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There is a great deal of confusion amongst the players, makers, and researchers of video 

games regarding how games ought to be interpreted. For reasons which are still hotly debated, 

the industry seeks recognition as an equal contemporary to established artistic media like 

literature, film, and theater. At the same time, games scholars have fought over the legitimacy of 

such comparisons, with some supporting the storytelling perspective and others seeking to 

reduce games to their most basic operational components. Though some research has been done 

into the actual reasons games are being purchased and played by millions of people, the quantity 

and quality of practical, non-theoretical research is disappointingly sparse. I therefore hope to 

shed some light on the perceived purpose(s) of games amongst players, which (if multiple 

purposes are perceived) are the greatest draws for gamers, and why other media can’t or don’t 

fulfill the same purpose(s) in the grand scheme of media ecology. 

Literature Review 

In order to appreciate the importance of games studies in general, one needs to appreciate 

the scale of the video game industry. In 2009, according to Box Office Mojo, the total gross 

earnings of the Hollywood box office came out to about $10.6 billion, up over $9.6 billion in 

2008. Conversely, according to a report by the NPD Group issued in January, “U.S. retail sales 

of video games…generated revenues of close to $19.66 billion” in 2009, and a staggering 

“$21.44 billion” in 2008. And yet games, which are consistently taking in more than double 

Hollywood’s revenue each year, have been largely ignored by popular media and scholarship, 

still erroneously viewed as harmless niche or, when noticed, as exceedingly dangerous. 

It’s not entirely the mainstream media’s fault, though. If this year’s gaming headlines are 

any indication, today’s video game industry can’t seem to decide what it wants to be either. Ever 
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since Roger Ebert threw down the gauntlet back in April by saying that “video games can never 

be art,” game makers and players alike have been clamoring to disprove him (Ebert, 2010). Some 

turned to 2007’s BioShock, created by Ken Levine and Irrational Games, as a bastion of hope in 

the struggle – only to have Levine himself turn around in July and embrace the negative 

stereotypes of gamers (Levine, 2010).  In August, Electronic Arts tried to defend a single game 

(Medal of Honor) both as harmless, mindless fun and as a crucial display of artistic expression, 

leading the chief editor of one gaming magazine to call the industry on its blatant inconsistency 

(Helgeson, 2010, 44).  

The scholarly circles aren’t faring any better. A war rages between narratologists – those 

who see video games as an extension of literature and film, a storytelling medium – and 

ludologists – those who see video games as the evolution of the unwired entertainment that has 

been a part of every culture in every age (2008, 11). Others choose to view gaming as a 

simulated improvisational theater, in which imaginary characters are called to respond to the 

behavior of a single sentient actor (Mateas, 2004; Murray, 2004). In recent years, yet another 

voice has arisen, one which condemns the debate and acknowledges that, probably, video games 

are all of these things at once, and therefore a unique entity that requires an entirely new 

paradigm of research and critical analysis (Zimmerman, 2004; Murray, 2006).  

If the scholarly squabbling teaches anything, it is the fact that what works in one case 

may not be transferrable to another. Even as researchers like Murray and Mateas work towards 

special frameworks for understanding games, it may be worth considering the development of 

methods specific to certain types of gamers. What enhances the solo narratologists’ experience 

may be anathema to the enjoyment of online ludology enthusiasts – in fact, that may be the heart 

of the interactivity vs. narrative debate. Games scholars would do well to learn from themselves, 
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and stop trying to apply a single template to such a diverse and thrilling medium. As Henry 

Jenkins (2004) observes, “there is not one future of games. The goal should be to foster 

diversification of genres, aesthetics, and audiences, to open gamers to the broadest possible range 

of experiences” (119-120). 

Unfortunately, the common trend in all of this research is theory. That is to say, scholars 

have spent so much time arguing over the theoretical purpose of gaming that almost nothing has 

been written on the practical application thereof; precious few have approached the question of 

what, precisely, games are currently being used for – what they’re doing. Theoretical basis for 

viewing video games as glorified chess is useless if players view games as living novels; 

conversely, if players only care about competition, unique rules, and socialization, the 

narratologists are using the rhetoric of nowhere. My primary research questions, then, are as 

foundational as they are simplistic: 

RQ1: Why do people play video games? 

RQ2: What do people see as the purpose or function of video games? 

Indeed, the authors of 2008’s Understanding Video Games note that when it comes to 

these questions, “we don’t know. Or, rather, the question has sparked surprisingly little interest 

and no consensus exists” (2008, 4). In terms of RQ1, some scientific explanations have been 

attempted (Murray 2006), but much ground remains to be covered. XEODesign came closest to 

answering RQ2 in 2004 when they undertook an impressive body of research to look into the 

motivations of gamers (Lazzaro, 2004). In an abstract released to promote their upcoming book, 

“Why We Play Games,” the company identified four “keys” to gaming impetus – hard fun, easy 

fun, altered states, the people factor – as well as a basic exploration of why some people hold 
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unfavorable impressions of games (increased responsibility, moral abhorrence, addictiveness, 

consideration of games as trivial) (2004, 5-7). Their research was wide-reaching, covering a 

large library of genres and titles and surveying 45 participants, with reasonable parameters for 

play and a comprehensive measure of data collection. 

The Four Keys to Unlocking Emotion 

Hard Fun 

Players like the opportunities for challenge, strategy, and problem 
solving. Their comments focus on the game’s challenge and strategic 
thinking and problem solving. This “Hard Fun” frequently generates 

emotions and experiences of Frustration, and Fiero. 

Easy Fun 

Players enjoy intrigue and curiosity. Players become immersed in 
games when it absorbs their complete attention, or when it takes them 

on an exciting adventure. These immersive game aspects are “Easy 
Fun” and generate emotions and experiences of Wonder, Awe, and 

Mystery. 

Altered States 

Players treasure the enjoyment from their internal experiences in 
reaction to the visceral, behavior, cognitive, and social properties. 

These players play for internal sensations such as Excitement or Relief 
from their thoughts and feelings. 

The People Factor 

Players use games as mechanisms for social experiences. These players 
enjoy the emotions of Amusement, Schadenfreude, and Naches coming 

from the social experiences of competition, teamwork, as well as 
opportunity for social bonding and personal recognition that comes 

from playing with others. 

 (XEODesign 2005, 7) 

There are two key issues with XEODesign’s study, however. The first, and most obvious, 

is that the data is almost certainly outdated. Since the research was conducted, a new generation 

of gaming consoles have been released, most notably the Nintendo Wii. Nintendo’s targeting of a 

broader audience – grandparents, stay-at-home moms, etc. – has undeniably altered the face of 

gaming; to wit, as recently as November of this year Microsoft and Sony have released products 

to challenge Nintendo’s dominancy in the so-called “casual games” market. Over the six years 
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since the data was collected, it is quite possible that new keys have emerged; moreover, 

preferences for the identified keys may have greatly shifted. People whose primary reason for 

gaming was single-player storytelling before Halo 2 may now play exclusively for the 

community aspect.   

None of the four keys that XEODesign identify are exclusive to gaming, however. The 

drives for challenge, exploration, mimicry, and socialization have been part of the human 

experience for millennia (Murray, 2006). And yet, despite the myriad of viable outlets for such 

experience, millions – particularly young people – are consistently returning to video games to 

achieve these ends. This prompts a third, crucial question: is whatever we’re trying to get from 

games best achieved through gaming? Or are we robbing ourselves of better experiences in other 

media by spending our time with a lesser form of expression? I have my own convictions, but no 

man is an island. It’s time, I think, to ask the vox populi. 

RQ3: What is unique about video games that renders them more attractive than 

other forms of entertainment? 

Before proceeding to discussion of the actual research methods, it is imperative that a 

distinction be made between what RQ1 means and what it does not mean. Though few scholars 

have explored the question of what games do for players, many researchers – unfortunately, 

primarily outside of the actual umbrella of games studies – have explored the question of what 

games do to players. This is effectively the difference between what Nielsen et al. call the active 

user and active media perspectives, respectively (2008, 242).  

The “active media perspective” is the most commonly used methodology, whereby 

people are assigned to play violent or nonviolent games and differences in behavior are attributed 
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exclusively to the violence of the game played. Rooted in old-fashioned behavioral psychology, 

this method fails to take into consideration the social and psychological complexities that have 

already rendered behaviorism almost moot within its own field. The “active user perspective,” 

which is much longer and expensive to engage in and is therefore rarely used, studies a group of 

people who play games over time, seeking to understand not how games affect players, but how 

and why players play games. Given material and time constraints, I am not proposing to 

undertake a true active user study, but my aims – to understand better the human dynamics and 

motivations in gaming, and therefore the cognitive basis for game preferences and preferring 

games – are in keeping with the perspective. 

Methods 

Of the four research paradigms which the authors of Understanding Video Games (2008) 

identify as specific to games research, I situate my own proposed investigation most solidly 

between the “Player” and “Culture” camps, both of which are emphatically qualitative (10). 

Player studies are identified methodologically (as they typically employ direct observation, 

interviews, and surveys), theoretically (they are grounded in ethnographic and cultural studies, 

and therefore in sociology), and by their common interest in the “use of games and games 

communities” (2008, 10). Culture studies are theoretically tied to player studies, and their use of 

interviews as a means of data collection, as well as their interest in the placing of games within a 

greater media ecology context, render the cultural paradigm equally indispensable. Moreover, 

my interest in a contextually-based determination of values as a mosaic of individual voices is 

textbook Interpretivism, though my deep personal ties to the gaming industry and community 

make some participatory framing inevitable and, I hope, valuable to the overall results. 
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Accordingly, autoethnography will play a role in my research. Credential justification for 

my own opinions rests in my sixteen years of heavy involvement as a consumer, analyst, 

journalist, and scholar of the industry. Moreover, my undergraduate studies have covered three 

diverse disciplines – communication studies, English literature, and theatrical history and 

performance – granting me a unique angle on the artistic and cultural implications (both potential 

and realized) of the medium I’ve come to cherish. My own experience will serve as a supplement 

to broad surveys and focused interviews.  

In this digital age, the fastest and most efficient way of reaching the most people is the 

Internet. Surveys consisting of the three research questions will be distributed via various social 

networks (Facebook, Myspace, Twitter) and will be posted as new topics on video-game related 

message boards and discussion forums (Game & Player, Fragdolls Dollhouse, IGN, Gamespot, 

G4TV, 1UP, etc.). Questions may also be emailed to peers and advisors, who (in addition to 

giving answers) will be solicited to forward the survey on to their social networks with a 

dedicated email address for all responses to return to me. This snowball effect will offset the 

clear limitations of my own social network, and will ensure that a wide array of exposure to 

gaming is surveyed. The message board format allows for a degree of interaction and 

modifications which the other methods preclude, as community members can seek clarification, 

read one another’s responses, and revise or expand their thoughts. It also enables further 

questions and clarification to be added should preliminary evaluation of results demonstrate a 

necessity or usefulness thereof.  

All of these methods of data collection constitute what Huck et al. (2010) define as 

“nonprobability sampling techniques;” initially as convenience sampling – “samples based on 

who or what is available at the time an investigation is undertaken” – but quickly evolving into 
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snowball sampling. The advantages of nonprobability sampling are accessibility – I have 

already-established social networks and membership within a variety of games-based 

communities – and scope; depending on community will, a simple snowball sample may 

generate a statistical avalanche. Unfortunately such sampling lacks the validity and precision that 

systematic random sampling affords, and is used here out of necessity rather than preference. 

The surveys will be given a limited temporal scope – two weeks – which is calculated to 

be long enough to gather as many relevant responses as possible without allowing for threads to 

get lost or buried beneath newer, “hotter” topics. As “grave digging,” or posting in a thread that 

has remained inactive for long enough to sink to the second page of a message board, is 

expressly forbidden in most online communities, too long of a scope could be damaging.  

Several research participants may, like me, have unique angles or insight into the topic 

which warrant extended discussion. Some of these participants I have already identified as part 

of my own social networks; others will become apparent based on the complexity or nature of 

their responses. In either case, it will be beneficial to solicit individual interviews, to be 

conducted either face-to-face or via an audiovisual form of computer-mediated communication 

(e.g. Skype). These interviews may bring entirely new concepts to light, or serve to flesh out 

general trends which emerge across multiple groups.  

At the conclusion of the two-week period, I will analyze all responses in an attempt to 

identify key recurring phrases as well as overarching themes. I will use XEODesign’s four keys 

as a guiding principle, allowing any responses which do not seem to fit to generate new keys if 

the situation should arise. Bearing Mr. Ebert’s comments in mind, I will be particularly 

interested in the extent to which artistic qualities are mentioned, as the frequency thereof should 
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be a good indication of how prepared (or not) gamers are for defending themselves against 

reigning allegations of games as mindless wastes of time.  

The greatest and clearest downside to sampling almost entirely online communities is that 

an unbalanced portrait may be painted of motivational preference. I have speculated that “the 

people factor” key identified by XEODesign has become more relevant among today’s gamers 

(2004, 5). By focusing my survey on members of gaming communities, I am guaranteed to 

discover a higher concentration of people interested in communal gaming than may be typical of 

gamers as a whole. Indeed, those who play games purely for their individualized, exploratory 

nature may largely be absent from the online communities I am surveying and their preferences 

will not be taken into account. This is particularly disconcerting as some of the most artistic and 

intellectually stimulating games tend to be single-player and offline in nature; therefore as a 

defense of art in gaming, this methodology could theoretically prove self-defeating. 

Thus the in-depth interviews and the autoethnographic components must be managed 

delicately, as they constitute the two smaller prongs of qualitative triangulation in this study 

(Hastings, 2010). I, as well as a few of my closest friends and journalistic colleagues, have a 

broader and deeper exposure to gaming than many gamers, particularly the younger set which 

seems to have a bent towards online shooting games. Though we cannot pretend to adequately 

represent the opinions of all conscientious gamers, we can offer interpretations of such bents as 

well as advise the gaming industry of potential strategies based on current perceptions – internal 

and external – of gaming and its culture. 

Ideally, collaboration with one or more games distributors (such as GameStop, Best Buy, 

or Toys ‘R Us) could afford access to a much broader base of participants, including the 
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aforementioned single-player gamers and those whose lack of home Internet connection 

precludes their participation in online gaming. The advent of split-screen, motion-based gaming 

(particularly over the last several months) may signal a new shift which would render a study 

done today obsolete in six months, as those same offline gamers may still find themselves 

increasingly engaged in multiplayer experiences in the context of family gatherings or dorm 

rooms. This raises a potential greater challenge to those who would study video games: since its 

inception, the industry has evolved at breakneck speeds. It may be that an adequate 

understanding of gaming trends requires more comprehensive and more frequent studies than the 

current scholarly field is willing or capable of undertaking. I pray that is not the case.  

This study is designed to gauge gut-level assumptions about gaming, and as such the 

questions are intentionally open-ended so as to avoid any semblance of leading. It might be in 

the interest of future researchers to ask more pointed questions, raising specific issues like the 

validity of games as art, differences in storytelling techniques, the ramifications of video game-

mediated socialization on standard social interaction, the dangers of escapism, and so on. What’s 

crucial, however, is that the research remains “in-house,” as it were. Gaming for too long has 

refused to take an identity of its own, falling all too often into what Henry Jenkins marvelously 

calls “cinema envy” (2004, 120). The extent to which a game is like a film or board game is the 

measure by which it should have been a film or board game – the writers who foolishly try to 

convey novels via games are no better than the programmers who should have stuck to tabletops. 

As scholars it is our job to criticize these failings where we find them, and in the process we can 

establish what makes games truly – and uniquely – wonderful.  
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