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  Abstract 

The success of “Mr Love: The Queen’s Choice”, a romance role-playing game pop-
ular among females, has carved out a new gaming market for girls in China. More 
broadly, it has also established women as a credible commercial player in the gam-
ing industry. According to Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT), online games 
provide a medium of communication between players and developers. This study 
explores how female players' needs and satisfaction are met by “Mr Love: The 
Queen’s Choice”, interpreting the audience's motives through UGT to gain a theo-
retically informed understanding of why female-oriented games thrive in a video 
game market where female players are usually scarce. The dissertation explores 
these motives by conducting in-depth interviews to gather data on how the game 
satisfies the needs of female players. Three in-depth interviews were conducted 
with female players of “Mr Love: The Queen’s Choice”, revealing themes of the 
game fulfilling emotional, stress-relief, and social needs. The players fulfilled their 
emotional desires and pursuit of love, met their social needs for intimacy through 
virtual interactions, and managed to relieve stress through recreational activities. 
Further to these needs, an external motive emerged within the globally connected 
community of fans. They affirm each other's loyalty to the game and encourage 
each other's commitment to continue playing. 
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1. Introduction 

In December 2017, Chinese video game company Papergames launched an otome game titled, “Mr Love: The 

Queen’s Choice”. Otome describes a genre of romance games designed for women, originating in Japan with the 

release of Angelique in 1994 (Kim, 2009). Since then, otome games have branched into a wide range of subgenres 

with diverse core gameplay—from rhythm-based games to visual novels (Andlauer, 2018; Ganzon, 2019; Lopez, 

2019). Otome games appeal to a female audience, often through game designs based on romantic interactions with 

male characters. Players are generally tasked with gaining the romantic affection of their favourite characters. Yet, 

these games lacked a sizeable Chinese audience for more than two decades after Angelique’s release. 

This changed in 2017 when the release of “Mr Love: Queen’s Choice” swept the Chinese video game market by 

an unprecedented route—capturing the fascination of China’s female mobile-gaming market, achieving a record-

breaking 7 million downloads within a month of its release (Yining, 2022). This marked a watershed moment for the 

viability of Chinese otome games, with the success of Papergames sparking a surge of mobile games in the genre, 

filling a gap in the Chinese market. 
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This Chinese market came to exist partly due to the dramatic transformations in China’s gender relations and sexual 

landscape since the country’s post-socialist reforms (Rofel, 2007; Ho et al., 2018). The steady growth of national 

incomes has given rise to a consumer culture absent from China’s communist era, creating “desire subjects” and 

“consumer citizens” (Rofel, 2007; Tian & Dong, 2011). In China’s newly consumer-driven economy, a flourishing 

sex industry catered to both men and, increasingly, women’s emerging market (Zhang & Hjorth, 2019; Tan & Shi, 

2021). “Boy's love” culture, producing romantic material by and for predominantly heterosexual women, disrupts 

heteronormativity by recognising women’s right to a “female gaze” on the male body (Liang, 2022). This normative 

change supported the broader expansion of China’s sexual economy, which directly supported the subsequent success 

of a Chinese otome game market. 

Slow growth in this market was evident from the early 2000s when unauthorised copies of Japanese otome games 

began to circulate among a Chinese female audience (Yang & Xu, 2017). Most of these early Japanese otome games 

were played on game consoles that were not widely available for a Chinese audience, and so the genre gained far less 

traction than more- accessible Japanese visual media like anime and manga (Kim, 2009; Ganzon, 2019). Naturally, 

this limitation eroded over the past decade with the development of new digital technologies and the proliferation of 

mobile devices and internet access—Chinese women no longer needed to acquire physical copies of otome games, 

or an expensive game console (Jenkins, 2006, pp. 5-6). The accessibility of digital media reshaped the relationships 

between the video game industry and Chinese markets and audiences. 

Simultaneously, this digital transformation has influenced the way consumers consume (Jenkins, 2006, pp. 5-6). 

Consumers are now able to switch seamlessly between media platforms, facilitating homegrown Chinese game de-

velopers’ creation of multimedia-enabled otome games across smartphones, computers, and consoles. As of 2021, 

the Chinese mobile-gaming market alone was worth US$45.2 billion and counted 730 million users (iResearch, 2022). 

This evinces how mobile-gaming has rapidly become a common, everyday form of entertainment in China. Likewise, 

a substantial portion of this market is female: 317 million women played mobile games in 2020, which accounted for 

46% of all Chinese gamers in that year and was predicted to increase by up to 10% in subsequent years (Yining, 

2022). Accordingly, games specifically targeting China’s female market presented a lucrative opportunity—an op-

portunity tapped by otome games. 

In mainland China, following the successful release of “Mr Love: The Queen’s Choice”, female gamers have 

garnered the attention of the industry’s developers and publishers. The Game Publishing Committee of the China 

Audio and Video Association reports that the quantity of Chinese handheld game users has grown consistently: the 

Chinese game market grew at a mean rate exceeding 17% between 2010 and 2017. During the same period, female 

players constituted the main increment of new handheld game users, with their share increasing from 24.8% to 49.4% 

between 2013 and 2016 (www.chyxx.com, 2018). 

Moreover, the vast majority of “Mr Love: The Queen’s Choice” players are women; and while many video game 

scholars argue women's purchasing power is inferior to men’s, the initial launch of otome games in China generated 

an estimated monthly revenue of US$200-300 million (Yining, 2022). This sum demonstrated female players’ will-

ingness to pay for gameplay elements like virtual heroes' birthdays, going so far as to purchase posters on buses or 

in shopping malls to celebrate. Female players’ influence and purchasing power here are extraordinary, with surveys 

indicating that women’s in-game purchases exceed men by 31%, and their playtime is 35% higher than male coun-

terparts (www.chyxx.com, 2018). This disparity underscores the surprising strength of women's purchasing power in 

online games, yet this is only surprising because game developers formerly failed to notice and appeal to women’s 

interests. As such, otome games provide a valuable opportunity for research by allowing us to understand this com-

mercially powerful female market and the qualities of games that successfully appealed to female players, such as 

“Mr Love: The Queen’s Choice”. 

Amid these rapid technological and commercial developments, audience research continues to hold a crucial po-

sition in mass communication. To support research from an audience-centric perspective, “uses and gratifications 

theory” (UGT) provides an invaluable theoretical framework. According to this theory, a medium exerts a strong 

effect when it satisfies the audience’s needs; and the higher the level of satisfaction, the stronger this effect will be 

(Ruggiero, 2000). This dissertation employs a qualitative analysis using in-depth interviews with three female Chi-

nese university students in the UK, approaching the subject from their audience's viewpoint. These interviews supply 

the analysis of female students’ motivations for playing otome games while studying abroad, interpreted theoretically 

in relation to “uses and gratifications”. 
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1.1 Aims 

The topic of this study is: “Exploring the motivations of Chinese female students in the UK who play “Mr Love: The 

Queen’s Choice”. It is answered to two research questions: 

1) What motivates female Chinese students to play otome games while studying abroad? 

2) What are the motivations for Long-term Play？ 

My approach to conducting the research is qualitative. I conducted three semi-structured interviews to gather in-

depth views and attitudes towards participants on the research questions. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Existing Research into Gaming Motivations 

Over the past two decades, numerous scholars have sought to interpret gamers’ motivations for playing video games. 

This scholarship often focused on how aspects of game design could support players’ intrinsic or self-determined 

motives, while another strand of literature investigated how video game design could motivate players to engage with 

instructional, educational materials so often considered boring (Bowman, 1982; Rieber, 1996; Prensky, 2001; Gee, 

2003; Dickey, 2006). In their respective studies, Bowman (1982), Provenzo (1991), and Rieber (1996) each uncov-

ered common game-design elements, including clear tasks and goals, enhanced feedback, and a progressively esca-

lating challenge. These studies revealed aspects of game design that encouraged gamers’ intrinsic motivations for 

playing. However, the games that supplied their analyses are now more than three decades old. Present-day game 

design is exceedingly more complex. For example, the Pac-Man franchise provides a ready comparison: recalling 

the original Pac-Man with its graphically simplistic two-dimensional maze, we now instead have Pac-Man titles with 

three-dimensional arenas for online multi-game environments populated by numerous player and non-player charac-

ters. However, the motivations for playing Pac-Man are not likely to explain the preferences of China’s female gam-

ers. Here, Dickey (2006) provides some guidance by researching the motivations for playing role-playing games and 

examining factors like character backgrounds, storylines, and task settings. In his article, Dickey (2006) argues that 

role-playing games allow players to learn about the game content while they play, which fosters the players’ intrinsic 

motivation for exploring new content. 

While a game’s content design serves as an external factor motivating players’ engagement, internal factors such 

as the desire for emotional support and the need to escape negative emotions also drive players to immerse themselves 

in games. Blasi et al. (2019) investigated this relationship between emotion-regulation issues, escapism, and partici-

pation in video games, drawing evidence from 390 players of the massively multiplayer online role-playing game 

“World of Warcraft”. Their research indicates that individuals prone to escapism utilise online gaming as a coping 

mechanism to regulate negative emotions. By immersing themselves in a video game’s world, players can temporarily 

escape real-life stresses and negativity and so improve their emotional and psychological well-being. Similarly, Esté-

vez (2017), Schimmenti and Passanisi (2017), and Villan (2018) argue that video games can serve as a tool for the 

psychological exploration of emotions, assisting gamers in their efforts to identify, articulate, and cope with their 

negative feelings. As a result, for those experiencing difficulties with emotion regulation, the video game environ-

ment can provide a cherished space for attempts to regulate emotions without facing adverse consequences. 

Moreover, parasocial interaction and social anxiety also hold significant roles in motivating players to continue 

gaming. Gong and Huang (2023) analysed data collected from 615 Chinese female gamers, demonstrating that play-

ers' interactions with game characters positively influenced their intention to keep playing. When gamers form ro-

mantic relationships with the game’s characters, they form parasocial interactions, which then exert a positive effect 

on sustained consumption of the game. The study also suggests that adolescents with social anxiety disorder experi-

enced significant discomfort and intentionally avoided social situations (Gong & Huang, 2023). The immersive world 

of a video game creates an online community for these players to interact with one another and also enables them to 

build friendly relationships with game characters. This form of parasocial interaction helps people with social anxiety 

disorder to find a comfortable online social circle as a substitute for real-life interaction. 

However, this interpretation is academically contentious. Certainly, some prior research supports the idea that 

socially anxious groups are more likely to engage in parasocial interactions with in-game characters (Giles, 2002, 

Rosaen & Dibble, 2015; de Bérail, Guillon, & Bungener, 2019). However, another strand of research contradicts this 

idea. For example, Rosengren et al. (1976) observed that adolescent television viewers did not use parasocial 
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interactions to substitute for real-life interactions. Furthermore, Rosaen and Dibble (2016) found that social anxiety 

did not directly influence parasocial relationships between media consumers and television characters. These scholars’ 

divergent findings are, however, partly a consequence of studying different cultural contexts, demographics, and 

media. 

2.2 Otome Game Player Research 

Academic literature on otome games specifically female games is scarce: With a notable exception in Kim's (2009) 

article on early otome games, most of the scholarly literature comprises analyses of individual games rather than the 

genre (Hasegawa, 2013; Lamerichs, 2014; Richards, 2015). Steinberg and Dit Alban (2018, pp. 289-304) describe 

the walking practices of otome in Japan. In a study of Uta no Prince-sama, Leticia Andlauer (2018) typifies otome 

games as romantic fantasy. Most studies on otome games have similarly noted the relationship between the genre and 

female players’ romantic ideals (Song & Fox, 2016). But further themes include the emotional labour invested by 

female players in otome games and the games’ varying narrative forms (Ganzon, 2017, 2019; Saito, 2021). Beyond 

these topics, there is very little literature on otome games. There is also a little discussion on women's fulfilment of 

emotional needs through gaming. Thus, female gamers remain an underappreciated research topic. Yet, female gam-

ers—unlike the routinely discussed male gamers—exhibit unique characteristics and experiences, and so the emo-

tional, psychological, and behavioural changes of female gamers deserve greater attention in social-scientific research 

(Andlauer, 2018). 

2.3 Theoretical Framework: Uses and Gratifications 

The “uses and gratifications theory” (UGT) serves as a prevalent framework for comprehending media engagement 

and consumption, and assists in examining consumers' motives for using a particular medium (Katz, Haas, & 

Gurevitch, 1973). Within this model, individuals perceive various problems and potential corresponding solutions. 

Based on these perceptions, people establish motivations for either seeking satisfaction or solving problems through 

media-consuming or non-media activities (Lucas & Sherry, 2004). Understanding the possible uses and gratifications 

of media can therefore help predict its uses and explain repeated use (Kaye & Johnson, 2002). Broadly, UGT research 

focuses on explaining both why individuals use media and what effects result from their use of that media, as opposed 

to researching the effects on passive audiences (Rosengren, 1974). Accordingly, for this present research, UGT pro-

vides an applicable framework for explaining people's motives to engage with a new medium—namely, women’s 

engagement with video games. 

2.4 Theoretical Framework: Application of Uses and Gratification Theory to Video Games 

The uses and gratifications paradigm offers a contemporary theoretical approach to researching new communication 

media (Ruggerio, 2000). As such, the framework is well-suited to the study of video games. Early UGT research 

focused on television uses and gratifications, which in turn was applied in early models to understand video games. 

For example, Selnow (1984) extended Greenberg’s (1974) television uses and gratifications scale by adding two 

dimensions to exploring the demand for and gratification of video games among individuals aged 10 to 24. Phillips 

et al. (1995) identified several uses for video games: passing time, procrastinating, making oneself happy, and simply 

for entertainment. Additionally, Griffiths (1991a, 1991b) typified video game addicts, proposing further uses and 

gratifications: arousal, social reward, skill testing, diversion, and stress reduction. 

Adopting a similar approach to Greenberg’s (1974) analysis of television uses and gratifications, Sherry and Lucas 

(2003) devised a comprehensive player-based video game uses and gratifications scale. Focus-group sessions and 

structured interviews revealed six main motivations for playing video games: Competition, being the best player; 

challenge, pushing oneself to beat the game; social interaction, using the game for social experiences with friends; 

diversion, passing time or alleviating boredom; fantasy, doing something inaccessible in real life; and excitement, 

playing for the thrill. Hamari (2018) researched the “augmented reality game” “Pokémon Go” to understand players’ 

motivations from an audience-based uses and gratifications perspective. The study explored various types of satis-

faction players derived from “Pokémon Go” and related this to players' intentions to continue playing and spending 

money. Based on a survey of more than 1,000 “Pokémon Go” players, the findings indicated that game enjoyment, 

outdoor activities, user-friendliness, challenge, and nostalgia were all positively correlated with repeated use. Bueno, 

Gallego, and Noyes (2020) also analysed the motives of Pokémon Go’s players, employing a structural model to 
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define mobile gaming, drawing on UGT, including eight components: Enjoyment, fantasy, escapism, social interac-

tion, social presence, achievement, self-presentation, and persistent intention. The model was assessed empirically, 

drawing on responses from 1,183 “Pokémon Go” users worldwide. The results confirmed almost all proposed factors 

had a positive effect on players’ intentions to continue playing Pokémon Go. These factors provide some speculation 

as to the underlying motivation for my research. In the subsequent findings, the analysis also focuses on the motiva-

tional factors explored in that study. 

2.5 Theoretical Framework: Interpersonal orientation theory based on UGT 

In developing the model of uses and gratifications, Rosengren (1974, pp. 269-286) posits that fundamental human 

needs, “epitomise the biological and psychological infrastructure that guides all human behaviour". That is, the model 

was rooted in Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy of five needs: physiological needs, security needs, belonging and love needs, 

self-esteem needs, and self-actualisation needs. "Fundamental interpersonal relations orientation” (FIRO) theory pro-

vides a supplementary framework here for understanding interpersonal interactions, relating especially to Maslow’s 

third need for belonging and love (Schutz, 1958). FIRO contends that individuals are oriented towards three inter-

personal needs: inclusion, affection, and control. The need for inclusion pertains to individuals’ desires to interact 

with others and belong to a community. The need for affection refers to the desired level of intimacy in relationships, 

sometimes conceived as the warmth or love experienced. Lastly, the need for control reflects the extent to which 

individuals seek to influence others’ behaviour. This model will be used in my research to apply the need for love 

attribution and love to the motivations of Chinese female university students playing otome games in the UK. 

2.6 Theoretical Framework: Media Convergence and Fans 

Media convergence has transformed the manner in which media is consumed. Fans of well-known television series 

may engage in online discussion, summarise plots, debate subtext, create original fan-stories, record fan soundtracks, 

make fan-films, and spread all such engagement globally over the internet (Jenkins, 2006). 

Academically, literature on fan culture concentrates on the ways in which fans take ownership of the text. For 

example, Jenkins (2013, p. 27) describes embodying the role of “others”, discussing fans from the standpoint of 

cultural marginalisation and social weakness. He positions fans in a tactical stance as opposing dominant ideologies. 

One method of fans’ expression is “text poaching”, by which fans “assert their mastery over mass-produced texts” 

(Jenkins, 2013, p. 27). Text poaching illustrates how fans exhibit their sense of belonging amid popular narratives, 

engaging with these narratives in a way asserting unique ownership—an active reading act that Michel de Seydoux 

describes as “poaching”, itself a ritualistic looting within the literary sanctuary where readers plunder whatever is 

useful to them. The reader “over-reads” limited textual material to create a new work imprinted with their own social 

experience. 

Although the notion of a “text poacher” has been crucial in shaping the literature of fan studies, it also implies a 

dichotomy that is widely criticised by academics. Hills (2014) notices how Jenkins’ rationale imposes a number of 

binaries: The binary of fan and academic, and the dichotomization of fans as producers versus mere consumers. Such 

a dichotomy perpetuates hierarchy and eradicates the “stigma of consumerism”, saving fans for a scholarship. Beyond 

this, the concept not only dichotomises good fans versus bad consumers, but moreover restricts analysis to textual 

comprehension and interpretation, leading to textuality’s under-theorisation (Hills, 2014). Nonetheless, Jenkins mod-

els these fans as social and cultural networks, emphasising their roles as interpretive communities opposing capitalist 

control of culture. This framework provided the foundational concept for my subsequent research on fan communities 

in otome games. 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

This dissertation explores the motivations of Chinese female students playing otome games, specifically “Mr Love: 

The Queen’s Choice”, while studying abroad in the UK. Otome games are a genre of visual novels characterised by 

a romantic theme and a female target audience. Further to the students’ motives, the dissertation explores how the 

cultural context of studying abroad impacted the students’ gaming experiences. This section outlines the qualitative 

interview methods for data analysis in this study. 
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3.2 Research Design 

The dissertation adopts a qualitative approach, drawing semi-structured interview methods for data collection and 

analysis. This methodology is suitable for gathering in-depth, personal experiences from participants, which can then 

be interpreted for a deeper understanding of the gamers’ motivations. Brennan (2002, p. 27) explains how interviews 

can, “expand our knowledge base, and other information may also help us understand other perspectives”. This state-

ment evinces the contribution of interview methods in this study; without the interviews, much of the information 

interpreted in the second half of this dissertation would have been inaccessible. 

The interviews were conducted with female Chinese students in the UK who have played Mr Love. Semi-structured 

interviews were employed because of their open-ended nature, allowing the interviewer to follow unplanned yet in-

depth questions to better understand the unfolding reasons behind the interviewees' responses (Schmidt, 2004). The 

interviews were divided into two parts: The first part focused on the student as a fan of otome games, their gaming 

poop in Mr Love and their manner of playing the games. The second part focused on differences between their 

experiences playing Mr Love in the UK and China, including the construction of a new gaming community while 

studying abroad. The interview questions were as follows: 

1) What was your initial motivation for playing “Mr Love: The Queen’s Choice”? 

2) On what platform did you discover the game? How often do you play? How long do you play each time? 

3) What do you hope to gain from playing? For example, do you expect emotional comfort? 

4) Have you ever spent money on the game? If so, on what did you mainly spend this money? 

3.3 Sampling and Setting 

The dissertation used purposive sampling to recruit its participants, which is a sampling method that selects partici-

pants based on their knowledge and experiences relevant to the research topic. Given the research group’s specific 

identity, participants were recruited through university interactive groups where Chinese students gather. After re-

ceiving ethics approval, I sought participants through the WhatsApp CMCI 2023 professional group and the Chinese 

social network Xiaohongshu. Luckily, two Chinese students were fans of Mr Love, and both had previously spent 

money on the game. I liaised with them directly, and one helped me to communicate with other interviewees in their 

fan club. Since I presented myself as another fan of otome games, I was welcomed in their community. This eased 

my interactions with the players, as they felt more at ease discussing their favourite otome games and their experience 

with studying abroad. 

In total, I conducted three in-depth interviews, all between March and May 2023. The following table lists some 

basic demographic information about each interviewee: 

Table 1. Basic demographic information of the interviewees 

Name Nationality Current Address Pronouns Occupations Age 

Yuki Chinese UK She/her Student 21 

Hayley Chinese UK She/her Student 21 

Jenny Chinese UK She/her Student 22 

 

Each interviewee is a Chinese female undergraduate student in the UK. Corresponding to UGT and the related 

interpersonal orientation theory, and by communicating with each interviewee in depth to understand their experi-

ences, the dissertation gained a deeper understanding of players’ motives with respect to satisfied needs. As so few 

interviewees were involved, they are of course not representative of a wider population. Their experiences do, how-

ever, offer insight into how these women engage with video game media while studying abroad. 

3.4 Data Collection 

Interviews were conducted according to the preferences of the participant, with options provided for in-person, tele-

phone, or video-conferencing. Informed consent was obtained from each participant prior to the interview, and each 

participant was assured of their collected responses’ confidentiality. The interviews were guided by a set of open-

ended questions designed to elicit detailed responses about participants' motivations for playing otome games. Among 



Yun Zhang 
 

 

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2024.05.038 1287 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science 

 

the three interviewees, two interviews were conducted in person and one interview was conducted online through 

video-conferencing software. All interviews were semi-structured, and their duration ranged from 30 to 40 minutes. 

Additionally, I allowed the participants to choose a degree of anonymity for their interviews. Yuki and Hayley opted 

to provide their real names for this study, whereas Jenny preferred to remain anonymous and was therefore assigned 

a pseudonym. This option was important insofar that some participants indicated their friends and family did not 

widely know they were interested in otome games, and they preferred to maintain the confidentiality of that infor-

mation. As all interviewees were native Chinese speakers, they were more comfortable speaking in Chinese than 

English, so each interview was conducted in Chinese. I have subsequently translated the interviews into English. 

While these interviews were designed around my semi-structured questions, some interviewees broke from the 

structure altogether during the interviews. These interviewees continued to discuss otome games they owned, speak-

ing freely about their favourite games and characters with enthusiasm—just as they would to a friend, showing off 

their game collection. I was happy to participate in the interaction, playing the role of a Mr Love and showing a 

strong interest in learning more about the game. Two interviewees brought their additional favourite otome games to 

these interviews, along with snacks marketed for the games, indicating a sense of camaraderie with the interviewees. 

3.5 Process of Data Analysis 

In the course of analysing qualitative research data, it is essential for the researcher to develop a more comprehensive 

conceptual understanding of the data (Gaskell, 2000; O'Connor & Joffe, 2020). For interview data, qualitative coding 

is an important aspect of measurement validity for these underlying concepts (Parameswaran et al., 2020). Prior to 

coding, the interview data should be transcribed, which is another important step toward data analysis (Parameswaran 

et al., 2020). Therefore, I transcribed the collected interview data prior to data analysis. Furthermore, the coding 

framework often serves as an analytical tool for categorising and organising raw data in qualitative analyses (Gaskell, 

2000; O'Connor & Joffe, 2020). This coding is a crucial step in structuring further qualitative analysis. After com-

pleting the coding process, the codes were grouped into themes: motivations for female Chinese students to play the 

otome game while studying in the UK, and motivations for the fan community to sustain play (Appendix II). 

To interpret the themed interview data, I use Braun and Clarke’s (2006) method of thematic analysis. As the goal 

of qualitative data analysis is to uncover patterns or themes in the data and to better understand the results, this makes 

thematic analysis especially suitable (Braun & Clarke 2006; Joy et al., 2013). Here, the thematic analysis was divided 

into six main steps to organise and present respondents’ narratives (Geleto, 2020). 

The first step entailed familiarisation with the data and transcribing verbal data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). I used a 

computer for note-taking to supply the initial coding analysis of collected interview data. This initial coding was then 

generated through the second phase, synthetically reviewing the interviews I recorded. Braun and Clarke (2006) 

describe a third stage of finding themes, which involves not only reviewing the initial codes but also discovering 

themes and sub-themes. Similar ideas were brought together to form overarching themes across interviews (Joy et 

al., 2013). Candidate themes were then reviewed, with all statements in the potential themes reviewed for consistency 

and soundness (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The fifth stage involved defining and naming these themes, and a final 

stage entailed analysing the comprehensive set of themes. Following a more in-depth examination of the findings, 

this section will be included in the academic report. 

3.6 Ethical Considerations 

Ethical codes in research offer guidance on which actions to undertake and which behaviours to avoid during the 

research process (Denscombe, 2014). The purpose of ethics in research is to safeguard participants and researchers 

alike, minimising harm and maintaining research integrity (Aluwihare-Samaranayake, 2012). The British Educational 

Research Association states that educational researchers adhere to an ethical code that respects all participants along-

side the researcher, who may be affected (BERA, 2018). This includes recognising that participants must provide 

informed consent prior to the start of the study, knowing that they can withdraw their consent at any time (BERA, 

2018). According to paragraphs 31 and 32 of BERA’s (2018) guidelines, researchers should reflect on any situations 

where participants disengage from the study for any reason or no reason. I therefore contacted alternative interviewers 

in advance. Furthermore, if participants are unable to continue participating, their data would be destroyed and would 

not be used in the study (BERA, 2018). 

The security and anonymity of participants’ data is also crucial, as researchers must respect the participants’ right 

to privacy (BERA, 2018). According to the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), participants have the right 
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to know how their personal data is being used and where it is stored. Additionally, researchers must ensure that 

personal data is stored securely (BERA, 2018). Following the guidance of the National Foundation for Educational 

Research, I used a computer network that was secured against viruses while recording the data, and I then encrypted 

the data for storage in a secure location. It was my responsibility to inform participants of the purpose and content of 

my study and to guarantee their personal data’s security and anonymity before commencing the interviews. Since 

there may be situations where participants provide answers they feel the research desires rather than expressing their 

genuine feelings, I therefore encouraged participants to express their genuine perspective to ensure the data’s relia-

bility. 

3.7 Conclusion 

Overall, this interview-based qualitative methodology will provide valuable insights into the motivations of female 

Chinese students for playing otome games abroad, specifically “Mr Love: Queen’s Choice”. By employing thematic 

analysis, the study captures the participants’ unique perspectives and contributes a deeper understanding of the cul-

tural factors influencing their engagement with otome games. The findings of the study will inform future research 

on the impact of cultural differences on women’s gaming experiences and the development of culturally sensitive 

gaming content. 

4. Findings and Discussion 

4.1 Research Question 1: 

What motivates female Chinese students to play otome games while studying abroad? 

4.1.1 Sense of loneliness and belonging 

The third level of Maslow’s “hierarchy of needs” relates to love and belonging, and single women are especially 

known for a yearning and expectation for beautiful, romantic love (Maslow, 1954). Satisfaction of the need for love 

and belonging fulfills female players’ emotional needs. In-depth interviews revealed that all three started playing Mr 

Love in the UK to fulfil a need for intimacy since having a partner would address their feelings of loneliness and 

provide them with a sense of belonging. Weiss (1981) describes loneliness as a severe form of distress caused by 

emotional or social isolation, often associated with negative emotional states like depression and anxiety (Rokach, 

1990). During the interviews, for example, Yuki stated: “every time I see couples interacting when I walk alone on 

the streets of London, I wonder if I had someone with me all the time." Likewise, Hayley added: “I often feel anxious 

and I can't find a way to deal with it. […] I have close family and friends in China, but I spend most of my time alone 

in the UK." Jenny’s interview revealed similar troubles with loneliness, recalling: 

“I would cry alone late at night for no apparent reason, and I really wanted to leave this place. […] It was 

hard enough being in a strange country; I just wanted to share my life with someone—every day, any-

where. […] I'm scared to make new friends with students. I just want to stay in my accommodation every 

day, but it's really lonely being isolated inside all the time.” 

In “Mr Love”, there are four male protagonists with four distinct personas aiming to suit a variety of romantic 

preferences among a female audience—whether one’s tastes are sunny and cheerful, mature and stable, responsible, 

perfectionist, and so on. Walter Lippmann's “mimetic environment” theory suggests that in mass communication 

environments, human behaviour relates variously to objective reality, symbolic reality, and subjective reality. “Mr 

Love” is also designed to simulate realistic love scenarios through phone calls, text messages, and WeChat messages, 

including a user-interface designed to resemble the interface of real-life phone calls and social networking sites. 

In addition, “Mr Love” connects “game time” with the real world, incorporating dates for major festival days, 

important real-life events, and important time points like character birthdays or player birthdays. Further to this, voice 

acting in “Mr Love” is also a key factor for sustaining player satisfaction: famous voice actors have lent their voices 

to the narrated storyline and to the supplementary "by your side" module, which allows players to hear voiced lines 

of the four male characters’ “good night” companionship, satisfying players’ further expectations of intimacy. Four 

famous voice actors were also enlisted for Mr Love’s four male leads, matching their voices with the characters’ 

personas, enhancing their charm for subsections of the female target audience. Beyond the main storyline, the male 

characters’ voices are audible in-game through romantic dating plots and for special occasions like the player's 
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birthday. This is joined by a module to hear male protagonists talking, making voiceover a core gameplay element 

that allows the player to indulge in male protagonists' charming voices. 

As uncovered during the interview process, Yuki mentioned that she, “opens the game every day for its daily tasks, 

and actively [plays] the game on holidays or on the heroes' birthdays because [she misses] them", recalling: “every 

time I listen to their voices, I feel like they are there with me”. Similarly, Jenny recounted how every time she turned 

on the game, she could see how much the hero cared for her, and that every message she sent received a serious reply, 

which elicited positive feelings of affection, as she remarked: “I fall asleep listening to their voices every night, which 

makes me feel safe, and sometimes I even talk to myself in response to their words.” This real love experience created 

by “Mr Love” convinces players to feel as though they are interacting with their male counterparts in real life, and 

accordingly satisfies female players' fantasies to provide a sense of genuine affection. 

This links easily with emotional needs to draw and sustain new players’ participation in the game. However, inter-

viewee Hayley reported that although she was attracted to the male characters in the game, who to some extent 

fulfilled her romantic fantasies, she was not personally attached to them, nor did she feel immersed in the pretense of 

their reality. Rather, she believed there is a clear distinction between real and virtual relationships, where the in-game 

heroes are not truly filling the gap of genuine interpersonal affection. As Hayley said: 

“I can experience a relationship that I can’t in reality, and the male characters are all over the place— 

whether it’s a domineering president or a handsome and cute star, or a dark and wise professor, or a sunny 

and healthy policeman. They fulfil all my fantasies about my ‘other half’, and the artwork is good, the 

voice acting is good, and the scenes are good, but they are still virtual characters, after all. These charac-

ters might be good not just for me, but for all players —he doesn’t belong to me exclusively. And there’s 

no such thing as a perfect ‘other half’ in reality.”  

All three of the interviewees’ responses echo FIRO’s theoretical expectations for emotional needs for inclusion, 

love, and control. Yet, Hayley’s divergence from the other two interviewees on this interpretation of affection may 

be explained by the fact that she is not single, whereas Yuki and Jenny were single. Due to Hayley’s existing rela-

tionship with her partner in a foreign country, her idealised sense of a romantic relationship is entertained through 

“Mr Love”, but she remains able to distinguish between virtual and real affection, gleaning the thrill of in-game 

romance without feeling personally attached to the game's virtual male protagonist. 

In contrast to Hayley, both Yuki and Jenny are single. Accordingly, their interviews are flush with romantic refer-

ences to “the happiness of having someone like you” and “the feeling of being pampered in a relationship”. 

The dependence on these virtual romances is partly explained by their emotional support—the feeling of having 

someone with you at all times. That is, “Mr Love” offers single women an experience akin to falling in love, fulfilling 

their fantasies of love with an idealised ‘man of their dreams’ and so relieving the negativity associated with loneli-

ness. For example, Yuki recounted how playing the game brought her solace, which redressed occasional loneliness 

in her loveless reality. Jenny, meanwhile, emphasised playing the game during festivals, like the Chinese New Year—

not widely celebrated in the UK—and on her birthday, with the virtual male characters ensuring she was not alone. 

Jenny also revealed: “My destiny is Bai Qi, a character who is very committed and determined to his beliefs. He's 

always blushing, he's cute, he's got a lot of talent, he can fly, and he's very secure. That’s very appealing to me. I also 

feel that I was very lucky to meet this character: Seeing him makes me relax from the bottom of my heart, and all 

those miseries—in front of this paper man—seem to gradually dissipate.” “Mr Love” has brought emotional comfort 

to single women, thus creating even more of a connection with online games. 

4.1.2 Stress relief 

According to Teng (2010), the psychological dimension of online gaming consists of stimulating the player through 

immersive challenges with rewards of stress relief and catharsis. The stressful and repetitive pace of everyday life 

causes many women to desperately seek relief from the stresses of school or work; relieving fatigue and stimulating 

their passion for life. Research into mobile gaming especially finds video games are able to cater specifically to 

female players’ preferences for time fragmentation and visual elements, like the romantic plot and character designs 

of otome games— an instant psychological hook for many female gamers (Wu, 2014). The game design of “Mr Love” 

brought its female players this psychological release, insofar as the game’s romantic element allows players to sim-

ulate the feeling of falling in love, creating a sense of happiness, and thus relieving their stress. According to Yuki’s 

interview data, the game characters were a reliable method of stress-relief, recalling: 
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"As the deadline for my final paper at school gets closer and closer, I feel really uninspired about my 

paper, and then I don't know why I feel so insecure, but I don't want to talk to my parents about my stress. 

When I talk to my parents about my dissertation, they just think I'm too vulnerable as a student. Lolo [the 

game's main character] is a light in my depressing, breathless life; maybe this big boy isn't omnipotent, 

but he gives me the hope and courage to face the future." 

Likewise, Hayley credited “Mr Love” with easing the pressure of her studies in particular: 

“I really feel that every time I turn on “Mr Love” when I'm writing my third-year thesis, it's the happiest 

time for me. I don't have the pressure of reading a lot of literature; I just relax, it spices up my boring life, 

and then I'm full of energy to face new tests. It's actually quite a good feeling.” 

Jenny concurs with both, more tersely noting that: “the main character acts like a pillar of strength when you are 

nervous—cheering you on during exams”. Consistently, the participants evinced how players use “Mr Love” as a 

remedy for anxiety in particular, and more fully as a means to relieve the stress induced by their studies. 

4.1.3 Interactive social psychology 

The primary developmental trajectory for otome games has shifted from a “lack of sexual needs” to “satisfying sexual 

needs”, marking a shift toward fulfilling women’s social needs. The superficial anonymity and instant gratification 

of online media allows players to relax and communicate socially in otherwise taboo communities. “Interaction”, 

here referring to the communication between the player and other player or non-player elements of the video game, 

is one of the most important aspects of the game’s design for considerations of social-need fulfilment (Csikszent-

mihalyi, 2020). 

Based on women's general tendency to give and receive greater emotional rewards than men, the emotional bond 

between female players and male game-characters tends to grow stronger than the inverse. ComScore (2010), a com-

pany that specialises in market research, published a study investigating women’s presence in the economy of the 

internet, finding that women spend 30% more time on social networks than their male counterparts and that women 

were more inclined than men to fulfil their social needs online. Through searches for the game's topics, the game and 

its communities gradually connected players together, energising the word-of-mouth spread of a game’s popularity 

through socialising. In the case of “Mr Love”, the fulfilment of social needs is a crucial consideration for the new-

user acquisition, and online socialising provides major support—over 37% of players were first recommended to the 

game by their friends (Lai, 2020). On social media platforms like Weibo, which is a popular hub for hot-topics and 

communication between strangers, women are generally more active and assertive in online conversations than men. 

Female members of online fan groups, which are the primary vehicles for topic creation and conversation marketing, 

comprise the majority of these groups’ populations. 

This elevated level of social interaction in online gaming communities can be explained with recourse to online 

interactions. For example, Choi and Kim’s (2004) study typifies two categories of interaction in online games: the 

first type describes users-system interactions, while the second type describes user-user interactions. The former 

interaction between users and systems concerns “personal interaction”, whereas the latter interaction between multi-

ple users concerns “social interaction”. Since online games are networked systems enabling numerous users to con-

gregate within virtual spaces, user-user social interactions are fundamental to a rewarding experience for the player 

(Churchill & Bly, 1999). Online games first need to provide a virtual space for communication where numerous 

people may congregate as graphical, visual characters. Through these digital characters, people locate one another in 

the virtual space and socialise, providing social interaction between users (Choi & Kim, 2004). Drawing on the in-

depth interviews, both Yuki and Hayley discussed how the game fulfilled their social needs. For example, Hayley 

described how the game appealed to her through a sense of pampering within the relationship, and by having many 

gaming friends with whom she could discuss the plot: “It's really nice to meet people with the same hobby in-game, 

and we've set up a group chat where we not only discuss the game's plot but also share details from our daily lives, 

just as any friends do." Reflecting similarly on the fulfilment of social needs, Jenny remarked: “I've made quite a few 

friends in the UK through gaming, and sometimes we arrange to meet offline if we all happen to be in the same city.” 

Theoretically, corresponding to UGT, the online dimension of “Mr Love” satisfies female players' need for social 

interaction through contact with a community of friends sharing their gaming experience. 
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4.2 Research Question 2: Motivations for Long-term Play 

4.2.1 Fan communities and fan loyalty 

The notion that fans play significant roles in the circulation and cultural production of their favoured material has 

gained traction broadly in anime media scholarship. McLelland’s (2014) concept of “dark energy and collaborative 

creativity” aptly describes the position and activities of numerous otome gamers beyond Japan. In conjunction with 

Jenkins' (2006) noted theorising around media convergence, McLelland writes of collaborative creativity as: “oper-

ating across media industries, linking official producers and unofficial fan productions” (McLelland, 2014, pp. 144-

150). This research into digital fandoms highlights the shift from users to communities that supply a framework 

where fans are key to the success of media products, as they are eager to broadcast their affinity for the material. 

Jenkins (2006) thus contends that media producers can cultivate greater loyalty and obedience from fans by involving 

them in the franchise’s survival, ensuring content aligns with fans’ interests, providing space for fans’ contributions, 

and acknowledging the best of fans’ contributions. Thus, a reciprocal relationship arises where fans are a willing 

source of free labour supporting the franchise’s survival, and in exchange, the company provides a grassroots channel 

for communication to shape the franchise’s future (Scott, 2009; De Kosnik, 2013; Chin et al., 2014). Consequently, 

fans gain participation and control over media content, and companies can deliver content that meets fans’ expecta-

tions, engendering greater loyalty among fans. 

Corresponding to the role of a dedicated fan, Jenny was the sole interviewee who continually spent money on their 

favourite characters through online purchases. Further, though, Jenny also organises the sale of game-related mer-

chandise relating to the game's characters, shipped to fans worldwide. As Jenny says: 

"My short video platform is now all about the people of Mr Love, and it's really impactful for me to watch 

the romantic love-stories made by fans. It's a feeling only we fans understand! […] My previous homoe-

rotic novels for two of the game's male leads have actually been extremely popular on the internet, with 

many gamers coming to me with private messages asking me to continue with the story. Sometimes I 

would also ask people in the fan group about their reveries and brainstorming for the novel, and all these 

became my inspiration and motivation to continue writing. […] Sometimes I'm so jealous when I see that 

the game officials will just use fan-created videos to stitch together! I hope that one day my videos will 

also be taken by the officials to promote them." 

Yuki, although she never produced fan videos or texts, broadly concurs: “When I was scrolling through the [game’s] 

official Twitter feed, I found it actually used fan-made music and integrated fan-made lyrics, which was a really 

heart-warming gesture." In this way, fans were granted participation and control over their favourite media’s content, 

providing them with immense satisfaction. Companies, in turn, could ensure they produce content that meets fans’ 

expectations, engendering greater fan loyalty. However, this approach may cause the game company to lose control 

over the design trajectory of its product, as such collaboration requires stepping out of one’s ‘comfort zone’. These 

reciprocal relationships are difficult to maintain due to concerns about losing creative control and due to varying 

timespans for media development and distribution (Jenkins, 2006). Just as developers worried they might lose control 

of their media product, so too did fans worry about their beloved media being over-controlled by companies with less 

passion for the content. 

Aside from this communal engagement with media content, fans of otome games seek immersive, romantic expe-

riences with digital characters. In these relationships, gamers often adopt language and practices borrowed from 

religion to blur the boundaries between the real and the virtual. This further increases solidarity among fans, who 

form alliances based on their shared admiration for particular game characters—rather like a family. From these 

networks, a larger fan base emerges with a shared identity that relates to a virtual character. In the world of female 

gaming, the adoration of in-game characters constitutes a major source of gratification (Ganzon, 2019). When inter-

acting with virtual lovers in games, players behave as if the animated characters can sense and respond to their ex-

citement. As a result, these fans fervently promote their favourite, revered character, ostensibly providing him with 

financial and emotional support. Regarding such behaviour, Patrick W. Galbraith (2017) observes the most devout 

female players will even faithfully follow their favourite characters “on tour"; that is, when animated films are 

screened, or when on-location panels are organised for distant conventions. The most dedicated fans also attend 

diverse game-related events, are sure to buy advance tickets for live-action shows, and collect any and all merchandise 

to demonstrate their commitment while contributing to the sustained success of the franchise. These rituals enable 
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fans to create a symbolic system of digital idols that transcends dimensional barriers. Although these rituals often 

contain some self-aware humour, they should not be understood merely as religious parody, but rather as a sincere 

performance of fans’ dedication that truly strengthens their community (Churchill & Bly, 1999; Giard, 2021). These 

fans share a common mode of worship, which requires contributions from all participants. Everyone must help to 

support their cherished character. The fan's duty lies in praising their character, cheering alongside other "worship-

pers" when celebrating his birthday, and collecting images of each character to jointly create shared memories. 

During her interview, Jenny mentioned how she and other players in the fan group kept the game popular by 

creating and sharing daily posts aiming to praise the game's characters. As Jenny explained: 

“Every time it comes to the game's update day, we're all very united on social media to follow, retweet, 

and comment to keep the game hot. […] I buy every time a new album comes out. Sometimes I have to 

buy a whole box of albums to help support my favourite idols. It might cost me a month of living expenses 

studying abroad, but it’s worthwhile when everyone participates.” 

However, Yuki and Hayley's responses challenge this zealous fan culture. As Yuki remarked: “Sometimes I’m 

amazed to see fans on the internet starting cussing battles with each other over game characters. I think they're too 

crazy about their love for game characters, and I don't relate to them." Likewise, Hayley expressed a similar sentiment 

to Yuki, distancing herself from the most fervent fans: 

"When I see some fans in the fanbase, who are also studying in the UK, and who spend their parents’ 

financial support on their virtual idols—I suddenly feel crazy identifying with them, as if I suddenly don't 

belong to the same community. […] It's like, being a fan means you have to spend a lot of money for 

your idols; and if I tell people that I don't buy their albums and peripherals, then other fans will exclude 

me, as though I’m not a true fan of “Mr Love” and don't deserve to join their social groups. I slowly 

stopped wanting to play the game.” 

To some extent, this fanaticism was able to reinforce some players’ commitment, as it built upon shared solidarity 

among the most devoted players. However, for the wider audience, the degree of costly commitment can seem plainly 

irrational—spending so much money on notional characters that do not require aid because they do not meaningfully 

exist in our world. 

5. Conclusion 

Since embarking upon a series of reforms to “open up” to the world, China’s entertainment and sexual economies 

have been markedly influenced by Japan's otome game culture. Women have reconsidered their appropriate right to 

exercise a “female gaze” upon the male body, manifested not least in the surge of popularity for otome games in 

China—many created by local developers. “Mr Love: Queen’s Choice” presents an important case as the seminal 

and most popular otome game in China, which pioneered unprecedented growth in Chinese female gaming. From 

this wider landscape of cultural change, this dissertation focused on the motivations of Chinese women playing these 

otome games. All respondents first conveyed how their desire to play otome games began while studying abroad, 

citing reasons of newfound loneliness and an uncertain sense of belonging—a social need requiring gratification. 

Secondly, they conveyed dealing with the immense pressure of university education, from which the games offered 

respite and the means for stress management. Lastly, they were motivated by a common desire to socialise; playing 

otome helped them to resolve their initial emotional struggles while studying abroad. Following these clarifications, 

the study assessed the students’ motives to continue playing the game beyond the satisfaction of their early emotional 

needs. Here, the motives centred around the influence of fan communities. Within this community, members collab-

orated to recreate game content and standardise their following, thus forming a pseudo-religious community of wor-

ship. These activities fostered unity and strengthened the sense of attachment between fans and game characters, 

sustaining their long-term loyalty. 

Through this study, I gained some experience in researching and analysing students' motivations for playing the 

otome game. In addition to the first time, I learned about the factors that make students consume the game consistently. 

This could be important in my future career in terms of audience development. As this was my first time conducting 

research, I was confused at first. But now I have gained a lot of experience. Although many students declined my 

invitation at first because the interviews took too long, I did not give up and eventually found three participants and 
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obtained useful information. In addition, my writing skills have improved as a result of analysing the process of this 

study and recording the interviews. My study also had some limitations. The main limitation of this study is that the 

sample size was too small. There were only three participants and their views were not representative. This reduced 

the credibility of my study. In addition, as only interviews were used, a more useful methodology should have been 

used. If I had the opportunity to conduct this study again, I would use a survey, such as a questionnaire with many 

students. This would have provided my study with the views of more participants. It would also make the findings of 

the study more credible and valid. In the future, it is recommended that further research could focus in more depth 

on the female gaming market, by surveying or interviewing a larger group of female gamers to gain more experience 

and results. 
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