climbing. I started to pay more attention to the sweet joy of the movement—to lavish loving attention on the microscopic adjustments, the explosive hip twists. At night, I would dream about how it felt.

A lot of the time, we don’t know the real reason we’re doing something. I had been telling myself that climbing was making me fitter, and that I was learning some skills. But in retrospect, what I actually loved was how it felt to be climbing. It was an experience of my own grace, a rare taste of loveliness flowing through my bones and fingers. And it was the fact that my life suddenly had rowdy road trips and drunk bonfires in it. I came back from climbing weekends cheerful, refreshed. Climbing made me feel complete.

And here’s the strangest thing: What I truly loved was a feeling, a loving involvement with the difficulty of the physical world, that went far beyond the simple goals of climbing. But I also couldn’t have found that feeling without that scoring system. The game of climbing has a very specific definition of success: You have succeeded if you get to the top. And the scoring system also tells you, over the course of a climbing life, that you should be trying to climb ever-more difficult climbs. This gave me a focus. It shaped a very specific kind of activity; without that goal, I would never have paid enough attention to my body, never would have refined my movement enough, to discover a pure joy in movement.

Given just a rock wall, there’s no particular reason for a modern, tool-using human to try to move up a particular line of tiny holds using nothing but their hands and feet. But climbing is a game that tells you what to do; it forces you to take one hard pathway up the rock, and it tells you that it will count as a success only if you follow the rules—if you climb the rock using only your hands and feet on the rock itself. And it tells you to keep trying harder and harder climbs.

This structure forced me to tune in to how I was moving. It keyed me into a new form of beauty. It gave me a richer form of freedom than I had anywhere else in my life. It showed me the way to a new kind of agency.
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I’m a philosophy professor now. There is, in my profession, a single list of all the major philosophy departments, ranked by prestige. There is another list of all the philosophy journals you could publish in, also ranked by prestige. These are the scoring systems of philosophy.

Nobody is forcing people to use these systems. They’re just a pair of websites, each compiled by a small group of professionals, based on some annual surveys. In the end, they’re just a summary of a few people’s subjective impressions of status. We could have just as well decided to ignore them; they have no official authority. But that’s not what happened. Most professional philosophers pay intense, close, and regular attention to these lists. Most of us know exactly how we’re doing on the rankings.

I didn’t care about those rankings when I first fell in love with philosophy. I didn’t even know about them. I got into the field because I was obsessed with some big, weird old questions. I wanted to understand the meaning of life, and where it came from. I wanted to know if there was any kind of objective morality. I wanted to know if beauty was real, if art actually mattered, or if it was all just a con. And I wanted to know why we trusted ourselves—our ability to reason, our moral instincts.

I loved the conversations I was having with other people, trying to figure these things out: late nights out with other philosophy majors, gleefully shouting at each other and scribbling logic diagrams on napkins. My parents wanted me to be a doctor or a lawyer or a programmer, something real. But I couldn’t give up on these huge questions. My parents thought I was throwing away my chance at a safe and productive career.

I went to graduate school in philosophy precisely because I loved those wild, unmanageable questions. Then the stupidest thing happened. I met those rankings and they got under my skin. But the questions I loved weren’t what got you into those highly ranked journals and departments. If you wanted to do well on the rankings, you had to write small, precise articles on fairly arcane technical questions. So, over the years, I stopped chasing the questions I cared about. I spent all my energy trying to climb those rankings. And all my joy in philosophy started draining away.

I don’t think I would have cared nearly so much about status without the brutal clarity of the rankings. Before the rankings, I certainly wanted some respect, but only from very specific people: the particular philosophers I thought were cool. Before the rankings, my desires were grounded in my own sense of what mattered. But that wasn’t what was in the rankings. The rankings represent the summarized views of other people—people who had been designated as supposed authorities by some other supposed authorities. I didn’t actually trust anybody involved with the ranking process. But the fact that all their opinions had been aggregated into a single, clear ranking—a ranking that everybody knew about—made them powerful. The rankings compressed a mess of human opinions into a single neat score. That clarity sucked me into caring about something I’d never cared about before: the average respect of the whole profession.

The political philosopher Thomas Hobbes thought what ultimately mattered in politics was power. The rightful ruler is whoever has the power to control other people’s actions. But for Hobbes, the true source of power wasn’t strength or military might. He believed that ultimate power comes from the ability to control language and define terms—especially the terms of success. The power over definitions is stronger than military or economic power. Because if you can define what good and evil mean for people, if you can control what success and failure mean for them, then you can control them from the inside.
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Games wake us up to a life of play; metrics drive us down into grueling optimization. And sometimes, we let some external, institutional systems—rankings, metrics, and measures—set our desires and goals. Let’s give this phenomenon a name. Call it value capture. Value capture happens when:

	Your values are rich and subtle—or developing that way.

	You enter some social (typically institutional) setting that offers you simplified, often quantified renditions of your values.

	The simplified versions take over.



If you want a portable version, try this: Value capture occurs when you get your values from some external source and let them rule you without adapting them.

Value capture happens when a restaurant stops caring about making good food and starts caring about maximizing its Yelp ratings. It happens when students stop caring about education and start caring about their GPA. It happens when scientists stop caring about finding truth and start caring about getting the biggest grants. It even happens in religion. A pastor recently told me that his church had become completely obsessed with baptism rates. The higher-ups had established an internal leaderboard in which the pastors competed on monthly baptism rates, and it was starting to dominate everybody’s attention. He’d found himself caring less about the long-term spiritual development of his flock and focusing more on trying to deliver popular sermons that would up his baptism rates and move him up that leaderboard.

In value capture, you’re outsourcing your values to an institution. Instead of setting your values in the light of your own particular experiences, instead of adjusting them to your particular personality, you’re letting distant bureaucratic forces set them for you.

Maybe this wouldn’t matter if the institutional metrics got it exactly right—if they truly captured what is valuable in the world. But that almost never happens. Metrics are shaped by institutional forces. They are subject to demands for fast, efficient data collection at scale, to demands of fitting into spreadsheets and action reports. Institutional metrics are part of a system that abstracts away from personal difference and local detail and identifies some thin, measurable detail. And what’s easily measurable is rarely the same as what’s really valuable.
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After a few years of soul-searching, I finally managed to shake off the grip of the philosophy rankings and remember my love for those weird old questions. But a couple of years later, it happened to me all over again. I went on Twitter.

I got on originally to talk to people, and to learn from them. There was a brief moment, years ago, when Twitter seemed genuinely magical. You could make friends you would never have found in any other place, find ideas and conversations that would have been impossible otherwise. Twitter was, for a little while, a bonanza of surprising but meaningful connection.

But then I went minorly viral a few times and caught that delicious, feverish high of seeing my numbers soar. And every time, I’d be gripped with the need for more. I started ransacking my thoughts, imagining how each one would look on Twitter. It started to matter less for me whether the thing was true or deep or wise. I just wanted thoughts that were peppy and sharp and quick enough to blow up.

It’s particularly easy, with Twitter, to see the exact contours of the value shift. The platform’s scoring system—its Likes and Retweets and Follows—doesn’t register empathy, or understanding, or finding out something that really transforms you down the line. It measures quick-fire popularity. Twitter’s metrics don’t capture the difference between somebody who chuckled for a second at your tweet and somebody who was shaken to their core. If they both just click Like, then Twitter counts them the same.

Twitter captures a binary information state. It does not record the difference between loving something, being mildly amused by it, or having it change your life. It flattens complex information into a single binary bit of data. And it captures that data at one narrow moment: the moment of first reading. You encounter a deep tweet. At first you don’t like it; you disagree with it. But it sticks in your craw; it gnaws at you. Slowly, it changes your mind—but that takes a week. The value of that tweet comes in a slow burn. But it’s pretty unlikely that you’ll go back and find that tweet to Like it. The interface of social media tends to capture positive reactions in the first moment of exposure. One of the central reasons we communicate with each other is to learn, to be challenged, to have our understanding transformed, which takes time. But that kind of communication isn’t valued by Twitter’s scoring system.

Call this the Gap. The Gap is the distance between what’s being measured and what actually matters.

[image: ]

Reiner Knizia is sometimes called the Mozart of German game design—the bizarre prodigy who effortlessly churns out these elegant, profoundly original game designs. As the German and larger European board-game scene was heating up in the 1980s and ’90s, Knizia was sitting on top of it all, spewing forth hundreds of new games.

In a lecture on his game design process, Knizia said that the most important tool in his game design toolbox was the scoring system, because it sets the player’s motivations in the game. Scores tell the players what they’ll want during the game. And this is the heart of how game designers shape our actions—and how those actions will feel—in the game. A scoring system specifies motivations for the player to adopt.

You can make a game out of the simplest things: a few rules and a goal. One of the more elegant modern game designs is The Mind. The game is comically simple. There’s a deck with a hundred cards in it, numbered from 1 to 100. For level one, you shuffle the deck and deal each player one random card. The goal is for all players to work together as a team to play the cards in order, from lowest to highest. But there is one single, glorious catch: You’re not allowed to communicate. You can’t talk, signal, grunt, or gesture to each other. You have to coordinate wordlessly to play those cards in order. If you can do it for level one, you go up to level two: Reshuffle the deck, and deal two random cards to each person. For a four-player game, you win the game if you can beat level eight—that’s eight random cards dealt to each person, to be played out in perfect order, in total silence.

The game asks you to do the seemingly impossible: to be telepathic. And then it teaches you how that’s actually possible. You play the game by developing a shared sense of timing for how long you should wait to play a given card. And you can get very good at it together. Your group can play these wild, precise sequences in lockstep tempo. It will start to feel like you can touch the inside of each other’s brains and hear a collective clock ticking.

How does The Mind accomplish this little miracle? What’s it made out of? There are two basic parts to the game. First it gives you restrictions: The game strips away all your normal avenues for communication. Then it gives you a goal. It tells you to play these cards in sequential order. Out of these simplest of pieces, the game shapes a very specific set of actions and challenges—and through those, it shapes a mental state.

This is the peculiarity at the heart of games: They tell you what to desire. And we players are fluid enough that we can let those scoring systems shape our desires. We can slip into alternate motivational states like a new set of clothes. We have the ability to start a game, find out what will get us points, and then—for a period of time—care intensely, exactly as we’re told to.

It’s not just that a game tells you what counts as winning for this game. It sets the deeper meaning of winning. A game can tell you whether you’re selfish or part of a larger collective. Start up The Mind. The game tells you you’re all on a team together, and you win or lose as one. Now your desires are unified; you are a perfect coordinated unit. Start up another game, like the classic first-person shooter Quake III Arena. This video game throws you into an online arena, where you score points by killing other players. Now you are an unapologetic psychopath, a being of pure selfishness, dodging, whirling, bouncing grenades down the hall, head-shotting people as they come down the corner.

Start up another game: Go outside and play a game of pickup basketball. Now you’re divided into teams, and the basic shape of your cares shifts to match. It doesn’t matter that Tessa is your best friend; she’s on the opposite team now, and your job is to steal her passes and block her shots. It doesn’t matter that in ordinary life you hate Sam. He’s on your team now, and if he’s open, you pass him the damn ball. Because for a period, your goals and Sam’s goals are aligned.

Games play around with who you are, what you care about, and the basic shape of your relationships to other people. Games reach into you and give you a new form of agency, and you can, for a while, become completely absorbed in that new agency. And what enables that, in crucial part, is the clarity, the simplicity, and the unambiguity of the scoring system. Games let somebody else design a new self for you, for you to slip into.
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Perhaps this seems unnerving, letting another human being inside our heads to tinker with our goals. But this goal manipulation can be relatively safe in games. Because often in games, the goal isn’t what really matters. We adopt the goal in order to experience the process. The beauty is in the struggle.

This is a very specific kind of orientation. Let’s give it a name: striving play. In striving play, you try to win not because winning is important, but because the act of trying to win gives you a delicious struggle. In striving play, you don’t really care about winning in a lasting way. You temporarily induce in yourself a desire to win, so you can enjoy the process of trying.

Striving play involves a motivational inversion of ordinary, practical life. In normal life, we struggle in order to attain some goal that we really want. In striving play, we adopt a goal in order to have the struggle that we really want.

This may seem bizarre, but striving play is perfectly ordinary. Your friends come over, and you decide to play a silly party game, like charades. There is a paradox at the heart of charades. Most people play the game, not to win, but to break the ice and get goofy. But when you play charades, you have to actually try to win to have fun. A game like charades is fun only when you’re moderately invested—when you’re genuinely trying to communicate some silly little phrase through gestures, when you’re truly frustrated that people aren’t getting it. Getting emotionally invested in winning charges the whole experience, and gives it spice.

But most of us don’t actually care about winning charades. If you lost but everybody had lots of fun, you probably wouldn’t feel disappointed. Because deep in your heart, you already know that winning isn’t the point. Having fun is.
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The standard scoring system of climbing was good for me, for the first few years. It made me stronger and more graceful than I’d ever been. But over time, it stopped working. I’m not naturally very athletic, and I didn’t have the time to train hard. The standard scoring system said there was one goal: Climb more difficult climbs. After a while, I got stuck. The difficulty game just had me throwing myself against gruelingly difficult climbs, and mostly failing. The whole thing turned tedious. It took me a while to remember that I had never really cared about being a great rock climber. I loved rock climbing because it showed me the beauty in my own moving body. I loved it when it changed my experience of the natural world—when it sensitized me to microscopic details in the rock and the landscape.

I eventually found a way to love rock climbing again by tweaking the goals. I stopped being laser-focused on pure difficulty. I looked for middlingly hard but interesting climbs, which pushed me into new kinds of movement. And I didn’t declare myself finished with a particular climb after the first time I climbed it. I took the Sherwood path. I aimed for smoothness, flow, and total mastery of the climb. What I most wanted was the feeling of complete organized attunement—and I got that from seeking elegant mastery over moderate climbs, and not from the perpetual quest for more difficult climbs.

In other words, I was turning into a game designer, by creating my own personal version of the game. I was starting to play around with what counted as winning. I was starting to tune the game to my own purposes, to give me that specific mental state of ecstatic organization and flow.

Games tell you what to desire, through the scoring system. But you can also take charge of which games you play, and choose which scoring systems you adopt. You can tweak your games, shift to new ones, jump from ordinary Super Mario Odyssey to speedrunning it. Or you can quit Mario entirely and learn archery, or start a Dungeons & Dragons campaign.

You can use games to explore different ways of thinking and caring. You can become a planning, optimizing, resource-maximizing being. You can become a goofy gesticulating charades being. You can become a twitchy being of reflexes, dodging and whirling and sniping with angelic grace. You can merge yourself into a telepathic group mind.

In a game, you can plunge into an alternate self. And scoring systems are at the center. They make it easier for us to change what we target and what we care about. Scoring systems are an instruction manual for new values.

[image: ]

Once, a few years before the rise of ChatGPT, I was in a room with a bunch of computer scientists who were working on building a creative artificial intelligence—an AI that could make good art. I asked, “So what target data are you using? What counts as success when training the AI?”

One team explained that they were using the Netflix database about engagement hours. Their AI was “successful” when its output most resembled the Netflix shows that got viewers to watch the most hours of TV. The problem is that engagement hours are not the same as good art. Art can be good in so many ways. It can move us; it can make us more sensitive and empathic; it can enrich our understanding of one another. But none of those qualities are necessarily measured by engagement hours.

I said all this. I said that they were training their AI not to make good art, but to make addictive shows. They were optimizing for total engagement hours, and not for the quality of those hours. The AI wranglers responded, “Well, that’s the dataset we have. Show us a better dataset for good art and we’ll optimize for that instead.”

And that’s the core problem: We don’t have a massive dataset for good art, but we do have a massive dataset for engagement hours. And this is no accident. Some kinds of things are systematically harder to measure because they are more variable, more personal, or more delicate. This is what a lot of this book will be about: why so many of the important things in life seem to consistently defy measurement. They vanish from sight when we insist on using the measurement tools of large-scale institutions and bureaucracy. What’s meaningful is intimate and unpredictable; it eludes easy classification. If we let institutional metrics set our values and drive our lives, we end up chasing what’s easy to count, and not what’s really important.

When we play games—when we are in charge of them—we are touring a whole ecosystem of deeply different rules and scoring systems, choosing and tweaking them to fit our own purposes. But our relationship to metrics is different. Our institutional lives are usually ruled by a very small number of pervasive metrics. We have very little power over which ones dominate our lives, and what they measure. And these metrics have been engineered not to give us a meaningful life but for the convenience of vast bureaucratic information systems.
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Why are we so drawn to simple scoring systems? Scoring systems offer us relief from the painful complexity of life. When we leave ourselves fully exposed to the value density of real life, it’s hard to know what to do. My own life is full of a hundred conflicting claims and hopes. I want to be a loving parent, a good teacher, and a thoughtful scholar. I want to write beautiful things, to help advance the dream of a kinder and more just world. I want to be a good partner to my spouse. I want to keep my body healthy, and to get better at climbing. I want to keep in touch with the world of new music and new comics. And I want to indulge my weird obsessions, like my current overwhelming desire to perfect my chile verde. All of those things clamor for my attention.

Suppose we focus down on just one part of life—say, my desire to be a good parent. Even then, it’s still hard to know how well you’re doing. It’s late; my kid has been sad all day because he’s frustrated about learning math, but finally he’s happy because we found a great new anime to watch together. Now it’s two hours past his bedtime; he’s bouncing off the walls, shouting about what special powers he wants. He’s inventing his own spin-off versions of the story, throwing around his stuffed animals into a massive mess on the floor, and pretending to be Luffy the rubber pirate hero. Am I being a good parent? An indulgent parent? A parent fostering creativity? How the hell am I supposed to know?

Our actual values are often unclear; it isn’t obvious how each value applies to a particular situation. On top of that, real life is full of a nauseating tangle of different unclear values, which I constantly have to weigh and decide between. How do I compare the value of spending an hour reading to my toddler with the value of spending an hour lifting weights? How do I calculate the relative value of spending this Saturday morning reading an exciting new sci-fi novel versus hacking away at my email pile? Life is a jumble of different values, all shouting at each other, with no clear centralized method for making sense of it all.

But games are different.

Games grant us a precious experience of clarity. It is a clarity of purpose—a clarity of value. In a game, for once in our lives, we know exactly what we’re supposed to be doing, and afterward, we know exactly how well we have done. There are no larger questions about the meaning of our lives, no existential angst about our goals, no ambiguity. We know what we are pursuing in explicit, immaculate, unquestionable detail. Games offer value clarity. They are an existential balm for the confusion of ordinary life.

And games also tell us exactly what everybody else wants. They coordinate our values and make it easy for us to make sense to each other. They create a quick, artificial community.

I spend half my life hiding what I really love. I am a goddamn weirdo who has spent vats of time chasing bizarre obsessions, all mostly incomprehensible to the larger world. Our cares are so different; they speak in different languages of meaning. Climbing speaks to me in the language of getting stronger, mastering movement, finding solutions. Jazz speaks to me in the language of thrilling improvisation, of group creativity at speed, of the beauty of mathematics made sonic. Philosophy speaks to me in the language of curiosity, connection, and gorgeous ideas. To many other people, these languages of meaning are completely opaque. And other people care about different things, with different languages of meaning, which are unfamiliar and uninterpretable to me.

But games define all that difference away. In most games, there are no difficult questions about other people’s motives. There are no vast gulfs between our very different loves. The rules set precisely the same goals for all of us. They create a shared language of success. Explaining ourselves becomes effortless. Scoring systems make us entirely comprehensible to one another. There are now only the simple, practical questions: What are the most efficient means to achieve that shared, clear goal?

Games offer us social value clarity.

In most games, that clarity is happily artificial. The points are made up. In most games, the goals are things we invented for the sake of fun or satisfaction—to shape some delicious form of action. Game goals can be adopted and then thrown away again. Game cares are temporary and disposable.

But metrics offer us a different bargain. They promise the same delicious clarity: that if we adopt some simple scoring system, our values will become clear and easy to communicate. University rankings, social media follower counts, page views—each of these promises to simplify the meaning of success in the world. But the cost is different. Because metrics are designed to measure something in the world, something real. Maybe it’s health, education, or well-being. Maybe it’s popularity or status. It’s when mechanical scoring systems try to capture some real truths that we have to start worrying about the possibility of error—about the possibility of a mismatch between the clarity of the score and the density of the real world. That’s when we are in danger of being seduced away from what’s really important, by an artificially clarified rendition of value.
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I spent years chasing the philosophy rankings, until it almost destroyed my soul. I became a miserable, clenched person—hating what I was reading, hating what I was writing. And everybody else hated it, too. But in my quiet hours, I’d started a tiny little side project, on a question that almost nobody in my profession took seriously: Why do we play games? The question fascinated me. But it didn’t count as a real question in the world of official academic philosophy, so I mostly hid it from serious company, and worked on it in stolen moments.

A few years later, the rankings quest had gotten me to such a point of misery that I was starting to consider quitting philosophy, giving up my professor gig, and finding something else to do with my life. Instead, I took one last shot. I let myself indulge in what seemed, from the standards of my profession, like the most ludicrous possible quest: to figure out the value of games. I ended up spending years obsessed with it—trying to articulate the peculiar beauty of games, the value of play, and how game designers are a unique kind of artist who use scoring systems to shape our desires and our actions into something beautiful.

I cared about it because I cared about games. I’ve spent my entire life playing games of every kind. I played my first computer game at about the age of ten. My dad went from being a Vietnamese refugee to being a programmer at Intel in the 1980s. He’d bought us a cast-off Intel computer at a sale for employees. It was a primitive thing, the size of a refrigerator. The only place for it was in our garage. I used it to play one of the earliest computer games: Colossal Cave Adventure, a fully text-based adventure in which the game gave you written descriptions of what was happening, and you had to struggle with its primitive text parser to tell it what you wanted to do. “Go west.” “Get lamp.” “Get water.” “Pour water.”

I grew up as computer games grew up. I played tons of text adventure games, and then the first adventure games with graphics. I played some of the first computer role-playing games, where you wandered through endless dungeons killing monsters and getting experience points. I played other games, too. I learned chess; I learned poker. I fell in love with go—possibly the most beautiful of all games, a game of depth and profundity. I also lost months of my life to the gruelingly addictive strategy computer game Civilization—possibly the only game I truly regret playing. And later on, I’d discover the exploding world of European board games. I played fascinating subtle auction games and resource-management games. I’d stay up late at night playing board games with my friends, and then afterward talk for hours analyzing the experience—trying to figure out what made one game so boringly mechanical and another game so explosively delicious. I started posting on online forums, reviewing board games, trying to figure out exactly what made certain games just so vibratingly alive. And then this somehow merged with my academic career, and I ended up writing an entire philosophy book about the peculiar magic of games.

But at the same time, I was dealing with metrics. At my first professor job, I was the “learning outcomes liaison” for my philosophy department. This meant that I had to gather quantitative data about how our department was doing in promoting student success, to show that we weren’t all just bullshitters wasting taxpayer money. And I had to do it in an environment where student success had become defined by administrators, in a particularly narrow way. “Student success” had been officially defined as a weighted average of graduation rate and graduation speed.

This definition captured almost nothing about what I or my fellow philosophy professors cared about in teaching. But it ruled our lives; it was the language we had to speak in whenever we wanted to justify a new hire or a budgetary line item. So I started writing about the philosophy of that, too: about why metrics are usually formulated in terms that squash whatever is really important to us; about why metrics so often drain the life out of what really matters.

And I realized at some point that I had an entire theory about games, in which clear and simple scoring systems were the magic ingredient that opened up the door to a whole world of delightful play. And I had an entire theory about metrics, in which clear and simple scoring systems killed what really mattered.

I became obsessed with a new question, which seemed for a while to matter only to me: Why is it that mechanical scoring systems are, in games, the site of so much joy and fluidity and play? And why, in the realm of public measures and institutional metrics, do they drain the life out of everything?

That is the question that led to the book you’re reading now. And the answer is going to come in two stages, roughly divided into the halves of this book.

In the first half, we’re going to discover that we can each approach scoring systems with two very different attitudes. We can approach them playfully—bending ourselves in and out of them, dancing between them, changing them, modifying them. Or we can be captured by them—we can let scoring systems dictate our goals and targets to us, even when those goals fit poorly with our lives. So at first, it’s going to look a lot like the difference is a matter of individual attitude. Maybe, you think, the solution is simple: We should, as individuals, try to have the right attitude, and just be more playful about everything.

But in the second half, we’re going to discover why the solution isn’t so easy. Because the world often makes it extremely hard to be playful. The basic nature of games and their social environment—their quickness, their disconnection, their disposability—encourages in us the playful attitude and makes it easy to find and sustain. The nature of metrics discourages playfulness. They encourage, instead, value capture: a rigid attachment to an external system of values. We will discover value capture everywhere—in journalism, education, and business, but also in our food, our hobbies, and the way we measure our own health and happiness.

Sometimes, metrics pull on us because they are tied to simple incentives: money, opportunity, status, power. But incentives don’t explain everything. Often, metrics do give us status and power—but only because everybody else has gotten sucked in already. Again, philosophers could have ignored the philosophy rankings; they had no official authority. But we gave them power, by believing in them.

And most fascinating of all is that so many of us get sucked into public metrics even when they don’t give us status—even when it hurts us. Pursuing weight loss into declining health and sorrow; obsessively chasing more Likes and Follows even when it doesn’t matter for our job. The very clarity and universal comprehensibility of metrics seduce us into value capture, even when it makes us miserable.

Metrics are understandable, interconnected, and perfectly transparent. And in this clarity is a certain kind of trap. We become beholden to what everybody can understand. Games are isolated, disconnected, and unimportant. The joy we take in them is often private and opaque to others. And that opacity gives us the space to be free.
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I’m writing this book because of an email from a student. She’d seen one of my lectures, where I’d talked about the mystery of why games and metrics hit so differently. I had talked about the two main threads at the center of the mystery: striving play and value capture. When I gave the lecture, I didn’t have a good answer yet; I was just fumbling around, chasing a chaos of connections. But the student wrote me, and said the talk had pulled her out of a five-year depressive spiral.

She turned out to be a lot like me: an Asian American kid, the child of immigrants, pushed by her parents to keep a perfect 4.0 GPA and get into the most highly ranked college. She was also an athlete, a competitive golfer. And, she said, she’d been struggling with anorexia, obsessed with her BMI.

She said my talk had made her realize that she’d been trapped in all kinds of bad games. Life had given her some scoring systems and she’d just been trying to get as high a score as she could, without wondering if she should have accepted them into her heart in the first place. Thinking about these things as games, she said, had helped her get some distance from the rankings and metrics. She could step back and ask herself if she actually wanted to accept these systems, if they really mattered to her.

She sent me a picture of her phone. She’d changed the default background so it gave her a message, a reminder, every time she looked at it.

Her phone says, “Is this the game you really want to be playing?”


Chapter 2

Striving Play

It was the pandemic. I was in Utah, and I was learning to fly-fish to keep myself from falling down a despair hole. Fly-fishing was exactly what I needed in my life at that moment—in my forties, overloaded with parenting and admin. And it was exactly what I needed during lockdown. I was spending most of my days stuck in an improvised home office in my basement, trying to Zoom-teach to a screen full of blank boxes. But when you’re out there, standing in a river, staring intently into the details of moving water—it cleans out your brain and soul.

Fly-fishing is full of dudes who have this intense, addictive relationship to the sport. My own private theory is that what a lot of these guys need is meditation, but they can’t admit it. Fly-fishing gives them a sufficiently masculine cover story, so they can get the spiritual cleansing they really need.

For me, the peak of fly-fishing is dry fly-fishing. This is when you’re fishing with a tiny imitation insect, which floats, and you’re trying to get a fish to eat your fly off the surface of the water. Fly-fishing is an act of perpetual attention to the natural world. You’re stalking along the river, looking for signs of fish. Maybe you spot a subtly slow patch of water behind an underwater boulder—classic trout holding water. Or maybe, if you’re lucky enough and watchful enough, you’ll actually see a trout daintily feeding on the surface. Your goal now is to sneak up behind it and carefully cast your artificial fly to land, ever so softly, right in front of that trout. And if you actually manage to pull all this off, then sometimes the trout will swim up, inspect your floating fly, and slurp it down right there in front of you.

You net the fish, admire it briefly—and then you let it go. Because most fly-fishers don’t fish for food; they catch and release. Taking fish was never the point. In fact, Nicole, one of the people who taught me to fly-fish, had even transcended the catching part. She told me that she’d started feeling bad enough about bothering fish, especially during the spawning season, that she’d sometimes cut the hook off her fly, and just try to get the trout to eat the fly. Fooling the trout was enough; actually hooking and netting the fish had become unnecessary for her version of the game.

For me, the central experience of fly-fishing is a sensual act of information management. You’re looking at tiny details of the river, watching for the telltale signs of good trout holding water. There’s the slow water that shelters the fish; the crisp current edges that bring them food. You’re searching for little shadowy movement in the water—the subtle sway of camouflaged trout. And then you have to show them the right bug. When trout see a lot of fishing pressure, they get picky. So you have to study the insects, notice their color and size, and change your fly to match. In fly-fishing, you become a nexus point in this gorgeously overwhelming flow of information. You have to dance through it all, sorting the signal from the noise.

But this isn’t only a superficial cover for meditation. If I just stood in a river and tried to clear my mind, I’d get pretty bored, fast. I can’t simply will myself to focus on the surface of water. The pursuit of fish creates an attentional focal point. It structures the way I look at the river—it gives me a goal, tells me what to look for, what to see. This intense, diffuse attention produces in me a state of profoundly calm soft focus. Weirdly, taking on the goal of catching fish has the result of meditation through attention to the river.

The fly-fishing writer John Gierach often talks about the real point of fly-fishing. You do have to be trying to catch fish—and hoping for a big one. That goal organizes and energizes the whole activity. But catching fish isn’t actually the point of the whole thing. This is particularly obvious for the catch-and-release fly-fisher, who mostly lets their fish go. It doesn’t actually matter how many fish you catch, or how big they are. You might hit the river on a good day, monster fish jumping your fly on every cast. You might hike up a quiet river, casting in little pool after little pool, and only catch a few fish—but beautiful, wild ones. Or you might end up stuck all day casting to one tricky fish, spooking them over and over with imperfect casts, and finally fool the fish into hitting your fly once, only to miss the strike. But all of these are good days. They are time beautifully spent absorbed in the natural world—in careful movement, in fluid casting. The fish are the focus, but not the value of the activity. The real point is something larger, stranger, more mystical. You spend time on a river trying to catch fish, and you start noticing the slow cycle of different bugs throughout the day. You start noticing that the first hatch of mayflies tends to match the appearance of the hummingbirds, that wild asparagus will show up for a week in early spring. You start getting a feel for the rhythm and cycle of a river’s ecosystem. The natural world is suddenly higher resolution. Catching fish is the goal—but not the purpose—of fly-fishing.

Gierach is a striving player.
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There are two very different motivational states in which we can play a game. There’s striving play, and then there’s also achievement play. The achievement player is trying to win because they actually value winning. The striving player, on the other hand, doesn’t actually care about the win, deep down. They are only trying to win because they value the struggle. The achievement player cares about the win itself; the striving player cares about the process of trying to win.

The achievement player, we might say, genuinely wants to win. They have a lasting interest in winning; their desire to win exists before, during, and after the game. It is the reason they play; playing games is valuable for them only if they win.

The striving player is different. They don’t truly care about winning—not cosmically. They care about something else: fun, relaxation, a challenge, the experience of beautiful movement. But to get those cherished experiences, they need to get themselves into the mental state of wanting to win. Their interest in winning, however, is only temporary. They may get themselves to want to win pretty intensely during the game, but they throw away their interest in winning once they finish the game. Their real, lasting purpose lies in the struggle. For striving players, winning is a disposable end.

Striving play might sound weird described this abstractly, but you’ve probably already been doing it instinctively already. Say we’re having a dinner party and decide to play a party game. Let’s play Spyfall, a truly delightful game of hidden identities that reliably puts people into joyful hysterics. One person is the spy, trying to beat everybody else. Everybody else is on a team together, trying to figure out who the spy is. But, of course, since the spy’s identity is hidden, none of the team players can be sure who, exactly, they can trust.

There is, for each round, a single specified location, which you’re all supposed to be in together. Maybe you’re all in a post office, or an opera house, or a submarine. You start the game by dealing out a card to each player, which assigns them a role: team player or spy. The team players each get similar cards, telling them all the same key fact: the location. But the spy’s card does not reveal that location; it only says “SPY.” The team players know the location, but they can’t be sure who their real team members are, and who the spy is. The spy player knows everybody’s true role, but not the location. Now the dance begins. If the spy figures out the specified location, then the spy wins. But if the team players figure out who the spy is, then the team wins. And now you all just talk—asking each other probing questions. (“When’d you get here? Hey, how long have you been working here? What’s that in your hand?”) The team players need to signal to each other that they’re on the team, by hinting at their knowledge of the location. But they can’t be too obvious about it, or the spy will figure out the location. (If the location is the opera house, a team player shouldn’t just ask, “What’d you think of that last aria?” That gives away too much information to the spy.)

The whole game is a ludicrous dance in ambiguity, bullshit, and bullshit detection. Team players have to be hyper-attentive. They’re trying to invent clever little litmus tests to figure out who’s in the know, and who’s only pretending. They have to signal to each other their true knowledge, but hide those signals under strategic vagueness. The spy has the reverse task. They have to speak ambiguously. They have to pretend that they’re being strategically vague about the secret location, when they actually just don’t know what it is. They have to issue fake litmus tests to the team players, to probe for the information they need.

The fun of the game—the thrills, the cleverly pointed questions, the glorious escapes—depends on the players caring about winning. Otherwise, you don’t get pulled into the intricate dance of the game; you won’t have a reason to put every one of your fellow players’ questions and answers under the microscope. You need to care about winning so you’ll feel the tension, and the thrill when it all comes together and you finally figure it out.

But then one side loses and the other wins. The winner has a moment of glee, the losers hang their head for a second. But that moment passes as we leave the mindset of the game. Because in the long run, it doesn’t really matter who won. From outside the game, most of us don’t actually care if we won or lost—unless we’re hypercompetitive assholes. Our interest in winning evaporates quickly. If you lost, you don’t think you wasted your evening. What actually matters is that people had fun. Most of us naturally engage in striving play, with party games like Spyfall.

The achievement player is more psychologically straightforward. They care about winning, and then they try hard to get it. They have normal linear desires. But the striving player has a much odder motivational structure. There is an angle in their desires; their desires turn a corner. A striving player wants the experience of struggling to overcome obstacles. They want the absorption, the intensity, or the drama. They don’t actually care about winning, but they do care about experiences that come from trying hard to win. But to get those experiences, they have to temporarily get themselves to want to win. But their interest in winning isn’t permanent. It’s just something they induce in themselves for the moment—a little mental trick that they play on themselves, in order to get that delightful struggle.

Striving play involves a motivational inversion. In ordinary, practical life, you take the means for the sake of the end. You struggle in order to get the reward; all your effort and strain is justified by the outcome. But in striving play, you take the end for the sake of the means. You chase the goal in order to have the struggle. If you want to understand the achievement player’s motivation, you have to look at the value of winning for them. But to understand the striving player, you have to look at the joy of the struggle itself.

Maybe you’re a striving player, or maybe you’re more of an achievement player. Many of us fall somewhere in between. And we often shift in different contexts. Here’s a litmus test: If you’re in the striving play mindset, you can get what you want out of a game even if you lose. And you can fail to get what you really want even if you win. I can lose Spyfall and be utterly satisfied by how fun the whole thing was. Or I can win—but have been so viciously competitive that I’d ruined the fun for everybody. I may have achieved the in-game goal, but I failed at my real purpose for playing.

And notice that striving players don’t just have to be in it for the sheer joy of the game. You can also be a striving player if you’re using the game as a tool to get something else. You can play games for health or relaxation or to break the ice at a party. But a striving player gets those benefits from the struggle, not the victory. If you run marathons to improve your cardiovascular fitness, you’re also a striving player—because you can get a fitness benefit even if you place last.

Maybe you doubt that striving play is real. But a lot of ordinary, everyday game-playing behavior only makes sense as striving play. For example, when I’m playing serious board games with my friends, I will pursue the win intensely during the game. But in the long term, I make choices that actually decrease my chances of winning.

I play a lot of board games with my spouse. We love exploring weird new games together. We have very different gaming skills, though. She’s a chemist, and incredibly good at precision work, especially involving spatial manipulation. Anything that requires, say, Tetris-like mental geometry, she will destroy me at. And I am, to be perfectly honest, very good at games of deception and social manipulation. In most games, one of us is usually way better than the other.

But once in a while, we’ll find a game that balances our different skill sets—a game that involves both precision geometry and deception. Now we’re even; now we can have genuinely tense, fascinating matches. But then, late at night, I’ll be wandering the internet, reading about the game, and I’ll stumble across a strategy guide. My spouse would never read a strategy guide; that’s not the kind of person she is. So if I read the strategy guide, my skill at the game will jump way ahead of hers and I’ll start winning—but our games will lose their delicious balance and be much less exciting.

If there were no such thing as striving play—if we were all only achievement players—then there would be only one rational thing to do: Read the strategy guide and win. But in this case, I don’t read the strategy guide—and I think that’s a perfectly reasonable thing for me to do. What I truly care about is not the win, but the quality of the struggle. And that makes sense only if I’m a striving player.

Consider, too, a stupid game. A stupid game is one in which:

	The fun part is failing.

	It’s only fun if you’re trying to win.



Twister is a stupid game. So are many drinking games. My favorite stupid game is called Bag on Your Head. Bag on Your Head is a gloriously idiotic party game in which everybody puts a brown paper grocery bag over their head. The goal is to take the bags off of other people’s heads. Once somebody takes the bag off your head, you’re out. The game involves stumbling around, unable to see, bumping into furniture and people, and then getting into awkward flailing matches trying to rip the bag off each other’s’ heads. When you lose, you go stand by the side of the room and watch the rest of this ridiculous game play out. And the best part: At some point, there will be only one person left in the middle of the room, stumbling around by themselves, flailing about, groping for their nonexistent competitors. This is the winner. And the very best part of the game is for the losers, who get to watch how long it takes for the winner to figure out that they have, in fact, won.

Trying for a hard reach in Twister and then falling over into a heap—that’s funny. But it wouldn’t be as funny if we fell on purpose. That’s because what’s funny here is failure, and it’s only a failure if you were actually trying to succeed. So the perverse logic of a stupid game is: You have to get yourself invested in something that you don’t actually, from a cosmic perspective, care about. You have to genuinely try to win in order to get what you really want, which is hilarious failure.

In stupid games, the goal and purpose are entirely different. Stupid games prove that striving play is real.
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Most casual video game players are, I think, striving players. I’m not talking about professional esports players, whose careers depend on success. I’m talking about the average person, like me, who picks a computer game because they think it’ll be fun or interesting.

I’ve been obsessed lately with the kinds of action video games that put you at the edge of your reflexes, that overload you with too many enemies, forcing you to defocus. The most beautiful of these games is Hyper Light Drifter, a moody and brutally hard game of reflexes and rhythm. Hyper Light Drifter is set in the ruins of a postapocalyptic world. It is a quiet game, entirely free of dialogue. You play an enigmatic drifter, who appears on the scene sick—clutching his heart, coughing up blood. You wander mostly empty, quiet landscapes—until, in sudden rushes, the screen fills with swarms of enemies. You have to dash, dodge, parry bullets with your light-sword, shooting and slashing your way through the enemy swarms. The enemies move in patterns, each in their own rhythm, flitting and dashing around and then lunging for you. The game will feed you a few enemies in small numbers, giving you a moment to internalize the pattern. And then it will send them at you in droves, more than you can track with your conscious mind. You have to learn to dance through them instinctively, to find little emerging gaps and holes in the enemy patterns to weave through, as you dodge and slash.

And it all happens to music—the heartbeat rhythm of lushly bittersweet, pulsating electronic music. And the game works better if you tune in to its music. Because the secret of the game is that the enemies and the music are subtly synchronized to that heartbeat pulse, and if you let yourself get carried away by the music, you can suddenly find yourself dodging and dancing in gorgeous, electrifying synchronicity. (Alx Preston, the creator of Hyper Light Drifter, has spent a lifetime struggling with heart disease, under the constant threat of death. And he made a profoundly sad game about loss and isolation, all built around a heartbeat rhythm.)

I have not finished Hyper Light Drifter. I suspect I will never come close to beating this game. I am, in fact, terrible at games like this. If I actually want to win, I should play a different game—something I’m actually good at, like some slow, calculating turn-based game of optimizing economic systems. I certainly shouldn’t play Hyper Light Drifter. But I do play it, because I don’t really care about winning. I love the way the game makes me stretch my consciousness, how it forces me to give up on my rational brain and just become this reacting thing, tuning in to the particular hidden pulse of each scene and letting my fingers dance to it. I care about the very specific kind of attention, the kind of mental acuity, the absorption in the flow, that trying to win pulls out of me. But I have to try to win—to actually get myself invested in the win—to experience that luscious flow.
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A friend of mine told me about a game of Monopoly he once played with his ten-year-old son. The son was winning for the first time in his life. The dad had been on the brink of defeat for hours, but he never quite lost and he didn’t understand exactly why. And then the dad discovered that whenever he was about to run out of cash, his son would distract him and reverse-cheat and sneak some extra money into the dad’s pile, so the game could keep going. The son was trying to stay there forever, perched in that glorious moment of total domination over his helpless dad.

It’s funny because what the son was doing makes a certain amount of sense. The son actually got the basic spirit of striving play. He knew that he was playing Monopoly for the joy of the struggle. But he misunderstood the subtler logic of striving play.

The son’s mistake was that he was acting too straightforwardly. He was taking action directly to elongate the game. He was openly pursuing his larger purpose of having an extended struggle, rather than just narrowly devoting himself to the local goal of in-game victory. What striving players actually need to do is much weirder and more complicated. We have a larger purpose (having a cool struggle) and then we mostly forget about it. We focus on a narrower local goal (winning). We internally seal ourselves off from our larger purpose. The seal isn’t perfect, of course—if my opponent starts crying, or just looks miserably bored, we break the seal. But for the most part, we narrow our motivations during the game.

I love a long, challenging game of chess. My larger purpose is to experience a fascinating extended, fraught battle. I’d be disappointed if I achieved a quick, easy victory. But during the game itself, I can’t let that larger purpose directly guide my in-game actions. I can’t openly pursue a longer struggle, because then I’d have a reason to avoid making game-winning moves. That would actually destroy the game experience for me. It would lead to an awkward double consciousness, in which I’d somehow have to be trying to win and trying to avoid winning at the same time.

This is a paradox at the heart of striving play. In a game like chess, striving players want a prolonged, delicious fight. But the only way we can get the feeling we want is by playing to shorten the fight—by constantly trying to end the game as quickly and decisively as possible. To achieve our true purpose, we need to ignore it and just focus on the narrower in-game goal. We have to submerge ourselves in a simpler, alternate consciousness: one that just wants to win.

We often use striving play to sneak up sideways on these delicate mental states. A lot of the time, my true purpose in climbing is to relax. But if I aim at relaxation directly—if I consciously try to relax—I’ll absolutely fail. The worst way to do it is to sit in a chair and try to will yourself to relax. To actually relax, I have to forget that I’m trying to relax. I have to put my true purpose out of my head and focus on a very simple, very narrow goal: to get to the top of the cliff.

Philosophers have a term for this kind of thing: a self-effacing end, which is an end that cannot be pursued directly. Games help us achieve self-effacing ends—relaxation, meditation, absorption—by providing us with smaller goals to focus on. This is why people often use goofy games as icebreakers. If you take a party full of awkward strangers and just tell them to relax and get to know each other, they’ll probably fail. Social chill is a self-effacing end. But if you give them some stupid game, like charades or Twister, they actually might have some fun together.
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A lot of people think games are a waste of time—all that effort spent on pursuing some silly, arbitrary points. But games look empty only if you’re looking in the wrong place. In isolation, the goal of a game can seem utterly absurd. A marathon runner goes in an enormous, exhausting circle to get to the marathon’s finish line—which is one block over from where they started. A board game player spends the whole night trying to collect more wooden sheep than anybody else. And after hours of torturous effort, they count up their respective piles of sheep, declare a victor, and then just toss all those sheep back into the baggie. What the hell was it all for, anyway?

To understand why so many of us play games, you have to remember the distinction between goal and purpose. For achievement players, the goal and purpose are one: They want to win. But for striving players, goal and purpose are very far apart. The in-game goal is just a disposable tool that they use to approach their real purpose: the experience of that delicious struggle.

And this difference between goal and purpose is everywhere, far beyond games. For a lot of folks, the goal of knitting is to make scarves, but the purpose is to be buried in this pleasurable zen dance of delicate finger motions. And we can tell that scarves aren’t the true purpose, because a lot of knitters end up with way more scarves than they could possibly need, having to give them away to anybody who will take them.

Striving play is at one end of the spectrum of the possible relationships we can have to scoring systems. In striving play, we adopt scoring systems for our own reasons. We dally with them for as long as it takes to get what we want. And then, when it’s done, we throw those cares away. In striving play, we don’t let the scoring system dominate us. We use it to give us focus, and to align our cares for a little while, so that we can abandon ourselves to a gorgeously ordered, intense, purified world. We care about points because they give us a particular thrill. The scoring system is just a means to an end.

And if we don’t like a scoring system and what it’s doing to us, we can just stop playing.


Chapter 3

Value Capture

Ispent the beginning of my life completely in my head. I was always playing computer games or curled around a book. By the time I was twenty-two, my back hurt and my knees creaked when I walked. My doc looked at me one day, shook her head, and said, “Look, buddy, honestly, if you don’t start doing something about it, your joints are only going to get worse.”

So I flailed around trying to find some kind of exercise routine that I didn’t totally hate. I started running on the treadmill; I went for hikes; I did some yoga. I started trying to eat less crap, too, cutting down on sodas and doughnuts and the huge bags of chips I used to binge on. For a while, it worked wonders. My back stopped hurting. I started feeling good, feeling healthy. I started paying attention to how my body and mind responded to food. I noticed how a massive meal of cheesy pasta made me weirdly sleepy and aimless, but a diet with plenty of protein and vegetables and rich, fatty stews made me feel amazing. I started going to the farmers market. I fell in love with fresh asparagus—with getting that perfect sear on them, so they ended up balanced just right between crisp and melting-soft, with that concentrated vegetal sweetness.

And then I started getting obsessed with some very specific numbers. I had dropped a few pounds naturally and easily with the diet shift, but that stalled out after a year. But I wanted more. I wanted to see the number on the scale keep ticking down. It felt like progress. So I started measuring my caloric intake. I bought an app that tracked my weight. Every morning I’d wake up and look at the line graph of my weight loss. The angle of that line mattered so much to me. Tracking my weight made me drop a bit more, but that stalled out after a while, too. That was no good; I was addicted to the feeling of progress. So I bought another app that tracked my macronutrients and started entering into it every single thing I ate—how many calories, how much protein. I started cutting out things I deeply loved, because they didn’t have the optimum balance of macronutrients.

But figuring out the exact nutrient balance in each meal took a lot of work. To make things easier, I developed some standard meals. I knew their nutrition data better, which made it easier to enter my daily stats into the app. This made my eating life more boring, but the stats were more consistent and easier to log. That meant I could keep losing weight.

At some point, I stopped making those lovely stews. They had a ton of ingredients—lots of different meats and beans and vegetables. But because they were so complicated, the nutritional data was much harder to enter into the app. So I started eating more prepackaged meals—frozen meals and boxed pasta—because it was easier to enter the nutrient content right off the package. My body felt kind of hollow. I was spending more time on the treadmill, trying to burn more calories each day. My joints started hurting again.

Something had happened. I had gone into this whole thing for health, to make my joints hurt less, to make my body feel better. But then something shifted in me, and I stopped caring about how my back and joints felt. I started caring about a number on a scale—my weight—and continuing to make it go down. My original goals had changed. I was focused on achievement based on an external measure—and the form of the new goals was set, in part, by the demand for external clarity.

Here we run headlong into the Gap again—the distance between what’s easy to measure and what matters. But there should have also been an easy solution to the Gap. I should have been able to think to myself: “I started this whole dieting thing to feel healthier. I adopted this simplified scoring system of dropping weight in order to feel healthier. But if those simple scoring systems aren’t helping, I should just stop using them. They aren’t getting me what I actually care about.” Once I became aware that I had fallen into the Gap, I should have been able to course-correct and adjust my scoring system to achieve what was really important. But I didn’t. I had slowly forgotten what I had originally cared about. I was letting the sharp, clear metric dominate my inner vision. I had been value captured. I wasn’t using a scoring system to achieve my own values; I was letting the scoring system set my values for me.

In value capture, you adopt some simplified value as given and use it as is. If you start the road to exercise with a Fitbit and eventually start modulating the goals, hacking them to suit you, then that’s not value capture. Value capture is when you ingest it wholesale.

Value capture doesn’t only occur around metrics. You can be value-captured by a slogan or a simplified belief system. But some of the most obvious, most common, and most powerful versions of value capture happen when we are exposed to a simple public scoring system—a ranking, a metric, a numerical score—and it takes over our decision-making. Those simple quantifications invite value capture. They cut through the noise; they make decisions so much easier. Scoring systems are a particularly seductive format for simplified values.

And value capture isn’t just for individuals. Groups can be value-captured by metrics and measures that come from external sources. A newspaper can be value-captured by clicks and page views; a whole police precinct can be value-captured by the case-closure rate. In fact, large-scale institutions will turn out to be among the most vulnerable to value capture, because metrics speak directly in the language of bureaucracy.

I named value capture after regulatory capture—a problem in which government regulators go astray. These regulators are supposed to serve the public interest. Regulatory capture occurs when they end up, instead, serving the interests of the very companies they’re supposed to be regulating. For example, the Food and Drug Administration is supposed to regulate the pharmaceutical industry. But sometimes some government regulators become friends with folks in the pharmaceutical industry—and the cushiest job for retired government regulators is often on the other side. So they start identifying with the pharmaceutical companies and caring about those corporations’ interests. Those regulators have been captured by the industries they were supposed to regulate.

So, too, with value capture: Your values might get captured by some external metric, so that they no longer serve your own interests, but the interests of some external institution or process.

Value capture is real. Empirical researchers—sociologists, anthropologists, and historians—have provided exhaustive documentation. Rankings tend to seize an outsize chunk of institutional and personal attention, even when they’re clearly oversimplified.

But is value capture always harmful? Maybe you think I’ve cherry-picked particularly rotten metrics. Obviously we lose out when a corporation changes from caring about making beautiful and meaningful movies to caring about profits. It’s a shift from beneficent motives toward selfish ones. But can’t we find better metrics? It wouldn’t be so wrong to adopt, as your own personal values, a well-designed, good-hearted metric. After all, these are measurements created by experts. Maybe the doctors understand health better than ordinary folks; maybe the psychologists understand happiness better. Perhaps we should just trust the experts.

A lot of us instinctively believe this won’t work—that when it comes to measuring things like happiness, education, beauty, and well-being, even the best-designed metric will miss the mark. But why?

Let’s start with a real-world case. One of the richest empirical studies of value capture is Engines of Anxiety, by sociologists Wendy Nelson Espeland and Michael Sauder. The authors studied the impact of the U.S. News & World Report law school rankings.

Before U.S. News, there was no ranking of American law schools. There was only Barron’s, a guide to law schools that gave qualitative descriptions of each. Barron’s had a blurb about each university’s unique mission and potential—and different schools often had very different missions. Some were there to get their students into corporate law jobs, while others cared a ton about legal theory and research. Some were oriented toward helping train activists who’d fight for social justice; others aimed to help students in traditionally underserved populations.

The problem was that these blurbs were clearly PR written by the universities—and therefore untrustworthy. To get the real scoop, you had to know the right people. But if you weren’t part of the in-crowd—if you were, say, like me, a first-generation immigrants’ kid with zero connections in the world of fancy American education—you had no reliable source for that information. So, to help people like me, U.S. News & World Report started ranking universities, to take that insider knowledge and make it public. And it partly succeeded at that task: Its ranking system makes law school stats fully accessible.

But that publicity has a cost. In condensing all the complex information into a single ranking system, U.S. News changed how people thought about and valued law schools. The rankings heavily weight a small handful of stats, including the incoming class’s average GPA and LSAT scores, and they measure the employment rate of students at the nine-month postgraduation mark.

Obviously, these are thin measures that leave out important information. But law schools have come to devote themselves to moving up in those rankings, which means they have put those thin measures at their very core. Huge shares of university resources have been diverted away from genuine pedagogical activity and toward efforts designed only to game the rankings. For example, the rankings care about the school’s rejection rate for applicants, because a higher rejection rate is presumably an indicator of elite status. So many law schools have started spending a lot of resources on encouraging unlikely applicants to apply, simply so they’ll have more people to reject.

Espeland and Sauder point to another, subtler effect. Law schools used to have genuinely different missions, but the rankings have mostly gotten rid of that value plurality. They impose a single, monolithic value system over the whole culture. A law school that, say, cared about serving a historically underrepresented community faced a bind. Students from such communities typically had lower GPA and LSAT scores, which meant that continuing to aim for an outreach mission would plunge a law school down the rankings. And the rankings are so powerful—they influence so much funding and student choice—that most law schools have been forced to give up on their original missions and devote themselves to the rankings.

But we do not yet have a clear case of value capture. These effects might simply be the result of bad incentives. An incentive is just an offer of some desirable resource—like money or attention—that can be used to get what you really want. Incentives can provide some motivation, but they don’t change your core values. They just change which crap you have to slog through to get the resources that let you do what you really want. But you still have a choice. Let’s say you really value your family. Your job incentivizes you to work more hours with bonus pay. Sometimes you’ll choose to work those extra hours to get money to support your family. But you can also choose sometimes to ignore those incentives and take more time at home with your family.

Value capture is the next step. It happens when you internalize a metric—when you let it set your core values. And if you do that, you’ll stop making trade-offs between the metric and what you really value—because the metric will have redefined your core sense of what’s important.

Espeland and Sauder give us a perfect example of value capture. They studied archived online conversations between prospective law students discussing which law school to go to. And the rankings, the authors say, completely changed how law students thought and what they valued.

Espeland and Sauder report that before the rankings, the decision about which law school to go to often triggered some real soul-searching. Students had to decide between institutions that embodied deeply different values. This pushed them to ask big questions about their own values—about what they wanted out of their own legal education and future career. Did they care about money? A shot at a prestigious clerkship with the Supreme Court? Or did they care more about becoming an activist, using their legal skills to help defend the downtrodden? The choice of law schools was a value crossroads, which triggered a process of deep deliberation—about what kind of life looked meaningful to them.

U.S. News & World Report changed all that. The moment those rankings came out, students stopped trying to figure out what mattered to them personally. The rankings offered what looked like a single, objective answer to what counts as “best.” Most students just took it on board, and assumed that their goal was to get into the highest-ranked law school they could. The rankings suppressed the richness of various values and offered, instead, a singular, monolithic value system. Instead of going through the difficult process of developing their own values for themselves, the students now had an easier route: they could adopt a prefabricated value system.

In value capture, you’re outsourcing your values. You’re letting an external metric or ranking set what’s important for you. You’re outsourcing the process of figuring out your own sense of meaning.

But is outsourcing your values bad? We outsource bits of our mind all the time. I outsource my memory to my Google Docs file and my phone’s calendar app. I outsource my purchasing decisions about appliances to online reviewers. I even outsource my attention and exploration to Google, which searches the world for me and tells me what to look at first. But it matters what I’m outsourcing—whether I’m outsourcing something minor, or a central pillar of my identity. It seems particularly dangerous to outsource the big, life-driving decisions about our education, our hobbies, our career, our health. Value capture seems most threatening when it intrudes into our core values. And notice: Whatever’s wrong with value capture, it can’t just be a problem with consent. Often, we knowingly and willingly submit to value capture. We decide to wear that Fitbit precisely because it will amp up our motivation and drive our decisions. We decide to stay on social media, knowing it’s capturing our attention and values.

This is why the “outsourcing” metaphor seems so right to me. The problem with outsourcing is not that it’s involuntary. We can choose to outsource. And sometimes outsourcing makes good sense. It’s quick and efficient. It lets us engage the power of external specialists and the efficiencies of scale. The whole point of looking at other people’s reviews of, say, emergency flashlights is that the issue is complicated and technical and I really don’t care all that much. So I can let some hardcore tech geek who actually loves flashlights do all the research for me and tell me what’s best.

The problem with outsourcing is also not just that your values are coming from the outside. We learn most of our values from external sources: our upbringing, our culture, art, and religion. But when you pick up your values from your family or your community, you’re free to modify them and adjust them on the fly as you live your life. You can start with an external value and then tailor it to fit. But something very different happens when you’re value-captured by an institutional metric: You’re binding yourself to an inflexible external standard.

And there are whole realms of human life that institutional metrics cannot penetrate. Metrics are formulated to meet the demands of large-scale institutions: They are made to be usable by anybody, comprehensible by anybody, and consistently applicable by anybody. There are limitations on every institutional metric, bound up with their basic function. They tend to track what’s easy to measure—simple externalities and obvious outcomes. And they tend to be rigid. The very nature of institutional metrics resists adjustment and tailoring. Institutional metrics are made to fit the needs of fast and efficient organization at scale, and not to fit your particular individual needs or the needs of your small-scale community.

Much of our sense of meaning and worth is peculiar, personal, and local. And metrics will always be deeply insensitive to such intimate, small-scale senses of meaning. Metrics are tuned to the needs of massive institutions. They are blunt and insensitive tools for sensing the meaningfulness of life. This is what we’ll spend much of the rest of this book exploring: how metrics aim at large-scale comprehensibility—and how the price for that is intimacy, sensitivity, and context. Outsourcing always involves a trade-off. What we gain in efficiency, we lose in personalization.

With value capture, you’re buying your values off the rack. They won’t be tailored to you; they won’t be made for your specific life and personality.

Let me be clear: I’m not saying that metrics are useless, or that they’re always made for malicious purposes. Many metrics are created by good people, for perfectly sensible reasons. Metrics can make our progress clearer and more transparent; they can introduce accountability into formerly opaque systems. They can make us more objective and help us get rid of biases. Their simple clarity can help push us toward the big but easy-to-measure social goods: reducing poverty, decreasing CO2 emissions, increasing vaccination rates. The weakness of metrics lies in pursuing subtler goods. The clarity that helps them do their job—coordinating very different people—is precisely what makes them insensitive to more delicate forms of meaning.

But this leads us back to our big question: What makes metrics and games hit so differently? Because playing games—and fluidly picking up new desires from the victory conditions—looks an awful lot like outsourcing. And if what we really want is well-fitting metrics, maybe we can just turn institutional metrics into a kind of game. Why not tweak them until they fit and give us the life we want?

I want to say: It’s not that easy.

I’m not saying that games are always good and metrics are always bad. You can be value-captured by a game. Plenty of high school athletes get value-captured by the sports they play. I spent years obsessed with grinding my way up for more poker wins, until I realized the whole thing just made me miserable. And it’s possible to be playful with institutional metrics, to find the ones that make your life fun. But it’s unlikely. The basic nature of games encourages—but does not mandate—playful freedom. And the nature of bureaucracies and institutions resists—but does not make impossible—that kind of playful control.

To understand why, we need to look much more carefully at what scoring systems are, and what they do for us—and to us. Scoring systems lie at the heart of many games and bureaucracies. All these scoring systems perform a very similar task. They offer points, which get turned into a ranking. They say who did better and who did worse. But they can have profoundly different effects: deep and joyful play in some circumstances, and misery in others. To see why, we need to understand the basic function of scoring systems, and how that function gets put to different uses in different contexts.

OEBPS/image_rsrc3H0.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3GY.jpg
HOW TO
STOP PLAYING
SOMEBODY
ELSE’'S GAME

“A philosophical look at how we make choices in life.
If you love gaming, this is the best book on the topic you'll ever find.”
STEVE WOZNIAK, COFOUNDER OF APPLE







OEBPS/image_rsrc3H1.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3GZ.jpg
THE
SCORE

SO

HOW TO STOP
PLAYING SOMEBODY

ELSE’'S GAME

C. Thi Nguyen

PENGUIN PRESS NEW YORK 2026





OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Table of contents

		Table of Contents




Guide

		Cover

		Beginning

		Table of Contents







