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Abstract

Friendships are beneficial to individual happiness. Studies have examined virtual relation-
ships; however, the quality and utility of adult, online gaming friendships and their relation-
ship with happiness is still not well understood. Respondents were surveyed about friendship
quality with their closest friends across two modalities (face-to-face or online via gaming), as
well as other relationship characteristics including communication frequency and friendship
length. We identified a statistically significant difference between the modalities in friend-
ship quality. We also identified a relationship between friendship quality and happiness. We
discuss these results in terms of practical implications concerning friendship quality in face-
to-face and online gaming best friendships and their influence on happiness.

Keywords: happiness, friendship quality, online friendships

Friendship is a universal human experience that is highly desired by individuals across all
stages of life (Bukowski et al., 2009; Hartup & Stevens, 1997). Rawlins (1992) reports that
ideal American friendships are voluntary, personal, equal, affective, and characterized by mu-
tual involvement. Additionally, individuals place importance on self-disclosure, sociability,
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day-to-day assistance, shared interests, loyalty, trustworthiness, honesty, respect, safety, ac-
ceptance, dependability, generosity, and emotional support within their friendships (Adams
et al., 2000; Bukowski et al., 2009; Tillmann-Healy, 2003).

Research has also identified benefits associated with creating and maintaining friendships.
Friendships are important for establishing social development and adjustment skills in chil-
dren (Berndt, 2002; Ladd et al., 1996) and for sustaining the vital need for social connected-
ness in older adults (Blieszner et al., 2019). Friendships are associated with reduced loneliness
(Nicolaisen & Thorsen, 2017), increased positive perceptions of life quality (Abbey & An-
drews, 1985), better coping abilities during times of hardship (Skovdal & Ogutu, 2012), as
well as decreased stress, diminished risk of mortality, and better health (Cohen, 1988; House
et al., 1988; van der Horst & Coffé, 2012).

Additionally, friendship also has strong ties to happiness (Demir & Ozdemir, 2010). The
term “happiness” is often used interchangeably and colloquially with the concept of “subjec-
tive well-being” (Demir & Weitekamp, 2007; Diener, 2000; World Happiness Report, 2012),
which is defined as “a person’s cognitive and affective evaluations of his or her life as a whole,”
(Diener et al., 2009, p. 187). Happiness is connected to people’s traits, and their network
of social relationships (Myers & Diener, 1995). Individuals with several close, highly self-
disclosing friendships are happier than people who have few or no such friendships (Myers
& Diener, 1995). Diener & Seligman (2002) found that very happy people reported higher-
quality close friendships and spent more time with their family, friends, and romantic partners
compared to average and very unhappy people.

How Computer-Mediated Communication Shapes Modern Friend-
ships

While friendships typically develop through face-to-face interaction (Chan & Cheng, 2004),
the nature of modern friendships is rapidly changing due to the prevalence of computer-
mediated communication (e.g., instant messaging, social media, online gaming). In adults,
internet use is associated with reduced rates of depression and loneliness (Cotton et al., 2012)
as well as improved quality and quantity of social ties (Barbosa Neves et al., 2018). Friend-
ships are facilitated by the internet, with users leveraging the internet’s capabilities to maintain
and extend social relationships that were formed offline and to create new friendships with
other online individuals (Rice et al., 2007).

Online gaming affords opportunities for developing and maintaining social relationships
and friendships (Herodotou et al., 2014; Huang et al., 2015; Lai & Fung, 2019; Lenhart et al.,
2015). Many studies have provided evidence of positive social interactions experienced by
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online gamers (Domahidi et al., 2018; Frostling-Henningsson, 2009; Kowert & Oldmeadow,
2015; Lai & Fung, 2019). A recent report produced by the Anti-Defamation League (ADL;
2019) reported that online games provide players with opportunities to connect with others,
build friendships and communities, and supply spaces for learning and knowledge sharing.
While some studies have found that gamers report significantly higher perceptions of friend-
ship quality among their online friends compared to their offline friends (Frederick & Zhang,
2021; Zhang & Frederick, 2018), the influence of online gaming friendships have on friend-
ship quality and happiness is still not well understood. Considering the prevalence of online
gaming and friendships as well as the importance of happiness, it is important to understand
how online gaming shapes friendship quality and happiness.

The Present Study: Differences in Friendship Based on Modality

To assess differences in face-to-face and online gaming friendship quality, we propose the
following hypotheses:

• H1: Friendship quality will significantly differ based on modality (face-to-face or online
gaming).

• H2: Face-to-face friendship quality will be positively related to overall life happiness.

• H3: Online gaming friendship quality will be positively related to overall life happiness.

Methods

Participants, Measures and Design

Participants (N = 182) were recruited from the United States using a convenience sample of
users from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) platform. Screening criteria required poten-
tial participants to be at least 18 years old and to be able to reflect on their closest online
gaming friendship, as well as their closest face-to face friendship with a different individual.
Participants were invited to respond to a survey, which included demographic items, charac-
teristics of respondents’ relationships with their closest face-to-face friend and closest online
gaming friend, age of these friends, the length of these relationships in years, frequency of
communication with each of these friends, the McGill Friendship Questionnaire (Mendelson
& Aboud, 1999) and the Oxford Happiness Questionnaire (Hills & Argyle, 2002). Partici-
pants completed the friendship scale twice, once for their closest face-to-face friend and then
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for their closest online gaming friend. Participants included 73 females, 107 males, and 2
no-gender identified,with an average age of 35.19 (SD = 9.84) years.

Results

Friendship Quality Modality Differences (Hypothesis 1)

We calculated averages of respondents’ scores for their closest face-to-face friend and clos-
est online gaming friend across each subscale in the McGill Friendship Questionnaire (i.e.,
Stimulating Companionship, Help, Intimacy, Reliable Alliance, Emotional Security, and Self-
Validation). Respondents indicated higher perceptions of friendship quality with the closest
face-to-face friend compared to their closest online gaming friend across each subscale. We
performed multiple one-way, repeated measures ANOVAs and identified statistically signif-
icant differences in Stimulating Companionship scores between the modalities F(1, 181) =
55.886, p < .01) in Help F(1, 181) = 126.554, p < .01), Intimacy F(1, 181) = 152.396, p <
.01), Reliable Alliance F(1, 181) = 90.982, p < .01), Emotional Security F(1, 181) = 109.739,
p < .01), and Self-Validation F(1, 181) = 58.567, p < .01)

Effects of Friendship Quality on Happiness (Hypotheses 2 and 3)

We performed a multiple regression to determine if respondents’ perceptions of friendship
quality in their relationships with their face-to-face friend and online gaming friend signif-
icantly predicted respondents’ perceptions of happiness. Perceptions of happiness was the
dependent variable and perceptions of quality in respondents’ relationships with their face-
to-face friend and online friend were predictors. We also used participants’ age, friendship
lengths, and communication frequencies as covariates. Our multiple regression significantly
predicted respondents’ perceptions of happiness, F(9, 160) = 10.91, p < .001, adjusted R2 =
.35. This model accounts for approximately 35% of the variance observed in respondents’
perceptions of happiness. Overall averages of perceptions of face-to-face friendship quality
significantly affected perceptions of happiness with a positive standardized beta weight (p <
0.001, β = .53). Overall averages of perceptions of online gaming friendship quality signifi-
cantly affected perceptions of happiness with a negative standardized beta weight (p = 0.024,
β = -.17). Thus, our second hypothesis was supported while our third hypothesis was not
supported.
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Discussion

This research explored differences in self-reported happiness based on key characteristics of
friendships, including friendship quality and friendship modality (face-to-face or online).
We hypothesized that friendship quality would differ based on modality, which was sup-
ported.Descriptive and inferential analyses showed higher friendship quality scores for face-
to-face friendships.We also hypothesized that face-to-face friendship quality would be pos-
itively related to overall life happiness. Our regression results suggested that face-to-face
friendship quality significantly predicts perceptions of happiness in our sample with a posi-
tive standardized beta weight. Finally, we hypothesized that online gaming friendship quality
would be positively related to overall life happiness.We did not identify a significant posi-
tive correlation between online gaming friendship quality and overall life happiness. Further,
ourregression results indicate that online gaming friendship quality significantly predicted
perceptions of happiness in our sample with a negative standardized beta weight.Since these
results suggest that as online gaming friendship quality increases, overall happiness decreases,
our third hypothesis was not supported. One potential explanation for these findings is that
online gaming friendships inherently possess limitations on shared activities, which has been
shown to be a universal characteristic of friendships (Plummer et al., 2016).

This work provided insights into the science of interaction modalities (face-to-face and
online) regarding friendships and happiness. However, this study does have limitations. First,
we had a relatively small sample for a survey study. Second, we did not screen participants to
focus on an age range or those who play any particular types of games. We also did not examine
personality or mental health correlates of friendship, nor did we consider the effect of gaming
addiction on friendship. These aforementioned characteristics are limitations, however, they
do represent avenues for future research. Future research could investigate perceptions of
friendships with those who have less familiarization with technology. Similarly, studies could
examine how demographic variables influence attitudes and perceptions of friendships. As
recent events have shown, online interaction has become vitally important in maintaining
connections with family and friends. However, our understanding of how online interaction
influences human relationships is lagging behind the actual use of virtual technologies. While
the present study illuminates some differences in face-to-face and online gaming friendships
in terms of friendship qualities and happiness, more research in this area is needed.
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