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Abstract: According to recent estilnates, hll1nan beings across the planet
cllrrently devote S0111e three billion hOllrs a week to playing what have
been collectively terlned "video gaInes." Conl1nercially, there can be little
dOllbt that the Illanllfactllre and sale of these ganles has enjoyed
phenolnenal Sllccess; even in a fragile l11acro-econ0I11ic environnlent, the
video-ganling indllstly has beco111e a hllge growth stock, sllstained by
rapidly expanding cohorts ofyoling COnSll1llerS in every corner ofthe world
ready and willing to shell Ollt the sixty-pillS dollars for the latest garne or
the hllndreds for the latest ganze-playing hardware. AcconlpanJ'ing the
vast expansion in the scale of the video-gaInes indllshy and the yOllthflll
Cllsto111er base that sllpports it, not sllrprisingly, is a host ofC0I111llentaly­
111l1Ch, bllt not all, of it skeptical-abollt the pro-social or potentially
educational effects of protracted involvelnent with the vast array of
variations within the video-gaIning universe. Given the dearth of research
exploring the 111eaning to galllers the111selves 0/ their gaIning experiences,
111llCh of the literature on gaIning as a whole has taken on a "dialoglle of
the deaf' cast, with pro-gaIning advocates, convinced of the positive
derivatives ofgal11ing, advance enthusiastic clailns while the critics worty
about the 111assive opportllnity costs incurred by a generation less
interested ;n reading or drawn to the self-enhancing forllls ofplay that call
upon and are catalyzed by one's own ilnagination. In this research, we
sal11ple frol11 the often-polel1lical concourse on video ganl;ng and its
personal and social effects and discover/ollr distinct versions of the "inner
galne" of gal11;ng as experienced by college stlldents who designate
thelnselves as "serious gaIners." All fOllr factors denl0nstrate consonance
with play theoly as outlined by Hllizinga and anlended by Stephenson. A
concluding discllssion is ailned in part at accollnting for the relative
pallcity ofe111pirical research on sllbjective play.
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The fact that so IHany people ofall ages} all over the world} are choosing to
spend so 111llCh tinle in ga111e worlds is a sign ofs0111ething inlportan~ a

truth that we llrgently need to recognize.
Jane McGonigal (2011)

It is gaInes thatgive llS s0111ething to do when there is nothing to do. We
thus call gaInes IIpasti111esll and regard theln as trifling fillers ofthe

interstices ofOllr lives. Bllt the)' are 111uch 1110re i111portant than that. And
their serious cllitivation no\.v is perhaps Ollr only salvation.

Bernard Suits (2005)
Video gaIning is pervasive in the lives ofA111erican teens . ...When asked}

halfofall teens reported playing a video ga111e )'esterday. II Those who play
daiO' t)'pically playfor an hOllr or 1110re. Fllily 97% ofteens aged 12-17

play conlpllte/~ web} portable or console (Xbox} PlayStation} or Wii) gaInes.
Pew Research Center (2008)

Introduction
More than four decades have now elapsed since Willian1 Stephenson's
The Play Theol)' of Mass C0l11111llnicatioll (1967) first appeared. While
Stephenson's vohlllle was, in substantive respects, focused on a n1uch­
neglected 111anner or 1110de of a particular audience seglllent's n1edia
consun1ption, it was far nlore than that In this respect, it was very n1uch
like the VOltlllle to which it owed its greatest intellectual debt. That
volu111e, by the Dutch scholar Johan Huizinga, was published in Holland
originally in 1938, but its principal contents are said to have been
conlpiled a decade earlier, thus preceding by another four decades
Stephenson's adoption of several of its key ideas in his own outline of a
novel ludenic theory of newsreading. In Professor Huizinga's case, the
alllbitious scope of his argunlent is hinted at by the species-defining
character of the title, H0l110 Llldens. And if the initial inlpression left by
the Latin version of "n1an-as-player" was of a narrowly focused treatise
on hun1an beings in their "down tiIlle" or at "leisure," the subtitle would
supply the necessary corrective: Huizinga's intent was to present
nothing less than "a study of the play-elenlent in culture."

The scope of the Stephenson vohlllle was no less an1bitious. At a
theoretical level, Huizinga's notion of play was alllended slightly so as to
en1phasize, siIllultaneously, what a casual reading would likely construe
as a pair of paradoxical properties of play. First, Stephenson argued that
ludenic behavior elllbodied distinctive subjectivity. In so doing,
however, he was careful to avoid getting caught in the Cartesian
quicksand-where nlind (subjectivity) and body (obselvable behavior)
were counterpoised in custoll1ary, dualistic fashion. Instead, Stephenson
saw subjectivity itself as behavior. Anchored in self-reference and
connl1unicability, subjectivity was sin1ply a person's point of view on any
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nlatter of interest; and, so long as words-or photos or songs or even
scents-were available with which to give expression to that point of
view, subjective C0111111l111icability was stripped of any essentialist
properties that would threaten to take on a conceptual life of their own
as analytical reifications situated well outside the pale of science.
Contrary to conventional wisdol11, Stephenson argued that subjective
conlnlunicability was anlenable to scientific scrutiny. The 111eans to this
end was of course supplied by Q nlethodology, and it is this contribution
that constitutes the second Inajor alllendlllent to Huizinga's notion of
play introduced in the pages of The Play Theory.

It is perhaps both ironic and instructive that while both volumes
would eventually gain recognition by selected reviewers as path­
breaking, and each would undergo reprint and reissuance in acadelnic
nlarkets long after its initial appearance, neither was fully able to escape
111ixed reviews (Brown, 2002; 2003). Such, of course, is not an
UnCOnl1110n fate for wholesale challenges to prevailing scholarly wisdom,
but in this instance the reservations 111ay well reflect wider or deeper
cultural resistance to the idea of play itself. For nlany othelwise
thoughtful individuals, it seenlS iInplausible that play could be anything
nlore than a "tilne out" fronl productive enterprise or, alternatively, an
inlnlature allegiance to values that contravene genuine "grown-up"
conscientiousness. In other words, the idea that play 111ay well elnbody
profound and Jllostly positive (if rarely acknowledged) influences on the
hunlan condition across a host of institutional and historical contexts is a
tough sell when sensibilities-or "social controls"-have succeeded in
socializing the self-designated responsible elelnents alnong us to regard
play and playfulness as childish deviations fro111 cardinal precepts of our
cultural creed. We return to this nlatter at the close of this paper where
we argue that the irrational antipathy to play-based elenlents in hUlnan
endeavor has caIne at a high price-too high a price, in our view-in
ternlS of scholarly understanding no less than in ordinalY, everyday life.
In the nleantinle, however, our chief concern here is to borrow froll1 play
theory as a 111eans of illunlinating 111uch that has transpired in the reahll
of "conlnlercialized technology play"-that is, video ga111eS-OVer the
nlore than four decades since The Play TheolY first appeared. Suffice it to
say at the outset that our substantive application of play-theoretical
ideas is to products and preoccupations that neither Huizinga nor
Stephenson could ever likely have anticipated.

In that interi111, the technology of conll11unication has undergone
revolutionary transforlllation. Stephenson's ludenic theory of
newsreading could scarcely have iInagined the disappearance of the
local newspaper as the focal object of the ritualized daily routine of
relaxing with the sports page, or conlics, crossword puzzle, classified
ads, or one's favorite coltunnist over the 1110rning coffee and breakfast
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But the disappearance of newsprint hardly Ineant the end of the news­
hungry or the play-seeking cOnStllner looking for an enjoyable "escape"
frOlll the daily grind, afforded by attractive advertising copy or the
heroic storyline enlbedded in the box score froln last night's ganle on the
West Coast. Indeed, who could have ilnagined twenty years ago the
proliferation of online news sources, all Inanner of chat roonlS, cyber­
shopping centers, a sOlllething-for-everyone political blogosphere, and a
website for virtually every conllnercial, governlnental, and non-profit
entity on the planet-all, literally, as accessible as the nearest keyboard
connected to the internet?

Over the sallIe period, video gaines have undergone conlparable
transforlllation and, if anything, the pace of innovation has only
accelerated of late. In the past quarter century, video arcades have
witnessed a virtual explosion in product-developlnent fronl the early
days of PacMan and Super Mario Brothers to ever-nlore sophisticated
COlllputer-graphics software widely available to a hungry Inarket
illlpatient to upload such products onto personal COlllputers or to the
plethora of specialized consoles-PlayStatiol1, Xbox, and Wii-serving as
platforllls for sonle of the nlore exotic graphic-arts gallleware. That sales
in this industry have been lucrative is an understatelnent of the first
order. As the epigranlll1atic excerpt frolll the Pew Center cited at the
outset of this paper indicates, fully 97% of All1erican teens report
regular-virtually daily-video-ganling sessions. Moreover} it is not
UnCOnll110n for these inllnersions to exceed weekly averages of ten hours
for Alnerican teens. The aggregate statistics are staggering: McGonigal's
(2011) vo}ullle, excerpted epigrannnatically at the outset as well,
estinlates the total alnount of tilne devoted to video-ganling annually
across the globe at a whopping three billion hours! Within the United
States, according to McGonigal, Inelnbers of the regular ganling
conlnlunity devote} on average, thirteen hours a week to video ganles.
Other estitnates, based on nlore selective definitions of the "ganling
conllnunity," put the titne devoted by C0111nlitted ganlers at twice these
levels (Taylor} 2009; Wark, 2007) and, in sonle cases, even higher
(Bissell, 2011; Lenhart & Jones, 2008).

The proliferation in ntllnbers-participants, hours consulned, dollars
spent-is grounds alone for an exalnination of what all of this nleans to
those who qualify for nlenlbership in the so-called "gaIning conlnlunity."
Our own interest in this nlatter stenls in large part frolll the fact that a
large portion of the students we teach at our respective colleges are
conunitted gaIners and, to the degree that their investlnents of tinle and
energy in video gaInes is in the vicinity of the aforelllentioned data
drawn froln large salnple surveys, the possibility exists that these
involvell1ents entail a substantial "opportunity cost" in the fornl of tinle
and energies that nlight otherwise have been spent studying Inaterials
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for our classes. Fronl a nlore scholarly standpoint, our curiosity in the
so-called "inner galne" of video ganlers is stinlulated by a series of
cOll1petillg accounts of what 111ight be 1110tivating young people to invest
scarce resources in tinle, nloney, and energy to video gaIning,
particularly when other delnands on the sanle resources in a college
environnlent are often pronounced.

One school anlong these accounts is unequivocally pro-gaIning. This
perspective is epitolnized by Jane McGonigal's (2011) recent volume,
Reality is Broken: Why GaInes Make liS Better and How They Can Change
the World. McGonigal holds a Ph.D. and is herself a designer of conlputer
gall1es. In this volunle, she energetically argues that ganling is, on
balance, a net asset in virtually every nlajor respect. It pronlotes
problenl-solving capacities, enhances cognitive conlplexity and
creativity, fosters in-group collaborative skills, and provides players
with a profound sense of joy that is rarely attained in the so-called "real
world." While McGonigal's clainls nlight be discounted on grounds of a
conflict of interest, since she stands to gain nlaterially and directly froln
ganle sales, she is fanliliar with corroborative research data-at least
when it supports her advocacy-and she is conversant with nlajor
concepts and key figures in the recent ascension of "positive
psychology." She cites the work of Csikszentnlihalyi (1998), for exalnple,
on the optilnized ego-state known as "flow," and she nlakes a credible
case that this is a conlnlon subjective state experienced by ganlers when
engaged in a well-designed, challenging video ganle.

Other accounts, popular alnong ganlers, are unabashedly
autobiographical in their efforts to describe and better understand the
draw that ganling-well-designed, engaging and high-selling ganles, in
particular-holds for the truly conunitted (Bissell, 2011; Gee, 2011;
Taylor, 2009). These volunles contain only passing reference to
Huizinga's work and no Inention at all of Stephenson, and despite their
first-person narratives, they fralne their accounts as if they were
authoritative, final words on the appeals and turn-offs of the best and
worst products in the video-ganle industry. For those fanliliar with
Stephenson's ideas, it is nothing short of alnazing that these largely
autobiographical (and hence subjective) accounts should be so utterly
void of recognition of, let alone appreciation for, the principle of self­
reference. Because they are written by and for ganlers falniliar with the
ganles that entire chapters are devoted to, and because their authors
concede their engagelnent with ganles is undeniably "addictive," they
provide scant basis for elevating the non-ganler audience's
understanding of the ganling phenonlenon and its phenol11enology. For
nlore acadenlic (and non-gaIning) onlookers, Wark's (2007) GaIner
TheolY, published by Harvard University Press, approaches video
gaInes as an tlelnerging art fornl," and therefore al11enable to treatl11ent
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by aesthetic standards and fronl the standpoint of literary criticisnl. The
result, judging fronl readers' reviews on the Alnazon website, is a
theoretical patchwork featuring the various scholarly calnps within
contelnporary literary criticisnl. While the word "theory" in Wark's title
would have been Inore accurately replaced by its plural fornl, it is
noteworthy that the self-identified gainers gave the book an icy
reception-too detached froln "the real world of galning"-despite its
generally synlpathetic (though not unabashedly so) account of the
gaining phenolnenon. With the partial exception of the Wark vohune, the
works we cite constitute what can be terlned the Inost "enthusiastic"
contributions to the rapidly-growing literature on gaining. It bears
underscoring that these are fairly substantial vohunes. They are
generally pro-gaining (or at least not aggressively critical or disnlissive),
and they have been in print, in nlost cases, no longer than three years.

At the other end of the spectrulll, sylllpathy-wise, fro III the
aforelnentioned volunles is Nicholas Carr's (2011) critically acclainled
voluille The Shallows: What the Internet is Doing to Our Brains, which
was a finalist for a Pulitzer Prize in the year of its publication. To be sure,
Carr's critique is not aiJned solely at video gaInes. He first canle to
prolninence after his cover story in The Atlantic Monthly, "Is Google
Making Us Stupid?" appeared in the SlBlllller of 2008. For Carr and other
critics of online culture (Turkle, 2011), gaIning is hardly the pro-social,
engaging, and educational encounter portrayed by those in the
McGonigal canlp cited earlier.

Carr's (2011) reservations with online Inedia generally and ganles in
particular grow out of his personal experience and the observations of
others that call into question the breadth and especially the depth of the
cognitive benefits of gaIning. Indeed, Carr sees little evidence that video
gaIning produces the benefits widely acclailned by its advocates in areas
such as enhanced cognitive conlplexity, creativity, or problenl-solving
ability. At the saIne tiIne, the critics note, evidence fronl careful research
is acclunulating, which points to a series of non-benign effects on the
cost side of the ledger. Gaining behavior carries with it the risk of a
psychological dependence on technology that, according to Turkle
(2011), has addictive properties and underlnines interpersonal skills
and sociability. Essentially the saine concerns were voiced earlier by
Sunstein (2009) and Putnanl (2001). These authors franle their
criticislns of online life in nlore general ternlS than silnply video ganling,
but it will be recalled that Robert Putnaln's top nOlninee for the atrophy
of social capital in contenlporary Alllerica was identified as "the
increasing privatizatioll of leisure." And as a root of the "bowling
alone" phenonlenon, the Inajor technological culprit in Putnanl's
diagnosis was television; the personal cOlnputer, the internet, and the
attendant growth of cyber-culture lifestyles only hastened the delnise of
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civil society that was already under way. Yet, as Sunstein (2009) and
Turkle (2011) have lllore recently argued, the deterioration of social
capital and collective endeavors nlore generally can be considered, at
least in part, as yet another cost of increased attachlllellt to online
pursuits, particularly gallling. And here the subtle anlbivalence that
Wark (2007) conveys carries a sobering warning of the projected
growth of "galnespace"-defined as a distinctive attitude toward life­
anlong ever-younger cohorts drawn to gallling by the design of play
worlds built deliberately on the insurance of a perfect lllatch between
engagenlent and outconle, a correspondence seldolll encountered, let
alone guaranteed, in real life. Thus, despite the fact that Wark hilllself is
an avid ganler, he sees gallling as evolving into an inevitable pastilne
and, at best, as very llluch a lllixed blessing. For one thing it will, in
Wark's view, eventually and thoroughly destroy reading culture. For
another, it will breed widespread and deep-seated disenchantnlent on
the part of those drawn to gallles by virtue of their "perfect" design in
rewarding virtuous perforlnance when purposive hunlan endeavors­
or "ganles"-in the real world continuously fall short in this respect.

And if these indictnlents fail to raise concerns about the ulthnate
cost-benefit balance for the lllillions of hours hUlnans collectively devote
daily to video ganles, consider the cunlulative record of findings from
the nlost-frequently exalllined question peltaining to gaIning by
acadenlics: Does protracted exposure to violent gaInes prolllote violent
behaviors on the part of gaIners outside of the laboratory? Anecdotal
evidence supplied by sensational cases is of course strongly influenced
by the "availability heuristic" (Tversky & Kahnenlan, 1973), and is
therefore of dubious evidential value even as it suggests a robust
correlation. Alnong the first pieces of biographical data to gain public
circulation about Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, the perpetrators in the
1999 Colunlbine case, the worst school-shooting event in U.S. history, is
that both were avid players of "DOOlll." Likewise, in the initial press
accounts of Anders Bering Breivik, the 32-year-old self-described
"Christian conservative" arrested for the brutal ralnpage that killed 77 of
his fellow NOlwegians in July of 2011, Inention was l1lade of the few facts
that would have identified hinl as a threat-nalllely, he had a vast
personal collection of guns and was known to be an enthusiastic video
galller with a special fondness for "Worlds of Warcraft." More
systenlatically, when the hundreds of studies exploring the link between
violent video gaIning and aggression are subjected to Ineta-analyses, the
safest sunllllary of the scientific evidence appears to be that violent
video ganles are indeed "a causal risk factor" in accounting for real­
world aggression (Anderson, et al., 2010). Despite the fact that this
llleta-analysis covers sonle 130 studies of both Alllerican and Japanese
respondents, its conclusions have not gone unchallenged (Ferguson &
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Kilburn, 2010). Interestingly, however, alnong the studies reporting
robust effects, a frequent discovery is that the "gaIning leads to
aggression" connection is Inediated by the inlpact of Ineasures of
participants' elnpathy, such that frequency of exposure to violent video
gaInes is found to be inversely related to eInpathy (Anderson et al.,
2010).

Study Design: Concourse, Context, and Q Sample
What we are left with, then, is a substantial set of unresolved issues on
the question of what science can tell us about the experience and effects
of prolonged participation in video-ganle activities. Fronl another
vantage point, however, the unresolved condition of research on the
psychological and cultural effects of gaIning, when coupled with the
extravagant clainls and counter-clainls about these effects by advocates
and critics of gaIning, points to the presence of a robust concourse-or
perhaps several concourses-on the what the experience of ganling
actually Ineans to the ganler hilnself or herself. Accordingly, as a suitable
starting point for bringing Q nlethodology to bear on an investigation of
this lllatter, we consulted McGonigal's Reality is Broken and the dozens
of custolner reviews of the voltune available at the anlazon.conl website
for the saIne and discovered a veritable treasure trove of subjective
COlll111unicability on the video-gaIning experience. Due to our interest in
the "inner gaule" (subjective play state) of the conunitted video-game
player, we confined our conlpilation of statelnents to those clainls that
one would reasonably expect fronl a video-ganle enthusiast such as
McGonigal herself (and her synlpathetic reviewers). As a result, the
subjective truth-clailns of gallling critics like Carr (2011) were
deliberately Olllitted fronl our concourse and Qsalnple.

The final 45-statelnent Qsalnple for this research is not theoretically
structured. However, in the selection of statelllents care was taken to
ensure cOlllprehensive coverage of the personal attractions of gallling to
participants, focusing silllultaneously on the alleged extrinsic­
instrzlInental benefits of the gaIning experience, as elllphasized by
McGonigal, balanced out by expressions of intrinsic enjoylnent bearing
the halhnarks of playas outlined in the final chapter of Huizinga's H01110

Ludens. Ludenic behavior, by this account, was indicated by the
following eight elelnents: that play (1) was based 011 a voluntalY activity;
(2) involved tel11porario'stepping Ollt of"real life"; (3) was absorbing, (4)
was secilided and confined to its own boundaries; (5) engaged no extrinsic
or 111aterial interest; (6) prollloted social grollpings; (7) had a repetitive,
ritualized qllalit)'; and (8) proceeded in an orderly fashion, deviations
fronl which were seen as spoiling the ganle (Huizinga, 1950, p. 207).
Finally, following Stephenson (1967) a ninth elenlent was added to the
list: because play was considered as behavior undertaken outside the
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auspices of social controls (under conditions of convergent selectivity), it
was experienced as self-enhancing. These nine elenlents do not alllount
to a coherent theoretical structure for the Q salllple, principally because
the concourse of conlnlitted gaIllers and gaIlling advocates contains a
substantial portion of self-referent stateIllents that are thoroughly
instrlllllental in character (e.g., "ganling sharpens Illy capacity to see
things in a bigl systenlic picture"). Suffice it to say that in cOlnposing the
QsaIllple, equal attention was given to play and non-play considerations,
and to ensuring the inclusion of sonle of the lnore salient stereotypes of
video ganles and ganling widely acknowledged as part of the reputation,
deserved or not, of chronic video-galne players.

The P set for this research was cOlnprised of 37 lnale college
students l 20 of whonl attended a private liberal-arts college in
Pennsylvania, and 17 of whonl attended a sinlilar college in Iowa.
Recruitnlent to participate was by word-of-nlouth, and participants in
Iowa were given the option of keeping their Q sorts confidential (not
appending their nalne), an invitation that nlost respondents declined.
The 1l1ediall Ilulllber of hours per week devoted to playing video ganles
by nlenlbers of the P set was between eight and nine. The nlaxinlum
nunlber of continuous hours devoted to a single session of video gaIning
ranged fronl a low of six to a high of 24. Ganle preferences of the
participants included both llluitiple-teanl and single-player fornlats,
with ganles featuring either nlajor sports-silnulations or nlilitaristic
battlefield scenarios (including both teanl and "single-shooter" varieties)
cited as the two nlost popular genres.

Results: The Factors and Their Interpretation
Q sorts fronl the 37 participants were initially analyzed all together.
Using PQMethod software (Sclunolck & Atkinson, 2002), four principal
conlponents factors were extracted and rotated using varinIax criteria to
a position approxiInating siIllple structure. Inspection of the rotated
factor nIatrix (using autolllatic flagging) revealed two highly correlated
factors (1"=0.44), with one of the factors defined principally by
participants fronl Iowa, the other by Pennsylvanians. We then
proceeded to analyze the data fronl each site separately based on the
possibility that locale-specific cultural or linguistic particularities were
responsible for the highly-correlated factors. Using the factor scores
fronl the locale-specific factors as COlllposite sorts for a second-order
analysis, we deternlined that our suspicions regarding the effects of
cultural specificities in the discovery of the inter-correlated factors were
confirnled. The second-order factor analysis produced a four-factor
solution. The final Inatrix is shown in Table 1. As can be seen, two of the
factors appeared at both sites, while the other pair consisted of an Iowa­
specific and a Pennsylvania-specific factor. The second-order factors
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were clearly orthogonal: no two factors correlated with one another
beyond r=0.20. The four-factor solution was deelned quite satisfactory
in that only two of the respondents produced Q sorts which failed to
load significantly on at least one of the factors.

Table 1: Second-Order Factor Matrix/or Video Games Study

QSORT ABC D
Wartburg 1 .93 .18 -.02 -.02

Wartburg 2 .18 .60 .41 -.38

Wartburg 3 .17 .12 .09 .88
Westminster 1 .10 .02 .94 .10
Westminster 2 .81 .02 .28 .36
Westminster 3 .09 .87 -.07 .26

Factor A: Games-Over-Hyped Stress Relief
This lllight also be terlned the tlanti-McGonigal factor" since it rejects
virtually all of the clainls and extrapolations fronl Reality is Broken.
Virtually everyone of the statelnents with strong negative scores are
McGonigal assertions: reality is trivial; the world is changing, and ganles
help prepare us for the changes to COlne, they foster cooperation, give an
aid to education, encourage participants to keep one foot in the future,
and stilllulate deep engagelllent. None of this is so per Factor A. Nor is
there support for the reputation that gaInes have in sonle circles as
providing catalysts for real-world violence as was true in the post­
Colulllbine context. Instead, gaIning offers a source of relief fronl the
stresses of college life. GaInes Blake people feel better, at least
telnporarily. But they don't address any deep elnotional need. And they
are expensive, so they are by no l11eans the sale or Inost effective route
to stress relief. This reflects no deep or wide extrapolations that the
McGonigal voltune would lead one to expect. In fact, the following four
statel11ents-all taken frol11 McGonigal's book-receive strongly
negative scores in the Factor A array:

16. COlnpared with gaInes, reality is trivial. GaInes nlake us a part
of s0111ething bigger and give epic Ineaning to our actions. [-5 -3

-1-5]
37. It's no surprise to nle that studies show, on average, 111any
[galne] players are physically healthier, work harder, nlake better
grades, earn higher salaries, and are nlore socially connected than
those who play less or not at all. [-5 -3 -1-1]
45. The world is changing. It is going to change faster and faster
over the next two decades for sure. The "gaInes" we play today
often provide the training ground for real world behavior in the
future. [-4 0 0 0]
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6. Conlnlunity-oriented gaInes foster friendships and they
develop problenl-solving skills that have huge potential for
solving real-world problenls. [-4 1 3 3]
Although Factor A does not share in McGonigal's enthusiastic

anticipation that video ganlin~ in its clunulative effects, Inay be of vital
inlportance in helping hunlanity to Ineet the daunting challenges facing
the nlodern world, this is a viewpoint that does recognize a utilitarian
pay-off fronl playing these gaInes and investing tiIne in theln. For Factor
A, ganling is a stress reliever par excellence. And, as such, Factor A bears
strong affinity to an iInportant facet of playas outlined by Stephenson
(1967): "Playing is pretending, a st.epping outside the world of duty and
responsibility. Play is an interlude in the day. It is not ordinary or real. It
is in sonle sense disinterested} providing a tenlporary satisfaction.
Though attended to with seriousness, it is not really ilnportant" (p. 46).
Echoing this thenle are the three following statelnents, all of which
earned strong agreenlent by this factor.

11. The big draw for the college-student ganling crowd is not
conlplicated: it's stress relief, pure and sinlple! [5 2 3 0]
21. Ganles can help to pass sonle tiIne, and nlake you feel better.
But t.hey can also keep you fronl getting inlportant things done. [5
3 5 2]
34. Sonle call it addiction; sonle call it Inindless escapisnl; sonle
see it as harnlful, even though it's purely virtual. None of these
COlnes close to capturing the nature of the subjective experience
of ganling. It's not all that conlplicated; it's plain FUN! [3 -1 1
-1]
On the flip-side of the coin, Factor A takes exception with those

critics of gaIning who are convinced of a causal link between exposure to
video ganles, on the one hand, and acceptance of and involvenlent in
real-world violence, on the other:

31. Granted, Anlerica is a violent country: we lead the world in
handgun honlicides; we deploy our nlilitary in every corner of the
world; we incarcerate Inore clilninals per capita than any other
country. But the US is not the only place where ganles, including
violent ones, are popular anlong the younger generation. Blanling
ganling for our national violence is not just shnply scape-goating.
It's dumb! [4 -1 -3 1]
Finally, Factor A is nlindful of the expenses that gaIners incur; as a

result, the sense of play expressed in this factor is not exactly indifferent
to the Inaterial consequences of their virtual indulgences. At the sanle
tinle, Factor A also gives voice to the belief that there is a need alnong
hunlankind for "nlore than reality":
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9. Granted, the whole gaining thing does have a strong
conllllercial aspect to it. Ganles are plentiful, but they're not
cheap. It takes a hefty investlnent to keep stocked up with the
latest and best products. [4 1 2 4]
20. Humans have a need for sOlnething nlore than reality,
whether it be gallleS or stories, since after all, religion is just the
passing of stories across generations, stories that people want to
believe as true, because they feel an elnotional need for nlore than
reality [3 5 0 -5]
In SUlll, gaIners associated with Factor A see video ganling as

prilnarily a diversionary activity, but with the purpose of helping thenl
to relax and deal with the stresses of college life, perhaps as earlier
generations of college students Inay have viewed playing cards or board
gaInes in their dornls. They disagree strongly with Inany of the nlore
alllbitious clainlS advanced by McGonigal's volulne. In other words,
these individuals do not see videl) gaining as holding great societal
prolnise. These are gainers drawn to video gaines by the sinlple
opportunity they afford for taking a tinle-out fronl daily denlands and
stresses. Against the high-stakes and widespread significance that
McGonigal ascribes to video gaIning, Factor A is frankly nonplussed. It
sees neither the benefits ilnagined by the enthusiastic advocates nor the
harnl that 1110re vocal critics of video ganles often cite.

Factor B: Serious Garners: Ludenic Dividends and Addictive Perils
Our second factor represents the closest elnpirical approxilnation of the
idealized advocate-practitioner of video gaIning depicted in McGonigal's
volullle. The nine individuals whose Q sorts are significantly loaded on
Factor 8 average between five and six hours on ganling per week, with
one person spending no Inore than three hours at the lower end while
the two leading defining variates fronl Iowa, both international students,
adnlit to devoting 16-20 hours per week to gaining activities. One of
these individuals, in fact, is a Graphic Arts Inajor planning to pursue a
career in the design and developnlent of video gaines. It should probably
COllIe as no surprise, then, that this factor elnbodies the strongest
defense of the instrlunental dividends of gaining while also expressing a
clear sense of (virtually aesthetic) appreciation for what it takes to
produce an engaging, high-quality ganle. The practical potential of
games as the source of societal problenls is not without linlit, as the -5
score assigned to statenlent 15 below indicates. At the sanle tinIe, the
cOl1unercial, educational, and critical, problenl-solving capacities
contained within the ganling industry should not be underestinlated.
GaInes thus hold enornlOUS potential for societal and institutional
progress even though it would be unrealistic to expect thenl to serve as
keys to solving the 1110st intractable of hunlanity's current ills. They can
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inlprove educational institutions, but they cannot supplant the rigors of
a classical higher education. They can foster systenlic thinking,
enhancing the abilities of gaIners to see things in a broader, "big picture"
sense; however, they are not likely to transfornl the typical workplace of
the future.

23. There are nlillions to be nlade by the ganle designers who will
one day build geography or foreign language into games that the
best school districts will buy just as they did the first generation
desktops for their lucky students. [1 5 0 0]
3. Ganles are systenls, and systenls are everywhere. Think of
systenls that nlake energy, systenls that nlake food, systenls that
nlake laws. Fronl ganling, you start to see these systems
differently: you start to wonder how we can change them,
inlprove thenl, supplenlent thenl, and yes, ganle thenl. [-2 4 1 0]
5. Education should be a ganle. [-3 3 -1 -1]
15. Hunlanity currently has a crippling inability to face our nlost
urgent problenls-polarizing powers, clinlate crises, lilllited
resources. We feel powerless, insignificant, divided, and
directionless-everything a good gallle would fix. [-2 -5 -3 -4]
29. If the point of a liberal-arts education is to develop critical
thinkers and problenl-solvers with a can-do attitude for
addressing our social ills, I'd have to say that ganling at least
rivals the capacity of fornlal class work in producing these
outconles. Unfortunately, though, ganling can't grant the Ahllighty
Degree! [-2 -4 -2 -2]
Ganling's benefits are not entirely instrlunental in the sense of

producing in players practical, reality-based skills that will enhance
hU111an problenl-solving. GaInes also provide participants with
opportunities to Ineet deeper social and enlotional needs. Indeed, for
Factor B, they are Inore useful as vehicles for social interaction than the
so-called social networks, Twitter and Facebook, favored by so Inany
young people these days. More il1lportantly, ganles challenge the serious
player with genuine opportunities to "engage" or concentrate-at a
deeper level-than is typically realistic in everyday endeavors, and in so
doing to utilize what anlounts to a fuller llleasure of one's "mettle"
(brains, perseverance, nlotivation) than had ever been the case
heretofore. As put in the post-sort interview by the highest loader on
Factor B, conling to the end of a good, difficult ganle is experienced with
"joy and sadness-joy for the sense of acconlplishnlent, sadness because
the experience is ending."

20. Hunlans have a need for sOluething lllore than reality,
whether it be ganles or stories, since after all, religion is just the
passing of stories across generations, stories that people want to
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believe as true, because they feel an enlotional need for Inore than
reality. [3 5 0 -5]
18. One could easily nlake the arglunent that video gaInes are a
far nlore effective Inediunl for socially interacting and networking
with others than, say, spending all day stalking people on
Facebook or reading sonle celebrity's randonl COllllnents on
Twitter. [0 4 -2 2]
14. It's often said that we use only a slinl portion of our total
brains over the course of life. While engaged in a good gallle
session, however, I'nl pretty sure I'ln close to "nlaxing out" on nlY
1l10tor skills and brain power at the saIne tilne. [-3 2 1 -2]
Interestingly, this sense of "seriously playful" engagelnent does not

involve feelings of conlpetitiveness. Whether this is due to the presence
of non-Alnerican individuals on this factor, coupled with the
ethnocentric way in which statelnent 30 is phrased, is ilnpossible to
deterll1ine with certainty at this point. It bears noting that Alllerican
citizens load on this factor as well. Therefore-as a provisional 111atter,
though-we are inclined to see the factor as reflecting a kind of
subjectivity that, at its core, is close to what Csikszentlnihalyi (1998)
calls "flow"-that is, where players are able to experience the trance-like
state of "being in the zone" in which their access to skills and capacities
sUlllnloned by an extraordinary challenge is itself, naturally,
extraordinary. But being in the zone is not, for these individuals, felt as a
product of conlpetition with other players.

30. A silnple, yet overlooked, plus of video ganles is that they
foster the good old-fashioned Alllerican virtue of conlpetitiveness.
Maybe one reaSOB people like Bill Gates and Mark Zuckerberg
dropped out of college was that they weren't challenged, even by
Harvard, in a way that brought out their conlpetitive best the way
good gaInes do. [0 -4 4 1]
Finally, Factor B is alone alnong our factors in its adlnission, shown

in the -5 given to statelnent 13, that it has not reached a point in its
affinity for video gaInes where it can safely say that the threat of
addiction posed by gaIning has been effectively put behind it. On the
contrary, ganling is not unlike alcohol or psychotropic drugs to Factor B.
And thus the flip-side of the nlost fiercely dedicated of our viewpoints is
the frank recognition of the Blost worrisolne "reality" about reality­
escaping ganles: they are, in fact, addicting. Their biggest liability, then,
is that they 1l1ake it difficult-indeed, they defy one's current ability-to
budget tilne and energies in the nlost sensible Inanner.

13. I've learned to discipline Inyself and Inanage Iny tilne so that
Illy gaIning doesn't COllle at the expense of Iny grades. But there's
no way I'lll going to drop ganling fronl Illy "free tiIne." I just Illake
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sure not to waste free tiIne on things that don't really interest
nle-television, news, hanging out with no agenda, etc. [2 -5 0
-2]

Factor C: The Competitors
Factor C is n1ade up of sorters only at Westlninster College, and its
subjective distinctiveness is not difficult to discern. Factor C puts a
prhne elnphasis on the conlpetitive nature of gaIning. For these ganlers,
you play to win. They seen1 to derive satisfaction frolll what Taylor
(2009) refers to as "111astery and status" (p. 102), the idea that gaIning is
a skill-based, conlpetitive endeavor in which victory is its obvious
reward. The benefits to gall1ers are thus personal, not social or
cooperative. And since gaIning is, in essence, a zero-stun forlll of
con1petition, it is an endeavor where losers need not apply.

8. The way ganling is put down by older (and younger) critics as
an escapist, useless haven for those who have tuned out of their
educational responsibilities is laughable. Some of the best,
snlartest students I know are conlnlitted gaIners. [1 1 5 4]
30. A sinlple, yet overlooked, plus of video gaInes is that they
foster the good old-fashioned An1erican virtue of cOlnpetitiveness.
Maybe one reason people like Bill Gates and Mark Zuckerberg
dropped out of college was that they weren't challenged, even by
Harvard, in a way that brought out their cOlllpetitive best the way
good ganles do. [0 -4 4 1]
22. I usually don't care if I win. I play because I enjoy the cOlllpany
as nluch as the conlpetition of other players.[-1-2 -5 -1]
They see gan1ing as a vehicle to satisfy conlpetitive needs, and 111ake

no apologies for this cOll1petitive spirit, con1paring it to the Anlerican
ethos. While Factor-C types see ganling in personal terllls, they do see
the potential for the skills developed and the confidence gained in
gallling as having the benefit of helping society as these gaIners put
those saIne skills to use in other endeavors.

6. Conlnlunity-oriented ganles foster friendships, and they
develop problen1-solving skills that have huge potential for
solving real-world problellls. [-4 1 3 3]
7. Think of gan1ing in cOlnparison with other activities that are
allegedly lllore useful. Take the self-help industry, for exalnple. It
isolates the individual, turns people inwards, and does not foster
cOll1nlunity and lllutual aid. [-1 -2 3 -3]
However, they do not buy the McGonigal argtunent that these ganles

then1selves can help to fix our nlost intractable problellls:
43. Gall1es-particularly alternate reality gaInes-inspire large
groups of people to pool their knowledge and skills to overcolne
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obstacles, and this is precisely what's needed to tackle global
social issues, such as poverty, hunger, disease and clilnate change.
[-1-1-5-1]

42. Being a ganler nleans always having one foot in the future and
that's why I love gallling.

[-3 -1 -4 -1]

Factor C respondents also elnbrace the notion that video gallles serve
the necessary function of stress relief for college students, but (as goal­
oriented people) fear they Inay keep you froln "nlore iInportant things."

21. Ganles can help to pass sonle titlle, and nlake you feel better.
But they can also keep you fronl getting iInportant things done. [5
3 5 2]
11. The big draw for the college-student gaIning crowd is not
COlllplicated: it's stress relief, pure and sinlple! [5 2 3 0]

Overall, Factor C types express a pronounced cOlllpetitive edge
through their video-ganling experiences. For thelll, the rewards are
personal and concrete. They do not see video gaIning as a potential
source of dealing with society's problenls, but do believe that the
conlpetition in these gaInes will foster the skills necessary for
individuals to nlake contributions to society in the future. This is not
dissilnilar to what our society has believed for generations about
youthful participation in sports: that it would "build character," while
developing leadership skills and the like.

Factor D: Avid Anti-Extrapolators/Opaque Guardians of Gamespace
The fourth factor is defined by seven significantly loaded Q sorts, three
of which were frolll Pennsylvania and four fronl Iowa. (In the second­
order factor analysis, however, the weight of the Iowa sorts was such
that it elnerged as a second-order factor defined by the third factor fronl
the original analysis of Iowa data alone.) On average, Factor-D
respondents devote between six and eight hours to gaIning per week,
and the highest-loading individual reports having participated regularly
in lllarathon gaIning sessions lasting twenty or 1110re continuous hours.
Looking at salient factor scores that distinguish this frolll the first three
factors, one is struck by fact that this viewpoint is defined principally by
what it opposes, and this is delllonstrated at both ends of the Factor-D
conlposite Q sort. The positively ranked statelnents are truth clainls
about the reputation of gaIners or about non-ganling reality that are
distinctively franled as criticisnls of what 11light pass ill SOllIe quarters as
prevailing wisdonl. Not only are pejorative stereotypes of ganlers as
tinle-wasting addicts way off the Inark, so too are Illany of the donlinant
features of prevailing institutional life created by the critics thelnseives
deserving of criticisnl, e.g., education under No Child Left Behind.
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28. Stereotypes of ganlers that portray thenl as a bunch of "waste­
oids" are a farce. There is no such thing as a "Ganler Type." They
are good students and not-so-good students, liberals and
conservatives, jocks and geeks; in short, they're just as diverse as
their generation as a whole.
[2 2 -1 5]
33. If the chatting classes in our society want to blaIne poor test
scores on the popularity of video gaInes, Inaybe they'd better take
a look at the effects of No Child Left Behind on turning education
into one big, boring standardized-test prep class! [0 -1 -1 5]

While the truth for Factor D is that nlany of the nlost conlnlitted ganlers
are fronl society's "best and brightest," their ranks are not subject to
easy generalization. Indeed, virtually any statenlent within the entire Q
sanlple that ascribes general nlotives or distinctive characteristics to
ganlers or ganling is sharply rejected. Factor D is clearly reluctant to
extrapolate fronl its gaIning experiences: about hunlans generally, and
especially about the nature of the subjective satisfaction derived frolll
gaming not readily available elsewhere. Indeed, Factor D reads like an
itenlized refutation of the nlost widely circulated explanations for video
games' populality. Contrary to Wark (2007), Factor D denies that gaInes
are attractive because they rest on the prol1lise of a definitive conclusion
typically nlissing in real-world endeavors (itenl 24). And in direct
contrast the other factors, especially Factor A, ganles are not
fundanlentally about stress relief for anxious college students (item 11).
Nor can one surnlise that ganles provide players with healthier down­
tinle investnlents of titne and energy than other, potentially self­
destructive or addictive behaviors (itenl 2). Finally, gaInes do not draw
ganlers because they offer a harnlless, cathartic opportunity to indulge
one's nlore prinlitive inlpulses (itenl 26). That everyone of these
statements speaks to a different fornl of subjective play ostensibly
satisfied by ganling and is, without exception, rejected by Factor D
explains our decision to label this fourth viewpoint, in part, as "Avid
Anti-Extrapolators."

20. Hunlans have a need for sOluething Ill0re than reality,
whether it be gallles or stories, since after all, religion is just the
passing of stories across generations, stories that people want to
believe as true, because they feel an elnotional need for Ill0re than
reality. [3 5 0 -5]
16. COlllpared with gaInes, reality is trivial. GaInes Illake us a part
of sonlething bigger and give epic Illeaning to our actions. [-5 -3
1 -5]
24. When you are playing a galne, you know that there is a
definitive conclusion that can be reached because the galne
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designers would have incorporated it fronl the beginning. There is
no such guarantee in the real world. [2 0 -2 -4]
2. SOllIe people play gaInes to escape, to avoid doing the things
they're supposed to do, like studying; I play gaInes to keep nlyself
froln doing things that are bad for Ine-worse than ganling by a
long shot. [-1 1 1 -3]
26. Video gaines are as popular as they are because nlost people
are freed of the feeling of responsibility to social niceties within
them. [1 0 2 -2]
11. A big draw for college students is stress relief pure and sinlple.
[5 2 3 0]
The critical, generalization-averse tenor of Factor D does not prevent

it frolll taking ailll at gaIning itself. After all, video ganles constitute a
cOllllnercial enterprise whose products are quite expensive, and nlany of
the Inore best-selling ones border on Inindless "entertainnlent" and the
cheap thrills afforded by "blowing stuff up." Nor is the assessnlent of
reality by Factor D such that ganles offer a pronlise unavailable by other
llleans of addressing persistent public problenls. Finding fun and gaining
necessary relief fronl stress are not outcolnes peculiar to video ganles.
More broadly, again, this factor resists nluch in the way of general
extrapolations about video gaIning of any sort contained in the Q
salllple. This is particularly so in Factor D's resistance to subjective
assertions pertaining to the roots of gaIning's appeal. Pursuing this
nlatter in a follow-up interview with a Factor-D respondent, the point
was lllade that "unless you were an experienced ganler, you would not
understand the roots of gaIning's appeal. It's pretty nluch beyond
words." Based on this expressed sense of exclusivity and other
COllllnents about the value and popularity of gaInes as an enlergent art
forlll, we elected to adopt the second elelnent in our label for these
individuals: "Opaque Guardians of Galnespace." It Inay well be that this
is a viewpoint that takes as its nlission the need to challenge prevailing
stereotypes and "explanations" of ganler behavior as universally off the
lllark, with that predisposition itself a reflecting an iInportant facet of
the self-styled "identity" of these gainers as playfully enacting the role of
inscrutable contrarians.

16. COlnpared with gaInes, reality is trivial. GaInes nlake us a part
of sOlllething bigger and give epic Ineaning to our actions. [-5 -3
1 -5]
25. It's a worrisonle possibility that videogalnes won't evolve
beyond nlere junk food for the brain. Books and nlovies have been
trading conllnercial success for quality now for a long tinle ... so
if gallles are to be taken seriously as art, they have to be about
lllore than blowing stuff up. [1 -2 0 3]
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9. Granted, the whole ganling thing does have a strong
conlnlercial aspect to it. Ganles are plentiful, but they're not
cheap. It takes a hefty investnlent to keep stocked up with the
latest and best products. [4 1 2 4]

Concluding Discussion
Before turning to the significance and ilnplications of these four versions
of the "inner ganle" of ganling, a brief word is in order on issues of
consensus across the four configurations of subjective conlnlunicability
presented above. Two issues in particular stand out in this regard. The
first is shown in the negative scores asclibed by all factors to statements
15 and 43, encon1passing two of the n10re extravagant, enthusiastic
conjectures about the broader practical pronlise of ganling advanced by
the McGonigal volunle. Statelnent 29, the third itenl below, also
galvanizes consensual opposition across the factors, and while in part it
speaks to the sanle issue of practicallilnits found in the previous pair of
items, it differs in the relative enlphasis attached to a liberal-arts college
education. This is noteworthy because all our participants were
enrollees in liberal-arts colleges when our data were collected, and
alongside the cognitive dissonance that would be tapped if gaoling were
seen to rival their con1n10n and expensive investnlent in this college
setting, the nlatter is frallled in tern1S of what Stephenson (1967)
designates under the rubric of social control-Le., dOlnains of endeavor
under the influence of ego, work, tradition, and heavily reinforced
socialization-as opposed to conditions of convergent selectivity, in
which fads, fashions, entertaiIllnent, and play are nlore likely as the
weight of cultural custon1 gives way to personal choice. The fact that the
conlnlon donlain of the liberal-arts learning environlnent is treated as
above criticisnl anlong our factors is in line with Stephenson's theorizing
about the linlits of ludenic behavior, including playful subjectivity,
within contexts governed by social control.

15. Hunlanity currently has a crippling inability to face our nlost
urgent problenls-polarizing powers, clinlate crises, lhllited
resources. We feel powerless, insignificant, divided, and
directionless-everything a good gaBle would fix. [-2 -5 -3 -4]
43. Ganles-particularly alternate reality ganles-inspire large
groups of people to pool their knowledge and skills to overconle
obstacles, and this is precisely what's needed to tackle global
issues, such as poverty, hunger, disease, and clilllate change. [-1 ­
1-5 -1]
29. If the point of a liberal-arts education is to develop critical
thinkers and probleln-solvers with a can-do attitude for
addressing our social ills, I'd have to say that ganling at least
rivals the capacity of forlna] class work in producing these
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outcolnes. Unfortunately, though, gaIning can't grant the Ahllighty
Degree! [-2 -4 -2 -2]
For all of these gaIners-even those drawn principally by the

prolllise of siInple stress relief 011 Factor A-gaIning is lllore than a lllere
diversion; however, its intrinsic value and extrinsic potential are not
without lilnits. Even the best of gaines cannot be expected to point the
way out of hlunanity's Inore vexing challenges, whether they fall within
the reahll of the planet's Inost intractable policy problenls (such as
poverty, disease, or clilnate change) or in the distressing deterioration in
lllorale that so often accolnpanies these conditions on the subjective side
of the ledger. A COllllllon feature of these factors is that they fall short of
the excessively enthusiastic advocacy of gaIning's practical pay-offs put
forward by proponents such as McGonigal.

The second-lllost intriguing point of consensus alllong our factors is
silllilar to the first in that it retreats frolll an unqualified endorselnent of
video gaining as an endeavor the cost-benefit ratio for which is entirely
one-sided in favor of benefits. This particular "sense of linlits" is nlore
consulner-based than the aforelnentioned caution on excessive
expectations, and it expresses itself, in turn, in two related yet specific
ways in the rankings assigned Q statelnents pertaining to (a) the
potential threat posed by large opportunity costs paid by hardcore
gaIners expressed in statelnent 21 and (b) the literal costs to custonlers
of the latest video-galne products cOIning off the asselnbly line is far
froln inconsequential.

21. Ganles can help to pass sonle tiIne, and nlake you feel better.
But they can also keep you fron1 getting iInportant things done. [5
3 3 2]
9. Granted, the whole gaIning thing does have a strong
cOllunercial aspect to it. Gallles are plentiful, but they're not
cheap. It takes a hefty investlnent to keep stocked up with the
latest and best products. [4 1 2 4]
At the saine titne, it bears noting that statelnent 21 has two parts, and

in the first sentence one finds a direct (and also universally endorsed)
exen1plar of the elelnent added by Stephenson (1967) to Huizinga's
distinguishing elelnents of play: its selfenhancing character. The
qualifier, following the word "but" in the second sentence, is a generic
caution that could apply on the cost side to virtually any voluntary
investlnent of hun1an energy and tinle. Furthernlore, the fundanlental
fact that we have unearthed here four distinct versions of
"Collllllunicatioll pleasure" about video ganling by a P set conlprised
entirely of conlnlitted gaIners stands as eInpirical corroboration for the
principle of convergent selectivity on which Stephenson anchored his
alllendnlents to Huizinga's cultural theory of play. Stephenson's intent,
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of course, was to nlake play theory nlore fully conlpatible with
conllllunication theory and, along with his additional principles­
subjective conlnlunicability, self, subjective play, etc.-to erect an
altogether novel way of understanding (and studying) the uses and
gratifications that drive audience attractions to nlass media.

That our findings docunlent no fewer than four varieties of
"subjective play" on the part of Inore than three dozen experienced
ganlers, when coupled with the salient characteristics that typically
acconlpany ludenic behavior noted above (absorbing, stepping outside
of reality, absence of nlaterial gain, adhering to orderly rituals, secluded,
pronloting social groupings, and the like), leaves scarcely a doubt that
what we have here is genuinely playful. Indeed, Ininus the Qstudy itself,
these ganlers display a behavioral profile that is visibly consistent with
the easily observable properties specified above. That we have been able
to facilitate the operant expression of playful subjectivity is less obvious
perhaps, but even though Factor D goes to great lengths to underscore
the serious nature of its role as a guardian of galnespace, there does not
appear nluch of a case to be nlade that the core self-expressions
distinguishing these viewpoints are anything but playful. The stress­
relief of Factor A, the deeper engagenlent bordering on "flow" of Factor
B, and the conlpetitive aninlUS of Factor Call converge, in selective ways,
on a portrait of their subjective experience of gaIning that is
unabashedly playful.

Factor D, however, at first blush seell1S to be another story. Close
scrutiny of the distinguishing statenlents and conllllents frolll follow-up
interviews do not disclose Inuch in the way of a ludenic attraction to
ganling. Rather than renlaining an inlpenetrable Inystery, this
circunlstance presents us with an opportunity to return to our earlier
pronlise regarding the paucity of play theory-inspired research in the
l1lore than forty years since the Play TheolY appeared (Logan, 2008).
What does Factor D tells us in that regard? For one thing, it calls
attention to the difficulties often encountered in putting into satisfactory
language-subjective conlnlunicability-the nl0st precise yet authentic
111eans of conveying a deeply internal, rewarding event. The saIne
difficulty, oddly, does not inhere in describing deeply disappointing
subjective experiences. Consider, exaluple, the luillions of copies of
Tinl0thy GallweY's (1997; 1998; 2001) series of brief volunles on
perfornlance-based behavior-tennis, golf, work, and music­
collectively known by the conlnlon ternlS 'the inner galne" found in each
title. In essence, Gallwey's forlllulation of the so-called inner gallle is to
help readers who find theluselves condeluned to repeated
underperfornlance relative to their abilities in endeavors ranging from
athletics to aesthetics due to the persistence of a "self-sabotaging inner
voice." Gallwey is here referring to an internal critic, nay-sayer, or
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doubter whose voice is audible only within the nlind of a golfer standing
over a three-foot putt at a crucial point in the round. Absent the voice,
the three-footer is easily holed as a virtually autonlatic routine. Often,
however, the task is anything but routine, as the voice of doubt
intervenes to put the golfer doing the putting in a negative, distracted
Blind-set unable to quiet the voice and instead to visualize the putt going
in without succunlbing to the nagging nabob of negativisnl within.
Gallwey's relnedy is to help the golfer "get out of his own way" by
preoccupying Self 1, the body, with ritualized rOlltines that distract the
inner voice of doubt, designated as Self 2. The best of golfers, tennis
players, nlusicians, and perhaps video gaIners as well sinlply allow Self 1
(the body) to let go; Self 2 is in effect cut fronl the teanl. But if this is the
sunl-total of the "inner ganle," what becoilles of the capacity of an inner
voice to give words, in subjective conlnlunicabiIity, to what might be
ternled "Self 3" -the heretofore ludenic self, able to access genuine,
intrapersonal C0l11111llnication pleasure in all its self-enhancing, self­
affirilling glory?

For Stephenson, a British enligre to the United States, the problenl
was enlbedded in the culture and in the nature of behavioral science as
he found it in Illid-twentieth-century Alnerica. Puzzled by the refusal of
researchers to consider nlass connllunications as a possible agent of
entertainnlent, Stephenson (1967) caIne to believe that "the reason in
part is to be found in the heavJI load ofconscience carried by these earlier
theorists who were bent on doing good in ternlS of their own values
instead of being good scientists in universal terllls" (pp. 2-3; enlphasis
added). The sallIe point is lllade by Brown (2003), who points to the
failure in this country to grasp Stephenson's play-theoretical
contributions because "our culture has been overly influenced by the
work ethic blind spot insofar as the pervasiveness of play is concern
[sic], or [as in sonle cases] to its downplay as of childhood and juvenile
concern only-as a preparation for adulthood."

Stephenson identifies a second iIllpedinlent to the "heavy load of
conscience," his cryptic way of referring to the influence of social
controls (as opposed to freely chosen behaviors and attitudes under the
guise of convergent selectivity.) This additional iInpedill1ent is found in a
passage of The Play TheolY devoted to a discussion of the 111eanings of
"pleasure." Since the latter is synonynlous with "subjective play" when
fralned as C0I1111Hlnication-pleasureJ it is possible to substitute play in the
cOll11nunicable subjectivity sense for the word pleasure in the following
quote:

Paralleling the two Ineanings distinguished for self-involvenlent
above, there are two for the word "pleasure." The one concerns
our Bloods of elation, joy, sorrow, and the like; the other is
retrospective, as when we say we were so absorbed in an activity,
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so engrossed in it, that we "enjoyed" it. In the latter case the
person nlay not have been experiencing any particular feelings­
on the contrary, he Inay have been so absorbed that he lost all
sense of hinlself in the process. Thus ... when people say they
enjoy reading a newspaper, sheer absorption nlay be involved
and not feelings at all. (Stephenson, 1967, p. 54)
In our view, Factor 0 stands as an illustration of what is at issue here.

Because genuine play is so frequently experienced in the present as a
"trance-like" state of self-absorption in the task at hand, it can only be
reported in retrospective ternlS. When a world-class athlete is "in the
zone," so to speak, he or she can be seen as having a glassy-eyed look of
intense concentration-as if they were "solnewhere else" -while in fact
they are so engrossed in the challenge of the nlOlnent that self-referent
statenlents about their nlental state as one of "flow," "feeling it," or "in
the zone" would be iInpossible lest the intensity of concentration be lost.
It will be recalled that Stephenson's aforelnentioned paper on lithe
inllnediacy of nlovies" cautioned critics concerned with the subjective
experience of a nlovie to the viewer to not lose sight of the fact that the
actual experience of viewing a nlovie is not the saIne thing as writing, in
retrospect, a critical review of what the director was intending to signify,
etc. The sanle dilenlnla is encountered in exanlining subjective play in
any venue.

In this light, the relative dearth of research aiIned at extending play
theory beconles nlore understandable. Not only is acadenlic culture
encunlbered by the broader, diffuse influence of the "Protestant ethic,"
which functionally denigrates playas sonlehow beneath our better
angels; the actual experience of deeply engrossing, self-absorbing play is
itself of such intensity that it can be spoken of-in its subjectively
pleasurable character-only in retrospect. Taken separately or in
conjunction, these inlpedilnents to progress in the illunlination,
understanding, and deliberate cultivation of play are not insuperable. If
nothing else, the foregoing effort to investigate the play elelnent engaged
in virtual gaIning nlight well serve not just to vindicate this pronlise, but
point to a direction for reinvigorating systenlatic investigation of the
often-overlooked ludenic portions of our lives.
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Appendix: Factor Scoresfor Video Games Study
No. Statement Factor

1 2 3 4

1

2

3

4

5
6

The idea of "video gaBle addiction" sounds -1
sinister and twisted. Instead of falling for such
nonsense, today's schools, businesses and the
greater conullunity can and SHOULD learn that
the ganling conllnunity has llluch to contribute
to hnprove the quality of life for everyone in
society.
Sonle people play gaJlleS to escape, to avoid -1
doing the things they're supposed to do, like
studying; I play gal1leS to keep lllyself froIlI
doing things that are bad for Jlle-WOrse than
gaIning by a long shot
Ganles are systenls, and systeIlls are -2
everywhere. Think of systeIlls that Illake energy,
systel11S that l1lake food, systeJlIS that Jllake laws.
FrOIll ganling, you start to see these systellls
differently: you start to wonder how we can
change theIn, iJllprove thenl, supplelnent theIn,
and yes, gaBle them.
Yes, of course, ganles provide their participants -1
with well-sinlulated Alternate Reality. And of
course they allow players to escape so-called
real reality. And in case you haven't noticed
lately, so-called real reality ain't all that great!
Education should be a gaJlle. -3
Con1Jnunity-oriented ganles foster friendships, -4
and they develop probleJll-Solving skills that
have huge potential for solving real-world
problenls.

-1 1

1 1

4 1

-2 4

3 -1
1 3

o

-3

o

-2

-1
3
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Factor

1 2 3 4

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

Think of gaIning in cOlnparison with other -1 -2
activities that are allegedly nlore useful. Take
the self-help industry, for exalnple. It isolates the
individual, turns people inwards, and does not
foster cOllllnunity and nlutual aid.
The way gaIning is put down by its older (and 1 1
younger) critics as an escapist, useless haven for
those who have tuned out of their educational
responsibilities is laughable: Sonle of the best,
SInartest students I know are COlllll1itted
gaIners.
Granted, the whole gaIning thing does have a 4 1
strong cOllllnercial aspect to it. GaInes are
plentiful, but they're not cheap. It takes a hefty
investlnent to keep stocked up with the latest
and best products.
GaIning generates an internal sense of 0 1
satisfaction that spills over into other parts of
your life. As a result, SOllle of your better gaIners
can gain a sense of self-confidence that helps
thelll in real life.
The big draw for the college-student gallling 5 2
crowd is not cOlnpHcated: it's stress relief, pure
and silllple!
Unlike 1l10St classes in school, ganles provide -1 1
direct "hands-on" learning opportunities where
a host of skills (supported by strengthened
neural networks in the problenl-solving portions
of the brain) are built froln concentrated action
and instantaneous feedback.
I've learned to discipline Inyself and Inanage nlY 2 -5
tilne so that Iny gaIning doesn't conle at the
expense of Iny grades. But there's no way 1'111
going to drop gaIning frolll nlY "free tiIne." I just
111ake sure not to waste free tilne on things that
don't really interest Ine-television, news,
hanging out with no agenda, etc.
It's often said that we use only a sHnl pOltion of -3 2
our total brains over the course of life. While
engaged in a good ganle session, however, 1'111
pretty sure 1'111 close to "Inaxing out" on Iny
Inotor skills and brain power at the saIne tilne.

3 -3

5 4

2 4

2 1

3 0

2 -1

o -2

1 -2
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No. Statement Factor

1 2 3 4

15 Hunlanity currently has a crippling inability to -2 -5 -3 -4
face our nlost urgent problellls-polarizing
powers, clhnate crises, lilllited resources. We
feel powerless, insignificant, divided, and
directionless-everything a good gallle would
fix.

16 COlnpared with gaInes, reality is trivial. GaInes -5 -3 1 -5
nlake us a part of sOlnething bigger and give epic
nleaning to our actions.

17 In a gallle, we know there are always ways to 1 2 -3 -3
achieve those goals and to elnerge a clear
winner-a courtesy that real life does not
always extend.

18 One could easily nlake the argtllnent that video 0 4 -2 2
gaInes are a far lllore effective Inediuln for
socially interacting and networking with others
than, say, spending all day stalking people on
Facebook or reading SOllIe celebrity's randoln
conunents on Twitter.

19 Ganles aren't just fun because we can win them. 1 1 1 2
There are all these other elllotions that are part
of it, that are necessary to stick with the
challenge and to ilnagine that epic win.

20 HUlllans have a need for sOlllething 1110re than 3 5 0 -5
reality, whether it be gaInes or stories, since
after all, religion is just the passing of stories
across generations, stories that people want to
believe as true, because they feel an elnotional
need for 1110re than reality.

21 GaInes can help to pass SOllIe tillle, and Blake 5 3 3 2
you feel better. But they can also keep you froln
getting hnportant things done.

22 I usually don't care if I win. I play because I enjoy -1 -2 -5 -1
the conlpany as Inuch as the cOlnpetition of
other players.

23 There are lnillions to be lllade by the gallle 1 5 0 0
designers who will one day build geography or
foreign language into gallles that the best school
districts will buy just as they did the first
generation desktops for their lucky shldents.
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1 2 3 4

24 When you are playing a gaBle, you know that 2 0 -2 -4
there is a definitive conclusion that can be
reached because the ganle designers would have
incorporated it fronl the beginning. There is no
such guarantee in the real world

25 It's a worrisollle possibility that video gaInes 1 -2 0 3
won't evolve beyond Inere junk food for the
brain. Books and 1110vies have been trading
cOl1unercial success for quality now for a long
tilne ... so if gaInes are to be taken seriously as
art, they have to be about Illore than blowing
stuff up.

26 Video gaInes are as popular as they are because 1 0 2 -2
most people are freed of the feeling of
responsibility to social niceties within thenl.

27 The shootings at Coltllnbine gave gar~ling an 3 2 0 2
undeserved bad nanle. Granted, shooters Harris
and Klebold often played Dungeons and Dragons.
But they also refused to take Ineds for their
depressive diagnoses. It's an easy scapegoat to
blaIne their pathological violence on the effects
of video gaInes.

28 Stereotypes of gaIners that portray thenl as a 2 2 -1 5
bunch of "waste-oids" are a farce. There is no
such thing as a "GaIner Type." They are good
students and not-sa-good students, liberals and
conservatives, jocks and geeks; in short, they're
just as diverse as their generation as a whole.

29 If the point of a liberal-arts education is to -2 -4 -2 -2
develop critical thinkers and problenl-solvers
with a can-do attitude for addressing our social
ills, I'd have to say that gaIning at least rivals the
capacity of fonnal class work in producing these
outc01l1es. Unfoltunately, though, gaIning can't
grant the Ahnighty Degree!

30 A silnple, yet overlooked, plus of video gaInes is 0 -4 4 1
that they foster the good old-fashioned
Alnerican virtue of conlpetitiveness. Maybe one
reason people like Bill Gates and Mark
Zuckerberg dropped out of college was that they
weren't challenged, even by Harvard, in a way
that brought out their cOlnpetitive best the way
good gaInes do.
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No. Statement Factor

1 2 3 4

31 Granted, Alnerica is a violent country: we lead 4 -1 -3 1
the world in handgun hOlnicides; we deploy our
nlilitary in every corner of the world; we
incarcerate nlore critninals per capita than any
other country. But the US is not the only place
where gaInes, including violent ones, are
popular alnong the younger generation. Blaluing
ganling for our national violence is not just
sitnply scape-goating. It's dUIUb!

32 It nlay sound weird, but the Inental state of 2 0 2 -1
"being in the gallle" is kind of like lueditation: a
re-energizing break frolll the tiring, often boring
reality of everyday life.

33 If the chatting classes in our society want to 0 -1 -1 5
blaIne poor test scores on the popularity of
video gaInes, Inaybe they'd better take a closer
look at the effects of No Child Left Behind on
turning education into one big, boring
standardized-test prep class!

34 Sonle call it addiction; SOllIe call it luilldless 3 -1 1 -1
escapisln; SOllIe see it as harluful, even though
it's purely virtual. None of these COllIes close to
capturing the nature of the subjective
experience of gaIning. It's not all that
conlplicated; it's plain FUN!

35 Eventually, the forward-thinking corporate -2 -3 -1 0
executives will see that gaInes will transfonn
work, frolll repetitive call-center jobs to high-
level teanlS who IlIUSt collaborate with Inelllbers
dispersed around the globe.

36 The best ganles have several features that set 2 0 0 2
theln apart frOIU their cOlllpetitors: an epic story
line (we're saving the galaxy frol11 the
Crulnlolls); clear paths to advancenlent, with
transparency about the skills and perfonnance
you need to accol11plish Inajor tasks; the ability
to try, fail and try again rapidly, learning quickly;
and the option to tryon leadership roles.

37 It's no surprise to Ille that studies show, on -5 -3 -1 -1
average, Illany [ganle] players are physically
healthier, work harder, Blake better grades, earn
higher salaries, and are Illore socially connected
than those who play less or not at all.
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1 2 3 4

38 If I'nl anxious about an upconling test or 1 0 2 0
bunllned out fronl a bad day with falnily or
friends, a good ganle is a great diversion. It's not
physically or psychically addictive or anti-social
like drinking and drugs, and it's 1110re effective in
putting things back into perspective anyway.

39 Educators have long known that "hands-on" 0 0 -2 -1
learning is superior to the passive "sit-in-your-
seat" drill of lectures and PowerPoints. If
educators want to fix what's broken with our
schooling systenls, they'd profit froln a look at
what happens in the ll1inds of totally focused
gaBle players.

40 I don't think lllost of the criticisnlS of the gaIning 0 2 -4 1
cOll11nunity are deserved. You don't hear the
sallle cOlllplaints about those addicted to "Jersey
Shore" or to sll10king dope. Nor do you hear
Inany cOlllplaints about the sizeable portion of
students nowadays who spend ten to fifteen
hours a week on Facebook!

41 My best buddies are fellow gainers. It's a 0 -3 -1 1
cOllllnunity those on the outside just don't get.

42 Being a gaIner Ineans always having one foot in -3 -1 -4 -1
the future and that's why I love gaIning.

43 GaInes-particularly alternate reality galnes- -1 -1 -5 -1
inspire large groups of people to pool their
knowledge and skills to overCOlne obstacles, and
this is precisely what's needed to tackle global
social issues, such as poverty, hunger, disease
and cliInate change.

44 HUIl1anS spend three billioll hours a week -2 -1 -1 3
playing gaInes because they provide positive
elnotions, perfect productivity, social
connection, and alllbitious Ineaning-everything
we need for a flourishing, satisfying life.

45 The world is changing. It is going to change -4 0 0 0
faster and faster over the next two decades for
sure. The "gaInes" we play today often provide
the training ground for real-world behavior in
the future.


