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About This Report

This report draws from the 2008 Pew Gaming and Civic Engagement Survey, a national survey of
youth and their experiences with video games done in partnership with Amanda Lenhart at the Pew
Internet and American Life Project, with funding from the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foun-
dation. That survey led to the report, Teens, Games, and Civics, that examines the nature of young
people’s video game play as well as the context and mechanics of their play. In addition to examin-
ing the relationship between gaming and youth civic engagement, Teens, Games, and Civics also
provides a benchmark for video and online gaming among young people on a national level and the
first broad, impartial look at the size and scope of young people’s general gaming habits.

This current report, “The Civic Potential of Video Games,” focuses solely on the civic dimensions of
video game play among youth. Although it shares some text and findings with the Teens, Games,
and Civics report, it provides a more detailed discussion of the relevant research on civics and
gaming. In addition, this report discusses the policy and research implications of these findings for
those interested in better understanding and promoting civic engagement through video games. The
interpretation of data and the discussion of implications reflect only the authors’ perspectives. The
Pew Internet Project and the MacArthur Foundation are nonpartisan and take no position for or
against any technology-related policy proposals, technologies, organizations, or individuals and do
not take a position on any of the proposals suggested here.

About the Civic Engagement Research Group (CERG)

wwWw.civicsurvey.org

CERG is a research organization based at Mills College in Oakland, California, that conducts
guantitative and qualitative research on youth civic engagement. The group looks at the impact of
civic learning opportunities and digital media participation on young people's civic capacities and
commitments, as well as, civic opportunities and outcomes in public schools. The goal is to develop
an evidence base on effective civic education practices and policies. Joseph Kahne is currently the
Abbie Valley Professor of Education, Dean of the School of Education at Mills College, and CERG’s
Director of Research. Ellen Middaugh is Senior Research Associate at CERG. Chris Evans is Senior
Program Associate at CERG.

About Princeton Survey Research Associates

PSRA conducted the survey that is covered in this report. PSRA is an independent research
company specializing in social and policy work. The firm designs, conducts, and analyzes
surveys worldwide. Its expertise also includes qualitative research and content analysis. With
offices in Princeton, NJ, and Washington, DC, PSRA serves the needs of clients around the
nation and the world. The firm can be reached at 911 Commons Way, Princeton, NJ 08540, by
telephone at 609-924-9204, or by email at ResearchNJ@PSRA.com
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The Civic Dimensions of Video Games

In the Pew Gaming and Civic Engagement Survey, we asked 1,102 youth ages 12 to 17 if
they had played a video game. Only 39 said no." We found that nearly one-third of all 12—
17-year-olds report playing video games every day or multiple times each day, and three-
fourths report playing at least once a week.

The games youth play are diverse. Indeed, in our survey, we classified 14 different genres
of games that youth play. Eighty percent of youth play games from more than five different
genres. These genres range from sports games (for example, Madden series), to playing
music (Guitar Hero), to first-person shooter games (Halo), to more civically oriented games
(Civilization). Some games have violent content, but by no means all. Aimost all youth who
play games that contain violent content also play games that do not.?

Youth play these games on computers, game consoles, portable gaming devices, and cell
phones. They play alone, with others online, with friends in the room, as part of team or
guild, in school, supervised, and unsupervised. In addition, many game-related activities
arise around game play (what Ito and Bittani refer to as “augmented play”®), including visit-
ing and contributing to websites about specific games, participating in chat rooms about
the game, and customizing one’s gaming experience by developing and using “cheats”
and “mods.”

In short, video games are now a very significant part of young people’s lives. But in what
ways? Although we know that young people play games frequently, the relationship of this
activity to adolescent development has not been fully explored.

Over the years, as game design has become more sophisticated and the content more var-
ied, debates over the value of games have surfaced. Media watchdog groups such as the
National Institute on Media and the Family warn that video games can lead to social isola-
tion, aggressive behavior, and reinforce gender stereotypes.® Advocates of video games’
potential, on the other hand, call attention to the “tremendous educative power” of games
to integrate thinking, social interaction, and technology into the learning experience.® Digital
media scholars such as Henry Jenkins also highlight how video games and other forms of
digital media can foster “participatory cultures” with “relatively low barriers to artistic ex-
pression and civic engagement.”’

Although public debates often frame video games as either good or bad, research is mak-
ing it clear that when it comes to the effects of video games it often depends. Context and
content matter.

To date, the main areas of research have considered how video games relate to children’s
aggression and to academic learning.? However, digital media scholars suggest that other
social outcomes also deserve attention. For example, as games become more social,
some suggest they can be important spheres in which to foster civic development. ® Oth-
ers suggest games, along with other forms of internet involvement, may take time away
from civic and political engagement.” No large-scale national survey, however, has yet
examined the civic dimensions of video games. Given the ubiquity of video game play
among youth, this is a serious omission. Levels of teen civic engagement are lower than
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desired, adolescence is a time when the development of civic identity is in full force, and, as
noted above, video game play has been described both as a means of fostering civic en-
gagement and as a force that may undermine civic goals. In an effort to bring data to bear
on this debate, we draw on data from the Pew Gaming and Civic Engagement Survey. This
nationally representative survey of youth ages 12 to17 enables us to examine the relation
between young people’s video game play and their civic and political development.

Youth Civic and Political Engagement

In his book Democracy and Education, noted philosopher and educational reformer John
Dewey argued that we must not take for granted the formation of the habits and virtues
required for democracy. He believed these must be developed by participating in democ-
ratic communities—those places where groups of individuals join together around common
interests and where there is “free and full interplay” among those holding differing views.
Democratic communities were also characterized by dialog and active experimentation that
reflected social concerns.™

Many others have since adopted Dewey’s perspective that this kind of robust community
participation is fundamental to the health of a democratic society. To have a government
and society that fairly represents and supports diverse and sometimes competing needs
requires a nation of what Benjamin Barber calls, “small d democrats” —citizens who par-
ticipate at multiple levels both individually and collectively.” This includes formal political
activities such as voting and informal civic activity such as volunteering, working with others
on community issues, and contributing to charity. Sustained, lifelong participation requires
a strong sense of commitment to civic engagement, remaining informed about political and
civic issues that affect one’s community and country, and a willingness to take action to
address local and national problems.

Unfortunately, levels of civic engagement are lower than desirable, most evidently among
the young. The Center for Research on Civic Learning and Engagement found that 58 per-
cent of youth aged 15 to 25 were “disengaged,” defined as participating in fewer than two
types of either electoral (voting, wearing a campaign button, signing an email or written pe-
tition) or civic (volunteering, raising money for charity) activities. '* On the 2006 National As-
sessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) Civics Assessment, only 9 percent of high
school seniors could list two ways a democratic society benefits from citizen participation.™

Such disengagement is not confined to youth. A panel of experts convened by the Ameri-
can Political Science Association recently found that, “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.”™ Clearly, democratic engagement is not
guaranteed. Rather, it must be nurtured in each successive generation of young people.

Developmental psychologists suggest that adolescence is an important time for such nur-
turing to begin because it is a time when youth are thinking about and trying to anticipate
their lives as adults and when they are working to understand who they are and how they
will relate to society'™ As Erik Erickson noted, it is a critical time for the development of so-
ciopolitical orientations. Therefore, it is important to assess the extent to which young
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people are experimenting with the civic and political activities available to them and devel-
oping commitments to future participation.

Potential Links between Video Games and Youth Civic and Political Development

Gaming may foster civic engagement among youth. Several aspects of video game-play
parallel the kinds of civic learning opportunities found to promote civic engagement in other
settings. Simulations of civic and political action, consideration of controversial issues, and
participation in groups where members share interests are effective ways, research finds,
for schools to encourage civic participation.” These elements are common in many video
games. In addition, many games have content that is explicitly civic and political in nature.
SimCity, for example, casts youth in the role of mayor and requires that players develop
and manage a city. They must set taxes, attend to commute times, invest in infrastructure,
develop strategies for boosting employment, and consider their approval rating (see inset p.
13 for an example of SimCity in action).

Furthermore, interactions in video games can model Dewey’s conception of democratic
community —places where diverse groups of individuals with shared interests join together,
where groups must negotiate norms, where novices are mentored by more experienced
community members, where teamwork enables all to benefit from the different skills of
group members, and where collective problem solving leads to collective intelligence.

Henry Jenkins, a leading scholar in the digital media field, has highlighted the potential of
the participatory cultures that arise through engagement with digital media.'’® These partici-
patory cultures support communities of shared interests within which participants create
and share what they create with others. Those with more experience also mentor others.
According to Jenkins, the new participatory culture created by video games and other
forms of digital media:

offers many opportunities for kids to engage in civic debates, to participate in
community life, to become political leaders—even if sometimes only through the
"second lives" offered by massively multiplayer games or online fan communities.
Here, too, expanding opportunities for participation may change their self percep-
tions and strengthen their ties with other citizens. Empowerment comes from mak-
ing meaningful decisions within a real civic context: we learn the skills of citizenship
by becoming political actors and gradually coming to understand the choices we
make in political terms...The step from watching television news and acting politi-
cally seems greater than the transition from being a political actor in a game world
to acting politically in the real world.?

Doug Thomas and John Seeley Brown make a similar point in their discussion of virtual
worlds. “The dispositions being developed in World of Warcraft,” they write, “are not being
created in the virtual and then being moved to the physical, they are being created in both
equally...

[Pllayers are learning to create new dispositions within networked worlds and envi-
ronments which are well suited to effective communication, problem solving, and social
interaction.”?’

The Civic Potential of Video Games 7
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For example, players of World of Warcraft generally join or form guilds. As members of
these associations, they plan and carry out coordinated raids against the enemy. They re-
cruit new members and train them, as well as resolve conflicts between guild members and
establish an explicit or implicit code of conduct.?

Dewey, writing at the beginning of the twentieth century, wanted schools and classrooms
to prepare youth for democracy by creating “miniature communities” that simulated civic
and democratic dynamics. Youth would experience democratic life at the same time that
they developed related skills.*® At the beginning of the twenty-first century, those designing
and studying video games are making similar claims about their potential. It therefore
makes sense to ask whether video games support or constrain the pursuit of democratic
goals.

Research Questions

The Pew Gaming and Civic Engagement Survey, the first large study with a nationally rep-
resentative sample of youth, sheds light on relationships between video game play and
civic engagement by measuring the quantity, civic characteristics, and social context of
gaming. It explores, in addition, the relationship between the civic characteristics and so-
cial context of game play, on one hand, and varied civic outcomes, on the other. In this pa-
per, we use the results of this survey to examine how teens’ exposure to these civic gam-
ing experiences relates to their civic participation. We define video games as any type of
interactive entertainment software, including any type of computer, console, online or mo-
bile game.

Specifically, we consider:

The quantity of game play: Do teens who play games every day or for many
hours at a time demonstrate less or more commitment and engagement in civic
and political activity? Do they spend less or more time volunteering, following poli-
tics, protesting?

The civic characteristics of game play: Do teens who have civic experiences
while gaming—such as playing games that simulate civic activities, helping or guid-
ing other players, organizing or managing guilds (an opportunity to develop social
networks), learning about social issues, and grappling with ethical issues—
demonstrate greater commitment to and engagement in civic and political activity
than those with limited exposure to civic gaming experiences?

The social context of game play: Do teens who play games with others in per-
son have higher levels of civic and political engagement than those who play alone?
Does playing games with others online have the same relationship to civic engage-
ment as playing games with others in person? How often do youth have social in-
teractions around the games they play, for example participating in online discus-
sions about a game? How do these interactions relate to civic and political en-
gagement?

The demographic distribution of civic gaming experiences: Do factors such
as gender, family income, race, and ethnicity influence the frequency of civic gam-
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ing experiences that members of these groups have? Do certain games provide
more of these experiences than others?

Why Study the Quantity of Video Game Play?

Much of the public discourse around game play concerns whether the amount of time
youth spend playing “video games” is good or bad. These broad statements do not make
meaningful distinctions between the characteristics of particular games or the social con-
text in which they are played. We, therefore, ask whether the overall quantity of video game
play is related to civic and political engagement before considering how the characteristics
and context of game play might relate to civic engagement.

Our interest in these questions also reflects analyses that suggest that spending significant
time playing video games could lessen the time youth have to spend participating in civic
and political life. Indeed, Nie and colleagues found that after controlling for education and
income, heavy internet use was associated with less face-to-face contact with friends,
families, and neighbors, and particularly when participants used the internet at home rather
than solely at work.?* In a related argument, Robert Putnam notes that what were previ-
ously social leisure activities, such as card games, have now been largely replaced by elec-
tronic versions and that, "electronic players are focused entirely on the game itself, with
very little social small talk, unlike traditional card games.”?As a result, youth may have less
time for civic life, less social capital, and less of the inclination and skills needed for civic
engagement.

This perspective, however, is disputed. Some scholars find that internet use supplements
one’s social networks by forging additional connections to individuals who players would
not otherwise know, and several have identified mediating variables such as motivation that
influence the affect of digital engagement.”® In general, studies of this sort have focused on
the internet broadly (not on video games) and on television. This motivates our interest in
the relationship between the quantity of video game play and civic engagement.

Why Study the Civic Characteristics of Video Game Play?

Although game theorists have discussed how the content of video gaming experiences
might influence civic outcomes,?” there has been very little empirical research that examines
these relationships. Such research is needed in order to test claims regarding the civic po-
tential of video games and to inform our judgment regarding the likely contribution of par-
ticular games and gaming experiences. Moreover, such studies can provide guidance to
youth, parents, and educators regarding the desirability of varied games and to game de-
signers who may want to build efficacious features into the games they create.

Although there have been no large-scale quantitative surveys that detail the relationships
between the civic characteristics of game play and civic engagement, researchers have
identified key features of effective practice in classrooms through controlled, longitudinal,
experimental, and quasi-experimental studies in schools and other settings. 8 These fea-
tures include opportunities to:
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Simulate civic and political activities

Voluntarily help others

Help guide or direct a given organization or group

Learn how governmental, political, economic, and legal systems work

Take part in open discussions of ethical, social, and political issues

S U Rhw =

Participate in clubs or organizations where young people have the opportunity
to practice productive group norms and to form social networks

These activities are believed to support the development of young people’s civic and politi-
cal commitments, capacities, and connections. In so doing, they are believed to foster de-
velopment of civic identities while increasing levels of civic activity. For example, simulations
of civic and political activities and learning how government, political, economic and legal
systems work provide young people with the knowledge and skills necessary to participate
in the political system.*

However, civic participation requires more than knowledge of how institutions work and
how people participate in them. It requires an interest in and commitment to participation,
which can be developed, for example, through discussions of social issues and volunteer
work to address those issues.® It also requires that young people develop confidence in
their own abilities (sometimes referred to as a sense of agency) to act as leaders and to
work productively for change. To the extent that youth have the opportunity to practice
articulating their own point of view, debate issues, and help others in their own communi-
ties, they are likely to develop confidence in their ability to do so in the larger civic and po-
litical arenas. Finally, civic and political activity is largely a group activity. Youth organiza-
tional membership is believed to socialize young people to value and pursue social ties
while exposing youth to organizational norms and relevant political and social skills that
make maintaining those ties more likely.*'

The six civic gaming experiences that we attend to in this study closely parallel the six items
in this list of “best practices” in civic education. * In addition, they align with practices that
games researchers have identified as occurring in games. Table 1 describes the character-
istics of beneficial in-class curricula and those of civic-based games. The SimCity inset re-
veals some of these characteristics in action. We also describe several video games that
provide these civic gaming experiences and discuss research that examines their impact.

The Civic Potential of Video Games 10
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Table 1: Best Practices for Fostering Civic Responsibility

“Best Practice”*
Civic Learning Experiences

Simulations of civic processes

Instruction in government, his-
tory, law, economics and democ-
racy

Community service learning

Extracurricular activities,
school club membership

Student governance and voice

Discuss/debate/learning about
current events and social issues

Examples

In Social Stud-

ies/Government class

e Simulation of legis-
lative debates

¢ Mock trials

Learning about

e  American Civil War

* How a bill becomes
alaw

e Principles of de-
mocracy

As part of school unit
volunteer in
* VA hospital
* Homeless shel-
ter

e Participate in school
clubs

e Write for school
newspaper

(structured social envi-

ronments)

e  Student council

e Student voice in
school decisions,
e.g. discipline code

e Student voice in
classroom deci-
sions

Informed discussions
about, e.g. immigration,
war in Iraq, the econ-
omy, in open classroom
climate

Civic Gaming Ex-
periences

Simulations of civic
processes in virtual
world

Game with explicit
civic, historical,
economic or legal
focus

Service within a
gaming community

Extra-game world
activities

(formal and informal
game communities)

Player governance
and voice in Game
World

Discuss and exam-
ine current events in
games and gaming
communities

Civic Outcome Goals

People who individually and collectively engage in democ-
ratic society in order identify and address issues of public
concern through acts of voluntarism, organizational in-
volvement, and electoral participation.

The Civic Potential of Video Games

Examples

Civilization, SimCity, Rome Total

War

* Build new city or civilization

* Manage day-to-day operations
of city or empire

The Oregon Trail, Carmen San

Diego, Zoo Tycoon, Lemonade

Stand

* Games with historical, govern-
ment, economic content

* Develop game-related website
with game tips for others
* Help “newbies” with game tasks

* Member of a game guild

* Write for game-related website

* Participate in chat discussions
with other gamers

* Online research “mods,” cheats

World of Warcraft, Everquest

(MMOGSs)

¢ Leadership role in a guild

* Participate in making guild rules
and organizational processes

* Build team consensus for goals
and strategies for game
quest/raid

Democracy; Decisions, Decisions:

Current Issues

e Games and gaming communi-
ties that engage ethical ques-
tions

e Games and gaming communi-
ties that focus on social prob-
lem

11
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SimCity 4 Civic Content Explored in Online Discussion Forum

SimCity is a game with explicit civic content in which players design and develop their city, consider-
ing such aspects as zoning, land use, taxes, and transportation. The following dialogue from an on-
line community provides a sense of the civic thinking required by SimCity.3*

sedimenjerry (Traveler)5/192:26 pm

HELP!!

| used to have a large city with a population of
about 670,000

Now it is about half of that.

Why is the population decreasing so much?
HELP PLEASE

Maxis92(Dweller) 3:38 pm
Well, your situation is pretty vague and it could
be a number of reasons.

Could you give us a brief idea of how your city
develop when it was at 670,000 to now (crime
rates, education, jobs, commute time, pollution,
taxes, etc.)

Hahayoudied (Loyalist) 5:59 pm

We can't shoot your problems in the dark, why
not give us some information about your city,
and if you have changed it.

sedimenjerry (Traveler) 5/20 1:05 pm
oh sorry that would help

it is on a large city tile and within a half a year
(simcty time) it declined sharply. demand is still
high for commercial res. and industrial. crime
has gone down health is fine garbage has gone
down. there are no power or water outages.

the only thing i can think of is if the latest NAM
and RHW downloads have affected it. howeveri
have not built any RHW's in the city.

i will try to get a picture of the city

The Civic Potential of Video Games

EDIT: i've noticed that the cities are abandoned
due to commute time but ive never had this
large of a problem

the first pic is the southern region that has the
comute problems

the second is of the industrial area and lake city
the third is downtown

i have plenty of subway systems, bus routes and
roads

Maxis92 (Dweller) 6:35 pm
Yeah, well | can only narrow it down to 2 possi-
bilities.

You may need to bring more jobs to your city
since I'm seeing a lot of "No Job" Zots. That's
probably why your demand is high for more
commercial jobs. You can do this by placing
plenty of plazas and rewards in your business
districts.

Also, the commute timing will destroy any city, If
your sims (especially the wealthy ones) can't
find a job only so many minutes from their home,
they will quit and probably move elsewhere.
Sometimes your subway and bus system may
not be efficient and you probably need to fix it or

add another alternatives such like an el-trains or
a monorails.

[the conversation continues]

sedimenjerry (Traveler) 5/21 12:18

thanks guys its getting larger now

12
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One example of a popular video game with civic content is Civilization IV. Players begin
with an undeveloped piece of land and a group of settlers. They must make decisions
about how to build a city, when to send out scouts to explore surrounding territories, and
they must develop warriors to protect the city. Players begin in the Stone Age and move all
the way to the twenty-first century. In the process, they make a range of decisions about
when to introduce reading, religion, and the printing press. They negotiate trade agree-
ments and at the same time are responsible for the day-to-day political and financial gov-
ernance of the city. Through this simulation, participants have opportunities to learn about
the dynamics of economic, political, and legal systems. Engaging in this way also provides
opportunities for participants to develop a civic identity as they see and experience them-
selves as a civic leader. Indeed, research in social psychology finds that such opportunities
lead individuals “to adopt attitudes and cognitions consistent with the behaviors they are
acting out.” In addition, those engaging in the simulation have opportunities to practice
and develop civic skills.*

A qualitative study by Kurt Squire and Sasha Barab explored how students used Civilization
Il (the previous version of Civilization V) in a history class to test hypotheses about the in-
fluence of such forces as trade, natural resources, and political alliances on historical
events. With guidance and support, students began to appropriate the game for their own
educational (and social) purposes.® They developed questions and used the game to test
hypotheses by changing their decision-making strategies in the game and seeing what then
happened.

The Squire and Barab study suggests that young people can show gains in political and
civic knowledge from playing a commercial video game such as Civilization. However, this
occurred in a context where adults guided and shaped the experiences with specific edu-
cational goals. It is less clear whether young people who simply play Civilization will have
the same kinds of civic gaming experiences.

In addition to commercially designed games, media researchers have developed games
with an explicit educational focus. For example, Quest Atlantis, created as a school-based
educational simulation, embeds civic learning opportunities in the game’s play-based edu-
cational tasks. Users are youth aged 9-12 who patrticipate through their elementary schools
or afterschool programs.

Players embark on “Quests” to the fictional world of Atlantis, which may consist of an online
educational activity or be linked to a real world activity. Atlantis has been taken over by
leaders whose emphasis on progress has contributed to a severe environmental, moral,
and social decline. The quests are to help find solutions to the many problems facing Atlan-
tis. Quests are aligned with educational standards and a set of social commitments so that
students understand the concepts explored in Quest Atlantis as well as the impact this
knowledge has on their communities. For example, a student might be asked, as part of
the focus on developing a social commitment to environmental awareness, to identify an
animal that lives in the student’s area and to learn about the animal’s habitat. The player
then would write a short story based on the information and share it with online council of
Atlantis.

The Civic Potential of Video Games
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The game has features that align with “best practice” in civic education, including simulat-
ing civic, political, and economic processes and researching and discussing personally
relevant social issues. It also provides children with opportunities to discuss the ethical im-
plications of different actions, learn skills needed to create change around those issues,
and connect to others who are working on the same issue. Moreover, the process of play-
ing such games is social and provides opportunities for young people to work collabora-
tively toward common goals and to express their voice—helping to guide both the strate-
gies groups of players employ and the way the game itself is played. Finally, Quest Atlantis
includes a narrative story line using prosocial male and female teen protagonists to help
young people understand the purpose behind some of their activities and the interconnec-
tions between various activities.

Barab and colleagues have completed several studies that find learning gains from Quest
Atlantis in science, social studies, and language arts. In social studies, they find significant
improvement in students’ appreciation for how history relates to their own lives and the
ability to adopt multiple perspectives in decision making on international issues.®

Although evidence indicates that games can be used productively in an educational setting
with some adult intervention and reflection, it is less clear whether gaming in a more typical
context, alone or with peers, yields similar benefits. Some argue, however, that with certain
design features, games can facilitate powerful civic learning experiences without adult inter-
vention.*®

Why Study the Social Context of Video Game Play?

Just as prior research by civic educators supports a possible link between certain civic
characteristics of video games and civic engagement, the social context of the gaming ex-
perience may also be linked to civic engagement. Several well-controlled, longitudinal stud-
ies find that adolescents’ participation in extracurricular clubs and organizations predicts
later civic engagement.® This participation is believed to foster social networks and to so-
cialize young people to value and pursue social ties. These experiences also expose mem-
bers to organizational norms and relevant political and social skills that enable them to
maintain these ties.

Thus, if game playing leads to isolation or to integration into gaming communities with anti-
social norms, one might expect less civic engagement or connection. On the other hand, to
the extent that games are played with others or integrate youth into vibrant communities
where healthy group norms are practiced and where teenagers’ social networks can de-
velop, games might well develop social capital. Many massively multiplayer online games
(MMOGs), for example, do not have explicitly civic or political characteristics, but they re-
quire the ongoing and sustained cooperation of a group of people to play. This cooperation
can potentially offer teens practice in identifying shared goals, negotiating conflict, and
connecting with others who are not part of their daily lives.*

Thomas and Seeley Brown point out that games such as World of Warcraft “involve the
experience of acting together to overcomes obstacles, managing skills, talents and rela-
tionships and they create contexts in which social awareness, reflection and joint coordi-
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nated action become an essential part of the game experience.”' Such opportunities can,
as Constance Steinkuhler and Dmitri Williams argue, provide a “third place” or form of civil
society and civic skill learning.** These dynamics lead Jenkins to ask, “who’s to say video
games are not serving the same purpose that bowling leagues used to provide, where
people develop a sense of social responsibility and participation.”*® Some empirical studies
have examined these dynamics, but as yet no clear findings have emerged.**

Youth have many opportunities to actively engage around the more popular games, includ-
ing, as Mimi Ito suggests, the creation of “cheats, fan sites, modifications, hacks, walk-
throughs, game guides, and various web sites, blogs, and wikis.”*® These enable players
to discuss the game, learn about game options, give tips, and ask for advice. They also
provide ways to sidestep the formal constraints of the game and customize or personalize
the gaming experience. Integral to these activities are the opportunities for more experi-
enced players, regardless of age, to take on leadership roles and to help others. The im-
pact of these forms of participation is not yet clear.

Finally, one unique quality of the social nature of game play is that much of it takes place
without geographic proximity or face-to-face contact. Although young people can play
games together in the same room, new technology makes it possible to play games in
highly interactive ways without ever meeting in person. It is unclear whether such online
social interaction provides the same opportunities to forge social connections as face-to-
face recreational activities.*® All of these unanswered questions lead us to examine more
closely the social context of video game play.

Why Study the Demographic Distribution of Civic Gaming Experiences?

Having identified potentially relevant gaming characteristics and social contexts, we next
wanted to assess the prevalence and distribution of such opportunities. At the most basic
level, we wanted to understand how common these opportunities are. In addition, it is im-
portant to consider the “digital divide” in relation to political participation.*” Karen Moss-
berger, Caroline Tolbert, and Mary McNeal find, for example, that internet use furthers civic
participation but that key kinds of internet use are unequal and that these inequalities paral-
lel other inequalities in the broader society.*® We therefore chose to examine whether the
digital divide applied to civic gaming experiences. This interest also sprang from our recent
findings that white, academically successful children from families with higher education
and income have significantly more opportunities for civic learning in school as part of their
general curricular and extracurricular activities.* In short, we wondered whether the distri-
bution of civic gaming experiences in video games might propagate (or perhaps help re-
dress) the inequalities in civic learning opportunities that exist elsewhere in the society.

Study Design

To explore these four questions—whether the frequency of game play, the characteristics
of games, and the social context of game play are related to civic engagement and whether
gaming experiences that may influence civic engagement are equally distributed —we draw
on a phone survey of 1,102 young persons in the United States aged 12 to 17 conducted
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by Pew Internet and American Life Project in 2008. The survey recruited teens using ran-
dom sampling, which allows us to generalize our findings beyond teens who are particularly
inclined toward or interested in gaming.

The civic outcomes we monitored were:

. Searching for information about politics online

. Volunteering in the last 12 months

. Raising money for charity in the last 12 months

. Persuading others how to vote in an election in the last 12 months

. Staying informed about politics or current events during the last 12 months
. Protesting or demonstrating in the last 12 months

. Expressing a commitment to civic participation

. Interest in politics

We examine both interests and activities for several reasons. First, although teens are not
politically or civically active in the ways that adults are, both developing commitments and
experimenting with engagement are important expressions of young people’s emerging
civic and political identities. In addition, neither kind of indicator can tell the whole story.
Particularly for young adolescents, participation is shaped significantly by parents as well as
by their own commitments. On the other hand, if Nie and colleagues are right that digital
media detract from time potentially spent on civic issues, then focusing only on interests
and commitments will fail to capture the full impact of video game play.

We used statistical methods (multivariate linear and logistic regression) to assess relation-
ships between student background variables and civic gaming experiences, as well as the
relationship between quantity and civic quality of gaming and the eight forms of civic en-
gagement noted above. We characterized games with the following characteristics as civic
gaming experiences (in contrast to more general experiences):

helping or guiding other players

thinking about moral or ethical issues

learning about a problem in society

learning about social issues

helping to make decisions about how a community, city, or nation should be run.
Organizing or managing game groups or guilds.

Multivariate linear and logistic regressions allow us to control for factors, such as family in-
come or a parent’s civic and political activity, that have been shown to influence youth civic
participation. Thus we are able to isolate the effects of video gaming on civic engagement,
above and beyond such factors. For more detail on the methodology, see Appendices A
and B.

Measures
To analyze the aspects of game use and their association with civic engagement, we iso-

lated four factors that, given past research, likely influence civic participation and developed
ways to measure that influence. The measures of these factors (listed below) along with
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measures of civic and political behaviors and attitudes include the following (see Appendix
B for a more detailed description):

demographic variables, including family income, race, gender and age

quantity of game play, including items to assess frequency and duration of typical
game play

social context of game play: whether games are played alone, with others in person
or with others online, and whether game play is accompanied by secondary social
activities

civic characteristics of game play: whether teens have the civic gaming experiences
noted earlier that might promote civic engagement.

civic and political behaviors and attitudes: degree of engagement among teens and
their parents in activities ranging from volunteering to participating in elections to
protesting, as well as their attitudes about politics and community engagement.

Cautionary Note about Causality

Before discussing our findings, a caveat is in order. Although this study can identify rela-
tionships between civic gaming experiences and civic engagement, it cannot tell us if these
experiences directly caused youth to be more or less civically engaged. Experimental and
longitudinal data are needed to establish such causal relationships between civic gaming
experiences and civic engagement. It may be that gaming experiences promote civic en-
gagement. After all, many civic gaming experiences parallel classroom-based civic learning
opportunities that have been shown to foster civic engagement. Yet causality may flow the
other way as well. Youth who are more civically inclined and engaged may well seek out
games that provide civic gaming experiences. Thus, while analysis of this data can inform
the conversation surrounding video games and civic development, more work is needed to
fully understand many of the relationships described below.

Findings

The increasing variety and complexity of video games provide young people with a wide
range of experiences, including civic gaming experiences. We find that many young people
have these experiences, and they experience them in a wide range of video games, from
strategy games to first-person shooters. We also consider the social contexts in which
game play occurs. The findings below describe how the quantity of teens’ game play re-
lates to their civic and political engagement. We also examine whether having civic gaming
experiences and playing with others (on and offline) relates to civic outcomes. Finally, we
examine how frequently young people are having civic gaming experiences and whether
the distribution of these civic gaming experiences is equitable across varied demographic
groups.

Research Question 1: The Quantity of Game Play

The quantity of game play is not strongly related (positively or negatively) to most
indicators of teens’ interest and engagement in civic and political activity

The Civic Potential of Video Games

17



Civic Engagement Research Group at Mills College

We compared the civic and political attitudes and behavior of teens who play games at
least once a day, those who play games one to five times per week, and those who play
games less than once a week or not at all. This investigation is motivated by concerns that
children who play a great deal risk becoming socially isolated or experience other negative
outcomes. On all eight indicators of civic and political engagement, we find no significant
difference, positive or negative, between teens who play everyday and those who play less
than once a week (after controlling for demographics and parents’ civic engagement). That
is, those who are the frequent players are not any less or more likely to engage in social
and civic acts than the less frequent players.

On six of the eight indicators, we find no significant differences between teens who play
one to five times a week and teens who play less than once a week. The exception is that
11 percent of teens who play games one to five times a week had protested in the past 12
months compared with 5 percent of teens who play less than once a week. Also, 57 per-
cent of teens who play games one to five times a week say they are interested in politics
compared with 49 percent of teens who play less than once a week. These differences are
statistically significant. (See Table B1 in Appendix B for details.)

Teens who play everyday vary in the number of hours they play each day, ranging from 15
minutes to several hours a day. However, we find only very minor effects of daily time
spent playing for two of the eight outcomes. Teens who spend more hours playing games
are slightly less likely to volunteer and to express a commitment to civic participation than
those who play for fewer hours (see Table B2 in Appendix B for details). These results sug-
gest that the frequent concerns in the media and elsewhere about the ennui and discon-
nection among those who play video games for long periods of time may be misplaced.

Research Question 2: The Civic Characteristics of Game Play

The characteristics of teens’ gaming experiences are strongly related to their in-
terest and engagement in civic and political activity

Teens who have civic gaming experiences, such as helping or guiding other players, organ-
izing or managing guilds, playing games that simulate government processes, or playing
games that deal with social or moral issues, report much higher levels of civic and political
engagement than teens who do not have these kinds of experiences.®® These differences
are statistically significant for seven of the eight civic outcomes we studied (see Table B3 in
Appendix B for details).”"

To analyze the relationship between civic gaming experiences and teens’ civic and political
engagement, we categorize teens into three groups. Those with:

the least civic gaming experiences (in the bottom 25 percent of the distribution of
civic gaming experiences)
average civic gaming experiences (middle 50 percent)

the most civic gaming experiences (top 25 percent).

Teens with the least civic gaming experiences may report sometimes helping or guiding
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other players, but are unlikely to report having any other civic gaming experiences. Teens
with average civic gaming experiences typically report having several civic gaming experi-
ences at least sometimes or a small number of civic gaming experiences frequently. Teens
with the most civic gaming experiences typically reported having all the civic gaming expe-
riences at least sometimes as well as some civic gaming experiences frequently.

Compared with infrequent gamers, teens who most frequently (top 25 percent) have civic
gaming experiences seek out political information or current events. Seventy percent, for
example, go online to get information about politics or current events compared with 55
percent who have infrequent or no civic gaming experiences (see Table 2). They also more
often raise money for charity, say they are interested in politics, have attempted to per-
suade someone to vote a particularly way, and they were more likely to have protested or
demonstrated.® Those teens who report average amounts (middle 50 percent of users) fall
in between frequent and infrequent civic gamers in their levels of civic engagement (see
Table 2).

Table 2. Teens with More Civic Gaming Experiences Are More Engaged in Civic and Political Life

Teens with Average

Teens with Least Civic Civic Gaming Teens with Most Civic
Gaming Experiences Experiences Gaming Experiences

Civic and Political Commitments (bottom 25%) (middle 50%) (top 25%)
Go online to get information about * *
politics or current events 55% 64% 70%
Give or raise money for charity 51% 61%" 70%*
Say they are committed to civic o o o/ %
participation 57% 61% 69%
Say they are interested in politics 41% 56%* 61%*
Stay informed about political is- * *
sues or current events 49% 59% 60%
Volunteer 53% 54% 55%
Persuade others how to vote in an *
election 17% 23% 34%
Participated in a protest march or 6% 7% 15%*

demonstration

The Civic Potential of Video Games

Source: Pew Internet & American Life Project, 2008, Gaming and Civic Engagement Survey of Teens/Parents, Nov 2007-
Feb 2008. Margin of error is +3%.
* Indicates a statistically significant difference compared to teens with the least civic gaming experiences
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Research Question 3: The Social Context of Game Play
Playing games with others in person is related to civic and political engagement

Teens who play games socially (a majority of teens) are more likely to be civically and politi-
cally engaged than teens who play games primarily alone. Among teens who play along-
side others in the same room:

* 64 percent have raised money for charity compared with 55 percent of those who
play alone.

* 65 percent go online to get information about politics compared with 60 percent of
those who play alone.

* 64 percent are committed to civic participation compared with 59 percent of those
who play alone.

* 26 percent have tried to persuade others how to vote in an election compared with
19 percent of those who play alone.

Interestingly, this relationship only holds when teens play alongside others in the same
room. Teens who play games with others online are not statistically different in their civic
and political engagement from teens who play games alone (see Table B4 in Appendix B).

We were curious whether the lack of relationship between civic engagement and playing
with others online was due to the depth of interactions that occur online. Playing with oth-
ers online can be a fairly weak form of social interaction, where two players never speak or
interact and play for a short time. It may also include longer and more sustained networks
where players join a guild and play games in an ongoing and coordinated fashion. Re-
searchers suggest that the more intensive form of online socializing in a guild, for example,
can offer many of the benefits of offline civic spaces that less-intensive online social play
may not.>® To shed light on this issue, we compared those who participate in guilds with
those who play alone only. We find no difference between the two groups’ level of civic
and political engagement. The relationship between guild membership and two civic out-
comes (volunteering and raising money for charity) are marginally significant (p < .10) (see
Table B5 in Appendix B). We should point out, however, that organizing and managing
game groups or guilds was one of our civic gaming experiences and was associated with
greater civic and political engagement.

Youth who socially interact around the game (commenting on websites, contrib-
uting to discussion boards) are more engaged civically and politically

Among teens who write or contribute to websites or discussion boards related to the
games they play, 74 percent are committed to civic participation compared with 61 percent
of those who play games but do not contribute to these online gaming communities. They
are also more likely to raise money for charity, stay informed about political events, express
interest in politics, try to persuade others to vote in a certain way, and attend protests or
demonstrations (see Table 3).
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These relationships to civic engagement are much weaker among youth who read or visit
websites, reviews, or discussion boards but who do not write for these sites. We found
only one statistically significant difference: among those who visit such sites, 70 percent
also go online to get information about politics or current events compared with 60 percent
of teens who play games but do not do visit these sites (see Table B6 in Appendix B).

Table 3. Teens Who Contribute to Online Gaming Communities Are More Engaged in Civic And
Political Life Than Teens Who Play Games But Do Not Contribute to Online Communities

Teens Who Play
Games But Do Not
Contribute to Game- Teens Who Write or Contribute
Related Online Com- to Game-Related Online Com-

Civic and Political Commitments munities munities
Say th-ey are committed to civic par- 61% 749>
ticipation

Go online to get information about

politics or current events 62% 73%
Give or raise $ for charity 61% 68%*~
Stay informed about political issues or *
current events 58% 67%
Say they are interested in politics 54% 63%*
Volunteer 55% 58%
Persuade others how to vote in an *
election 22% 38%
Participated in a protest march or 8% 18%*

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 who play games but do not contribute to online communities.

Research Question 4: The Demographic Distribution of Civic Gaming Experiences
and Social Contexts

Given that the civic characteristics and some of the social contexts of video game play are
related to civic engagement, we examine how frequently those who play video games ex-
perience these civic characteristics. We also examine how equitably these experiences are

distributed.

Many young people have some civic gaming experiences, but few have many

Between 30 percent and 76 percent of young people report sometimes experiencing each
of the civic gaming experiences listed in Table 4. Approximately one-half of teens, for ex-
ample, have played games that led them to think about moral or ethical issues. However,
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relatively few teens (typically under 10 percent) report “often” having particular civic gaming
experiences.

Table 4. Prevalence of Civic Gaming Experiences

Percent of teens who have the  Percent of teens who “of-
experience “at least sometimes” ten” have the experience

Help or guide other players 76% 27%
Think about moral or ethical issues. 52 13
Learn about a problem in society. 44 8
Learn about social issues. 40 8
Help make decisions about how a community,

. . 43 9
city, or nation should be run.
Organize or manage game groups or guilds. 30 7

Source: Pew Internet & American Life Project. Gaming and Civic Engagement Survey of Teens/Parents, Nov 07-Feb 08.
Margin of error is +3%. Full question wording :“When you play computer or console games, how often do you ? Of-
ten, sometimes or never...or is that something that does not apply to the games you play?”

Different games provide different levels of exposure to civic gaming experiences

We examine the frequency of the civic gaming experiences among teens who report that
one of the five most popular game franchises is one of their three current favorite games.
The survey does not enable us to directly assess the civic gaming experiences associated
with each game, but a logistic regression that controls for both playing the other popular
games and a range of demographic factors provides an estimate of the frequency of civic
gaming experiences associated with each game. See Appendix B7 for details of these re-
sults.™

The five most popular game franchises are Guitar Hero, Halo, Madden NFL, the Sims, and
Grand Theft Auto.®® We find that playing certain games was associated with more frequent
civic gaming experiences:

88 percent of those who report Halo as a favorite game report helping or guiding
other players compared with 73 percent of those who do not list Halo as a favorite.

59 percent of those who list the Sims as a favorite game say they learned about
problems in society while playing video games compared with 47 percent who do
not list the Sims as a favorite.

52 percent of those who list the Sims as a favorite game say they have explored
social issues while playing video games compared with 39 percent who do not list
the Sims as a favorite.

66 percent of those who list the Sims as a favorite say they have made decisions
about how a city is run while playing video games compared with 42 percent who
do not list the Sims as a favorite.
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[t is interesting that playing Halo is associated with helping or guiding other players. Few
likely think of Halo as a civically oriented game. Halo is a science fiction, first-person
shooter game where players must battle to save mankind. That Halo players more com-
monly help and guide other youth speaks to an important observation of new media schol-
ars—that some of the social interactions around certain video games can provide civic
gaming experiences.

It is less surprising that the Sims franchise provides many civic gaming experiences. The
Sims is a life simulation game where game play is open-ended. Players create virtual peo-
ple called “Sims” and then must find housing, look for a job, make decisions about how to
spend leisure time, and can engage in a wide range of other activities. The franchise also
includes games such as SimCity and SimTown, where players engage in explicitly civic ac-
tivities as they build and guide the development of their own city or town. Each of their de-
cisions has consequences, and players confront multiple dynamics associated with civic
and social life. Sims is also enormously popular—the best-selling PC game in history, with
more than 100 million units sold.*®

Youth play games alone, together with friends, and online with others

When asked what they do most often, teens are evenly split between solo (49 percent) and
group game play (49 percent). Most of the group-gamers play with friends in person, with
77 percent of group-gamers reporting playing games with others in the same room. A small
percentage of teens (23 percent) play most often with other people via the internet. Among
those teens who play games with others online, more than two in five (43 percent) say they
play games online as a part of group or guild; 54 percent of online gamers are not playing
as a part of a group.

Civic gaming experiences and social contexts for game play appear to be equita-
bly distributed by income level, race, and age, although girls have fewer civic
gaming experiences

Interestingly, for civic gaming opportunities, only gender is related to whether teens experi-
ence these opportunities. Boys are about twice as likely as girls to report having civic gam-
ing experiences, even when controlling for frequency of game play.®” Income, race, and age
are all unrelated to the amount of reported civic gaming experiences (see Table B8 in Ap-
pendix B).

Discussion and Implications: The Civic Potential of Video Games

With this first nationally representative quantitative study of the relationship between youth
video game play and civic engagement, we hope to inform both scholarly and popular hy-
potheses about the civic potential of video games. The goal, ultimately, is to better leverage
the civic potential of video games.
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The findings challenge popular perceptions of gamers as isolated and civically disengaged.
They also point to a need for a more nuanced understanding of the ways in which video
games relate to civic engagement. For example, we find that the overall amount of game
play is unrelated to civic engagement, but that some qualities of game play are strongly re-
lated to civic engagement. Likewise, some forms of social activities associated with game
play are not related to civic engagement, but others are. Exposure to civic gaming experi-
ences is equitably distributed across most demographic groups, but few youth have civic
gaming experiences frequently. We also discuss how parents, educators, policymakers,
and advocates might better use games to provide civic gaming experiences. We conclude
by outlining avenues for future research on the civic potential of video games.

The study’s design limitations somewhat restrict the conclusions we can make about the
relationships between civic gaming experiences and civic engagement. Specifically, we
could not control for respondents’ prior civic commitments, and we did not randomly as-
sign participant exposure to games as would be done in an experimental study. We sus-
pect that the relationships we find between gaming experiences and civic engagement are
partially the result of teens with civic interests choosing to play games that provide civic
gaming experiences. On the other hand, well-controlled classroom studies (although not
with video games) find that these kinds of civic experiences foster civic engagement. More
important, even when a young person’s civic interest draws them to these games, playing
such games likely reinforces these interests and further develops civic skills and knowl-
edge.

Given that we cannot make causal claims, our comments should be understood as specu-
lative. Nevertheless, drawing on these findings and on findings from related research, it is
possible to offer some preliminary implications that can advance discussions about the
civic potential of video games and research priorities.

The stereotype of the antisocial gamer is not reflected in our data. Youth who play
games frequently are just as civically and politically active as those who play
games infrequently.

Our findings conflict with a commonly held perspective that youth who play video games

are socially isolated and often antisocial. We also found no evidence to support scholars’
concerns that young people involved in the internet (in this case by playing video games)

are less civically engaged. The quantity of game play, according to our study, is unrelated
to most of the civic outcomes measured.

Civic gaming experiences are strongly related to civic engagement

For those hoping to leverage the civic potential of video games, the strong and consistent
relationship between teens’ civic gaming experiences and civic engagement is encourag-
ing. It indicates that the same kinds of experiences that foster civic outcomes in well-
controlled classroom studies may achieve similar results in gaming environments. Moreo-
ver, that the overall quantity of game play is unrelated to civic engagement, but that various
qualities of video game play are associated with civic engagement parallels findings from
civic education research. The number of civics courses one takes is not strongly related to
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civic outcomes, yet there is a strong link between civic engagement and particular civic
learning opportunities in high-quality civics classes.*®

These findings are of interest for two main reasons. First, much of the public discussion of
video game play frames video it in a negative light. These findings show that some gaming
experiences are associated with positive civic behaviors. Second, much of the dialog
among new media scholars emphasizes the social aspects of gaming more than the civic
content of games. Although we believe the social context of game play, discussed below,
is important, this study provides clear reasons to also focus on teens’ exposure to civic
gaming experiences.

In addition, civic education research leads us to suspect that parents, peers, teachers, and
mentors can significantly increase the impact of civic gaming experiences by helping ado-
lescents reflect on those experiences. We draw this parallel from the many studies that
have found that the civic value of community service is greatly enhanced when teachers
help students reflect on and discuss their experience.®® This possibility also has implica-
tions for game design, which we discuss below.

Social gaming experiences are related to civic engagement in some, but not all,
instances

A core finding from this survey is that gaming is frequently a social activity. Overall, 76 per-
cent of youth play games with others at least some of the time. Youth play with others who
are in the room with them and with others online. They organize and manage guilds. They
read and contribute to discussion boards. Social interaction in and around many video
games is, in other words, common.

[t is important to distinguish social interactions that have civic dimensions from those that
do not. If four teenagers play basketball together, this activity is social, but not civic. |If
these four talk with members of their community about the need for lights on a public bas-
ketball court, it then becomes a civic activity. A related distinction can be made for online
game play and activities. A member of a game guild might focus on developing gaming
skills or, alternatively, could be involved in a guild community’s decision to prohibit homo-
phobic speech.

In our analysis, the relationship between social participation in and around video games
and civic engagement was not consistent. We found that playing games with others in the
same room and contributing to web sites related to a game were associated with civic en-
gagement, but we did not find a statistically significant relationship between playing with
others online or as part of a guild and civic engagement.*® We suspect that part of the rea-
son for these results is related to differing qualities of the social interaction that occurs in
these different social contexts. Some of dimensions of these differences will be discussed
below.

The degree to which social life leads to civic engagement in society at large is a matter of
much theorizing, empirical study, and debate. Putnam argues that social participation
(most famously bowling leagues) can help build a civic culture that supports democracy.®’
Participatory social networks (online social settings where youth interact with their friends
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and others who share their interests) can lead to participatory civic networks (in which indi-
viduals engage with civic and political issues). A variety of factors have been put forward to
explain this process. In brief, Putnam and other social theorists argue that social life can
foster social capital, which includes trust, social networks, and social norms. Social capital,
in turn, is believed to facilitate communication about civic issues, to foster accountability
and adherence to desirable social norms, and to enable more effective collective action re-
lated to public matters.

Some have argued that particular forms of participation are more likely than others to pro-
mote civic engagement. McFarland and Thomas’ longitudinal study of extracurricular ac-
tivities finds that “politically salient youth organizations” (those that involve the kinds of skills
and experiences associated with civic and political life) such as student council or a debate
club promote desired civic outcomes. Youth organizations that lack political salience, such
as school sports teams, do not.*® In g