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Intro

A. SLIDE — TITLE SCREEN

When video games were new, arcades seemed like a passport into the 21st century, bringing together people of all races and classes to get their hands on computer technology. Now, arcades seem more nostalgic than cutting-edge. As consoles and PCs offer immersive environments and social interaction online, game researchers have moved their attention from the off-screen world to the World of Warcraft.


B. These recent developments are of course worthy of study and indicative of the general direction taken by the game industry, but arcades still offer a glimpse into sometimes neglected ways of interacting with games. While prevailing theories of game enjoyment focus largely on the “flow” or “presence” experienced by the individual player, many people’s purpose in choosing to play games has more to do with what’s happening off the screen.


C. Today, I’ll talk about my own participant observation research, conducted over several months, at four arcades: 

City Arcade, a small arcade in a major Eastern city, near a university

Campus Arcade, a small arcade in a major Eastern city, but right on campus

Sports Bar Arcade, a large arcade, sports bar, go-kart track, batting cages, etc.

Strip Mall Arcade, a somewhat large arcade with laser tag, carnival-style games

D. My research in arcades revealed these environments to be active social spaces with physically involved participants, where off-screen elements of the gaming experience – including context, conversation, and the content and control of games themselves – remain quite relevant to understanding how and why people play.
Context

A. SLIDE — “SCHOOL AGE CHILDREN” SIGN

Let’s start by looking at how the physical context of play might influence who shows up in the first place and how environmental factors might encourage or discourage different modes of play. We can look at the atmosphere as a function of exogenous and endogenous, or internal and external, influences.

B. Exogenous factors suggested in earlier literature include time of day and weather, which I also observed. While these can affect the level of foot traffic, an exogenous factor like placement in a particular neighborhood can play a visible role in who attends in the first place. 

During the evenings, for example, and especially on weekends, City Arcade has few to no students visiting from the (predominantly white) university across the street, whereas Campus Arcade has a more diverse mix of students and non-students, young and (somewhat) older, and different ethnic backgrounds. 


C. Some influences upon arcade attendance fall somewhere in between exogenous and endogenous factors, such as in the policies imposed upon arcades and how they choose to follow them. Fewer kids visit during the day because they’re in school, but arcades also maintain their own policies on this. Some arcades also have to meet zoning restrictions. In my own city of residence of Philadelphia, zoning law group arcades along with drug paraphernalia stores, pawn shops, and strip clubs, as businesses that can have “a deleterious effect on the aesthetics and economics” of neighborhoods, even “become a focus of crime.”

The sign in this slide hangs in City Arcade; presumably locals aren’t as nervous about the comparably-sized Campus Arcade, even though it isn’t staffed, because its surroundings are more associated with the university than the urban neighborhood.
 

D. SLIDE — ARCADE EMPLOYEE FIXING MACHINE

There is also a variety of endogenous factors worth attention, like the furnishings or food the arcade makes available. Just to focus on the most important endogenous factors here, let’s consider how the physical properties of the arcade machines themselves influence the atmosphere of an arcade.

E. Functionality, for one, can be a big issue. Arcade games require a lot of upkeep. Someone at Campus Arcade once told me that people come from all over the state to use their Dance Dance Revolution machine because it’s kept in such good condition. I once came upon a brand new Tekken 5 machine at Sports Bar Arcade with 9 guys clustered around it, but only the most dedicated players could participate: the controls were already broken on the game, but the machine had ports for those who brought their own joysticks. 


F. SLIDE — DANCING GAME

The sights and sounds provided by games in play also have a significant effect on the atmosphere of arcades. I’ll not get too into the various genres of games you’ll find in arcades as much as I do in my paper, but it’s worth noting now that most arcades have a mixture of both digital games (as you’d expect) and more or less “analog” games, such as air hockey and Skee Ball. 

G. Between the noises made by digital games vying for attention, the sounds of plastic, wood, and metal clashing in the analog games, and the music that may be playing over it all, the arcade can often be a cacophony of sound. Even the game you’re playing might not be clearly audible. On a crowded weekend night, all of these sounds are competing with the voices of people chatting and cheering.


H. Games in play also offer a number of visual distractions and spectacles, even for those who aren’t playing. In addition to live competitions like air hockey and people shooting baskets against moving backboards, some digital games require physical involvement worthy of spectatorship by non-players. Mo-Cap Boxing sees players don giant gloves to punch and avoid the on-screen opponent. Dancing games like Dance Dance Revolution see players stepping on giant arrow buttons to match patterns on screen, and the game has flashing lights off-screen as well.
 

I. All of this audiovisual noise – plus the fact that arcade owners have a vested interest in keeping you from being rooted to any one spot for too long – adds up to a physical environment where “immersion” doesn’t necessarily account as well for what brings people out to play games. In such a context, other aspects of gaming need to account for game appeal. What does bring people out to the arcade, then?
Conversation

A. SLIDE — GUYS AROUND A MACHINE

As some research from the 80s and 90s suggests, people – especially teenagers – head to the arcade to socialize. As I mentioned earlier, different times of day bring different crowds, but sometimes you can see a broad range of visitors using an arcade all at once.


B. Some of these people are observers, spending much of their time watching others play. Some observers are just waiting for their own turn, but some are just happy to hang out, and so City Arcade has to hang a sign warning that “If you’re not playing, you’re not staying.” Campus Arcade, on the other hand, encourages these visitors, as its couches often seat people who are just there to watch (and maybe eat some lunch).


C. There are some solo players who come in to the arcade and actively isolate themselves from others, but these didn’t seem to be the majority of players in the arcades I visited. These players were usually more experienced or “hardcore” players, often coming in to play fighting games, Dance Dance Revolution, or pinball.


D. Most of the so-called “casual” players, on the other hand, tended to visit in private parties – small groups of people who avoid play with strangers and tend to use a lot of multiplayer games together. Most of the private parties I saw were either couples on dates, parents with children, or small groups of young women. 


E. I also witnessed a number of what I call scattered groups, or what one arcade employee referred to as “little communities.” These are groups of less cohesive and less exclusive clusters of strangers, acquaintances, and close friends mixed together, playing a particular game, usually fighting games and Dance Dance Revolution. A lot of the solo players I saw ended up passing through these scattered groups. These informal gatherings are a new source of friends for many regular gamers, according to players I talked to. 


F. SLIDE — PLAYERS AT FIGHTING GAMES

Simultaneously multiplayer games are the nexus of social interaction between strangers in arcades. Anybody can walk up and put a coin on a machine to mark his or her place in line, but people are very selective in where they put their coins. This goes for casual players in private parties and hardcore players in scattered groups alike.

G. The process of choosing who challenges whom may be the one area where theories of “flow” and immersion do seem to make some sense in explaining arcade play. The simplest explanation for this may be that players are looking for an optimal level of challenge to maintain their own enjoyment of a game: too great a challenge would be frustrating, so new players keep to private parties in part to avoid frustrating challenges; too small a challenge would be boring, so skilled players never challenge me to Tekken, which I am terrible at.

This may help explain why early arcades were hailed by academics and journalists as bastions of racial harmony: when it comes to gaming, skill level can be a much greater barrier to interaction than skin color.


H. SLIDE — CAMPUS ARCADE WITH SMALL GROUPS

And it’s important to stress that people are interacting here, even if much of the conversation revolves around games. There’s friendly trash talking, joking, chatting about the latest industry news, complaining about the death of the arcades, and so on. 

The games in an arcade provide a similar function to TVs showing sports in a bar, giving visitors something to talk about. And for men who don’t follow sports, in particular, arcades offer friendly competition and common interests for conversation. Home console and PC games allow for multiplayer interaction online, but arcades still offer face-to-face interaction with people that sometimes leads to time spent together in other venues (including, as some indicated to me, online). 


Content & Control

A. SLIDE — MOTORCYCLE GAME

Aside from the face-to-face factor, though, there are other reasons why someone might prefer to play games in an arcade. This brings us to the other area of off-screen interest relevant to arcades: the content and control of the games themselves.


B. Some players told me that they have multiple game consoles at home, but still like to come to the arcade to play other versions of games they already own. Among these more experienced players, the social interaction and competition of arcades seemed most important, but arcade hardware may also sometimes be preferable to home console hardware just because it can take a beating and see regular repairs. Some dancing game players mentioned to me that they prefer to play in arcades because they like the industrial-strength pads and the bar to lean on, for example. 

Plenty of other games feature controls that players couldn’t feasibly buy for home use, such as the motorcycle game shown here. Presumably you could play the same game with a controller rather than leaning on a replica motorcycle, but part of the novelty or fun is in the physical interaction with the game.


C. SLIDE — COUPLE AT SHOOTING GAME

Of course, plenty of arcade visitors aren’t really interested enough in video games that they would necessarily have game consoles at home or spend much time on the games frequented by the arcade regulars. How do these players choose which games to play, then?

There was a clear gender breakdown in who played which games in the arcades I visited, between the (predominantly male) players at the many joystick-and-buttons driven fighting games and the (largely, but not entirely female) players at the games with more physical, less abstract control schemes like Skee Ball, air hockey, and driving games.


D. Part of the reason for this breakdown could be the masculine associations with violent content, but I think this isn’t really sufficient explanation. Point-and-shoot games were, after all, popular among women, and especially couples on dates. 


E. SLIDE — GUY ALONE AT PINBALL

Assuming that women aren’t totally averse to violent games, then, I think it’s more relevant that, with the exception of Dance Dance Revolution players, there’s a high overlap between the female arcade visitors and the less experienced players. 

Personally, I think this has less to do with natural inclinations to certain play styles, or even the range of games available in arcades (as there’s a pretty wide range), but with broader cultural associations with gaming. 

The home gaming market more obviously targets male players, and video games are still thought of, to some extent, as a hobby for lonely, nerdy males.


F. There are two major ways that certain games get around these associations: with more intuitive controls and with content – visible from a distance, without even paying much attention to the on-screen narrative – that carries other cultural associations.


G. SLIDE — TEKKEN INSTRUCTIONS

Big, plastic controls in the shape of guns and steering wheels aren’t just useful for novelty. Just about anybody can point a gun at a screen, turn a steering wheel, or, for that matter, pick up an air hockey mallet, or roll a ball in the direction of a hole. Even with instructions handy, however, the fighting games popular with the regulars at arcades can seem like a foreign language. 

Games with more physical, less abstract means of control may seem more intuitive to new players, making the point of the game more obvious and seemingly sensible.


H. SLIDE — REDEMPTION GAME PRIZES

In addition, games with content reminiscent of other environments may seem more approachable to new players than games that seem to be for hardcore gamers only. 

Video game arcades are the descendent of the pool hall, the penny arcade, and the amusement park. The first two of these are historically male-dominated settings, but amusement parks have long been understood as female-friendly. 


I. What seemed to attract casual players and female players in particular, then, were the games that distanced themselves from the high-tech, hardcore gamer image associated with the medium, and instead suggested associations with an amusement park setting, with games reminiscent of shooting galleries and counters stocked with cheap prizes.  

The carnival-style approach is particularly apparent in Strip Mall Arcade, which has a separate room of games dispensing tickets for prizes. Mixed-gender groups of local teenagers visit on weekend nights to play together and chat.


J. Dance halls are another social context frequented by women more than men, which may help explain why Dance Dance Revolution has been so popular among women. 

DDR could have just as easily been a game about being a soldier stepping through an obstacle course, but content that’s not so traditionally masculine and militaristic may work better at drawing in people who say “I don’t play video games.” Taking advantage of this to draw in women in particular doesn’t mean making “feminine” games per se, but simply learning from other, less male-oriented traditions of gaming. 

Conclusion

A. SLIDE — CONCLUSION SCREEN

Even as I describe what arcades can teach us about the appeals of gaming, I need to acknowledge that arcades are certainly not a perfect business model, considering that many are closing. 


B. I personally hope that the arcade as an inexpensive, diversely-populated public space doesn’t disappear, though this venue’s future seems uncertain. Still, we can learn a lot from observing how people play in this context, particularly about how games can be designed to foster social interaction off-screen and to be more welcoming and accessible to diverse audiences.


C. Even as the console gaming industry still generally focuses on improving graphics and processing power, some manufacturers and developers are exploring other avenues. Notably, Nintendo opted to market heavily to women and families, and to make play control more physically involved rather than boosting graphics capability; the relatively inexpensive Wii has been fast outselling those most recently released by competitors.


D. None of this should imply that this is the only direction for the future of gaming. Immersive narratives and online worlds are still part of this future. To draw upon a wider audience, however – including those who haven’t traditionally invested hundreds in consoles, and those who still think of games as toys for geeky boys – it’s important to remember that game enjoyment isn’t always about what’s happening on the screen.
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