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Gaming culture — Interview group


Video and computer games are changing the way we as human beings communicate, develop as logical and critical thinkers, and spend our free time. The importance and prevalence of gaming technology in the lives of people today, whether they be hardcore or casual gamers, cannot be underestimated. The gaming field is growing, making it all the more important to look at gaming culture as a means to better understand the increasingly technological world we live in, and what it means to the people that participate within that world. 

There does indeed exist a complex gaming culture, with clear norms that define this body of video and computer game enthusiasts. And it’s not just 13-year-old boys that make up this group. People of all ages, sexes and interests are getting in on the fun. MIT professor and computer scholar Sherry Turkle looks at the influence of new technologies in her essay, “The Game of Life: The Narrative and Ludic Identity Formation in Computer Games”: 

“When I first began studying the computer culture, hackers were commonly called ‘computer people.’ No more. In a certain sense, if we take the computer to be a carrier of a way of knowing, of a way of seeing the world and what is important, we are all computer people now. We live much of our lives in artificial worlds. … We need to be able to put ourselves in the place of others in order to understand their motivation” (Raessens 278) 

With this motivation to understand technology’s effects on our world in mind, we conducted more than 25 interviews and discovered six trends present today in gaming culture. Perhaps they will provide some insight into contemporary gaming culture, and point toward trends that may develop in the culture’s future. 

1. Video games are seen primarily as “fun,” and the future of games will reflect the consumer’s desire to have fun.


To understand the appeal of video games as “fun,” it is important to look at the history of the gaming industry and the types of games that laid the foundation for what players use today. When the Industrial Revolution in the early 20th century was at its height, the use of machines as a source of efficiency and power in the workplace left inventors to design games to be used outside of the workplace, for relaxation and play (Raessens 5). Erkki Huhtamo describes these games used for play as “useless machines” (Raessens 5). There is also the influence of coin-operated or slot machines, also popular in the early to mid 20th century. These forms of entertainment served provided “the user an opportunity to step outside the capitalistic idea of constant productivity and scientifically regulated work routines for a moment. The user could release one’s tensions by beating a mechanical strongman in arm wrestling, shooting herds of mechanical animals, or merely immersing oneself into the erotic fantasies of the Mutoscope” (Raessens 10). 


These diversions laid the groundwork for the video and computer games people play today. The interviewees repeatedly stressed the idea that video games, to them, served as their diversion ― a way to have “fun.” Alex de los Rios has played video games all his life, from Atari to Sega Genesis to Xbox Live. He has recently begun to play Nintendo Wii. When asked where video games will be in five years, de los Rios referred to the Wii as an example of where video games are headed because the “Wii is a lot more fun, socialable, immersive. Xbox 360 is cheaper than a PS3. It also has lots of games and lots of people have them. I think the industry is realizing that people are playing video games because they want to have fun, they don’t want to turn their lives into devoting huge amounts of time to playing one game or many games. That’s what PS3 thinks. They think people will show up with $600 and dedicate their lives to PS3, whereas the Wii is just fun to play. I look for where am I going to have the most fun, not which console has the sweetest graphics or the most expensive and latest technology. I want to have the most fun.” De los Rios does not see the appeal of video games becoming a consuming force in a person’s life. Jared Rodriguez also agrees: “I play video games because it provides a cheap source of entertainment whether it be by myself or with others. WII sports is a great example of cheap entertainment with multiple people. A 30-pack and Wii bowling goes a long way and saves you a bar tab.” To Rodriguez and de los Rios, the Wii is the ultimate example of what a video game system should provide: fun and entertainment. 


Of course, people’s definitions of fun vary. Erin Scottberg plays video games not only because they are fun and relaxing, but she also enjoys the critical thinking involved in many games. She said it is more engaging to play a video game than watch television and lay around on the couch. So to her, fun involves some sort of intellectual exercise. Fun is also found in the social aspect of gaming. To Kristy Birtch, a non-gamer, video games for her, when she played at a younger age, served as a way for her to spend time with her family members: “When I was younger, I played video games with my brothers and grandpa to spend time with them. I played them because my grandpa bought them for us, and it was fun.” And to Dan Tarr, “Playing with more people is always fun.  Especially if you know other people who play the same things you do, half the fun is competing or at least playing against them.” And some gamers, like Cody Morrison and James Ward, just find video games more entertaining than other mediums. 

2. Video game players do not agree on the definition of “gamer.”


Did you know that most gamers don’t view themselves as gamers? Are they in denial? Not exactly. But the term gamer is a lot more loaded than one would think.



So we know games are fun. I mean, the definition of a game is “An activity providing entertainment or amusement; a pastime” according to Dictionary.com. But how do people view gamers? That is a bit more complicated. Interviewees gave various definitions for the term “gamer,” and more than half of them did not view themselves as gamers. 


The people who considered themselves gamers were those who were a bit more hardcore in their playing habits and those who players next generation games. A “hardcore” gamer, Max Hann, shared a similar idea to me, that anyone who plays games is a gamer. One “next-generation” gamer said, “…’gamer’ has about as much meaning as ‘movie-watcher.’ On the other hand, gaming is a hobby, and someone who occasionally plays games is perhaps not as much a ‘gamer’ as someone like myself, who collects games and reads gaming news sites.” 

He made a good point, and while the group did not expect the “non-gamer” to consider himself a gamer, I was surprised when the “PC” player and “casual” player said they do not consider themselves gamers. One of the “casual” players, Katie Willis, only plays once or twice a week, and when she does, it’s in a group setting. Katie owns her own PS2 and more than 10 games, most of them being RPGs (commonly thought of as the most hardcore of gaming options). But, when asked, Katie said, “I guess a gamer would be someone who devotes time in their day to playing games, reading up online about new releases, news articles, reviews, hints, etc. I don’t consider myself a gamer, no.” One of the PC players, Chris Hostage, who codes his own software and plays strategy and online FPS games in his spare time, also does not consider himself a gamer for the same reasons.


Some people consider being a gamer comes with certain requirements. Many say, “I wouldn’t consider myself a serious gamer,” or something to that effect. According to Alex de los Rios, “I am not a gamer. I am a person who enjoys playing video games. I think gamers play a lot more video games/ take them a lot more seriously.” Jacob Berger said, “A gamer is one who takes gaming seriously. It is a level of dedication that draws the line between a “gamer” and kid who plays Madden on the weekends.” So in order to be a gamer, which is a person who plays an activity providing fun and amusement, one must be serious about it? One answer, by Jared Rodriguez, was startling: “I think of a gamer as someone who allows themselves to be absorbed into some or multiple games to the point that it becomes partial reality.” 


JT Thomson was particularly interesting: “It depends on the game. When I play sports, I’m more relaxed, and when I play RPG games, like Metal Gear Solid or Final Fantasy, I’m more into it and concentrated.” RPG’s and solo-adventures might be considered more hardcore and serious ventures than others. Could the game itself affect whether people consider themselves as gamers? There was no visible pattern between the genere of game and hardcore gamers. 

So what makes someone a gamer? Rather than someone who just simply plays a game, the general consensus deemed it a title granted to those who are more dedicated to the field of gaming: as a profession and as a serious pastime. Games can be fun for anyone who plays, but some people apparently have more fun than others.

3. Video games are used as a social activity. 

Another trend that seems to be prevalent in the video game industry is that video games are primarily a social activity. The majority of players come together in a social gathering to be involved in this common interest. The interactive involvement with video games often times brings people together to communicate and compete. 


When video game consoles became popular in the 1990s, the medium began to create an entirely different social experience. Though radio and television did bring people together socially, video games open up the door for competition through a medium. Consoles brought video games into the home, making socializing much more convenient. Multiplayer options brought friends and families together to compete against each other, and eventually to work together to compete against the computer.


As game systems and games developed, the social interaction revolving around the medium increased as well.  Adapters were designed to allow for more than two people to play at one time. Online play opened an entirely new level of socializing by allowing gamers to play against other people from around the world. Many people have complex schedules, which makes it difficult for friends to come together and play games as often as they’d like to. Online play gives the opportunity of always having someone to play with, and has a larger variety of skill level. It can be used as a tool to increase your game play abilities so that you can play better face-to-face against friends.    


When asked if they like playing with others, almost all interviewees said they preferred it over playing alone against the computer. Some even felt that multiplayer options illustrated the whole reason for gaming, which is to bring people together to play. Some even stated that the interaction was the main reason they played video games.  Some interviewees felt that the social interaction didn’t always mean that you had to be playing. Max Hann said that “even with one-player adventures like Zelda and Myst, it can be fun to play while others are watching or vice-versa, and talking with them about the game’s world as you conspire about how to solve a puzzle or defeat an enemy.”   


Also, the interviewees were asked how they viewed online play. Many people see it as a positive experience in which more people to come together to play at once.  However, some people feel that it takes away from the social interaction. You can’t see other players, communication with them is often minimal, and you don’t know who they really are. Katie said that “even though it [online play] is social, you get no interaction with a live human being.” She felt that there are better things that could be done with a person’s time.  


The interaction with other people has become so popular that “socializer” has even become a type of gamer. In Bartle’s article “Hearts, Clubs, Diamonds, Spades: Players who suit MUDS,” the author separates gamers into four categories: achievers, explorers, socializers, and killers. Socializers are players who use the game to interact with other people. Conversing with other players is their main goal rather than simply conquering the game itself.  


Gaming has developed into an important medium that people are becoming more involved in.  Children are learning how to play at a younger age, and video games are often their first entry into the world of interactive media. In the Handbook of Computer Game Studies, Sandra L. Calvert states that “gaming is a core part of [a child’s] friendship and socialization experiences” (Raessens 125). Video games are much more than a form of entertainment or a way to pass time. They are way for people to relate to each other, share a bond and even compete. The interactivity within the medium is why it is one of the most socially involved forms of media.   

4. The popularity of sports games are driven by gamers’ passion for competition. 


Many of the people interviewed for this study were fans of sports video games. Specifically, these gamers exhibited a strong attraction toward the competitive elements of the game. Moreover, the majority of these individuals enjoyed playing with friends, preferring to challenge other gamers rather than playing against the computer.  


From the interviews, it was made apparent that video gamers who are attracted to sports-oriented video games seem to play games to satisfy their desires for competition.  The competitive aspect of these games is a core element in both the design and reason for the games development. Individuals who are interested in putting their physical and mental skills to the test commonly practice athletics. In video games, the same is done.  Players employ various strategies and techniques in an effort to leave the match victorious. These types of gamers enjoy having a quick challenge that is very personal and which can be shared with others. The latter is seen in their attraction toward playing with others and playing online.  


What makes sports-oriented video games different from other games is that they have one main goal, which is to prove superiority in athletic competition. When two sides are pitted against each other, with a clock controlling the amount of time to win an event, the most distinct feeling these gamers feel is competition. When asked why they play games, many answered with the latter as their reasoning: for the challenge and competition. Andrew Lovell explains why he plays video games: “As I became older and fell in love with sports, that love just translated into an interest in sports video games. Plus, my brother and I were always super competitive about everything, so video games were great for fostering competition.” It is no coincidence that many of these individuals exhibit competitive tendencies in their own lives, whether it be on the playing field, in the classroom or in their living room playing against a friend. It is a part of their personalities.


Video games encompass an enormous amount of genres and all are played for one reason or another. With the goals and purposes of games varying with each of these genres, it is difficult to give a concrete definition of why people play video games.  However, it can be universally accepted that many gamers engage in these forms of entertainment with a desire for a challenge on their mind. With sports gamers, it seems as if all of them have this on their minds. From the interviews, it was made clear that challenge and competition is key in their opinions, and if a video game does not offer that, then they often do not play it.


Retrospectively, when analyzing the responses of sports gamers, the common trends found throughout the interviews seemed to be that they all enjoyed gaming for the competition and challenge that they offer.  They look for the latter in games and enjoy playing with friends and others online to add to the challenge and to vary competition.  They often seem to be strong spirited in nature, and always ready for game play.

5. Online gaming is attractive to many players because it connects them to other players. 

Online gaming has been a recent trend in the video game world, mostly in MMORPGs such as “World of Warcraft” and “Second Life.” Other PC games that are played online include games like, “Counter Strike” and “Unreal Tournament.“ This new trend is growing more with other platforms for online gaming like X Box Live, and competing with it, Playstation’s online gaming. Such games for these platforms are “Halo,” “Halo2” for Xbox and “Madden 2006.” When considering the appeal of online gaming to our present culture, connectivity is the best explanation for its popularity.


In recent interviews conducted by the Ithaca College Senior Seminar class on Video Games, most of the interviewees believed that the interactivity and connectivity of online gaming is what makes it so appealing. Dakin Sharum said, “…The idea that you can interact and play with people through the computer and enter a new world with actual characters in your game, not computer created characters, makes online play appealing.” His wife, Kelly Sharum agreed by saying, “ … You can play a game with other people from anywhere. It’s fun to play with people on the Internet through their characters. It’s fun to role-play like that.” The two met on a text-based MMORPG in 1998 called “Gemstone.”


When the interviewees were asked about gaming in the future, many of their responses involved online gaming. When Dakin Sharum was asked where he saw gaming in five years his response was, ”Interactive, more online play. The industry is creating more and more creative ways for people to interact through videogames.” Kelly Sharum’s response was somewhat the same saying, “I’m not too sure, but they have been doing a lot of online games lately, I could see that as the future.”


Online gaming has actually become so popular due to its interactivity that there has even been classifications for the different types of online players based on the ways they interact and socialize with others. In Bartle’s article, “Hearts, Clubs, Diamonds, Spades: Players who suit Muds” the author mentions four different classifications for video game players which are: achievers, explorers, socializers and killers. Bartle explains that achievers are “always seeking treasure.” Their main goal is to rise in levels and some amounts of socializing, killing and exploring are required to do so, but their main goal is to achieve with points, treasure or rising in levels. Explorers gain pleasure from the game by trying to understand and expose the mechanics of the game. They look for special features the game has to offer and bugs that might be in the programming of the game. Killers gain pleasure by interacting with other players but in a more imposing way. They love to cause distress among other players and kill for joy. They only socialize to taunt their victims and only try to achieve points so they are more powerful and can kill more people. Socializers use the game as the background for their social interactions.  They will see the game as a virtual reality to communicate to other players and interact. Socializers feel that talking, listening watching, and entertaining other players as well as themselves helps them mature through the game and time. Socializers are the best example of what is so appealing about online game play.


Online gaming is growing into the future of video gaming because of its huge appeal through its connectivity and interactivity. People are now socializing in different ways, no longer do people have to go out to interact with others, all they have to do is pick up a game controller or log onto their computer. The Internet has brought video gaming to a level of social interaction that has become the newest and most increasingly popular trend in the video game world.     

6. The future of gaming lies in the Internet, interaction and mobility.


Today, the video game culture is comparable to what happened to the television industry during the past decade. Television viewers no longer have to choose from four channels, but instead, have hundreds to pick from. Therefore, television cannot cater to a general audience anymore and has become much more specialized with channels like The Travel Channel, The Golf Channel and The Weather Channel. Likewise, video games also have become more specialized, applying to each specific fan base. In addition, advances in technology have made it easier and cheaper than ever before for gamers to create their own media, blurring the line between the fan and the gamer. As a result, by using media resources purposefully, gamers of the Internet generation are altering the gaming culture and will continue to do so in the near future.  Subjects interviewed for this essay had their own thoughts about the future of gaming.
After interviewing more 20 twenty gamers, answers showed the Internet would be shaping the way people game during the next five years. Max Hann believed that the Internet was changing the way games were marketed, and downloadable games could open up new avenues for ambitious developers to try new things they could not in the past.  And this in turn would inspire new trends. Building on Hann’s idea, another PC gamer, Wesley Schweitzer, believed there would be the ability to have video transmitted online so that the players could see each other first hand creating a different gaming experience. Therefore, the Internet is the tool that allows gamers to get more out of their games, making them active, not passive, consumers. According to T.L Taylor, an associate professor of computer games research at the IT University of Copenhagen, “They aren’t simply buying something off a shelf, taking it home, and playing it as given … players are creating a rich culture, including third party websites and fan fiction” (Secko). 

Using the power of the Internet, video games are becoming less of a dedicated pastime because of mobile communications. Mobile devices are allowing people to break boundaries and give gamers new environments to play them in. Neil Keirnan believes cell phones are becoming more like mini-computers, functioning like portable gaming devices and making mobile online gaming more common. GAME video store employee, Brian Higgins, agreed that portable consoles have the ability to evolve the most quickly in the gaming culture. Cell phones have the ability to communicate wirelessly to a network of people, making multiplayer a great feature (Hall, 2005). Interviewees agreed advancements in mobile technology have taken gaming out of living rooms to virtually anywhere. However, it was also found in our results that there was a restoration of “center-focused gaming in the home” because of consoles like the Nintendo Wii.   

The majority of interviewees felt most companies would follow the lead of Nintendo’s Wii console in the future, making game-play more interactive. Cody Morrison believed the Wii has opened a door for a new concept of gaming. Kristy Birtch also sees video games diving into this virtual-reality world, where consoles will loose the idea of a standard controller and be controlled by more innovative devices like those used in Dance Dance Revolution and Guitar Hero. Therefore, more interaction with video games would ultimately attract a wider audience. It is safe to conclude that most interviewers believed Nintendo was really on to something with its new platform, and during the next five years, they believed more platforms would employ similar technology. 

Overall, games are going to be more elaborate and detailed than ever before, but it will be a slow process. According to Jacob Berger, gaming will be more or less in the same place it is today because of the recent emergence of XBox 360, PS3 and Nintendo’s Wii. “In order to reap maximum sales,” Berger said, “they are going to let these systems remain the standard for at least the next three to five years.” While most interviewees believe Microsoft and Sony would follow the lead of the Nintendo Wii, others believe that we will still have some consoles driven on power and graphics. Gaming consoles in general are all becoming very sophisticated computers that can satisfy other entertainment needs (streaming music, DVD and CD playback, Internet) and we’ll just have to see where future gaming is heading.  
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