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Abstract. In recent years, much attention has been drawn to the burgeoning
market of older gamers. As such, a greater base of knowledge has been amassed
from studies that assess the characteristics of this active gamer population. Yet,
not much is known about today’s Middle-Aged Gamers, the next generation of
older gamers. Using grounded theory methodology and a life course perspective,
the interview responses of 56 gamers – 30 Older Gamers (age 60 to 77) and 26
Middle-Aged Gamers (age 43 to 59) – were coded and examined with an eye for
recognizing generational characteristics. This resulted in the identification of
three distinct themes: game preferences, platform used, and anticipated future
gameplay. The findings demonstrate that it cannot be assuming that the Middle-
Aged Gamers will, in time, be like today’s Older Gamers. Rather, they exhibit
qualities that will reshape scholars’ and game developers’ notions of gameplay
in old age.
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1 Introduction

Older persons playing digital games are not necessarily a new trend and the proportion
of older populations comprising of the gaming market has been increasing over the past
decade. The most recent publication of the Entertainment Software Association, Essen‐
tial Facts About the Computer and Game Industry, provided a demographic overview
of the gaming market and stated that 27 % of the market consisted of persons aged 50+
years [1]. Similarly, survey results from the Pew Research Center indicated the propor‐
tion of persons who play video games within respective age groups: age 30 to 49–58 %,
age 50 to 64–40 %, and age 65+–25 % [2].

In comparison to other select countries (e.g., United Kingdom and Belgium), the
United States hosts the largest percentage of persons between the age of 50 and 65 who
actively gameplay (72 % male, 72 % female) [3]. In addition, it was identified that this
age cohort plays more hours per week than their same-sex counterparts in the compared
countries (4.9 h male, 7.5 h female). When reviewing market reports and surveys that
focus on gamers within the United States and abroad, it is evident that digital gaming is
a popular activity for older populations.
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Although digital games have been commercially available for over 40 years, it has
not been until the about the last ten years, that research on digital game engagement
among older persons began to indicate signs of proliferation. This increased dramatically
since 2009 and has become a source of serious scholarly inquiry [4]. This growth even
spurred the formation of a special-interest organization that highlights and promotes the
value of gameplay among older populations – the Gerontoludic Society (http://
www.gerontoludicsociety.com/).

Consequently, knowledge pertaining to older adult engagement with digital games
has increased with the growth of research in this area. A portion of this includes the
exploration of characteristics of older adults who actively play games. Yet, despite these
strides, there is still a dearth of information that provides rich insight of this heteroge‐
neous population [5].

To compound this issue, such a need is more pronounced for game players who are
middle-aged – the next generation of older gamers. It cannot and must not be assumed
that the needs and preferences of today’s older gamer will be reflected among tomor‐
row’s. Indeed, that would be akin to comparing a 30-year-old in 1986 to a 30-year-old
in 2016, or a 70-year-old in 2016 to a 70-year-old in 2036. From a temporal standpoint,
these respective individuals would have been influenced by different life-shaping forces
that mold aspects of their identity. For examples of the interplay between temporal
influences and consecutive generations, see [6, 7].

This study proposes that it is critical to explore and compare the gaming character‐
istics of both demographics: Older Gamers and Middle-Aged Gamers. In doing so,
insight is gained in the identification of select gameplay qualities of Middle-Aged
Gamers. In turn, it is suggested that these characteristics may serve as indicators of their
future play in old age. To initiate discourse, this study reports findings that targeted the
following research question: How do the digital gaming characteristics of Middle-Aged
Gamers differ from Older Gamers?

2 Review of the Literature

Game player demographics have broadened from the traditional view of a gamer (i.e.,
tech-savvy “core gamer”) to include new audiences [8]. In fact, studies assessing Older
Gamers began as early as 1983 [9] and since then, have widely ranged in scope – from
using games to improve static and dynamic balance [10] to exploring the meaning of
digital gameplay [11]. When assessing such studies collectively, i.e., research focusing
on older adult engagement with digital games, they tend to fall into one of three cate‐
gories: design studies (e.g., [12]), effect studies (e.g., [13]), and audience studies (e.g.,
[14]). For an overview, see [5].

Audience studies offer scholars and game developers insight into the gaming char‐
acteristics of older gamers and the characteristics of the respective gamer. Yet, having
a thorough understanding of gamer demographics and user characteristics is not limited
to the development and design of games. It also lends to understanding the significance
and meaning of games as a valuable expression of the self. Nonetheless, there is an
imbalance with respect to the foci of older gamer audience studies, as there is a dearth
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of research that examines the underlying precursors – often originating in youth – that
foster gameplay in old age [15]. Rather, audience studies typically focus on the context
of older gamers and their gameplay by examining game-related aspects, including game
adoption and game preferences.

For example, it has been found that many of today’s older gamers began playing
digital games because a friend or family member introduced it - e.g., a spouse [16] or
adult child [17, 18]. Others began playing because they became aware of a game(s) that
was pre-installed on a platform that they interacted with regularly, such as a personal
TV [19] or computer that was used for work [16–18]. Another circumstance identified
within the literature relates to the health status of the older adult as a precursor. For
example, persons who are homebound or immobile due to an illness may adopt the digital
game as play activity [15, 17, 20].

Knowing how these gamers began playing is useful, but equally insightful is why
they continued playing. In other words, what motivated the older gamer? Research indi‐
cates a wide range of motivating factor that include, but are not limited to: a sense of
mastery [18], enjoyment of the game world [16], socialization [15], challenge [5], remi‐
niscence [15], and the game being reflective of a prior, non-digital hobby [15, 16, 18].

Although these studies provide a sturdy framework to build upon in understanding
the heterogeneous qualities of older gamers, there is minimal in-depth assessment of
Middle-Aged Gamers. Pearce [16] first explored this age group by surveying persons
age 40 to 65 (inclusion criteria) in 2006. Yet, those participants are now approximately
age 50 to 75. Thus, insight gleaned from this study cannot be assumed of today’s gamers
in their 40s – the first generation that is comprised of members who were young children
when first exposed to a digital game. In addition, little was found within the research
about how digital games were adopted by Middle-Aged persons in their childhood and
how this lifelong exposure may have influenced their current gameplay and has the
potential to shape future gameplay.

3 Methods

Prior to this study, there was no gerontology-based theory to examine the life and gaming
context of aging digital game players (i.e., middle to older age populations). Thus,
grounded theory methodology was employed [21–23]. This qualitative approach is
typically used in areas of inquiry that have minimal exploratory findings that provide a
theoretical framework, as was the case here.

In addition, this study used a life course lens. This means that a temporal perspective
was emphasized to examine the theme of “play” and “digital games” within the lives of
the participants. In particular, this highlights how age-graded trajectories may be influ‐
enced by individual life experiences [24, 25]. Within this historical context, a partici‐
pant’s introduction to and engagement with digital games over time can be assessed and
compared with others to identify themes.
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3.1 Participants

This study was originally designed to assess one age group – persons age 60+ who
currently play digital games. Yet, as the study proceeded, it was observed that some of
the younger aged persons within this participant pool (i.e., those who were in their
younger 60’s) provided responses that varied notably from their older counterparts. To
further explore this, measures were taken to recruit a second pool of participants –
persons between the age of 40 and 59 who currently play digital games. This resulted
in a total of 56 participants: 30 Older Gamers, Age 60 to 77 (19 females, 11 males) and
26 Middle-Age Gamers, Age 43 to 59 (16 females, 10 males). The participants were
recruited from suburban towns Virginia, Kentucky, and Ohio. The vast majority of the
participants identified as Caucasian and most attended college.

3.2 Inclusion Criteria and Recruitment

To be identified and recruited as an Older Gamer or Middle-Aged Gamer, the participant
had to (1) meet the age requirement, (2) currently play at least one hour of digital games
per week, and (3) self-report having at least a “fair” health status. To recruit participants,
a variety of methods were employed: snowball sampling, fliers posted within the
community, and ads placed within a local senior newsletter. Interested persons contacted
the primary investigator via email or office phone and were informed of the general aim
of the study, which was to be addressed via individual semi-structured interviews.

Once a candidate was screened and deemed eligible as a participant, a mutually
agreed upon time and location was decided for the interview. Meeting locations had to
afford privacy and were typically held at one of the following: a reserved room at the
local library, the primary investigator’s office, or the participant’s home.

3.3 Interview Guide

An interview guide was constructed as a tool to explore how the interviewee recalled
engaging in self-identified forms of play from early stages of life (i.e., childhood) to
current day. Specifically, questions targeted age-related stages [26]: childhood (up to
age 19), young adulthood (ages 20–39), middle adulthood (ages 40–59), and older
adulthood (ages 60 and above). This included inquiring about preferred forms of play
(including non-digital) at each stage, who he or she may have played with, circumstances
that hindered or promoted play, and the extent to which play was engage in and valued
at each stage of life.

To reduce bias, the participant was encouraged to construct and articulate their
personal notions of and engagement in “play” throughout their life course. By doing so,
an individual play timeline (or, play history) was created for each participant. If it did
not come about organically by the time current day play was discussed, the participant
was asked to describe how he or she was first introduced to digital games. This was
followed-up by a variety of questions that probed the participant’s individual gameplay
history, such as factors/circumstances that encouraged or hindered gameplay. And, for
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the purpose of this manuscript, this also included preferred games and platforms (from
a temporal perspective) and anticipated engagement with digital games in their future.

3.4 Analysis

Interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim. In addition, member
checking was employed; each participant was provided a transcript of their interview as
a means to verify accuracy and they were encouraged to express any additional infor‐
mation that may have come to mind. Following, transcripts were uploaded to a quali‐
tative software program, NVivo 9 and later updated to NVivo 10, to identify, categorize,
and compare emergent themes. Coding (i.e., open, axial, and selective) and the constant
comparative method were employed in this process to accomplish this [21–23].

4 Findings

A rich source of qualitative data resulted from interviewing the 56 participants and
although there were similarities among the participants, it was evident that there were
distinct differences between the youngest interviewees and the oldest. Although the
parameters of these two groups were age-based, there was no distinct age-based division
when it came to participant responses. For example, it was not unusual for some of the
participants in their early 60’s to provide responses that reflected those given by some
of participants in their late 50’s. Nonetheless, three particular themes that emerged from
an assessment of the two groups include digital game preferences, platforms used,
anticipated future play.

4.1 Digital Game Preferences

The majority of the Older Gamers showed a preference for playing card-based, puzzle,
and similar casual games. This was even more pronounced among the older participants
within this group. Games typically included Solitaire (and alternate versions of this card
game, e.g. Spider Solitaire), Free Cell (a card game), Words with Friends (a word game,
similar to the board game, Scrabble), and Bejeweled (a match-three game). It is note‐
worthy that for many of the participants, their preferred game was reflective of a non-
digital game that they played earlier in their life – i.e., childhood.

Rebecca, age 76 and averages 24.5 h of gameplay per week, shared that she regularly
plays Words with Friends as a means to socialize with her adult children and female
friends. Yet, it was discovered that she was first exposed to this type of game when she
was a young girl and has fond memories of it.

I remember growing up, that’s what I did with my dad. He and I played a lot of word games, a
lot of Scrabble. … My mother, she wasn’t into that kind of stuff, but we played a lot of word,
making words [games]. – Rebecca

Contrary, few of the Middle-Aged Gamers reported playing card-based and puzzle
games. Instead, there was an overall preference for casual games (like those enjoyed by
some of the Older Gamers), action/combat games (e.g., first-person shooter games), and
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narrative games. Randy, age 55 and averages 14 h of gameplay per week, expressed his
preference for first-person shooter games, which was typical among the men (and some
women) in his age group. Randy replied with the following when asked about his game
preferences.

First-person shooter games and any kind of strategies games. I still like them type of games. [I
like] strategy [games] because it’s competition against somebody else; first-person shooter
because you’re killing stuff. You’re going back to your childhood, playing Army or Cowboys
and Indians. – Randy

Again, this is an instance where current game preference seemed to originate in forms
of play that were explored in childhood. This demonstrates the significance of using a
life course perspective in game studies, as potential associations could be identified.
Although such a link could not be deciphered for every game currently played by the
adults, definite patterns or relationships were identified for most of the participants upon
comparison of their preferred play activities in childhood and young adulthood.

4.2 Platforms Used

Participants were asked which platform(s) they typically used to play their digital
game(s). The majority of the Older Gamers (18) responded that they primarily used a
desktop computer or laptop. Yet, there were some (7) who enjoyed tablets as their
primary platform, and most of these participants were in the younger range of this group
(i.e., younger 60s). A common advantage reported among the tablet users is that the
platform could be easily carried around the home and used while engaging in other
activities, such as watching TV or lounging in bed. Also, there were those who used
multiple platforms – typically a computer and tablet.

Only three of the Older Gamers (between age 63 and 65) reported using a smartphone
as their primary platform for gameplay. When other participants within this cohort were
asked why a smartphone was not used for gameplay, it was commonly expressed that
either a smartphone was not owned, they had minimal knowledge or desire to do, or it
interfered with the social use of their phone.

Todd, age 65 and averages 15 h of gameplay per week, enjoys playing Sudoku on
his computer. When asked if he tried playing on his smartphone, he responded with the
following.

I did for a while. I had a Sudoku downloaded on the phone then I took it off. I thought that it was
interfering with social interaction more than it should and I would tend to, I mean I’m bad enough
as it is, looking up news or things like that on my phone and I thought having a game on phone
would make that even worse. And so I deleted it. - Todd

Rodney, age 75 and averages 12.5 h of gameplay per week, indicated that he did not
own a cell phone and typically played on his desktop computer or laptop. It is worth
noting that he preferred playing on his desktop, as it afforded him to have better control
and manipulation of the game elements via use of the mouse. However, it is inconvenient
for him to access it because it is on the second floor of his home and, due to an old injury,
it is challenging for him to navigate the stares. Thus, he resorted to connecting a mouse
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to his laptop so that he could continue playing without worrying about the sensitivity of
the keypad. “Yeah, and it’s much easier to use than the pad [on the laptop].”

In comparison, it was found that the Middle-Aged Gamers typically played either
on a desktop computer or a smartphone. (All of the participants within this group indi‐
cated ownership of a smartphone.) There was a clear distinction between these two
platforms and upon further questioning, it was oftentimes attributed to the type of game.

For example, Mike (age 47 and averages 30 h of gameplay per week) plays online
first-person shooter games and told of how he occasionally updates his computer (e.g.
processors, large monitors) to accommodate his gameplay needs. Mike first began
playing Pong when he was 10 and was finally able to afford his own desktop computer
when he was in grad school.

…it was when I was in grad school that I finally bought my own PC for the first time ever. And
that’s when I got really serious in computer gaming. - Mike

Although Mike owns a smartphone, he continues to use his desktop computer
because a smartphone would be able to accommodate to his gameplaying. On the other
hand, smartphone use for gameplay was more common among the Middle-Aged Gamers
who preferred casual games, such as those that could be played through Facebook. It
was reported that the mobility of this platform was regarded as convenient, as the game
could be played nearly anywhere. Katy, age 51 and averages 2.5 h of gameplay per week,
shared that she once used to rely upon her computer for gameplay, but now uses her
smartphone as a primary platform. When asked about whether or not she still uses the
computer, she responded, “Not so much. Most of what I play now is either through
Facebook or on my iPhone.”

4.3 Anticipated Future Play

Overall, the Older Gamers did not express a notably strong desire that they must continue
playing digital games as they get older; meaning, they did not believe it would be a
priority in comparison to other matters, such as family. More so, some expressed concern
that they would not have the functional ability to continue, especially when considering
some of their current physical challenges. Suzanne, age 68 and averages 3 h a week,
expressed, “I already have a lot of arthritis in my fingers… Maybe when those computers
come out with the voice activated one, that might be a little easier for me in terms of the
challenges with my dexterity.”

Nonetheless, the majority of the Older Gamers shared that they wanted to continue
playing, especially for those who rely upon it as a mode for socialization, but they
recognized that their desire may wane at some point or they may become functionally
unable to continue. Trish, age 65 and averages 10.5 h of gameplay per week, enjoys
playing Words with Friends with her family members who live out of state and does not
intend to stop. “Well, it keeps me connected with them, because otherwise, they’re far
away. And it keeps us more positive.”

Contrary, the majority of the Middle-Aged adults shared that they anticipated playing
in the future, including in old age. This sentiment was most prominent among those who
have been playing since their youth, i.e., childhood and young adulthood. In this respect,
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gameplay is not perceived as a mere hobby, but a meaningful form of play that has been
integrated into their life.

Thus, it is noteworthy that the Middle-Aged Gamers expressed greater concern
pertaining to whether or not they would be able to continue gameplay in old age. This
stemmed from reports of ability-related issues that have become more noticeable with
age and have interfered to some extent with their gameplay. This was more common
among those Middle-Aged Gamers who play games that require skills that may be
influenced by age-related decline. Specifically, reports of declining visual acuity,
dexterity, fine motor skills, and response time surfaced among these gamers and have
even influenced some of them to alter their current form of play (e.g. make adjustments
within the game) or find a new game that is more accommodating.

Jeff, age 50 and averages 7 h of gameplay per week, began first began playing games
in arcades when he was a child and nowadays plays games on his computer. When asked
if he has noticed any age-related changes that affect his gameplay and if it will influence
his future play, he replied with the following.

Oh sure, hell yeah. I can already tell my reflexes are crap compared to my nephew who… plays
these games and he’s much quicker. I guess that you can tweak those games to give one person
a cheat or to compensate… but I don’t think that the game designers worry too much about that.

It is worth noting that participants within this age group, like Jeff, were children when
digital games became fixtures within many American homes (e.g., Atari). In addition,
these games were popular among teens and young adults. Although not every young
person at that time engaged in or continued to play digital games, it at least exposed
many to this form of play.

5 Discussion

The participants of this study expressed an abundance of information pertaining to the
history of their gameplay and aspects that allow one to glean insight into their intentions
for continuing to gameplay with age. The participants of the two age groups shared some
similarities, such as the influence of early childhood play on digital game preferences
as an adult. Yet, when assessing game engagement characteristics between the two, there
were differences that merit attention and further analysis and investigation.

In particular, findings from this study suggest that current game and platform pref‐
erences of the Middle-Aged Gamers will not likely change (i.e. be reflective of today’s
Older Gamer preferences) as they transition into older adulthood. For many of this
group’s members, this is bolstered by years of gameplay. In addition, participant
responses suggested that there is resistance to abandoning gameplay once they transition
into old age, but there is concern that game designers may not know how to accommodate
to this need.

Also, when considering Middle-Aged Gamers, presumptions about “typical” games
for this population merit examination. Based on the findings of this study, the game
genre landscape for this population will become increasingly diverse. Yet, this also
brings into question how games and platforms will change in the coming years as tech‐
nology advances exponentially. Although it is impossible to examine future
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technologies, researchers and game designers can be prepared to meet the gaming needs
for what may be one of the larger portions of the gaming market.

A clear distinction was also found between the older participants of the Older Gamers
and those Middle-Aged Gamers who expressed a strong desire to continue playing into
old age. One may hypothesize that Older Gamers, like Suzanne, may not anticipate
playing into later adulthood due to age-related declines that inhibit gameplay. For
example, it is likely to become too challenging for an adult with severe arthritis to
manipulate a game controller. Contrary, participants in this category shared that the
games they typically play are adequately compatible to their level of functional ability.
In other words, the older adult continues to play their digital game not only because it
may be reflective of a non-digital game that was enjoyed in their youth, but also because
it is accommodating to (or is not overly challenging to) their physical and mental capa‐
bility to engage in the game.

For example, it was previously stated that Solitaire is a popular digital card game
among many of the Older Gamers. As compared to games that are more popular among
the Middle-Aged Gamers (e.g. first-person shooters), Solitaire does not call upon a
player’s reaction time, fine motor control and acute accuracy – as was the case with
participants like Jeff.

With this in mind, researchers must further examine how age-related aspects may
hinder gameplay as the Middle-Aged Gamer transitions into older adulthood and
become Older Gamers. Specifically, this gives way to implications for game design, as
broader scale challenges are slated to arise when considering how player demographics
will shift. For example, those gamers who currently gameplay, and have been game‐
playing for years, will likely want to continue playing their traditional games in light of
a potential decline of age-related abilities. This means that the gaming industry will need
to become more familiar with how normative age-related declines can influence game‐
play. More importantly, they will need to consider not just the accommodations that
may need to be implemented, but how gaming in and of itself is valuable and meaningful
to the older game.

6 Conclusion

This study examined the characteristics of 56 gamers, ranging from age 43 to 77. In
particular, an assessment was provided of identified themes that highlighted differences
between the two age groups – Older Gamers and Middle-Aged Gamers. Like all quali‐
tative studies, it is subject to researcher bias even though measures were taken to reduce
them (e.g., member checking). In addition, this study would have benefited from having
participants that are more reflective of the demographic characteristics of the older adult
market.

Aging is not stagnant, but occurs along a continuum and is multidimensional. With
this in mind, it is critical for those who study or design for Older Gamers – including
potential Older Gamers – to not confine their thinking to socially constructed notions of
that generation alone. An adult gamer cannot, and should not, be characterized by his
or her age. Indeed, there are older adults who enjoy playing fast-paced action oriented
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digital games. Furthermore, the findings of this study suggest that in light of identified
age group differences, it cannot be assumed that the characteristics of the Middle-Aged
Gamers will change over time simply as a virtue of age.

This next generation of older gamers will be the first age cohort to have been exposed
to digital games throughout their entire life course, from childhood to older adulthood.
As such, it is important for researchers to consider how, in the future, this particular age
group has the potential to dramatically reshape current notions and understandings of
older adult digital gaming.
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