Online Gaming and
Youth Cultural Perceptions

Online Gaming and Youth
Cultural Perceptions

By
Killian Forde, MBA and Catherine Kenny LLM

Graphic Design
Advancedesign.ie

Contents

Key Findings....................................................................................................................................... 3
1. Introduction.................................................................................................................................... 5
		
1.1 Research Aims............................................................................................................................................................5
		 1.2 Methodology and Sample.....................................................................................................................................6
		 1.3 Ethics..............................................................................................................................................................................7
		 1.4 Limitations...................................................................................................................................................................7
2. Participants’ Backgrounds............................................................................................................. 8
		
2.1 Gender of participants............................................................................................................................................8
		 2.2 Place of birth of participants and parents........................................................................................................8
3.0 Online Gaming Patterns.............................................................................................................. 9
3.1 Frequency & types of games played..................................................................................................................9
		 3.2 Location of other gamers.......................................................................................................................................9
4.0 Interaction With Other Gamers.................................................................................................. 10
		
4.1 Making friends through online gaming............................................................................................................10
		 4.2 Personal friends from other countries...............................................................................................................10
		 4.3 Online friends from other countries ..................................................................................................................11
5. Attitudes To People From Other Countries / Cultures ................................................................ 12
		 5.1 The influence of online gaming on participants attitudes.........................................................................12
Conclusions......................................................................................................................................... 14

Online Gaming and Youth Cultural Perceptions

3

Key Findings

	Students who play online games regularly are more likely to have a positive attitude to people
from other countries and cultures:
	While 50% of all students had a ‘favourable’ or ‘very favourable’ attitude to people from other
countries and cultures, 62% of those who regularly played online games held the same view:
	Students who play online games regularly are more likely to have personal friends from other
countries:
	While 50% of all students had personal friends from other countries, this is true for 63% of those
who played online games regularly
	Students who play online games are more likely to have social media friends from other countries:
	While 40% of all students had friends from other countries, 55% of those who regularly play
online games had friends from other countries
	The ethnic diversity of a school appears to have little influence on whether a student will have
personal friends from different backgrounds or not
	Many of the students surveyed attended schools with relatively low numbers of students with
migrant backgrounds and gaming may be one of the only opportunities for young people to
interact with people from other cultures
	54% of students played interactive multiplayer games regularly
	28% of students regularly interacted “live” online with other gamers
	29% of the students stated that they had made friends though online gaming
	6% of participants had negative (‘unfavourable’ and ‘very unfavourable’) attitudes to people from
other countries and cultures
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Introduction

Online gaming has grown in recent years from a niche
market, which mainly targeted young men, to a mainstream
entertainment activity. A recent Irish Times article noted that the
launch of major games titles are now greeted with similar levels
of hype and interest as that attracted by major films.1 When ‘Call
of Duty: Modern Warfare 2’ was launched in 2009, it earned
over $300 million on its first day of sales in the US and UK
and eventually sold nearly 25 million copies worldwide. In 2010,
‘Halo: Reach’ grossed over $200 million in its first weekend in
the US and Europe; sales figures that exceed those of many major
films.2
As far back as 2001, research demonstrated the importance of
online gaming among young people in particular. It showed that
“the influence of online games over the youth of today is akin to
that of the cultural influence of music, political movements and
even religion on youth culture of the past”.3
Whereas previously playing online games was a more isolated,
solitary pursuit, many games now are designed to offer
interactive game-play which is compatible with even the smallest
of handheld devices. As one expert commented, online games
“engage” players.4 These games “are seductive, deploying rich
visual and spatial aesthetics that draw players into fantasy
worlds that seem very real on their own terms...They motivate
via fun, via challenge and via instant, visual feedback within a
complete, interactive virtual playing environment...they are fast
and responsive, and can be played against real people anywhere
in the world”.5
The shift towards online and mobile gaming has meant that
more people, across a broader demographic, are playing games
though a wider range of devices and in a significantly more
socially connected way. Moreover online social networks such

as Facebook have driven the design and widespread take-up of
casual games. Growing numbers of people are now engaging in
game play via consoles, online browsers, mobile smart phones,
social media platforms, PC download and streaming supported
by cloud technology.
Very little recent research has been carried out on the patterns of
online gaming among young people in Ireland. Research carried
out by Cork Institute of Technology on behalf of the National
Children’s Office in 2005 demonstrated the popularity of online
gaming among young people in Ireland.6 It found that over 60%
of boys and young men play every day, or most days, with only
2% of young people saying that they never played online games.
1.1 Research Aims

Although online gaming is now regarded as mainstream form of
entertainment, played by thousands throughout the world every
day, very little academic or other research has been carried out on
its social impact, particularly on young people.
The research that does exist tends to focus on the potentially
negative impacts on youth including social isolation, unhealthy
sedentary lifestyles and desensitisation to violence. Research has
also focused on the potentially addictive characteristics of games
and on gender issues concerning the use of games, in particular
the stereotypical characterisation of female characters in some
games.
However, there is an emerging tendency to look at some of the
positive impacts of gaming. Research findings regarding the
possible harmful effects of digital gaming on young gamers in
particular have not been consistent. While some studies pointed
to gaming leading to greater social isolation, others have found

1. Ciara O’Brien, ‘Games Industry – Getting to the next level’ Irish Times, 25 February 2011.
2. Ibid
3. R Jayakanthan, ‘Application of computer games in the field of education’,20 The Electronic Library 2, 98.
4. A Mitchell, C Savill-Smith, The use of computer and video games for learning: A review of the literature’, Learning and Skills Development Agency, 2004, p57.
5. Ibid
6. Aine de Roiste, Joan Dineen, Young People’s views about Opportunities, Barriers and Supports to Recreation and Leisure, Executive Summary, December 2005, Cork Institute of
Technology on behalf of the National Children’s Office, p.5
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Introduction

that “gamers, particularly boys, spend more time with their
friends, both online and offline, because gaming is a source of
collaborative activity as they swap information and ideas about
the game”.7
The potential of games based learning is beginning to be
recognised. It is widely recognised that “[w]hile in the past
educators have been reluctant to use video games or computer
games in the classroom, there is an increasing interest across
broad and varied parts of the educational establishment to look
at the use of digital games as serious learning and assessment
tools”.8 According to Forfas, “the application of games in a
learning context, in particular the serious games genre, as an
effective means of developing skills and enhancing motivation
for learning, is an emerging area within the games and e-learning
sectors”.9
The advent of social gaming has revolutionised the games
industry, altering the nature of gaming and further increasing
its appeal.10 Growing numbers of people are now engaging in
game play in a diverse range of ways including consoles, online
browsers, mobile smart phones, social media platforms, PC
download and streaming supported by cloud technology.
According to the Cork Institute of Technology study, leisure
activities comprise 40-50% of an adolescent’s life and “leisure
activities are also a context through which young people can
forge new friendships and meet and learn about peers who are
different to them in ethnicity, race and social class.” 11

games, which can involve many players in different locations
throughout the world, has the potential to influence attitudes of
people from other countries and cultures.
The aim of the research is to identify the impact of online gaming
on Transition Year students, in particular those who regularly
play interactive games with gamers in other countries, on how
they perceive people from other countries and cultures.
1.2 Methodology and Sample
Sample identification

It was decided to target Transition Year students as these students
are not engaged in examination course work and preparation;
therefore it was considered that there may be a greater willingness
by teachers and parents to agree to students participating in the
research. In addition, Transition Year students are generally aged
between 15-17 years old; therefore it is likely that many play
online games more regularly than younger students.
Due to resource limitations, it was decided to identify ten schools
which, while not completely representative of Irish schools,
could be said to be sufficiently diverse so as to provide a strong
indication of the gaming patterns of young people in Ireland, as
well as the influence of gaming on the attitudes of transition year
students to people from other countries and cultures. The 10
schools can be classified as follows:
Gender of Students:

Online games increasingly facilitate interaction between gamers
worldwide and it could be argued that it is one of the main ways
that many young people interact regularly with people of other
nationalities and ethnic groups, in particular young people who
do not have many opportunities for personal interaction with
people from other countries and cultures.

Co-educational: 7 schools

Young people’s attitudes to other ethnic groups are influenced
by a range of factors including face-to-face interactions, parental
and peer group opinions, media, other forms of entertainment
including sport, film and TV and travel abroad. The popularity
of online gaming among young people, particularly multiplayer

Location of School:

Number of Students
Immigrant Backgrounds:

with

Single sex: 3 schools

Low (less than 14% of students with
immigrant backgrounds): 5 schools

Fees:

Medium (15% - 29% of students with
immigrant backgrounds): 2 schools

Private (fee-paying): 2 schools
Public (non fee-paying): 8 schools

High (30%+ of students with
immigrant backgrounds): 3 schools

Rural: 4 schools
Urban: 4 schools
Suburban: 2 schools

7.  A Mitchel, C Savill-Smith (n4) p9
8. 	K Larsen McClarty, PM Frey, RP Dolan, V Vassieva, M McVay, A Literature Review of Gaming in Education, Research Report, June 2012, p4 at http://www.pearsonassessments.com/
hai/Images/tmrs/Lit_Review_of_Gaming_in_Education.pdf
9. Forfas The Games Sector in Ireland: An Action plan for Growth, 2011,at http://www.forfas.ie/media/Forfas161211-Games_report_updated-publication.pdf
10. 	K Royle, S Colfer, Computer Games and Learning – where next? The Breadth and Scope of the use of Computer Games in Education, September2010, Centre for Developmental and
Applied Research in Education.
11. De Roiste, Dineen, op cit, p5
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Survey Methods

A questionnaire which was distributed to the 10 selected schools.
It was comprised of four sections:
i.	
Background details: This section seeks to elicit minimal
information from students about their background – gender,
their place of birth and their parents’ place of birth.
ii.	
Patterns of online gaming among participants: This section
seeks to identify the frequency and duration of gaming
among young people and the types of games they play.
iii.	Interaction with other gamers: This section identifies the
type of interaction that takes place between students and
other gamers and whether friendships have developed
though gaming.
iv.	
Attitudes to people from other countries and cultures:
This section examines the attitudes of respondents and the
possible influence of gaming on these attitudes.
1.3 Ethics

Ethical considerations and best practice in research with children
and young people were of primary importance in this research
given the fact that research participants were Transition Year
students and under the age of 18. As a result, the research for
this report was carried out in accordance with recognised best
practice, in both the UK and Ireland, in the areas of Ethics and
Research with Children and Young People. This was informed,
in particular, by guidelines including the National Children’s
Bureau Guidelines for research with Children and Young People
and the Social Research Association Ethical Guidelines.
In addition, key ethical principles in conducting the research,
in particular with children and young people, were adhered to.
These are:
•  Voluntary Participation
•  Informed Consent
•  Minimisation of the risk of harm
•  Confidentiality and anonymity
In order to ensure that ethical principles and best practice in
research with children and young people were adhered to, the
following were emphasised:
•  The involvement of Transition Year Students in the research
was limited to completion of the questionnaire
•  Information was provided to students, teachers and parents
about the research and parents were asked to sign a consent
form to permit their child to complete the questionnaire

•  Where parents gave their consent to their son/daughter
participating, students could decide not to take part in
the research or decide at any time during the research to
discontinue participation
•  Participants in the study were able to complete the
questionnaire in safe and familiar surroundings in their
school and had no contact with the researcher
•  Students were able to seek information and clarification
from their Transition Year Coordinator
•  Students were informed that there were no right or wrong
answer and all responses were important for this research
including those students who did not play online games.
•  The questionnaire took approximately 15-20 minutes to
complete with most questions requiring a ‘tick the box’
answer
•  Information provided by students was anonymous and
confidential. Students were not required to give their names
or other identifying details. Completed questionnaires
were returned by the schools to The Integration Centre and
these were then passed on to the authors for analysis
•  Research findings will be shared with participants
1.4 Limitations

Data was collected by means of a questionnaire only. Therefore,
it was not possible to gain an in-depth knowledge of the
subject that may emerge from face-to-face interviews, focus
groups and other methods. Participation in the research was
voluntary and the success of the project was largely dependent
on the cooperation of Transition Year students, their schools and
teachers. Parents were also requested to return a signed consent
form in order for their child to complete the questionnaire.
While instructions were provided to young people on how
to complete the questionnaire, it may be that some, at least,
may have given answers that they thought would be expected
by researchers, teachers or peers. Students may also have been
somewhat reluctant to be completely honest regarding their
gaming habits.
Efforts were made to encourage participation among students,
including those who did not play online games, by providing
information about the research aims and objectives and ensuring
that completion of the questionnaire was not onerous or time
consuming. In addition information was also made available to
teachers and parents.
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Participants’
Backgrounds
2.1 Gender of participants

A total of 215 students completed the research questionnaires.
Of these, the majority were boys: 157 boys compared to 58 girls.
While various studies have demonstrated that the number of
girls playing online games is increasing, only 27% of participants
in this research were girls.
Just over 17% of girls attended single sex schools whereas the
majority attended mixed schools. However, 69% of boys attended
single sex schools with less than a third of boys attending mixed
schools.

in the 1990s (most Transition Year students surveyed would have
been born in the years 1995-1997). 25% of students had at least
one parent born outside Ireland, again reflecting the changing
population demographic in Ireland.

Figure 2: Country of Birth of Participants

Figure 1: Gender of Participants
2.2 Place of birth of participants and parents

175 (81%) students surveyed gave their country of birth as
Ireland. A further 32 were born in other EU States (including
UK) while 8 were born outside the EU. Students were also asked
to provide the country of birth of their parents and the majority
of parents were born in Ireland. 161 (75%) students stated
that both of their parents were born in Ireland and a further
17 students had one parent born in Ireland and the other born
outside Ireland.
It is notable that almost 20% of participants were born outside
Ireland. This reflects increased levels of immigration to Ireland
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Most students surveyed attended schools where the level of
migrant enrolment was low (under 14% of students with a
migrant background). This accounted for over two thirds of all
students surveyed. 5 of the schools surveyed had low numbers of
students with immigrant backgrounds. 2 schools had a medium
number of students with migrant backgrounds (15-29%) and
3 had a high number of students with migrant backgrounds
(30+%).
It could be said therefore that the majority of all students
who responded to the questionnaire had little opportunity for
interaction with people from other countries and backgrounds
within the school environment. The opportunity to interact
with people from countries and ethnic groups may come instead
through interests and leisure time activities, including online
gaming.

Online Gaming
Patterns
Research on online gaming among young people demonstrates
that this is a popular leisure activity for many young people.
Research in the UK demonstrates that 78% of young people
aged 16-19 play ‘computer’ games.12 While little recent similar
research exists in Ireland, there is no reason to believe that figures
for online gaming among young people in this country would
be significantly different. There is no doubt that online gaming
has become an important pastime for many people, particularly
due to its increased accessibility. The shift towards online and
mobile gaming has meant that more people, across a broader
demographic, are playing games though a wider range of devices
and in a significantly more socially connected way.
3.1 Frequency & types of games played

Students were asked about the types of game they played:
Single player, Multiplayer and Cooperative. The main focus
of this research is on the latter two types as gamers frequently
communicate with other players in Multiplayer and Cooperative
games. Students were asked whether they played these types of
games ‘very often’, ‘often’, ‘rarely’ or ‘never’. Single player games
proved the most popular with 65% of respondents stating that
they played these games ‘very often’ or ‘often’. Multiplayer games
were played ‘very often’ or ‘often’ by over 54% of respondents.

Single player games also proved most popular among female
respondents with 47% of girls saying that they played this
type of game ‘very often’ or ‘often’, whereas Multiplayer and
Cooperative games were played by 20% and 21% of games
respectively. However, only 14% of girls never played Single
player games, whereas 45% never played Multiplayer games and
this increased to 57% for Cooperative games.
3.2 Location of other gamers

The majority of those who played Multiplayer games stated that those
they played with lived both in Ireland and in other countries. 104
students stated that other gamers that they played with were both
in Ireland and in other countries. A further 15% did not know the
location of other players. 11% said that other players were in Ireland
only and 3% stated that other players were ‘in other countries’. The
findings demonstrate that at least half of the students who participated
in the survey played online games with people in other countries.
Many of the students surveyed attended schools with relatively low
numbers of students with migrant backgrounds and gaming may
be one of the only opportunities for young people to interact with
people from other cultures.

Only 9% of students said that they never played Single player
games whereas 21% and 24% never play multiplayer and
cooperative games respectively.

Figure 8: Location of other gamers

Figure 7: Percentage of gamers according to category of games played

12. Nielsen Games (2008) Video Gamers in Europe - 2008 (ISFE).cited in Ben Williamson, Futurelab, ‘Computer games, schools and young people: A report for educators on using games
for learning’, March 2009 at http://archive.futurelab.org.uk/resources/documents/project_reports/becta/Games_and_Learning_educators_report.pdf
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Interaction With
Other Gamers
Students were asked about their interaction with other gamers.
28% of all students interacted regularly with other gamers. A
further 34% of students were in contact with other gamers but
only rarely.

in other countries. A further 20% said that these friends were
in Ireland only and over 14% said that the friends they made
though gaming were in other countries only.

Participants communicated with other games through various
means. These include ‘in game chat’, where players type
conversation to other players; ‘in game voice’, where gamers
speak to other players; and ‘external voice programmes’ (for
example, Xbox Live and Team Speak). All three were popular
with respondents, with some using more than one of these.
Ten students also indicated that they used other means to
communicate with other gamers.

Figure 10: Percentage of students who made friends through gaming
4.2 Personal friends from other countries

Participants were asked whether they had friends that they
know personally from other countries or cultures or not. Half
of all students surveyed stated that they had friends from
other countries or cultures. The number of students playing
interactive online games regularly having personal friends from
other countries and cultures is higher than average at 63%.

Figure 9: Levels of interaction with other gamers
4.1 Making friends through online gaming

Over 29% of the students who completed the questionnaire
stated that they had made friends though online gaming. This
figure is similar to the 28% of gamers who regularly interact with
other gamers. Only 10% of girls made friends though online
gaming which may reflect the fact that they spend less time
playing online games than boys.
Students who had made friends though online gaming were
asked where are these friends located. Of the 65 students that
said that they had made friends through online gaming, just
over two thirds stated that these friends were both in Ireland and

10
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Figure 11: Numbers of personal friends from other countries/cultures

Interaction With Other Gamers

4.3 Online friends from other countries

In contrast the number of students who had online friends from
other countries or cultures was lower with just over 40% answering
in the affirmative and 59% responding that they did not.

Significantly, almost 70% of respondents had friends from other
countries and cultures. Although this research did not address
the reasons for the attitudes of students to people from other
cultures and countries, it would be surprising if personal and/
or online friendships with young people from other countries
and cultures had no impact on the relatively low percentage of
negative opinions expressed by respondents.

Figure 12: Online friends from other countries/cultures

41% of those who indicated that they had online friends from
other countries or cultures had less than five such friends; this
was a similar percentage to those who had personal friends from
other cultures and countries. 18% said that they had between 6
and 10 online friends from other cultures; this was less than those
who had similar personal friends (32%). Similar percentages of
students had at least 11 online friends as had personal friends;
however, 9% of those stating that they had online friends did
not know where these friends were located. Again, students
who regularly played interactive online games had more online
friends than those who did not play either at all or regularly.

Figure 14: Online and personal friends from other countries/cultures

The numbers of children from migrant backgrounds enrolled
in the schools surveyed appeared to make very little discernible
difference in the percentages of students having personal or
online friends from other countries or cultures. While 50% of
students from schools with low numbers of migrants enrolled
had personal friends from other countries or cultures, only 59%
of those from schools with relatively high migrant enrolment
did. The variation in percentages of students with online friends
from other countries and cultures was even smaller.13

Figure 13: Number of online friends from other countries/cultures

13. The percentages of schools with low, medium and high enrolment having online friends from other countries was 47%, 43% and 45% respectively.
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Attitudes To People
From Other
Countries / Cultures

The research findings demonstrated clearly that only a very
small percentage (less than 6%) of students who completed the
questionnaire had unfavourable or very unfavourable attitudes
towards people from other countries or cultures. Half of those
surveyed had positive attitudes towards people from other
countries. Surprisingly, perhaps, 32% of students had neither
positive nor negative views towards people from other cultures
and countries. This could be regarded as positive as these young
people may believe that they do not have the necessary knowledge
and experience of people of other cultures and countries to make
an informed decision.

respondents generally). Online gaming did not appear to have
any impact on the number of respondents who had neither
positive nor negative views.

Figure 16: Attitudes to people from other countries by migrant enrolment in school

5.1 The influence of online gaming on participants attitudes

Figure 15: Attitudes to people from other countries/cultures (number of respondents)

All students who stated that their attitudes to people from other
cultures were influenced by online gaming responded to the
question ‘how do you think gaming has influenced your attitudes
to people from other countries/cultures?’. Generally the attitudes
were very positive. Some students highlighted the similarities
between themselves and gamers from other backgrounds:

50% of students surveyed had positive attitudes (favourable or
very favourable) to people from other countries and cultures,
however no firm conclusions could be drawn regarding the
effects of migrant enrolment in the school on the numbers
of students who had positive attitudes to people from other
countries and cultures. However, it did appear to make some
difference to the numbers who were undecided with 18% and
24% from schools with medium and high levels of enrolment of
students from migrant backgrounds being neither positively nor
negatively disposed to people from other countries and cultures,
lower than that for the total (32%).

	It shows similarities between us with interests and everyday
living

Students that regularly played interactive online games,
however, were proportionately more likely to have favourable
attitudes to people from other countries and cultures than
respondents overall (62% of those who play both Multiplayer
and Cooperative games regularly, in comparison to 50% of

It has changed my perception on other cultures. Interacting
with people from other cultures has eliminated stereotypes I
may have had
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	I’ve see (sic) that we have similar interests (such as gaming) no
matter where we are
	I knew that they are the same as me and are as good as me in
games
Some respondents said that interacting with other gamers from
different countries removed negative perceptions and stereotypes
they had:

	It has influenced me in ways in which I am friends with
people from a lot of other countries and I understand what it

Attitudes To People From Other Countries / Cultures

is like in that country
Interacting with other gamers provided respondents with the
opportunity to learn more about other countries and cultures:
It’s a chance to find out how they live their lives e.g. I have
Norwegian, American, English and Swedish friends(met
through gaming) that all live completely differently, if
anything, it allows me to widen my view and knowledge of
the world
I found out more about other cultures and religions
The attitudes of some students were influenced negatively by
online gaming but these were in a minority:
 s some people from countries all over the world, just play
A
online games and nothing else which they take too seriously
It has made me wary of some cultures
	Unfortunately, it was not possible due to the survey method
and limited time available to elicit more detailed responses to
this question from students.
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Conclusions

The popularity of online gaming among young people, in
particular Multiplayer games, which can involve many players
in different locations throughout the world, has the potential to
influence players’ attitudes to people from other countries and
cultures.
The focus of this research was to study the gaming patterns among
Transition Year students and the possible impact of interactive
gaming on the attitudes of these young people to people from
other countries and cultures. While it is not possible, given the
small sample and the influence of other variables, to draw firm
conclusions on the impact of gaming on attitudes, there are
indications that interactive gaming has a positive influence on
the attitudes of young people to other countries.
Respondents who played interactive online games regularly were
more likely to have both personal and online friends from other
countries and cultures and to have favourable attitudes to people
from other countries and cultures. Although the percentage
differences were less than 15% when compared with respondents
in general, it is nevertheless positive and could provide a basis for
further research.
Further research should be considered that would examine:
• Other variables including young peoples’ interaction with
people from other countries/cultures; other hobbies and
interests; media, including social media usage and parental
and peer group attitudes
• Young peoples’ patterns of gaming over a period of time and
the impact on attitudes
• Patterns of gaming among different age groups, for example
young teenagers and those in the 15 - 17 and 18 - 21 age
groups
• Gender differences in gaming patterns. This research
revealed significant differences in gaming patterns between
boys and girls and with considerably fewer girls playing
online games and those that did tended to play less often
and tended to favour single player games and rarely engaged
in interaction with other gamers
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Online Gaming and Youth Cultural Perceptions

Academics and researchers are now beginning to focus on the
potential positive impacts of gaming on young people. The
potential of online gaming - which brings together gamers from
all over the world to interact, collaborate and cooperate with
each other - to change attitudes to, and stereotypes about, other
cultures that may exist among players, is one positive impact
that requires further research in order to be fully understood
and utilised by those working to ensure integration among
communities.
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