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Figure 4 Genderx playing with partner interaction on happiness.

Discussion

An investigation of gender differences among an online game population revealed
that gender differences were noteworthy and systematic. Demographically (RQ1),
female players were older and better educated, but slightly poorer than the males.
Females were also much more likely to be bisexual, at a rate several times that of the
national average. As predicted, male players were more motivated by achievement-
related reasons (H1), and female players more motivated by social reasons (H2).
Contrary to expectations (H3), male players did not play the most hours, despite
being more experienced with the genre. It was the female players who were the
most intense and dedicated “hardcore” players, playing more often (if in smaller
overall numbers) and with more dedication than the males (as indicated by lower
likelihood of quitting). As expected, players in romantic relationships with other
players conformed to stereotypical gendered roles (H4 and H5), and enjoyed slightly
higher perceived relationship quality. Surprisingly, females playing with a partner
were happier than males doing so. With regard to health (RQ2), the female players
reported having more normal BMIs and being in much better shape than their
male counterparts and their nonplaying counterparts. Lastly, as predicted by gender
role theory, the female players had more underreporting of their play time (H6).
Taken together, these ndings af rm the predictive power of gender role theory, and
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day-based differences with the particular areas of inquiry here. Also, it is possible
that the incentive item supplied by Sony might attract some players and not others.
However, the item was constructed to be desirable as a functional item within the
game. If some players did not seek to improve their character, they might have been
less likely to participate. A future improvement to the incentive might cut across the
different motivations for playing the game, such as a choice between in-game items,
free playing time, or other incentives. Lastly, although the omnibus test yielded a
moderate 2 level, many of the study’s speci c tests had sm&l In these instances,
readers should take care to note that the explanatory power of the predictor variables
was statistically signi cant but relatively small.

Reporting time

As predicted (H6), female players underreported their playing time compared to
males, with a discrepancy of nearly three times the males’ rate. This nding is
in line with gender role theory, which predicts that individuals will seek to avoid
sanction for gender-inappropriate behaviors. Female players, even as they enjoy the
experience of MMO games, likely feel it is not an appropriate activity, due either to
the generally masculine culture associated with digital games, or because such play
takes time away from household activities, for which women are still expected to
contribute the greater share. Yet women are playing games for longer time periods
than men, even if they are not expressing that fact. Perhaps when women play such
games in greater numbers, or when their interests are acknowledged and validated in
contemporary culture, such activities will lose their masculine association and such
greater underreporting among women will diminish.

Implications for future (and past) work

One broad theoretical implication of the ndings is that gender role theory is useful
when examining online populations and gamers. With the exception of playing time,
the genders conformed to predictions. Collectively, the many predictions made by
gender role theory show that gender must be included in game research, especially
online research, and the study of digital games is important to understanding the
evolving gender roles of gender role theory. The theory has given us a useful
framework for understanding how male and female players experience one MMO
game differently, with the important moderator of playing with a partner. We can
also see how individual players have “pushed back” against certain gender role
expectations, as women, for example, play for longer hours than men, even as they
underreport that time. This “hardcore” female playing pattern, as well as the bisexual
subgroup, represents intriguing areas for future study.

This paper also indicates that new media such as video games and MMOs must
be taken into account in complex ways as researchers continue to re ne gender role
theory. Although video games have typically been characterized as for boys and men,
we have seen a number of women use MMOs, and with greater dedication and time
commitment than men. Part of our explanation for such behavior is that women have
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recognized MMO spaces as places to ful ll social needs, as well as engage in leisure
activities. Perhaps as more women see the potential of such new media forms, the
“gendering” of games, or at least MMOs in particular, will shift overtime, or become
less distinct. Likewise, if women begin using MMOs for social reasons, they may also
grow to enjoy playing and engaging in competitive or cooperative activities, which
may not have initially attracted them. Such developments and speculations indicate
that it is critical for gender role theory to continue to investigate multiple contexts
relevant to activities and beliefs, and go beyond surface depictions of technologies or
activities as simply “for men” or “for women.”

Stepping outside gender role theory, there are also other ways to explore gender
in relation to MMO game play which can be equally valuable to games researchers.
Our data suggest that female players—not males—are the real “hardcore” MMO
players. From a political economy perspective, we might ask why game developers
are not more actively catering to this group. Along with Meehan and Riordan
(2002), we might ask why such a gendered commaodity audience fails to “count” in
ways that more traditional hardcore player audiences have. It may be as Williams
et al. (Williams, Martins, Consalvo, & Ivory, 2009) have suggested that games are
simply made by men for men, who grow up to be game developers in a reinforcing
cycle. Finally, our ndings hint at, but do not deeply engage, issues of power
in contemporary culture. In families with only one computer, for example, how
might access to MMO playtime be negotiated, and how are women faring in such
transactions? Prior work suggests strong social and cultural forces impact the access,
uses and expectations around gender and media technology in the home (Spigel
& Mann, 1992; Spigel & Olsson, 2004). Our study shows many women already in
relationships have that access, but other women, with perhaps less household income,
may nd less access to MMO games, even if they have the desire to play. Overall then,
gender role theory provides some solid insights into gender differences in online
play, but it is only one avenue, and we hope many other gendered analyses of MMO
games will further expand our knowledge.

Lastly, there is one methodological note that applies beyond the current study and
even into prior research. This was the rst use of large-scale unobtrusive behavioral
data collection in game research. The ndings of inaccuracy of self-reported time
played are inarguable and have serious implications for prior work. It has been a
typical measure to ask players how many hours they play games per week, per month,
and so forth, and researchers have always taken the answers on faith (the authors
here are no exception). Inaccuracy was thought to be simple noise in the data. This
can no longer be the case because not only do players systematically underestimate
the time they play but also do so differently by gender. This nding, although not
large, nevertheless brings into question marginal ndings in past work. If time spent
has been used as either a dependent or independent variable and ndings have been
only barely signi cant (or have just missed signi cance), those ndings may have
been under- or overstated. Given the eld’s use of the .05 signi cance level, there may
now be a series of past ndings that should not have been published, and a series of
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rejected ndings that actually should have been. Future work must be careful when
using this standard, and past work should be re-evaluated. This also points out the
usefulness of having unobtrusive measures of behavior whenever possible.
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