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Abstract  

The aim of this study was to investigate if there exists a prototypical example of the notion 
game in two cultures, Sweden and Minnesota, USA, and in that case, if it is the same or if 
possible similarities are greater within generations, regardless of nationality. 

A questionnaire asking informants to name, in their eyes, typical games was sent to 48 
Americans and 53 Swedes. The informants from each country were divided into age groups. 
The answers were analyzed and compared in different ways. Five out of six groups showed a 
great similarity in mentioning the game Monopoly as a typical game. Differences were also 
found. For example, sports were brought up to a higher degree in Minnesota than in Sweden, 
and the young groups differed from the other groups in the way that many respondents 
mentioned Computer games and Video games.  
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1. Introduction  

That all humans do not mean the same things with words and expressions is a well-known 

truth. We have probably all experienced situations where we have been completely 

misunderstood, even though we have used our every day vocabulary with fellow native 

speakers. It is surprising and fascinating to realize all possible interpretations and when it 

comes to inter-cultural communication it becomes even more complicated. 

In the linguistic field of semantics, researchers have shown the existence of prototypes in each 

category of notions, i.e. prototypical examples that most people think of when they hear a 

certain word. Those prototypes tend to differ from culture to culture and from time to time.             

My present situation as a Swede living temporarily in the USA has made it possible to 

compare meanings of words in two cultures, Sweden and Minnesota, and to try to find out if 

the prototype is the same for a given category in two countries so far apart geographically. 

 

2. Theoretical background  

This section is meant to introduce the discussion of semantic categorization, which has led to 

the coining of the notion of prototypical examples, or prototypes, which is a main feature in 

this investigation. 

 

2.1 Plato  

The meaning of language, semantics, has been discussed and studied for at least two thousand 

years. According to Frawley (1992:6), Plato, in his dialogue Cratylus, stated that the 

connotations for real world objects were given and existed in an ideal world that our souls 

could reach intuitively: ”[T]he word table  reflects its primal connection with the ideal form 

of ‘tableness’ to which it refers”. That is, the words reflect a “necessary connection”, and they 

are said to be iconic. This theory is called “The Direct View”. 

Frawley continues by saying that problems quickly surface with this view. Why, for instance, 

are there different languages if the words exist somewhere already? Even one and the same 

language evolves and words change over time. 
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2.2 Aristotle  

Aristotle disagreed with these ideas, too. His position, “The Indirect View”, contrasts with 

that of Plato. In his On Interpretation he suggests that “[t]he connection between signifier and 

signified is not necessary, but symbolic and unmotivated” (Frawley 1992:7).  This means, that 

the words that represent objects, notions etc. are almost always arbitrary. 

Aristotle also discussed categorization of entities, which is closely connected to the 

exploration of meaning and the understanding of words. His theory, called the Classical 

Approach, contains the following four statements (Taylor 1995: 23-24): 

1. categories are defined with the help of ‘necessary and sufficient features’ 

2. features are binary 

3. categories have clear boundaries 

4. all members of a category have equal status   

To illustrate these statements, we can use the word bachelor, as this word is a well-known 

example in the literature on semantics and categorization.  

1. Katz and Postal (1964) defined ‘bachelor’ with four semantic features: [human], [male], 

[adult], and [never married] (cf. Taylor 1995:30).1 Any failure to exhibit all four features 

excludes the entity from the category. For example, if the person referred to is a woman, 

[female], i.e. not male or [-male], the word is excluded from the entity of bachelors.  

2.  If features are binary, the entity can assume only one of the two possible values, e.g. 

[human] or [-human] = not human. 

3.  If categories have clear boundaries it will be easy to decide whether an entity is a member 

of a category or not, as in the case of ‘bachelor’. There are no ‘in-between forms’ like ‘kind of 

bachelors’. 

4. There are no bachelors that are more bachelors than others. All true members of this 

category have equal status. 

                                                
1 ”The elements in square brackets  /… / are called semantic components, or semantic primitives and this kind 
of analysis is often called componential analysis …” (Saeed 1997: 232). “Linguists have argued that these 
components help characterize semantic relations …” (Saeed 1997: 261). 
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2.3 Wittgenstein  

Over the years, linguists and cognitive psychologists have debated, tested and modified these 

classical theories. They found that categorization is much more complicated. The philosopher 

Ludwig Wittgenstein discussed the fact that quite often we find that all members of a category 

have not the same features and properties. Mostly, boundaries between different categories 

are fuzzy and indefinable. As an example he used the word game (Wittgenstein 1978: 31-33). 

He tried to find something that all games have in common, but failed to do so. On the 

contrary, the activities called games are in some cases very different from each other. In some 

games the idea of winning and losing is a central part, but there are many games where no 

competition is involved. Some games are played on a table with specific tools or items, some 

are physical activities. Some are played in teams and some are individual, sometimes even 

played in solitude. Some games have well-known rules, but a child’s game has not. Still, they 

are all recognized as games. Wittgenstein used the expression “family resemblances” to 

characterize these connections, i.e. what is equal to “a complicated network of similarities 

overlapping and criss-crossing” (Goddard 1998:14). Members of a family show a varying 

amount of resemblances. Some are alike in certain ways and some in other ways, but one 

individual rarely exhibit all features. Wittgenstein implies that we learn to distinguish what 

belongs to a category from other persons through our life. 

 

2.4 Prototypes 

The discussion of such semantic relationships does not stop here, however. In a category, or a 

“family”, some members obviously showed a greater amount of the family features than 

others, and therefore could be seen as more central and typical members. In some cases it can 

be difficult to decide if an object really belongs to a certain category or if it should rather be 

considered as something else. Goddard (1998: 226) describes how Labov made experiments 

to study how different individuals classified 19 line drawings of household receptacles that 

were shown to them. Were they cups, mugs, bowls, or vases? Some drawings were considered 

to show cups by practically everyone, while opinions differed greatly about some of the 

pictures. Evidently, the boundaries between cup and mug, for instance, are fuzzy. Frawley 

writes: 
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 “The insight behind fuzziness indicates that categories have vague boundaries  
and are internally organized from central focal values, the prototype (Rosch 1973, 
1975), to less focal instances and fringe values /…/ a category may be said to have  
a degree of inclusiveness” (Frawley 1992:30) 
 
“The extreme version of similarity is identity; the extreme version of difference is 
exclusion or nonidentity” (Frawley 1992: 52) 
 

The members of a category are thus placed on a continuum between the extremes. The most 

central entity is called a prototype in the works of Rosch (1973, 1975). The prototype in a 

category is found by asking subjects to judge whether a certain entity is typical for a category 

or not. Rosch made an investigation among American college students to find the prototype 

for the category furniture (e.g. Taylor 1995:43). The results showed that chair and sofa 

ranked the highest and that there were high degrees of agreement between different groups, 

though not to a 100%. The same kind of investigation was made for other categories and 

showed similar agreement. 

The prototypes are mental representations existing in our minds, and Rosch emphasized that 

they depend on personal and cultural differences “coded by the language of that culture at a 

particular point in time” (Rosch 1987:28). The importance of the context is also mentioned. If 

a context is not specified in an experiment, people contribute their own context.  

In fact, it can even be shown that there exist prototype members in categories where 

scientifically there should not be any prototypes at all. Taylor (1995:68-69) reports on a study 

by Armstrong et al (1983) where informants were asked to choose among a series of odd 

numbers which was the best example of an odd number, which mathematically speaking is 

impossible as all odd numbers are equally odd. The results, however, showed that the number 

3 was considered to be more odd than other odd numbers. This gives an indication that it can 

be relevant to speak about “expert categories” and “folk categories” (Taylor 1995:72). Folk 

categories are grounded on every day use and the way people normally use a word, while 

expert categories exist among professionals and deal with boundaries that are well defined 

and meaningful in a particular field. 

Thinking of Rosch’s statement that prototypes can differ from culture to culture (Rosch 

1987:28) made me interested in investigating whether two seemingly very similar cultures 

share the same prototypical meanings for a certain notion. No other such study was found in 

the research for this project. 
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3. Aim  

The primary aim of this essay is to compare two cultures, Sweden and Minnesota, USA, in 

the aspect whether or not there exists a central and typical example for the category of games 

(spel in Swedish). I also hope to find out if possible similarities are greater within one country 

compared to the other, or within generations regardless of nationality. In addition, it would be 

interesting to analyze why the respondents answer as they do, all in order to identify further 

factors of relevance in this context. 

 

4. Method and material  

This investigation was carried out in three parts. The first step was to do a literature study 

trying to find similar studies. The aim was to be able to refer to those and perhaps even to 

repeat one of them. Secondly, a survey was sent to informants in the two countries and, 

finally, the answers were analyzed. 

 

4.1 Choice of word/concept 

In order to ask respondents in two countries with two different native languages to associate 

to a certain concept, clearly you must choose something that is equally familiar to both 

groups. My intention was to find a notion that is not too abstract and not too intimidating but 

still could show cultural differences as well as differences between generations. When reading 

Wittgenstein’s discussion about the impossibility to define the category game, I decided to 

investigate if there is a notion of a prototypical game in my two groups. Finding a word 

representing a category, that, when translated into another language, will have exactly the 

same boundaries is difficult, but the differences can be specified and discussed.  

 

4.2 Questionnaire  

The main idea was to ask the informants what game they first thought of, spontaneously, 

when they heard the words game and spel respectively. In order to make their association 

uninfluenced, this method differs from that of Rosch et al in that there are no examples of 

games given to choose from. A short questionnaire consisting of three questions was 

produced (cf. Appendix 1). This investigation is thus to a great extent quantitative. For the 
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Swedish version the translation is held as close as possible to the English one (cf. Appendix 

2). 

Question 1. When you hear the word GAME, which game do you think of first as, in 
your eyes, a typical game? (Think of pastime activities, NOT hunted animals.) 

This question was meant to identify the informants’ first and quickest choice of game. As 

game is an ambiguous notion in English, an instruction not to consider game as hunted 

animals was added. The Swedish word spel is also ambiguous. Besides game, it can also 

mean a mechanical device for lifting or dragging objects, so an instruction to avoid 

misunderstandings was added in the Swedish version as well.  

Question 2. Please mention five other games that you find central and typical in the 
category of games. (Ranking is NOT needed.) 

This question was included in order to enlarge the material to make meaningful statistics on 

what games were considered to be typical games, even though it is a small investigation. 

Question 3. Why do you think that you answered the way you did in question no.1? (A 
guess is better than no answer at all.) 

The importance of the context when a person makes an association was mentioned by Rosch 

(1978:42). This question was an attempt to find out what context each informant seemed to be 

thinking of. 

 

4.3 Informants and ethics 

To be able to do the investigation in a short time, in a country where I do not live (Sweden) 

and to make conditions as equal as possible in both countries, I decided to use e-mailing. 

However, in the older generation not everyone uses e-mail, which made me use the telephone 

in some cases and interview all the older Americans face to face. 

I chose to ask respondents that I am acquainted with for reasons such as speed and probability 

of having many answers. 

The objective was to have a good age spread. 48 Americans (ages 11 – 82) and 53 Swedes 

(ages 8 to 87) were asked to answer the three questions in the questionnaire. These groups 

were divided into three sub-groups according to age, henceforth to be named as follows: 
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Young Americans (YA):     age under 26  12 respondents 
Young Swedes (YS):          age under 26  13 resp. 
Middle Americans (MA):   age 26 – 69  17 resp. 
Middle Swedes (MS):         age 26 – 69  18 resp. 
Old Americans (OA):         age over 70    8 resp. 
Old Swedes (OS):               age over 70  10 resp. 

The numbers of respondents differ from group to group due to difficulties in finding enough 

old participants, and to number of answers in each group.  

The informants could not answer anonymously as I know who sent the answers, but 

information about the fact that no names were to appear in the essay was included in the 

introduction to the questionnaire. In addition, the neutral notion game was intentionally 

chosen not to intimidate anyone. 

The participation in the study was voluntary, but the fact that the informants know me 

personally could obviously have put more pressure on them to answer, even if they would 

rather not. Still, the survey was short, not on private matters and easy to answer, so it should 

not have been unethical. 

 

4.4 Analysis  

The answers were analyzed in several ways. The procedure included comparison of answers 

from all Swedes to answers from all Americans, comparison of answers from all six groups to 

each other, as well as comparison of answers from the three generations to each other. Tables 

and graphs were produced to visualize the results. 

 

5. Results and discussion  

In this section, the results of the present study will be displayed, using mainly tables and 

graphs accompanied by comments and explanations. The tables will show both the number of 

votes and corresponding percentages in order to compare the groups. One must bear in mind, 

though, that some groups are very small, which means that one single informant can 

sometimes represent as much as 12.5%. Percentages do not always add up to 100, due to 

either avoidance of decimals, or not putting all games in the graph as there were too many. 
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Sent to 48 Americans and 53 Swedes, the questionnaires were answered by 37 Americans 

(77%) and 41 Swedes (77%). As already noted, both groups were divided into three sub-

groups. 

Each of the three questions will be dealt with in separate sub-sections, where they will be 

analyzed in different ways and discussed in order to find plausible interpretations.  

  

5.1 Question 1 

The first question in the questionnaire was: “When you hear the word game, which game do 

you think of first as, in your eyes, a typical game?” We will now look at the answers analyzed 

in two ways, first comparing all Americans to all Swedes in the study, and then comparing 

each of the six groups to each other. 

 

5.1.1 Answers from all Americans and all Swedes  

Table 1 gives an overview of all the answers from the respondents, Americans as well as 

Swedes. Some answers are assembled under one title, such as Betting and gambling, 

including answers such as betting on various sports, casino and lotteries, and Other board 

games, including for instance backgammon, checkers and scrabble. This was a convenient 

measure, particularly in the latter group, as no less than ten different board games were 

mentioned. 
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Table 1. Answers to Question 1 by American and Swedish informants, respectively 

Question 1, all Americans   Question 1, all Swedes  

Game 

Number 

of votes Percentages  Game 

Number 

of votes Percentages 

Monopoly 9 25%  Monopoly 12 29% 

Other board games 5 14%  Betting and gambling 8 20% 

Card games 4 11%  Other board games 8 20% 

American football 3 8%  Soccer 3 7% 

Baseball 3 8%  Video games 3 7% 

Soccer 3 8%  Computer games 2 5% 

Basketball 2 5%  Bridge 2 5% 

Playground games 2 5%  Yatzee 2 5% 

Bridge 2 5%  Hockey 1 3% 

Computer games 1 3%        

Video games 1 3%        

Softball 1 3%        

Flirting 1 3%        

 

In both countries Monopoly was the game that about a fourth of the respondents thought of 

first and therefore ranked the highest (25% and 29% respectively). Among the Swedish 

informants, this game was followed by Betting and gambling and Other board games (20% in 

both cases) and Soccer2 and Video games, both in third place. Among the American 

informants, Monopoly was followed by Other board games (14%), Card games (11%) and 

American football, Soccer and Baseball (all three 8%). 

Interestingly enough, a fifth of the Swedes answered Betting and gambling compared to none 

of the Americans. This caused me to ask seven Americans a follow-up question to clarify 

whether, according to them, betting and gambling belong in the category of games. They all 

admitted that they actually do, but none of them had thought of such activities as typical 

games. In Minnesota, practically all kinds of gambling were prohibited between 1945 and 

1981. During the 1980’s some options were legalized, but still the possibilities are limited 

(http://www.leg.state.mn.us/LRL/Issues/gambling.asp). It is difficult to say, though, whether 

or not this is the reason for the American answers in this respect. 

                                                
2 Soccer is the American word for the kind of football that is mostly played in Europe. American football is an 
entirely different game. 
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Among the Americans, 5 % of the informants’ first thought was a playground game. This is 

not possible in Sweden, as this is not a sub-category of the Swedish notion spel (game), and 

the explanation is thus linguistic. 

If we look at all sports as a group, we see that such games were mentioned by 12 Americans 

(32%) compared to 4 Swedes (10%). 

 

5.1.2 Each group separately 

If we now turn to studying each of the six groups separately, tables 2 - 4 show that we find 

Monopoly in a high position in all groups except for OA, where it is nevertheless mentioned, 

even though it is such a small group. Computer games are only mentioned in the young 

groups. Video games occur here, too, but are also mentioned once in MS. 

The top ranked game Monopoly was patented in 1935 in the USA and introduced worldwide 

in the years that followed. It is now translated into 26 languages, and is sold in 80 countries 

(http://www.monopolycity.com/ac_monopoly_history.html). Obviously, this is a very popular 

game, as we find it represented among top picks in all age groups in this study. It is hard to 

say whether this is due to impressive marketing or the fact that it is a well-designed game. 

If we now look specifically at the old groups, the following figures evolve. 

Table 2. Answers to Question 1, older groups separately 

Question 1, OA    Question 1, OS   

Game 

Number 

of votes Percentages  Game 

Number 

of votes Percentages 

American football 2 25%  Monopoly 3 30% 

Bridge 2 25%  Betting and gambling 3 30% 

Baseball 1 13%  Bridge 2 20% 

Card games 1 13%  Fia (like Parcheesi) 2 20% 

Monopoly 1 13%        

Soccer 1 13%        

 

A similarity between the old groups is that we find the game Bridge in both of them but in 

none of the other groups. Bridge obviously has not survived as a popular game to the same 

extent that Monopoly has. The main differences are the mentioning of sports in OA and of 
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Betting and gambling in OS. These differences are also seen in the middle groups, MA and 

MS, as shown in Table 3. 

 

Table 3. Answers to Question 1, middle groups separately 

Question 1, MA    Question 1, MS   

Game 

Number 

of votes Percentages  Game 

Number 

of votes Percentages 

Monopoly 6 35%  Monopoly 6 33% 

Other board games 3 18%  Betting and gambling 5 27% 

Baseball 2 12%  Other board games 4 22% 

Card games 2 12%  Soccer 1 6% 

American football 1 6%  Video games 1 6% 

Basketball 1 6%  Yatzee 1 6% 

Hopscotch 1 6%        

Soccer 1 6%        

 

In the middle groups, we find the highest percentages for Monopoly. Other board games are 
also highly represented. 

 

Table 4. Answers to Question 1, young groups separately 

Question 1, YA    Question 1, YS    

Game 

Number 

of votes Percentages  Game 

Number 

of votes Percentages  

Monopoly 2 17%  Monopoly 3 23%  

Other board games 2 17%  Computer games 2 15%  

Basketball 1 8%  Other board games 2 15%  

Computer games 1 8%  Video games 2 15%  

Playground games 1 8%  Soccer 2 15%  

Poker 1 8%  Hockey 1 8%  

Soccer 1 8%  Yatzee 1 8%  

Softball 1 8%         

Video games 1 8%         

Flirting 1 8%         

 

As in the middle groups, Monopoly and Other board games are found at the top of the ranking 

in the young groups as well. Not very surprisingly, Computer games and video games occur 

in both YA and YS, as shown in Table 4, since these types of games seem to be played mostly 

by the young, though less in YA. This group has mentioned sports to a higher extent than the 
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Swedish young informants. In YA we also find one person who said poker, though in this 

case it was emphasized that it was not for money, which means that we cannot include it in 

Betting and gambling.  

 

5.2 Questions 1and 2 together 

In order to get a larger material, all informants were asked to mention another five games, 

which they consider as typical games. Most respondents did as requested, even though some 

of them only mentioned three or four games. All in all, both the American and the Swedish 

group suggested around 60 games each in 203 and 206 answers, respectively. Below, we will 

look at all games mentioned in Question 1 and Question 2 together, and compare the groups 

of respondents to each other. 

 

Table 5. Answers to Question 1 and 2, all participants, each country separately. 

Question 1 + 2, all Americans   Question 1 + 2, all Swedes   

Game 

Number 

of votes Percentages  Games 

Number 

of votes Percentages 

Card games 25 12%  Monopoly 23 11% 

Monopoly 17 8.5  Card games 21 10% 

Playground games 16 8%  Betting and gambling 14 7% 

American football 15 8%  Computer games 12 6% 

Baseball 14 7%  Chess 10 5% 

Soccer 9 5%  Fia (Parcheesi) 10 5% 

Tennis 8 5%  Video games 10 5% 

Hockey 6 3%  Backgammon 9 5% 

Golf 5 3%  Soccer 9 5% 

       Yatzee 7 3% 

Other board games  

(20 diff.) 29 14%  

Other board games 

 (17 diff.) 25 12% 

Other games (24 diff.) 76 23%  Other games (28 diff.) 56 27% 

 

As the two top games in both groups, we find Monopoly and Card games. In the Swedish 

group, Betting and gambling is found in third place followed by Computer games and Video 

games. In the American group Playground games is number three followed by American 

football, Baseball, Basketball, Soccer, Tennis, Hockey and Golf. This can be compared to the 

Swedish group, where Soccer is the only sport occurring in these high rankings, though, in 
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fact,  the group of Other games  mentioned by the Swedish informants includes 11 sports, if 

we consider croquet and other lawn games as sports. 

 

5.2.2 Comparison of answers from each group separately 

In the following graphs (1-3), the top picks in each of the six groups are displayed. Notably, 

Monopoly is found as number one or number two in all groups except in OA. Betting and 

gambling is brought up in each of the three Swedish age groups, but, as mentioned earlier, by 

no American. In all the American groups sports are among the top picks, particularly 

American football, Baseball and Basketball, in contrast with the Swedish groups, where no 

sport is ranked this high. The explanation to this difference is obviously not a linguistic one, 

as Swedish respondents actually brought up sports as well. We have to presume that it is a 

cultural difference, and that does not seem farfetched, as sports are very popular in the USA, 

both to watch and to perform, and participation is much encouraged in schools. 

In this connection, it is interesting to note, that there is a striking difference in the mentioning 

of sports, both between countries and between male and female informants. In Sweden 10% 

of the women’s suggestions for typical games were sports, compared to 24% of the men’s 

suggestions. In America the corresponding figures were 30% for women and 58% for men. 

 

Graph 1. Answers to Question 1 and 2, older groups 

 

 In this expanded material, Card games appear within the four most common answers in both 

the old groups and the middle groups, as shown in Graph 1 and 2. The majority of the 

respondents answered just ‘card games’ and only a few named particular games, such as ‘500’ 

or others. A deck of cards is easy to carry with you, relatively inexpensive and can be played 
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in various ways by all ages practically anywhere. Thus, it is understandably a popular 

distraction. 

 

Graph 2. Answers to Question 1 and 2, middle groups 

 

A difference between the American and the Swedish middle group is that the Swedish 

informants, MS, mentioned Computer games to such an extent that it occurs as the fourth 

most common answer (cf. Graph 2). This corresponds to the difference concerning Computer 

games that we find in the ranking of the young groups (cf. Graph 3.) 

 

Graph 3. Answers to Question 1 and 2, young groups 

 

In YS both Video games and Computer games occur within the top three rankings compared 

to none of the other groups. The young Americans instead ranked sports this high. What is 

new and interesting in YA is that Poker is mentioned just as much as American football and 

Baseball. Unfortunately, there is only one answer containing information whether gambling 

for money is supposed to be involved in the poker game or not, as mentioned earlier. 
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5.2.3 Comparison of answers from the different generations 

The comparison of the different generations is visualized in the following graphs. Now 

American and Swedish informants are grouped together in age groups. As we can see, all the 

three generations make repeated reference to Monopoly and Card games, but the young 

groups have Computer games and Video games as their top picks, the middle groups have 

Chess and Betting and gambling (the latter entirely due to the Swedish votes) and the older 

groups tend to have different sports. 

 

Graph 4. Answers from the older generation            Graph 5. Answers from the middle generation              

  

In the older generation the two varieties of football are found among the four most common 

suggestions and in the middle generation Chess appears for the first time in the top four. 

 

Graph 6. Answers from the young generation           

 

What we have seen here is that there are both similarities and differences between the 

generations. The similarity is the popularity of Monopoly and Card games in all groups, but 

they differ completely in the voting for the other two games among the top four. 
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5.3 Question 3 

In Question 3 the respondents were asked why they thought they had answered as they did in 

Question 1. Their answers were grouped under five summarizing headings, as illustrated in 

Graph 7 and 8.  

 

Graph 7. The Americans’ reasons                             Graph 8. The Swedes’ reasons                   

  

The ranking order was the same in both countries. Almost a third of each group said that what 

they had thought of was a game they had played when growing up. With this in mind, it is 

easy to see that Computer games and Video games are obvious choices for the young 

contrasted to the older generations. These games did not exist when they grew up. A little less 

common were answers like “I often play it” or “I recently played it” and equivalents to “I like 

it” or “It’s a nice game”. Some of the informants said that they were probably influenced by 

advertising or hearing of the game lately, and a few of them did not really know why they 

chose to answer as they did. 

Clearly, the majority of the respondents play or have played games in their lifetime, which 

makes games a common feature in our Western culture. 

 

6. Summary and conclusion  

This study was carried out to find the answers to if there seems to exist a prototypical game in 

Sweden and Minnesota, USA, and in that case if it is the same or what similarities or 

differences there are. 



19 

 

Informants in both countries were asked to name the game they thought of first as well as five 

other games, and also to say why they think they chose the first game that they had suggested. 

Answers were counted and analyzed in several ways. 

The main finding was that the game Monopoly was mentioned to such an extent in all groups 

that we can call it the number one game of this study. As an answer to the first question in my 

aim, though, it would be to go too far to call Monopoly a prototype for the category of games 

in this group. There are no rules as to how big the percentage must be to say that a notion is 

definitely a prototype, but around 30%, as it was here, I would not consider enough. There are 

certainly many games to choose from and a great number of various games were mentioned, 

which illustrates Wittgenstein’s insight that it is impossible to describe the notion of game in a 

simple way that includes all games. In this light it seems astonishing that one game, 

Monopoly, still was so highly represented in the minds of these respondents. 

Other interesting properties shown in the investigation are that there are both similarities and 

differences, both between the countries and between the generations, which makes it 

impossible to give a simple answer to my second question. All the Americans mentioned 

sports to a much higher degree than the Swedes, who, on the other hand, often mentioned 

Betting and gambling, which was not favored by the Americans. All three generations had 

Monopoly and Card games among their top four games, but differed completely concerning 

the other two members in the top four rankings. Clearly, Computer games and Video games 

were most popular in the young groups, which is easy to understand given their status as 

recent inventions. Rosch stated that prototypes differ due to, among other things, what 

language you are looking at as well as cultural variances. One example we saw in this study 

was differences in answers explained by different boundaries for the words game and spel, 

which made it possible for Americans but not for Swedes to mention playground games. The 

difference in the number of votes for sports and Betting and gambling seems to be best 

explained as cultural differences. Would it be an over-simplification to claim that the 

differences have cultural explanations and that similarities are effects of globalization? While 

that is difficult to tell, I am still convinced that these are main ingredients in the interpretation. 

My third question about why the respondents had mentioned a certain game got several 

answers, but a third of them agreed that it had to do with memories from childhood and 

growing up. 
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In short, even though this study is based on a rather limited set of data, some unexpected and 

interesting features have still been found. As a comparison, it would be very interesting to do 

a similar study in some other cultures, preferably very different and geographically distant 

from each other. 
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Appendix 1  

 

 

 

 

Hello XX 

At the moment, I am writing a linguistic essay as a part of my university studies in English. I 
hope that you would like to help me by answering the three questions below, which will, I 
hope, take no more than a few minutes. 

Naturally, I will know who has answered what, but no names will be mentioned in the essay. 
The answers will be counted and analyzed in groups. 

If you agree to answer, please send me your answers as soon as possible, May 9 at the latest. 

Please answer spontaneously without discussing with other persons (Until afterwards). 

 

1. When you hear the word GAME, which game do you think of first as, in your eyes, a 
typical game? (Think of pastime activities, not hunted animals.) 

2. Please mention five other games that you find central and typical in the category of 
games. (Ranking is NOT needed.) 

3. Why do you think that you answered the way you did in question no.1? (A guess is 
better than no answer at all.) 

 

Thanks for your participation! 
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Appendix 2 

 

 

 

 

Hej XX 

Jag skriver nu en C-uppsats i lingvistik och jag hoppas att du vill hjälpa mig genom att 
besvara de tre frågorna nedan, vilket jag hoppas och tror tar högst ett par minuter. 

Självklart kommer jag att veta vem som har svarat vad, men inga namn kommer att nämnas i 
uppsatsen. Svaren kommer att räknas och analyseras gruppvis. 

Om du väljer att delta, var snäll och svara snarast möjligt, dock senast den 9 maj. 

Var snäll och svara spontant utan att diskutera med andra personer. (Förrän efteråt.) 

 

1. När du hör ordet SPEL, vilket spel tänker du då på först, som ett i ditt tycke typiskt 
spel? (Tänk på en sysselsättning för nöjes skull, inte en mekanisk anordning eller orrspel 
el.dyl.) 

2. Nämn fem andra spel som du tycker är centrala och typiska i gruppen SPEL. 
(Rangordning behövs INTE.) 

3. Varför tror du själv att du svarade som du gjorde i fråga 1? (En gissning är bättre än 
inget svar alls.) 

 

Tack för din medverkan! 

  

 

 

 

 


