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Summary of

Findings

Video games provide a diverse set of experiences and related activities and are part of the
lives of almost all teens in America. To date, most video game research has focused on
how games impact academic and social outcomes (particularly aggression). There has
also been some exploration of the relationship between games and civic outcomes, but as
of yet there has been no large-scale quantitative research. This survey provides the first
nationally representative study of teen video game play and of teen video gaming and
civic engagement. The survey looks at which teens are playing games, the games and
equipment they are using, the social context of their play, and the role of parents and
parental monitoring. Though arguments have been made about the civic potential of
video gaming, this is the first large-scale study to examine the relationship between
specific gaming experiences and teens’ civic activities and commitments.

Almost all teens play games.

Video gaming is pervasive in the lives of American teens—young teens and older teens,
girls and boys, and teens from across the socioeconomic spectrum. Opportunities for
gaming are everywhere, and teens are playing video games frequently. When asked, half
of all teens reported playing a video game “yesterday.” Those who play daily typically
play for an hour or more.

Fully 97% of teens ages 12-17 play computer, web, portable, or console games.

Additionally:

B 50% of teens played games “yesterday.”

B 86% of teens play on a console like the Xbox, PlayStation, or Wii.

B 73% play games on a desktop or a laptop computer.

B 60% use a portable gaming device like a Sony PlayStation Portable, a Nintendo DS,

or a Game Boy.

B 48% use a cell phone or handheld organizer to play games.

Gender and age are key factors in describing teens’ video gaming.

Fully 99% of boys and 94% of girls play video games. Younger teen boys are the most

This Pew Internet Project report is based on the findings of a national representative random digit dial telephone survey conducted by
Princeton Survey Research Associates between November 1, 2007, and February 5, 2008, among a sample of 1102 teens ages 12-17
and a parent or guardian. For results based on the total sample, one can say with 95% confidence that the error attributable to
sampling and other random effects is +/- 3%. For results based teens who game (n=1064), the margin of sampling error is +/- 3%. .

Pew Internet & American Life Project, 1615 L St., NW, Suite 700, Washington, DC 20036
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Summary of Findings

likely to play games, followed by younger girls and older boys. Older girls are the least
“enthusiastic” players of video games, though more than half of them play. Some 65% of
daily gamers are male; 35% are female.

Youth play many different kinds of video games.

Most teens do not limit themselves to just a few game genres, instead choosing to play
many different types of games. Daily gamers are more likely to play a wider range of
game genres than non-daily gamers.

B 80% of teens play five or more different game genres, and 40% play eight or more
types of games.

B 55% of daily gamers play eight or more types of games; just 33% of less frequent
gamers do so.

B Girls play an average of 6 different game genres; boys average 8 different types.

Game Genres in Order of Popularity
What kinds of games do you play? Do you play...?
% teens who report

Genre (examples) playing games in this

genre
Racing (NASCAR, Mario Kart, Burnout) 74%
Puzzle (Bejeweled, Tetris, Solitaire) 72
Sports (Madden, FIFA, Tony Hawk) 68
Action (Grand Theft Auto, Devil May Cry, Ratchet and Clank) 67
Adventure (Legend of Zelda, Tomb Raider) 66
Rhythm (Guitar Hero, Dance Dance Revolution, Lumines) 61
Strategy (Civilization 1V, StarCraft, Command and Conquer) 59
Simulation (The Sims, Rollercoaster Tycoon, Ace Combat) 49
Fighting (Tekken, Super Smash Bros., Mortal Kombat) 49
First-Person Shooters (Halo, Counter-Strike, Half-Life) 47
Role-Playing (Final Fantasy, Blue Dragon, Knights of the Old Republic) 36
Survival Horror (Resident Evil, Silent Hill, Condemned) 32
MMOGs (World of Warcraft) 21
Virtual Worlds (Second Life, Gaia, Habbo Hotel) 10

Source: Pew Internet & American Life Project. Gaming and Civic Engagement Survey of Teens/Parents, Nov. 2007-Feb. 2008.
Teens who play games n=1064. Margin of error is +3%. Note: games listed in parenthesis were provided to respondents on
an as-needed basis by interviewers; not every respondent received the prompts.

The most popular games played by teens today span a variety of genres and ratings.

The five most popular games among American teens are Guitar Hero, Halo 3, Madden
NFL, Solitaire, and Dance Dance Revolution. These games include rhythm games
(Guitar Hero and Dance Dance Revolution), puzzle/card games (Solitaire), sports games

Teens, Video Games, and Civics -ii- Pew Internet & American Life Project
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(Madden), and first-person shooter games (Halo). The ratings of these games range from
E-rated “Everyone” games (Solitaire and Dance Dance Revolution), deemed suitable by
the ratings board for players of all ages, to games rated Mature (M) for violence, blood
and gore, and language (Halo). The range of genres spanned by the most popular games
played by teens indicates they are not simply playing violent first-person shooters or
action games. However, boys are more likely than girls to report playing these specific
violent M-rated games.

B The average rating of all “favorite” games mentioned by survey respondents
averaged just above a T, or Teen rating

B 50% of boys name a game with an M or A/O rating as one of their current top three
favorites, compared with 14% of girls.

10 Most Frequently Played Games
What are your current top three favorite games?
Game Title ’\rlr?gglt)i?):;f

Guitar Hero 158
Halo 3 104
Madden NFL (no specific version) 77
Solitaire 65
Dance Dance Revolution 60
Madden NFL 08 59
Tetris 59
Grand Theft Auto (no specific version) 58
Halo (no specific version) 57
The Sims (no specific version) 54

Source: Pew Internet & American Life Project. Gaming and Civic Engagement
Survey of Teens/Parents, Nov. 2007 -Feb. 2008. Margin of error is +3%. For
further information about how the game titles were coded and counted, see
the Methodology section. A total of 2618 games were mentioned.

Gaming is often a social experience for teens.

For most teens, gaming is a social activity and a major component of their overall social
experience. Teens play games in a variety of ways, including with others in person, with
others online, and by themselves. Although most teens play games by themselves at least
occasionally, just one-quarter (24%) of teens only play games alone, and the remaining
three-quarters of teens play games with others at least some of the time.

B 65% of game-playing teens play with other people who are in the room with them.
B 279% play games with people who they connect with through the internet.

B 82% play games alone, although 71% of this group also plays with others.

Teens, Video Games, and Civics - i - Pew Internet & American Life Project
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And nearly 3 in 5 teens (59%) of teens play games in multiple ways—with others in the
same room, with others online, or alone.

B 429% of teens who play games in multiple ways say they play most often with others
in the same room.

B 42% of teens who play games in multiple ways most often play alone.

B 15% of teens who play games in multiple ways play most often with those they are
connected to via the internet.

Close to half of teens who play online games do so with people they
know in their offline lives.

Online gamers are more likely to report playing games mostly with people they know in
their offline lives than with teens they met online. Of teens who play games online with
others:

B 47% of teens play online games with people they know in their offline lives.

B 27% of teens play online games with people they first met online.

B 23% of teens play with both friends and family known in the offline world and
people they met online.

Teens encounter both pro-social and anti-social behavior while gaming.

As discussed above, games are often played with others. In multiplayer game play,
different people control different characters in the game, and make individual choices
about how to act and what to say in the context of the game. Nearly two-thirds (63%) of
teens who play games report seeing or hearing “people being mean and overly aggressive
while playing,” and 49% report seeing or hearing “people being hateful, racist, or sexist”
while playing. However, among these teens, nearly three-quarters report that another
player responded by asking the aggressor to stop at least some of the time. Furthermore,
85% of teens who report seeing these behaviors also report seeing other players being
generous or helpful while playing. We found no relationship between parental monitoring
and teens’ exposure to these experiences.

The most popular game genres include games with violent and
nonviolent content.

The two most widely played game genres were racing and puzzle games, played by
nearly three-quarters of teens in the sample. These genres are noteworthy because they
have little to no violent content. However, two-thirds of teens reported playing “action”

Teens, Video Games, and Civics -iv- Pew Internet & American Life Project
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or “adventure” games, some of which contain considerable violent content.' (See chart
on page iii.)

B 32% of gaming teens report that at least one of their three favorite games is rated
Mature or Adults Only.
B 79% of M- and AO-rated game players are boys, and 21% are girls.

B [2-to 14-year-olds are equally as likely to play M- or AO-rated games as their 15- to
17-year-old counterparts.

Parental monitoring of game play varies.

While most parents engage in some form of monitoring, parents are more likely to
monitor game play for boys and for younger children. Monitoring, as mentioned above,
does not have an impact on whether or not teens are exposed to anti-social behavior or
words in the gaming context. Among parents of gamers:

B 90% of parents say they always or sometimes know what games their children play.

72% say they always or sometimes check the ratings before their children are
allowed to play a game.

B 46% of parents say they always or sometimes stop their kids from playing a game.

31% of parents say they always or sometimes play games with their children.

Parents of teens who play games are generally neutral on the effect of games on their
children, with nearly two-thirds believing that games have no impact one way or the
other on their offspring.

B 62% of parents of gamers say video games have no effect on their child one way or
the other.

B 19% of parents of gamers say video games have a positive influence on their child.
13% of parents of gamers say video games have a negative influence on their child.

B 5% of parents of gamers say gaming has some negative influence/some positive
influence, but it depends on the game.

There are civic dimensions to video game play.

This study found that the quantity of game play is not strongly or consistently related to
most civic outcomes, but that some particular qualities of game play have a strong and
consistent positive relationship to a range of civic outcomes.

! Violence level in games is determined by the Entertainment Software Rating Board (ESRB). Here
“considerable violence” refers to games rated T, M, or A/O.

Teens, Video Games, and Civics -V- Pew Internet & American Life Project
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The quantity of game play is not strongly related to teens’ interest or
engagement in civic and political activity.

Neither the frequency of game play nor the amount of time young people spend playing
games is significantly related to most of the civic and political outcomes that we
examined—following politics, persuading others how to vote, contributing to charities,
volunteering, or staying informed about politics and current events. There is little
evidence to support the concern that playing video games promotes behaviors or attitudes
that undermine civic commitments and behaviors. At the same time, there is little
evidence to support the idea that playing video games, in general, is associated with a
vibrant civic or political life. The frequency of gaming was related to only two civic and
political outcomes—political interest and protesting—with differences only emerging
between the highest and lowest frequency of game play.

The characteristics of game play and the contexts in which teens play
games are strongly related to teens’ interest and engagement in civic and
political activities.

Longitudinal and quasi-experimental studies have identified a set of civic learning
opportunities (such as simulations of civic or political activities, helping others, and
debating ethical issues) that promote civic outcomes among youth. Many of these civic
learning opportunities parallel particular elements of video game play. We call these
elements of game play “civic gaming experiences,” and the survey assesses how many of
these experiences teens had. Teens were categorized into three groups—those with the
least civic gaming experiences, those with average civic gaming experiences, and those
with the most civic gaming experiences. Teens with the most (top 25%) civic gaming
experiences were more likely to report interest and engagement in civic and political
activities than teens with the fewest (bottom 25%).

Playing games with others in person was related to civic and political
outcomes, but playing with others online was not.

Among teens who play games with others in the room:

B 65% go online to get information about politics, compared to 60% of those who do
not.

B 64% have raised money for charity, compared to 55% of those who do not.
B 64% are committed to civic participation, compared to 59% of those who do not.

B 26% have tried to persuade others how to vote in an election, compared to 19% of
those who do not.

Teens, Video Games, and Civics -Vi- Pew Internet & American Life Project
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Gaming and Civic and Political Life

Teens who have more civic gaming experiences are more engaged in civic and political life.

% teens with few civic

gaming experiences civic gaming
(bottom 25%) experiences

(middle 50%)

% teens with average

% teens with
frequent civic
gaming experiences

(top 25%)

Go_(_)nllne to get information about 55% 64946+ 70+

politics or current events

Give or raise money for charity 51 61* 70*

Say.they are committed to civic 57 61 69+

participation

Say they are interested in politics 41 56* 61*

Stay informed about political issues or 49 50+ 60*

current events

Volunteer 53 54 55

Perspade others how to vote in an 17 23 34

election

Participated in a protest march or "
. 6 7 15

demonstration

Source: Pew Internet & American Life Project. Gaming and Civic Engagement Survey of Teens/Parents, Nov. 2007-Feb. 2008. Margin of error is

+3%. * Indicates a statistically significant difference compared with teens with the least civic gaming experiences.

Teens who take part in social interaction related to the game, such as
commenting on websites or contributing to discussion boards, are more
engaged civically and politically.

Among teens who write or contribute to these game-related websites:

B 18% have protested in the last 12 months, compared to 8% of those who play games
but do not contribute to online gaming communities.

B 38% have tried to persuade others how to vote in an election, compared to 22% of
those who play games but do not contribute to online gaming communities.

B 68% have raised money for charity, compared to 61% of those who play games but
do not contribute to online gaming communities.

B 67% stay informed about current events, compared to 58% of those who play games
but do not contribute to online gaming communities.

B 63% are interested in politics, compared to 54% of those who play games but do not
contribute to online gaming communities.

B 74% are committed to civic participation, compared to 61% of those who play games
but do not contribute to online gaming communities.

Teens, Video Games, and Civics
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Civic gaming experiences are more equally distributed than many other
civic learning opportunities.

Teens in this sample were equally likely to report having civic gaming experiences
regardless of race, age, or income. Girls, who play a narrower band of games and spend
less time gaming, were less likely to have these experiences. This stands in contrast to
findings about the equality of access to civic learning experiences in high schools.
Previous research has found that high school civic learning opportunities tend to be
unequally distributed, with higher-income, higher-achieving, and white students
experiencing more opportunities than their counterparts.’

Teens, Video Games, and Civics: Summary of Findings at a Glance

Almost all teens play games.

Gender and age are key factors in describing teens’ video gaming.

Youth play many different kinds of video games.

The most popular games played by teens today span a variety of genres and ratings.

Gaming is often a social experience for teens.

Close to half of teens who play online games do so with people they know in their offline lives.
Teens encounter both pro-social and anti-social behavior while gaming.

The most popular game genres include games with violent and nonviolent content.

Parental monitoring of game play varies.

There are civic dimensions to video game play.

The quantity of game play is not strongly related to teens’ interest or engagement in civic and political activity.

The characteristics of game play and the contexts in which teens play games are strongly related to teens’
interest and engagement in civic and political activities.

Playing games with others in person was related to civic and political outcomes, but playing with others online
was not.

Teens who take part in social interaction related to the game, such as commenting on websites or contributing
to discussion boards), re more engaged civically and politically.

Civic gaming experiences are more equally distributed than many other civic learning opportunities.

Source: Source: Lenhart, Amanda, Joseph Kahne, Ellen Middaugh, Alexandra Rankin Macqgill, Chris Evans, and Jessica
Vitak. Teens, Video Games, and Civics: Teens’ gaming experiences are diverse, and include significant social interaction and
civic engagement. Washington, DC: Pew Internet & American Life Project, September 16, 2008.

2 Kahne, J., and E. Middaugh, “Democracy for Some: The Civic Opportunity Gap in High School,” Circle
Working Paper 59 (Washington, DC: Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement,
2008).
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Introduction

Video games are immensely popular, particularly among teens and young adults. Yet
there is much to learn about the content and context of teens’ gaming experiences, the
mechanics of their play, and the relationships between playing games and a range of
academic, social, and civic outcomes.

To date, the main areas of research have considered how video games relate to children’s
aggression and to academic learning. There has also been limited research on how video
games contribute to (or, perhaps, undermine) the civic development of young people. To
date, no large-scale national survey has examined the civic dimensions of video games.

The goal of the Gaming and Civics Survey is to provide the first nationally representative
study of teen video game play and of teen gaming and civic engagement. To achieve a
portrait of teen gaming, the survey looks at which teens are playing games, the games and
equipment they are using, the social context of their play, and the role of parental
monitoring. To explore the relationship between gaming and civics, the study examines
how particular civic gaming experiences and contexts relate to teens’ civic activities and
commitments. Though arguments have been advanced regarding the civic potential of
video games, this is the first large-scale study to examine the relationship between
specific gaming experiences and civic outcomes.

Video games: any type of interactive
entertainment software; here we use the
term “video game” to mean any type of
computer, console, online or mobile game.

When Steve Russell wrote the world’s first video game in 1961—the two-player
spaceship fighter Spacewar—he likely had no idea that more than 40 years later, the
gaming industry would be an economic juggernaut and entertainment staple for the
majority of the U.S. population. By some estimates, industry sales that include consoles,
hardware, software, and accessories generated nearly $19 billion in revenue domestically
in 2007. Popular video games can gross more than popular film releases: the highly
anticipated April 2008 release Grand Theft Auto IV grossed $500 million in its first week
of release,4 more than twice the largest domestic movie premiere to date, Batman: The
Dark Knight.’

> NPD Group, Inc. http:/www.npd.com/press/releases/press_080131b.html
* http://www.cnn.com/2008/TECH/05/08/gta.sales/index. html

5 http://www.cnn.com/2008/SHOWBIZ/Movies/07/20/dark knight.ap/;
http://www.suntimes.com/entertainment/movies/1077194,CST-FTR-box28.article
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Introduction

Moving beyond the polarized video game debate reveals a variety of
gaming experiences and contexts.

Since their inception, there has been multi-faceted controversy about whether video
games are good, bad or benign in their impact on young people. Media watchdogs like
the National Institute on Media and the Family warn that video games can foster social
isolation, aggressive behavior, and gender bias.® Research by psychologists Craig
Anderson, Doug Gentile, and Katherine Buckley finds that that violent video games and
violent media can normalize violent, aggressive, and otherwise anti-social behavior’
Researchers at the University of Maryland express concerns that video games may
promote gender stereotypes.®

Others, like Mark Bauerlein argue that video game culture distracts youth from such
disciplined activities as reading that ultimately pay greater dividends.” Kaiser Family
Foundation data suggests that without counting games played on a computer, online or
not, that the average teens spends 49 minutes a day playing console or handheld games
and 43 minutes a day reading magazines, books or newspapers.'® In addition, Robert
Putnam, a Harvard professor and author of Bowling Alone, notes that traditional social
leisure activities like card games have been replaced by electronic versions that lack
social interaction.'' The concern is that youth are spending an increasing amount of their
time alone, leaving less time for the social group interactions that develop the civic skills.
Not only may youth have less time for civic life, but less inclination to participate.

On the other side of the argument, many scholars dispute the strength of findings
regarding the negative impact of video games. Lawrence Kutner and Cheryl Olson, for
example, argue that evidence showing video games promote aggression and violence is
often exaggerated by those with strong ideological leanings.'> James Gee adds that
“video games are neither good nor bad all by themselves, they neither lead to violence or
peace. They can be and do one thing in one family, social, or cultural context, quite
another in other such contexts.”"

Highlighting another facet of the discussion around games, scholars call attention to the
“tremendous educative power” games have to integrate thinking, social interaction, and

6 National Institute on Media and the Family, “Fact Sheet—Effects of Video Game Playing on Children,”
http://www.mediafamily.org/facts/facts_effect.shtml (accessed July 8, 2008).

7 Anderson, C., D. Gentile, and K. Buckley, K. Violent Video Game Effects on Children and Adolescents:
Theory, Research, and Public Policy (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007).

¥ A. Brenick et al., “Social Evaluations of Stereotypic Images in Video Games,” Youth and Society 38:4 (2007),
pp. 395-419.

® Bauerlein, Mark, The Dumbest Generation: How the Digital Age Stupefies Young Americans and Jeopardizes
Our Future (Or, Don’t Trust Anyone Under 30) (New York: Penguin Group, 2008).

19 Rideout, V., D.F. Roberts, and U.G. Foehr, U. G., Generation M: Media in the Lives of 8 -18 Year-Olds
(Menlo Park, CA: The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, 2005), p. 7.

! Putnam, R., Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community (New York: Simon &
Shuster, 2000), p. 104.

12 Kutner, L., and C. Olson C., Grand Theft Childhood (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2008).

1 Gee, James, Why Video Games Are Good for your Soul (Vancouver: Common Ground Publishing, 2005), p.
5.
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Introduction

technology into the learning experience.'* Responding, in part, to those who argue that
games isolate individuals, Constance Steinkuehler and Dmitri Williams find that games
are not necessarily isolating, and can open up new game-based social networks.'> New
media scholars, such as MIT’s Henry Jenkins, argue that video games and other forms of
digital media have “relatively low barriers to artistic expression and civic engagement.”'®

These debates raise important considerations. They highlight the importance of varied
youth gaming experiences and contexts. At the same time, these discussions are often
polarized and public consideration of video games’ is often framed in terms of video
games being “good” or “bad.” Lost is attention to the diversity of gaming experiences
and the significantly different social contexts that surround game play. Hence, this study
explores that diversity of gaming experience and context.

Educational games

Educational games are part of this diversity and now comprise a significant sector of the
video game market. These games combine a traditional game’s entertainment features
with learning objectives. The game franchise Carmen Sandiego, for example, began with
a focus on teaching history and geography, later expanding into other subjects, while
another game, Lemonade Stand, teaches economic principles through player operation of
a lemonade stand. This is an increasingly lucrative part of the gaming market. For
example, LeapFrog, a designer of technology-based educational games, reported net sales
of $442 million for 2007. 7

In addition, new media scholars have pointed out the educational potential of a broader
group of video games through which players develop valuable social and learning
practices. Games scholar David Williamson Shaffer and his colleagues write, ““...games
bring players together—competitively and cooperatively—in the virtual world of the
game and in the social community of its players.”'® Indeed, many games require that
youth work together as a team to a far greater degree than when they are working on most
classroom assignments. The interactive components of many video games encourage
students to take part in the learning process, which turns passive learners into active ones.
Furthermore, visual learning through games can help simplify otherwise complex topics,
as seen in the success of Kurt Squire’s simulation game Supercharged! in helping teach
students physics. "’

' Shaffer, D.W., et al., “Video games and the Future of Learning,” Phi Delta Kappan 87:2 (2005), pp. 104-11.

15 Steinkuehler, C., and D. Williams, “Where Everybody Knows Your (Screen) Name: Online Games as ‘Third
Places’,” Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 11 (2006), pp. 885-909.

1 Jenkins, H., Confronting the Challenges of Participatory Culture: Media Education for the 21% Century,
White Paper (Chicago: MacArthur Foundation, 2006).

17 LeapFrog Announces Fourth Quarter and Full Year 2007 Financial Results. Retrieved June 2, 2008 from
http://www.leapfrog.com/etc/medialib/leapfrog/corporate/press_releases/2008.Par. 18904 File.dat/LF%204Q0
7%20Earnings%?20Release.pdf

18 Shaffer et al., “Video Games and the Future of Learning.”

19 Squire, K., et al., Electromagnetism Supercharged! Learning Physics with Digital Simulation Games.
Proceedings of the Sixth International Conference on Learning Sciences, 2004, Santa Monica, CA.
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Introduction

Civics and Game Play

In addition to detailing the form, content, and context of teen video game play, this report
examines the relationship between video game play and civic participation. This focus
stems in part from concerns voiced by many regarding the civic health of the nation.”® As
a panel of experts convened by the American Political Science Association reported in
2006, “Citizens participate in public affairs less frequently, with less knowledge and
enthusiasm, in fewer venues, and less equitably than is healthy for a vibrant democratic
polity.*! And these problems are particularly significant when it comes to youth.*

As discussed below, some believe that youth video game play can help respond to these
concerns by fostering desired civic outcomes, while others believe that video games may
be making matters worse. Prior to this survey, no large-scale quantitative study has
examined the relationship between video game play and civic outcomes. Although a
nationally representative large-scale correlational study such as this one will not fully
resolve the debate regarding the relationship between video game play and civic
outcomes, it can inform the dialog around this issue. Specifically, it can provide evidence
regarding characteristics of the gaming experience and context that are positively or
negatively related to varied civic outcomes. In addition, it can provide indicators of how
frequently (or infrequently) young people have these civic gaming experiences and assess
the degree to which factors such as race, social class, and gender are related to whether
youth have these experiences.

Traditionally, democratic communities have been characterized by face-to-face
encounters that bring diverse individuals together in physical places to address shared
concerns. Participants negotiate differences and identify common priorities, novices are
mentored by more experienced community members, teamwork enables effective
coordination of members’ varied skills, and collective action addresses shared goals.
Some political scientists argue that the growing use of the internet (though not necessarily
of video games) is replacing time spent in these types of communities and that the
isolating qualities of the internet may undermine the social connections that make such
communities possible.”* Some digital media scholars, on the other hand, argue that video
games and the contexts of video game play provide young people with experiences of
democratic community. The “new participatory culture,” according to Henry Jenkins,
“Offers many opportunities for kids to engage in civic debates, to participate in
community life, to become political leaders—even if only through the ‘second lives’
offered by massively multiplayer games or online fan communities.... Expanding

20 Lopez, M.H,, et al., The 2006 Civic and Political Health of the Nation: A Detailed Look at How Youth
Participate in Politics and Communities (Washington, DC: Center for Information and Research on Civic
Learning and Engagement, 2006).

21 Macedo, Stephen, et al., Democracy at Risk: How Political Choices Undermine Citizen Participation, and
What We Can Do about It (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, 2005), p. 1.

22 Galston, William A., “Political Knowledge, Political Engagement, and Civic Education,” Annual Review of
Political Science 4 (2001), pp. 217-34; Putnam, Bowling Alone.

2 Dewey, J., The Public and Its Problems (Athens: Swallow Press, 1927/1954); Dewey, J., Democracy and
Education (New York: Free Press, 1916).

2* putnam, Bowling Alone; Nie, N., “Sociability, Interpersonal Relations, and the Internet: Reconciling

Conflicting Findings,” American Behavioral Scientist 45 (2001), p. 420.

Teens, Video Games, and Civics -4- Pew Internet & American Life Project



Introduction

opportunities for participation may change their self-perceptions and strengthen their ties
with other citizens. Empowerment comes from making meaningful decisions with a real

PR 25
civic context.”

Currently, the research that explicitly examines the civic and political outcomes related to
video game play is in its infancy. Professors Sasha Barab and Kurt Squire have examined
the use of entertainment video games like Civilization Il for educational purposes in
social studies classrooms and found that it boosted student interest in historical topics
while deepening students’ appreciation for the ways varied factors such as geography and
economics were related to particular historical outcomes.”® However, most video game
play does not happen in the classroom, and there is limited evidence regarding whether
games, as they are typically played, provide experiences that translate into participation in
a democratic community or promote real-world civic and political participation. Digital
media scholars such as Constance Steinkuehler and Dmitri Williams argue that some
types of games, like massive multiplayer online games (MMOG), can and often do
promote social capital and, in particular, expose players to a diverse range of
worldviews.”’

Gaming and Civics Research Topics

This study explores three key topics with respect to teens’ civic lives. First, it looks at the
quantity of game play. Political scientists have raised the concern that technology and
other forms of entertainment are replacing time people used to spend involved in
community activity.”® Given this possibility, the project investigated whether the total
amount of video game play has any relationship to teens’ level of civic and political
engagement. The Gaming and Civics Survey also asks whether teens who play games
every day spend more or less time involved in such civic and political activities as
volunteering, following politics, protesting, etc. The project also examines whether teens
who spend a large amount of time playing games are more or less likely to be interested
in and committed to civic and political participation.

Second, the survey explores the civic characteristics of game play by looking at the
qualities of these experiences. Research finds that certain classroom-based civic learning
opportunities—e.g., simulations of civic processes, volunteerism, discussion of
controversial issues, youth voice, membership in extracurricular groups, and
opportunities to learn about history, government, law, and economics — appear to foster
desired civic outcomes even after controlling for prior civic commitments and
demographics. Many experiences in game play are similar to these classroom-based civic
learning opportunities. Those playing games often simulate civic action, help or guide
other players, participate in guilds or other groups associated with the game, learn about

% Jenkins, Confronting the Challenges of Participatory Culture.

26 Squire, K., and S. Barab, “Replaying History: Engaging Urban Underserved Students in Learning World
History through Computer Simulation Games,” International Society of the Learning Sciences (2004), pp.
505-12.

27 Steinkuehler and Williams, “Where Everybody Knows Your (Screen) Name.”

28 Putnam, Bowling Alone; Nie, “Sociability, Interpersonal Relations, and the Internet.”
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social issues, and grapple with ethical issues. In this report, these activities are defined as
civic gaming experiences. This survey assesses how often teens have civic gaming
experiences, which youth have these experiences, and whether these experiences are
related to more (or less) real-life civic and political engagement.

Third, the project looks at the social context of game play. Political scientists and
sociologists have found that social interaction around shared interests can build social
networks and social skills that foster civic and political engagement.”” Digital media
scholars note that game play can vary considerably both in how much it promotes social
contact between players and in the different ways it connects people (both online and in
person).* This survey also considers the social activities around game play—both online
and in person—and how they relate to civic and political engagement. Finally, the study
looks at how often youth have social interactions around the games they play (e.g., online
discussions about a game) and how these interactions relate to civic and political
outcomes.

The goal of this research is to provide the public—from parents to policymakers—with a
broad understanding of teen gaming today and how variations in that play relate to an
individual’s level of civic and political engagement. Further, the survey expands our
collective knowledge about the kind of civic gaming experiences teens have and how
those experiences relate to political and civic engagement.

Before presenting the findings, a caveat is necessary. While this study can identify
relationships between civic gaming experiences and civic outcomes, the cross-sectional
data collected in this survey cannot tell us if these experiences caused civic and political
engagement. Experimental and longitudinal data are needed to establish causal
relationships between civic gaming experiences and civic outcomes. It may be that
gaming experiences promote civic engagement. Many civically oriented gaming
experiences parallel classroom based civic learning opportunities that have been shown to
foster desired civic outcomes. But, in this case, causality may flow the other way as well.
Youth who are more civically interested and engaged may well seek out games that
provided civically oriented experiences. Thus, while analysis of this data can inform the
burgeoning conversation regarding video games and civic development, more work in
this area is needed to understand many of the relationships described in the report that
follows. For more in-depth analysis of the civic engagement questions covered in this
report, please see the white paper titled “The Civic Potential of Video Games” at
http://www.civicsurvey.org/White paper link_text.pdf.

% putnam, Bowling Alone; Smith, E.S., “The Effects of Investment in the Social Capital of Youth on Political
and Civic Behavior in Young Adulthood: A Longitudinal Analysis,” Political Psychology 20 (1999), pp.
553-80; McFarland, D. A., and R.J. Thomas, “Bowling Young: How Youth Voluntary Associations Influence
Adult Political Participation, American Sociological Review 71 (2006), pp. 401-25.

30 Steinkuehler and Williams, “Where Everybody Knows Your (Screen) Name.”
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Part 1. Section 1.

Who Is Playing Games?

Video gaming is so widespread among American teenagers that to paint a portrait of a
typical teen gamer is to hold a mirror to the population of teens as whole. Nearly every
teen plays games in some way, regardless of gender, age, or socioeconomic status.
Opportunities for gaming abound, with teens owning multiple gaming devices
themselves and playing games on devices owned by friends where they lack personal
access. Not only is access to games ubiquitous, but game play is frequent, part of a
typical daily experience for half of all teens. And if a teen is playing games on a
particular day, he or she is likely to spend nearly an hour playing them. Understanding
the nature of game play is vital to understanding how nearly every American teen spends
at least a part of many of their days.

Virtually all teens play games.

Nearly all American teens—97%—ages 12-17 play computer, web, console, or mobile
games. Teens are also playing these games with relative frequency and duration. Nearly
one-third (31%) of teen gamers play games every day, and another one in five (21%) play
games three to five days a week.

Half of teens who play games do so on any given day.

In addition to asking teens how frequently they play games during the week, the Pew
Internet Gaming and Civics Survey asked game-playing teens whether or not they played
games “yesterday,” and if so, for how long. On any given day, 50% of teen gamers report
playing games. About half of those who did play a game “yesterday” (or 24% of all teen
gamers) say they played for up to an hour. Another 13% of teen gamers say they played
for two hours, and 13% say they played for three hours or more. Race, ethnicity, and
family income do not make a difference in the length of time teens spend gaming.

Teens, Video Games, and Civics -8- Pew Internet & American Life Project
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Longer Sessions

games yesterday?

Half of Gaming Teens Played Games “Yesterday”; Boys Play

Thinking about yesterday, about how many hours would you say you spent playing

% of teen % of boy % of girl
gamers gamers gamers
Did not play games “yesterday” 50% 40% 61%
1 hour 24 26 22
2 hours 13 15 10
3 hours 6 8 4
4 or more hours 7 11 3

Source: Pew Internet & American Life Project Teen & Parents Gaming and Civics Survey, November 2007-
February 2008. Margin of error is +3%.

Almost all girls and boys play video games. Boys report playing games
more often and for longer periods of time than girls.

The stereotype that only boys play video games is far from true in 2008, as girls
constitute a large (if not equal) percentage of total gamers: 99% of boys play games, as
do 94% of girls. While almost all girls as well as almost all boys play video games, boys
typically play games with greater frequency and duration than girls. Boys are
significantly more likely to play games daily than girls, with 39% of boys reporting daily
game play and 22% of girls reporting the same. Boys are also more likely than girls to
play games on any given day (60% of boys did, compared with 39% of girls), and when
boys do play, they’re playing for longer periods of time. Among teens who played games
“yesterday,” boys and girls are just as likely to report that they played for an hour or less.
Boys, however, are twice as likely to report playing for two hours or more each day, with
34% of boys playing for two hours or more per day; 18% of girls play games for that
amount of time.

Boys Game More Frequently
About how often do you play games?
All teen gamers Boy gamers Girl gamers

Several times a day 13% 19% 6%
About once a day 18 20 16
3 to 5 days a week 21 27 15
1to 2 days a week 23 23 22
Every few weeks 15 8 23
Less often 10 4 17

Source: Pew Internet & American Life Project Teen & Parents Gaming and Civics Survey, November
2007- February 2008. Margin of error is +3%.
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Younger teens are the most avid gamers.

The age of the teen is also an important variable in predicting game play frequency and
duration, as well as the types of games played and experiences during game play. Unlike
most other online or digital activities—where older teens are more likely to engage in an
activity—older teens are less likely than younger teens to play games on a typical day.
More than half (54%) of 12- to 14-year-olds played games yesterday, whereas 46% of
15-to 17-year-olds did so.

Broadband users are slightly more likely to play for longer periods of
time than teens who reside in homes without broadband.

While dial-up and broadband users are equally likely to play games for about an hour,
broadband users are more likely to report playing for two hours; 14% reporting game
play for that long on a typical day, compared with just 8% of dial up users who played for
two hours “yesterday.” Overall, 28% of broadband users play games for two hours or
more on a typical day, while 20% of dial up users do the same.

The daily gamer: Young, male, and playing games online®!

With the public debate about the potential positive and negative implications of game
play as a backdrop, this report set out to unpack information about teens who play games
frequently and who are thus exposed more often to the effects of video games. Who are
these frequent gamers?

More than three in ten (31%) teens say they play games on daily basis. Teens who game
daily are largely boys—65% are male, 35% are female. These gamers also skew
younger: 57% of those who play games every day are ages 12-14, and the remaining 43%
of daily gamers are ages 15-17. Daily gamers are more likely to play on a portable
gaming device (73% of daily gamers use a portable, compared with 57% of those who
play less often), and are just as likely as other gamers to play on computers, consoles, or
on a cell phone.

Daily gamers are more likely to report that they play games online and that they play
games with other people over the internet. Daily gamers are more likely than other
gamers (20% vs. 12%) to say that they “most often” play games with others they are
connected to by the internet. In a related finding, daily gamers are also more likely to
report playing games as a part of a guild or group (50% of daily gamers have done so,
compared with 38% of less frequent players). Daily gamers are also slightly more likely
to play games alone (87% vs. 79%) than those who game less often, but are equally as
likely as any other gamer to play games with people in the same room. Daily gamers are

3! The “daily gamer” analysis is based on question K18, “About how often do you play games?”
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more likely to play games with both people they first met in person and people they first
met online than other gamers.

Frequent game players are not socially isolated.

Traditionally, the image of a gamer is that of a loner who prefers spending his or her time
playing video games over spending time with friends. Our survey refutes this stereotype,
revealing that the most avid, frequent gamers are just as communicative and socially
engaged as less-active gamers. The one exception is text messaging: daily gamers are
somewhat less likely than those who play less often to send or receive text messages
daily as a way of communicating with friends. Gamers do send texts, but are less likely to
do so on a daily basis than those who game less often; 32% of daily gamers send text
messages to their friends every day, while 41% of gamers who play less often text friends
daily.

Beyond text messaging, however, daily gamers are just as likely as teens who game less
frequently to use other methods to communicate with friends (landlines, cell phone, IM,
email, and social network messaging) and to spend time with friends face—to-face.

Daily and Less-Frequent Gamers Exhibit Similar Trends in
Technology Ownership and Interaction Methods
Percentage of teens owning the following devices:
Daily Players Les;lg;ee?gent
Cell phone 68% 72%
Desktop or laptop computer 58 62
iPod or MP3 player 72 76
Game console 86 77
Portable gaming device 67 52
Percentage of teens that interact with friends on a daily basis via...
Sﬁtes?(;jein(?f ‘irg]r:eo\(/)vlith friends in person 30% 20%
'Fl)'ﬁl)kr:r;g to friends on a landline/home 33 31
Sending text messages 32 41
Talking to friends on your cell phone 50 51
Sending instant messages 27 26
Sending email 17 15
Sending messages through social
networking sites 46 4l

Source: Pew Internet & American Life Project Teen & Parents Gaming and Civics Survey, November 2007-
February 2008. Margin of error is +3%.
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Basic Gaming Hardware and Games Played

Beyond a general sense of who plays games, it is important to understand how games are
played—what types of hardware and software are used and in what type of social,
solitary, or academic settings games are played. Each gaming device offers a variety of
opportunities for game play. Different games, sometimes with different ratings for the
same game, are offered on various brands and platforms. And different games provide
players with a number of ways in which to play with other people, either through dual
controllers, Bluetooth links, or connections forged over the internet.

What devices do teens use to play games?

There are a variety of devices and modes of game play. Games may be played on
personal computers, on dedicated gaming consoles attached to a television (many of
which now have as much processing power as a desktop machine), on cell phones, or on
dedicated handheld gaming devices like the PSP or the Nintendo DS systems. Why does
this matter? Different games are available on different devices, and more importantly for
regulators and parents, different ratings apply to games played in certain environments.
Ratings apply to console, dedicated handheld gaming devices, and most computer-based
games but are often not given to web-based games, MMOGs, or games played on cell
phones. Also, depending on the age of the device a gamer uses, some gaming platforms
can connect to the internet.

Consoles are the most common way to play games.

The largest group of teens—86%—plays games on a console, devices such as the Xbox,
PlayStation, and Wii. Boys and younger teens are much more likely to play games on a
console: 96% of boys have ever played games on a game console, compared with 76% of
girls. Younger teens are also more likely to use a game console to play games, with
nearly nine in ten (89%) teens ages 12-14 playing games on a console, compared with
83% of older teens.
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Consoles Are the Most Common Gaming
Device among Teens

Do you ever use any of the following to play games?

% of all
teens
Game console 86%
Desktop or laptop computer 73
Portable gaming device 60
Cell phone or handheld organizer 48

Source: Pew Internet & American Life Project Teen & Parents Gaming and
Civics Survey, November 2007- February 2008. Margin of error is £3%.

Among older teens, 94% of older boys play games on a console, compared with 71% of
older girls. Among younger teens, 97% of boys ages 12-14 play games on a console,
compared with 81% of girls the same age. Owning a console is not a prerequisite for
playing games with one, as many teens use consoles at friends’ and relatives’ houses—
87% of teens who play games on a console own one; 13% of console gamers do not own
a console.” Console ownership does not necessarily match with computer ownership,
either. A bit less than one in ten (7%) teens who play games on consoles do not have a
computer at home, and another 4% have a computer at home that is not connected to the

internet.
Gender Differences among Gaming Devices
Do you ever use any of the following to play video games?

All teens Boys Girls
A game console such as an Xbox, o o o
PlayStation, or Wii 86% 96% 76%
A portable gaming device such as
a PSP, DS or Game Boy 60 67 53
A desktop or laptop computer 73 74 73
A cell _phone or handheld 48 43 53
organizer

Source: Pew Internet & American Life Project Teen & Parents Gaming and Civics Survey,
November 2007- February 2008. Margin of error is +3%.

Personal computers are used equally by all groups for game play.

The next most popular vehicle for game play is the personal computer. Nearly three-
quarters (73%) of teens play games on a laptop or desktop computer. Computers are also
the most broadly used gaming device; in contrast to use of consoles and handheld gaming
devices, there is no gender or age variation in game play on a computer—girls and boys,

32 This number may also be higher because of the way in which the survey question was asked, and teens are
more likely to be assigned “ownership” of a game console in a household than they would be said to “own” a
personal computer.

Teens, Video Games, and Civics -13- Pew Internet & American Life Project



Part 1. Section 2. Basic Gaming Hardware and Games Played

younger and older teens are all equally likely to play games using a desktop or laptop
computer. Fully 85% of teens who own a desktop or laptop computer say they play
games on it.

Younger teens ar