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ABSTRACT

Videogames are an experiential medium; in ordgyatoge how much a consumer
will enjoy a game, he must play it for himself. kel a lawnmower or digital clock, the
consumer cannot adequately discern the level lifythie will enjoy from his new
videogame purchase simply by reading the featurddanefits listed on the package
label. For the average consumer, $59.99 is a r&hge gamble to take on a purchase
that may hold little to no utility. Immersion—angetriential phenomenon experienced
commonly in the best videogames—is the goal foryndayers and thus for designers,
yet we know very little about the nature of the iergive experience and we have yet to
identify the elements that will reliably producechuan experience. This thesis examines
the previously conducted research about immersiatideogames, and through analysis
of previous works and interviews with dedicated gesrdevelops a theory of “player

preference profiles” to explain how players rekat¢heir favorite games.

INDEX WORDS:  Videogames, involvement, engagemeninersion, ludology,

gamer, player preference profile



PLAYER PROFILES: UNDERSTANDING IMMERSION AND PLAYER
EXPERIENCE IN DIGITAL GAMES

by
C JORDAN LYNN

B.A., The University of Georgia, 2007

A Thesis Submitted to the Graduate Faculty of Theversity of Georgia in Partial
Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree

MASTER OF ARTS

ATHENS, GEORGIA
2009



© 2009
C Jordan Lynn
All Rights Reserved



PLAYER PROFILES: UNDERSTANDING IMMERSION AND PLAYER
EXPERIENCE IN DIGITAL GAMES

by
JORDAN LYNN

Major Professor: Alison Alexander

Committee: Casey O’Donnell
Barry Hollander

Electronic Version Approved:
Maureen Grasso

Dean of the Graduate School
The University of Georgia
August 2009



DEDICATION

Without the assistance of several individualss tFaper would never have become
a reality, and many thanks are owed.

To Dr. Casey O’Donnell, thank you for assigningeaire academic journal as a
reading assignment. | cursed you for it at theetibut without that assignment this thesis
would never have come to exist.

To Dr. Alison Alexander, who looked very confuseden an enthusiastic grad
student bounced into her office talking about vigiemes, but told him to pursue it
regardless. Thank you for your support.

To Debbie Sickles, without whose constant chemd @casional cupcakes) |
couldn’t have made it.

To Matt and Play ‘N Trade of Athens, who bent dvackwards to help me get
this thesis written. You guys are awesome.

To Leslie, proofreader, scribe, and muse. Dedggteg on the other side of the
planet, you were still an invaluable part of thiegess. Thank you.

To Sam. Yes, we can finally play Crazy Eights now.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

| would like to acknowledge the hard work and dadon of all the researchers
who have endeavored to expand our understandimgl@dgames over the last three
decades. Without your contributions, this researchld never have become more than a
good idea.

Special acknowledgement to Dr. Gordon Calleja, sehwork provided the
foundation for this thesis.



Table of Contents

ACKNOWIBAGMENTS. .. ..t e e e e e e e e e e e e e e ans %
1 Introduction and Literatur@ ReVIEW.........ocuviei i e e 1
INtroduction tO IMMErSION. .....ccuuiie e e e 1
B O, 3
GaAMEFIOW. . .. e 4
PrESENCE . ... 5
Player EXPEIENCE. ... .o et e e e e e e e e 7
CONCIEtE MEASUIES ... ... e ittt et e e et e e e eaaas 9
Gameplay EXPErENCE.. ...t 10
Breaking IMmersion. ..o e e 11
CONCIUSION. . ... e e e e e e e e e 12
2Callgaand the DGEM ... e e 14
Digital Game Experience Model.............ooiiiiiiiiii 16
MacCro-INVOIVEMENT. ... oo e 17
MICIO-INVOIVEMENL . ... e e e 25
TaToTo] g 0 o] =11 ] o 32
CONCIUSION. . .. e e e e e e e e 33
3 Research Questionsand Methods.........c.covv i, 35
EXPIlOratory INtEIVIEWS . ....v it e e e e e 37

IN-DePth INTEIVIEWS . ... et e e e 39



vii

Issues and ODSErvVatioNS ... ... ..o e e 41
A EXPIOratory INTEIVIBWS. ...ttt e e e e e e e e e aes 42
Affective INVOIVEMENL...... ..o 42
Spatial INVOIVEMENL ... e e e 47
Narrative INVOIVEMENL. ..........i it e e 49
Tactical INVOIVEMENL. ... e 51
Performative Involvement......... ... i, 55
Shared INVOIVEMENT ..o oo e e 60
DISCUSSION. . .. ettt et e e e e et e e e e e e e 62
S1N-DEPtN INTEIVIBWS. .. ... e e e 63
Affective INVOIVEMENL . ... 63
Spatial INVOIVEMENL. ... 68
Narrative InVoIVemenL. ... ..o e 73
Tactical Involvement. ... ... 78
Performative Involvement.......... ..o 84
Shared Involvement..........oo 87
Observations Outside of the Model..............ooiiiiiiii s 91
6 Conclusions, Limitations, FutureResearch.................ocoiiiiiiin 96
Digital Game Experience Model SUPpOrt.........c.ocoviiiiiiiiieiiiinn. 96
APPIICALIONS. . e e 98
LiMItAtIONS .. e et e e e 99
Future Research. ... 100

WO KS Gt . .. it e e e e e e e e e e 102



Chapter 1
Introduction and Literature Review

In this first chapter, | will describe the exigiifiterature in the field that has explored the
concept of immersion, and made initial attemptsgerationalize it. These theoretical
frameworks are useful for understanding how Cdfiejaodel fits into the broader literature on
immersion. These frameworks, in conversation widltigfa’'s research, are foundational to the

development of player preference profiles.

Introduction to Immersion

Mentioning the termimmersionto someone well-versed in videogames, whetherinvith
the industry or an avid consumer, instantly comroatieis a complicated psychological state of
mind in one succinct term. Gamers and designeks ain readily identify the state of being
immersed, but only by describing their personalagegnent with the medium at the moment of
immersion can they explain it to you. Though tleisrt is highly significant in games studies,
there has been a struggle to define it; one ob#dst attempts at a definition comes from Janet
Murray:

A stirring narrative in any medium can be experezhas a virtual reality because
our brains are programmed to tune into stories waitlntensity that can obliterate
the world around us.... The experience of being parted to an elaborately
simulated place is pleasurable in itself, regaglté#ghe fantasy content. We refer
to this experience as immersion. Immersion is apteirical term derived from
the physical experience of being submerged in wilterseek the same feeling
from a psychologically immersive experience thatdedrom a plunge in the
ocean or swimming pool: the sensation of beingosumded by a completely other
reality, as different as water is from air, thtes over all of our attention, our
whole perceptual apparatus...in a participatory madimmmersion implies



learning to swim, to do the things that the newimmment makes possible...the
enjoyment of immersion as a participatory actiyit997, pp.98-99).

Aside from this descriptive explanation, no singlghor or measure adequately
establishes a defined construct of what immersoif there are different levels or types of
immersion, and how to quantify those phenomeniaeife are. Several authors note this dilution
of the meaning of the term immersion, including oegearcher who “suggest[s] that immersion
has become an excessively vague, all-inclusiveemih¢McMahan, 2003, p.67), and
researchers whose expressed intent is to disantbigummeaning of immersion (Jennett et al,
2008). Some authors link the structure of narragisteema to the development of immersion
(Douglas & Hargadon, 2000), but fail to developittilodels from the experiences of the player.
Other works reference immersion, presence, engagepranvolvement, but make no clear
attempt to define them (Johnson & Wiles, 2003; $p06898; Lombard & Ditton, 1997; Radford,
2000; Sweetser & Johnson, 2004; Yee, 2006) or defiam in ways that do not translate to
other works in the field (Douglas & Hargadon, 2004)

Despite these difficulties, progress is being madexploring the notion of immersion, or
as it is sometimes called, engagement. Here, Irexilew the existing literature on videogames
and immersion, highlighting those authors who nmstkides to define this difficult concept and
thus highlight the increasing sense of disorieatathat is born from the lack of a unified theory

of game engagement.

Flow
One of the most telling themes in the videogamelsimmersion literature is the lack of

commonality in citations. When sifting through titerature on immersion, there are an



abundance of ideas from perspectives of desigresearchers, and players, but very little
uniformity of theory. As a matter of fact, only oseurce is commonly cited throughout nearly
all of the literature: Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi ahts concept of flow. According to
Csikszentmihalyiflow is a state of complete absorption in a task, dibagout by the
confluence of several simultaneous factors—wheh e&these pieces falls precisely into place,
a person can abandon the sense of self, and begbatly engaged in the current activity
(1997). There are several important defining aspetthese “flow activities.” Clear, definable
goals allow the actor to ignore the confusion artdrpretation inherent in daily life, and enter
into a state of complete focus. Immediate feedbaskally absent from the day-to-day grind of
home or work, rewards those engaged in flow aadtwiand help maintain the state. Most
importantly, though, is the balance of challengas a@bilities; when difficult challenges stretch
an individual’s skills and talents to the utmokern that individual can enter the flow state
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). Flow affects the perceptof reality:
When goals are clear, feedback relevant, and ciggkeand skills are in balance,
attention becomes ordered and fully invested. Bezafi the total demand on
psychic energy, a person in flow is completely &euli There is no space in
consciousness for distracting thoughts, irreleYeglings. Self-consciousness
disappears, yet one feels stronger than usuals@inge of time is distorted: hours
seem to pass by in minutes. When a person’s dwirgy is stretched in the full
functioning of body and mind, whatever one doesobexs worth doing for its
own sake; living becomes its own justificationtie harmonious focusing of
physical and psychic energy, life finally comeiits own. (Csikszentmihalyi,
1997, pp.31-32)
This state of harmony requires clear goals, imned&edback, and challenging
activities; it is not difficult to see how videogasican induce a flow state in players.
Videogames are an ergodic medium (Aarseth, 199&3nmg they require active participation

from the player. Videogames also provide all of¢lements necessary for a flow experience;

many games today are now designed with scalalfieuif/ levels, allowing players to set their



own optimal level of challenge difficulty or autotiray that process in order to maintain the flow
state. Most importantly for application to videogasnhowever, is the similarity between the
experiences of flow and immersion. Videogames gsss&ny of the qualities that
Csikszentmihalyi indicates encourage flow, and it@ surprise that researchers note that the two

are quite likely related.

GameFlow
While some authors explicitly link flow to videogas) the most direct link comes from

Sweetser and Wyeth’s model of GameFlow, which theyelop not as a study of immersion, but
as a practical measure of game enjoyment. Theyectbeir own model for application to
videogames using eight conditions, developed fr@mkszentmihalyi’'s work. While the model
of GameFlow does not focus explicitly on immersaxgperiences, immersion is listed as one of
the eight characteristics of flow in their new miodée authors define immersion through
player reaction:

- Players should become less aware of their sudioga

- Players should become less self-aware and lessed@bout everyday life or

?(glfayers should experience an altered sense ef tim

- Players should feel emotionally involved in thege
- Players should feel viscerally involved in therga (Sweetser and Wyeth, 2005,

p.7)

These attributes are indicators of immersion, bue&ser and Wyeth do not infer or
discuss the causes of immersion. Later, after vamgptwo popular games, the authors discuss
each of the various elements of GameFlow. The asittiaim that “Immersion is achieved
through concentration (i.e. tasks, monitoring, glsand auditory stimuli), feeling a connection to

heroes, units, and the story, feeling excited leyphce of the game and no periods where the



player is inactive or waiting” (Sweetser & Wyetld5, p.14). While these are good
observations based upon expert review, playersdbimes are never interviewed about these
elements, and the authors themselves acknowledgeltyer input is necessary to validate their
findings (Sweetser & Wyeth, 2005).

Even in these flow studies there is confusion d¢kerterminology used to measure
involvement; in a discussion of games and flowndam and Wiles (2003) reference a table
from Jones that equates the “Deep but effortlegsiiement” aspect of flow with “[S]emi-
automatic immersion...commonly reported by game-pky@ones, 1998, quoted in Johnson &
Wiles, 2003, p.13), and add that engagement stadsitdbe considered, citing an additional
study that suggests “Jones’ list should includerezice to the sense of engagement experienced
during flow. A strong sense of engagement is a contynreported experience of game-players”
(Draper, 2000, quoted in Johnson & Wiles, 20033)).IThe term&ngagemeninvolvement
andimmersionbegin to emerge as variations on a theme—plagp@t states of at least
partially-automatic deep absorption into game phky.clear difference exists between the terms

at this point, nor does a clear description ofakact phenomenon which they reference.

Presence

Another influential concept in media literatureateld to immersion ipresence
Typically defined as “the subjective feeling of &eince within a given environment” (Heeter,
1992; Sheridan,1992; Slater, Usoh, and Steed, 1®&@dier, 1992; as quoted in Zahorik and
Jenison, 1998, p.78), which originates from Minskigea of telepresence, as originally intended
to refer to the use of electronic equipment to malaite the physical environment (1980).

Applied to the study and development of virtual ldsy several authors note thaesencéas



been used interchangeably and sometimes incongystath immersion(Slater, 2003, and

Waterworth & Waterworth, 2003, as cited in Callg@07), and Slater attempts to reconcile the

two terms by defining presence wholly in termsarfi:
Suppose you shut your eyes and try out someonadrgphonic sound system
which is playing some music. “Wow!” you say, “th&just like being in the
theatre where the orchestra is playing.” That statd is a sign of presence. You
then go on to say, “But the music is really uniagting and after a few moments
my mind started to drift and | lost interest.” Tisacond statement is nothing to
do with presence. You would not conclude, becasertusic is uninteresting
that you did not have the illusion of being in theatre listening to the orchestra.
The first statement is about form. The second state is about content. (Slater,
2003)

The problem with defining presence in such a marespecially in the case of digital
games, is the lack of consideration for player ageA fundamental component to the sense of
inhabiting a virtual world is the ability to act that world; discounting the impact of content and
interpretation on the feeling of presence is taotam to ignoring its key aspects and claiming
that technological fidelity is all that is requiréat subjects to be forced into a sense of presence
(Calleja, 2007). This is also a good place to ezfee another potentially troublesome issue in
Slater’s description: what designers Salen and Zmman refer to as the “immersive fallacy”
(2004). Presence and immersion are commonly thdodte dependent upon the level of
realistic simulation, through auditory and visugpresentations indistinguishable from reality.
However, as Salen and Zimmerman point out, immersan be experienced Tretris (Pajitnov,
1985), a game of manipulating abstract shapespagsgnce is also often reportedMorld of
Warcraft(Blizzard, 2004), a game which does not rely angbwer of hyper-realistic graphics
and sounds. While presence establishes the ndtimhabitation within digital worlds, this

theory does not fully explore the nature of immamsiand as such presence and immersion are

not fully synonymous. A more fundamentally soundrfdation, and preferably one that consults



the gamers themselves about their subjective expees, is needed to develop a firm theory of

immersion.

Player Experience

Other studies that do, in fact, consult gamers &imomersion as part of their play
experiences produce interesting results as wdtul§dn her work on casino gambling and
AutoPlay, puts to task the notion that play andduenecessarily related:

"Players insert money, wait for credits to registieen simply press the AutoPlay
button and let the game play itself. The elemehtkill and choice, said by game
developers to distinguish new from old gamesg, Istick into the raw chance of
the traditional or 'predigital’ slot machine et that now players do not even
pull the handle themselves: instead they mereltcivas the credit meter goes up
and down. ... 'In South Carolina, they would logdcredits on poker machines,
push the play button down and jam a toothpicthere.” (Schull, 2005, p.78)

Schull illustrates the need for the academic liteeato develop an understanding of play
motivations that extends beyond “because gamesiareBy consulting gamers and analyzing
their opinions and play experiences, a more aceunadel can be developed.

Brown and Cairns interviewed several gamers inroerovide a definition for
immersion derived from actual player experiencel, faund that while all of the gamers could
describe immersion, it is not a single, static gmeenon, but instead a fluid experience that
shifts from moment to moment (2004). Also, thoulgh authors admit their work is only an
initial entry into studying immersion, they deseriimmmersion as a series of stages of
engagement. Since most of their participants dseaithe issues that break immersion, it is
logical to develop a model involved in overcomihgge barriers. This finding is consistent with

other research which suggests that the removatktdtions promotes immersion (Johnson &

Wiles, 2003). Barriers which must be overcome idetu



For Engagement, the first level:
Access—players must be able to easily obtite events in the game;
Investment—players must invest significamounts of time, effort, and
concentration;
For Engrossment, the second level:
Emotional Attachment—players are affectewonally by the game;
Distraction—players remove or ignore exaé¢distractions from the game;
For Total Immersion, the final level:
Empathy—extreme attachment to the gamedyodrrative, and/or
characters;
Atmosphere—relevance of plot, graphics, souhds to the play
experience. (Brown & Cairns, 2004)

Describing immersion by the observations aboveligecsimilar, metaphorically
speaking, to diagnosing an illness based upon palysymptoms; the observations indicate what
the experience is, but not what causes it. Idantifthe “symptoms” of immersive experience is
a valuable first step in discovering its cause,Brnawn & Cairns do not continue on to that next
stage.

The most important contributions of this study @@ subjective nature of each of the
above descriptors. Immersion is beginning to emarglee literature as not simply an aspect of a
game, but a matching of player personality with gatements that allows a distinctly unique
experience for each individual. Also important tive two observations that immersion is
scalable and thus a fluid experience that is naityequantified, and that immersion is not
necessary for enjoyment, but that immersive expees are enjoyable (Brown & Cairns, 2004).
These observations highlight the personal naturmofersion, as well as outlining the difficulty

that researchers face when attempting to give plsidefinition to the complex phenomenon of

immersion.



Concrete Measures

Building upon the foundation provided by Brown abairns, Jennett et al. (2008) set out
to provide a concrete measure for immersion asldped by Brown and Cairns (2004). In their
examination, Jennett et al. designed and conduicted separate experiments in order to
examine the feasibility of producing concrete measwf immersion. In the first experiment,
participants were given a simple puzzle of unusy@, and the time required for completion
was recorded. Then the experimental group playacharersive computer gamidalf Life
(VALVe, 1998), while the control group interactedtlwa computer program that required
clicking on simple boxes. After ten minutes, eacbug was interrupted to complete an
immersion questionnaire before returning to thesks. After an additional ten minutes, each
group was re-administered the original puzzle, tiedcompletion time was recorded and
compared to the original completion time. The redsars found that the questionnaire rated the
computer game as significantly more immersive tin@nclicking task, providing at least
nominal support for the development of an immersicore from an administered questionnaire.
Also, the researchers found that the players ottimeputer game had a variable reduction in
completion time for the puzzle task based uponlleenmersion in the game, with players
who were more immersed completing the external naste slowly than those with low
immersion. This supports the hypothesis that moreersive activity can increase disconnection
with the real world, or that there exists a traosil stage between immersion in a virtual
environment and the return of full consciousneghéoactual environment as demonstrated by
the length of time required to return focus to éxéerior world (Jennet et al, 2008).

This first experiment provides a basis for deveigduture measures of immersion, and

lays the framework for a functional method of deti&ing immersive levels. Providing a
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concrete measure of immersive experience is adiffprocess, but the outside-task reaction
time test is a good initial attempt. While a vallieabeginning to the practical measure of
immersion, this work still only deals with the t&dlle attributes exhibited by immersed gamers—
the symptoms of immersion, if you will—and does completely explain what exactly
immersionis. More research on the elements that encourage inoneesd how players interact

with each element, is needed.

Gameplay Experience

Researchers Ermi and Mayra focus on individualegaerience in their work on
gameplay experience (2005). From analyzing traptscdf interviews with Finnish children
about their personal experiences with media contomphe authors discovered a pattern in
reference to digital games. The authors distingbetiveen three types of immersion: sensory
immersion, which relates to the quality of the auaind visual stimuli, creating a sense of
presence; imaginative immersion, which relatef¢ostory, characters, and game world; and
challenge-based immersion, which relates to thet@hand physical challenges based within a
videogame. Whereas sensory immersion can be erpedeluring any multisensory stimulus
(or, as the authors point out, a good screen saaed)imaginative immersion is best exemplified
in the experience of reading a good novel, chadmgsed immersion is unique to games. The
interactive nature of videogames lends itself amting a new type of experience, in which some
players identify more strongly with the medium daéts ergodic nature. The authors emphasize,
in the creation of their model, that immersion degsegreatly on the connection between the
individual and the game, as well as many otheofacsuch as player personality, context of

gameplay, the specific motivation for a gameplasim, and other such situational factors
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(2005). Their model was supported by further redgeaand is a good starting point for
developing the discussion of immersion; howevethasauthors point out, there are many
factors not covered by this analysis, such as adaovariety of game types, that should be
addressed in future research.

Another researcher also supports the individualimgdre of videogame gameplay
experiences; in an evaluation of Bartle’s (199@ptggy of game players, Yee (2006) surveyed
over 3,000 players of online games to establisiabtiors that motivate game play. In his
analysis, he discovered several factors of motwasieparated into the categories of play for
achievement, play for socialization, and play faniersion; however, he found that there is wide
variation between players for various games, aniteviais article is short on analysis, it provides
strong statistical support for the individualizetationship between games and their players

(2006).

Breaking Immersion

Not surprisingly, designers also weigh in on theedssion of immersion. Immersion can
increase enjoyment and time spent playing, bothloth directly affect the commercial success
of a game. Designer and columnist Ernest Adamsitbescthree different types of immersion,
and how designers break their own games by breakingersion (2004). The first, Tactical
Immersion, resembles flow in that it is a statenténse concentration, where the interface
disappears and the player is caught in a flow staténg immediate and solvable goals. The
player, and the game controls, must respond rapiallyeffortlessly in order to accomplish the
fast-paced goals. The second kind is Strategic o which is slower than tactical

immersion—whereas tactical immersion is physical eeactive, strategic immersion is the
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engagement of the mind in tackling challenging angyable puzzles or obstacles. Such
immersion requires that player-implemented strategctually work as intended; if a player’s
strategy fails because of poor planning, that playegnmersion is not threatened, but if units are
unresponsive or the gameplay relies upon purethekeavily, players will lack the necessary
sense of agency to achieve Strategic Immersionfimaktype, Narrative Immersion, is the
development of a relationship between the playdrtha elements of the game’s story: the
characters, the plot, and the world. Excellencganytelling can somewhat counterbalance
faulty gameplay issues, as players immersed istibry will continue playing in order to
continue the narrative, despite issues that migikenthe game unenjoyable in another context
(Adams, 2004). While this typology of immersioraisiseful reference for game designers, a
more elaborate model is needed to understand dyed experience. The three categories
provided by Adams are quite broad, and lack thessary level of definition required to account
for the complete nature of immersion. Although &hdslineations are sound, they require
expansion and verification through testing and théaiilding to become truly valid in defining

immersion.

Conclusion
Upon reviewing the literature developed aroundekygeriential phenomenon of
immersion, one quotation seems particularly appatgr

To each and every one of the above “explanatidnsight well be objected: “So
far so good, but what actually is the fun of plgg@riVhy does the baby crow with
pleasure? Why does the gambler lose himself ip&ssion? Why is a huge
crowd roused to a frenzy by a football match?” Tihtensity of, and absorption
in, play finds no explanation in biological anabsYet in this intensity, this
absorption, this power of maddening, lies the \essence, the primordial quality
of play. (Huizinga, 1971, pp. 2-3)
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In order to discover this essence of play, anceteetbp an understanding of what
immersion trulyis, a new model is required. This model must be dewsldpm analyzing the
subjective experience of the game player himset,raust account for not merely one type of
experience, but a range of experiences, fluidlftisigiin intensity and type, to account for the
broad sense of absorption that is common among games of widely varied nature and the
players of equal variety in personality and disposi In the following chapter, | will present the

Digital Game Experience Model, which will servesttisfy each of these requirements.
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Chapter 2
Callga and Digital Games as Designed Experience’

The work of Gordon Calleja is a more fitting sadatfor the difficulties presented in
studying the experience of immersion. In his PliiSsertation, Calleja proposes a more
comprehensive model of the immersive experiengdaceng the tired and confused model of
immersion with the model of incorporation. Develdgem extensive interviews with dedicated
players of two popular Massively Multiplayer OnliGames (MMOGs)World of Warcraftand
Planetsidethe Digital Games Experience Model is composesho$separate components of
immersion, on two separate levels of experiencthiwihe immediate experience of game play,
and within the wider context of interaction withngas, including purchase decisions and forum
participation. These components work in concemdeorporate the player into a seamless play
experience, separate from the “Magic Circle” ofeéBahnd Zimmerman (2003). The “Magic
Circle” is a widely popular notion about the thearal boundaries between play-spaces and
“real”-spaces that describes the interaction oygia with games, but focuses upon the
immediate experience of game play without a cléssus$sion of the broader relationships that
players have with their games. The DGEM takes agtmunt six elements of gameplay but does
not include the clear demarcation of play-spacmftioe “real” world. For the purposes of this
model, the entirety of the game experience is dafito account—even those parts that are not
directly related to a single play session, and@amvolve a “lusory attitude,” the particular

mindset necessary to enter into a game (Suits,)19%@ DGEM attempts to cover both the

! The following section is based, almost entirelyprm Gordon Calleja's Ph.D. Dissertatifigital Games as
Designed Experien¢én which he develops and supports his new mdakletirect quotations will be cited, but the
vast remainder is summary and explanation of theehiinat Calleja presents in his work.
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decisions that lead to a digital game purchaseefisas decisions like which block to lay next in
Tetris and everything in between; of a necessity, thgionarcle cannot be held sacrosanct here,
when the game itself is not the only relevant frame

Calleja’s interviews with players of MMOGs wereatyred for themes, and the elements
that compose involvement for the players fit intoexperiential categories, based upon the
responses and experiences of those gamers: NayrAffective, Tactical, Performative, Spatial,
and Shared Involvements. These categories arecatdistinct from one another and yet also
complementary; acknowledging videogames as a dynaradium, these forms of engagement
represent fundamentally different phenomena, ahdrgeinextricably linked within genres,
individual games, and even the moment-to-momengrsipce of a single play session. Levels
of each type of engagement shift fluidly, as dotgipees of engagement. A single play session
may see a player climb to the top of a tower hedm the distance (Spatial) to better utilize a
long-range weapon against an enemy (Tactical) winddriends cover the lower reaches of a
canyon (Shared Experience); as the enemy apprgoduheses his experience as a sniper and
mastery of the game’s controls to eliminate eneangdts (Performative), and afterwards basks
in the glow of pride in a mission well accomplish{@difective) while watching a cut-scene that
elaborates on the progression of the story (Naeatirhese related dimensions are more
theoretically flexible than the singular naturepoévious conceptualizations of immersion, thus
providing a solid basis for the analysis of gamglad player experience, which was somewhat

lacking in previous research.
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The Digital Game Experience Model

The model itself is divided into the six distinettegories described above, with two
temporal phases for each of the six types of irmolent, Macro- and Micro-Involvement. The
Macro-Involvement phase is concerned with the taselquestion: Why do people play games?
Each of the six aspects of involvement lends ptessitotivations to a gamer to play digital
games; the simple answer of “fun” has been stroggbstioned (Bartle, 1996; Taylor, 2006;
Yee, 2006; Malaby, 2007) and other motivators nbastound. The Micro-Involvement phase,
then, deals with the moment-to-moment performarigame play in all of its immediacy. The
examples of the six involvement measures in th@fial play session above are all reflective of
the Micro-Involvement phase, during which the playegins to develop mastery over the game
world and exerts agency within it with little comsas thought to the manner of the exertion. The
final level, Incorporation, is developed from tiéernalization of each of the six frames, and
allows the player to attain a deeper level of cwenection with the different elements of the
game. Each of these elements was observed frorgj&albriginal interview and research data,

and their validation (or failure of such) is thénpary goal of the current research.
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\\ Tactical
Irrscdvenment
Micro-irvolvement Phase
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Figure 1: Digital Game Experience M odd (Callgja, 2007)

Macro-Involvement

If the Magic Circle no longer provides a clear deltion of what is and what is not part
of the digital game experience when applied to torakcmeasures, and “fun” is no longer an
adequate answer to the question “why”, then we hoogtat the broader context of digital game
play to discuss and evaluate motivations and ditivgday. The experiences that guide purchase
and play decisions are related to, but distinahfrthe immediate moment of gameplay and the

immersion in each play session. Here, | will expland expand upon the six key factors that
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Calleja believes are the strongest influences fanyrof the underlying motivations behind the

decision to play digital games in the Macro-levieinwolvement.

Affective Involvement

Amongst a long list of creative media that havenb@eveloped throughout the ages,
videogames may be considered unique in the levehuicipation that they allow their players.
This ergodicity (Aarseth, 1997) is a quality thppaals to players, as a wide range of experience
is available to match their mood, personality, diggosition. The combination of thought,
emotion, and interaction is a powerful tool forcglng strong emotional and mood responses
from players (Bryant & Davies, 2006; Grodal, 2085 cited in Calleja, 2007). As such, players
are drawn to games which provide them the expes®titat match the needs of their personal
situations; anger and frustration can be ventedHirst-Person Shooter (FPS), stress and anxiety
can be relieved by a soothing puzzle game, antddhiag, day-to-day life of an office clerk can
be transformed into an epic quest through fantadtieznate realities. Unlike other creative
media, videogames not only contain the essencmofien within narrative structure, but also
through the performance of game play itself; thievwes gamers to choose the exact experience
that they desire from their games, and game desigre not loathe to cater to these needs.
Pacing, music, and graphics allow designers totoactselaborate emotional messages, while at
the same time adjustments to difficulty level, shemlume, and video elements allow the player
to enhance or reduce the amount of stimulatiohecekact level that suits his or her needs.
These needs may shift, monthly, daily, or hourlgll€a references one interview participant
who created multiple accounts for torld of Warcraftthat are each suited for distinctly

different playstyles, allowing the player to choaseethod of interacting with the game that
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matches his needs at the time. These needs aiftcgtians are often labeled escapist, most
often with a negative connotation. Escapism ig@atenuch like immersion, that has multiple
uses and an unclear definition, though it is cargd a generally negative avoidance of dealing
with real-world issues (Evans, 2001). However zitig virtual entertainment to entertain and
distract the consumer from the harsh realitiehefdaily world is no different from the
Coliseum of Rome, the Theaters of London, or tmeamtic comedies of NBC. Many authors
write about the possibilities for escapism as atpesand healthy experience, if not improperly
or over-utilized (Evans, 2001; Tuan, 1998; Tolki2883).
A quotation from Tolkien summarizes the key differe between the vastly different
experiences referenced in the rebuke of the aréisus the enjoyable experience of the player:
Why would a man be scorned, if, finding himselpmmson, he tried to get out and
go home? Or if, when he cannot do so, he thinkstalkd about other topics than
jailers and prison-walls? The world outside hasbemtome less real because the
prisoner cannot see it. In using Escape in this thaycritics have chosen the

wrong word, and, what is more, they are confusioigatways by sincere error,
the Escape of the Prisoner with the Flight of tles&rter. (Tolkien, 1983, p.148)

Spatial Involvement

The development of a fully-formed game world is oh¢he best facilitators of achieving
the escapism referenced above. Travel and explarate persistent themes throughout the
entirety of human history; an elaborate virtual Mfaran satisfy a player’'s wanderlust at a
fraction of the cost of a real journey, and in thse of many Massively Multiplayer Online
Games (MMOGSs), can provide an incredibly diversoesnent of activities, ranging from the
practical completion of tasks for story progresdmithe unstructured enjoyment of personal
exploration of the landscape. Some players of tgasges refer to such experiences as “tourist

moments,” moments of wonder and admiration at teeodrery of a particularly appealing
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location or other unexpected discovery. Cubicleedagrbanites can travel to vast forests,
mountains, and plains to explore untouched wildesnehile rural villagers can travel to the
most densely populated cities of today or antiquityis quality of transportation provides strong

motivation for playing digital games.

Narrative Involvement

Narrative involvement is less straightforward tloere might imagine. While it does
encompass players who play games because theyamjapteract with the designed narrative,
it also includes the personal narratives of thggiathemselves. Designed narratives are the
stories provided by the game designer: the backgtofthe world in which you are playing,
character dialogue, cut scenes, and other metiHa&lerg progression. These narratives can be
extremely compelling, especially for the Role-PtayiGame (RPG) genre, in which games focus
strongly around their central storylines. Persaaaitatives, however, are the stories that the
players themselves develop from their experienadstive game. Comic mishaps, epic victories,
personal challenges, the coming together of imptssidds to overcome a seemingly
insurmountable obstacle—all are plentiful sourcéemal for the stories that gamers tell one
another. Most gamers relate to their games in sopat way; even if they do not identify with
their provided protagonist or storyline, they carfailingly produce at least one story about each
game they have played. For an example from my avegmal experience, my dorm mates and |
played large matches BIALO: Combat Evolvedy freshman year of college; on the surface, it
would seem that 16 people shooting at each othewadley or on a space station would hold
very little narrative. Quite the opposite was trilmugh; after every single game we played there

was an informal break that included congratulatimngactics well-executed, recriminations for
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tactics the other team thought were unfair (oftka,two referred to the same tactics, and the
utterances just differed by who won and who Iaaty a general re-playing of the game in
dialogue form. Truly outstanding performances, dgspectacular failures, and even deviant
play-styles survived the night to be retold to oshie days and weeks to come. | can still relate
my most impressive feat in a gameHALO from a match that happened over six years ago.
Such personal narratives are no less powerful paatiul than those written into the story by the

game designers, and they greatly enrich the gaperiexce for the players.

Tactical Involvement

In the Macro-Involvement phase, tactical involvemsrexpressed as the pursuit and
fulfillment of goals, and the sense of accomplishtresd satisfaction that accompanies those
successes. Goals can be predetermined by the desigs in the completion of a quest, the
attainment of a new level, or reaching a high sdbrey can also be self-determined by the
player, as in speed-runs (the completion of a l[genme in as short a time as possible), low-level
challenges (refusing to strengthen the charaatesisgame beyond the initial level), or even
setting temporary or nightly goals (“I'll log offtar | finish this level”). A recently popular
development that bridges the gap between theséypves of goals is the addition of
achievements, available for every game on the X3t and on some games for other systems.
Achievements are goals provided by the game, asd@sare predetermined, yet for most
games these achievements do not align with theoixgbals of the storyline but provide
interesting and creative challenges for the plaglesely resembling player-developed goals.
They also provide something referred to as “ganoeestwhich is a persistent measure that only

reflects the number of achievements a player hagplsded, as a reward for goal completion.
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Online games provide a unique structure for devetpgoals, since many of the larger MMOGs
encourage (and even require) group work and calédiom. The opportunity arises for groups to
determine their own online goals, whether the cetigh of in-game quests and activities or the
harassment and annoyance of other players (cailgefihg,” this is a common practice in
videogames; it is an example of deviant tacticabimement and is also a good example of both
tactical involvement and performative involvemesidascribed below). Goal completion is in
and of itself a rewarding past-time. In the reatidomeaningful feedback and distinct cause-
and-effect rewards for behavior and effort are,rau in a digital game even small incremental
increases are rewarded with a higher level, sighttreased abilities, or new treasures or
equipment. Completion of these goals, smaller thrdveyond the scope of simply completing
the game, becomes an autotelic activity, meaniagtayer derives pleasure from the activity

itself instead of viewing it as merely instrumerttacompleting a larger goal.

Performative Involvement

Tactical involvement is highly related to the costpn of goals; in order to complete
goals, the player must be able to exert agencyimitie game world, and agency is closely
related to performative involvement. Agency is havasidered to be the power to act within the
game world; such actions need not be intentiondltte player must be able to intentionally
interact with the game world and through theseattons produce meaningful consequences.
In addition to the ability to act, the player matgo have the ability to fail; dubbed “performative
contingency” by Malaby (2007), this level of unpictdbility is the core of many game
experiences, from athletic contests to First-Pe&uwwoters to casino gambling. Players spend

hours increasing the abilities of their charactdérss reducing the risk of failure and increasing
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the ability to exert agency, not only increasintis$action by heightened performance within the
game, but also improving the players’ personal eg$ achievement. In games where player
development through statistics is rewarded, plagiew®te time and energy to increasing
character stats and acquiring the best equipmeigames where personal performance and
mastery of the games’ controls and tactics are gy rewarded than length of time spent
acquiring items, players will direct their effottavard increasing personal ability. In both cases,
these two types of performative involvement arglhiened and emphasized by the introduction

of human players in the game world, be they opptshatiies, or merely cohabitants.

Shared Involvement

The key element in nearly all games, both beforkadter the advent of digital gaming,
is the multiplayer experience. Ranging from allfpssional sports, historical and current, to a
comprehensive list of children’s games, to highkasalexas Hold’em in a casino, games are
viewed as social activities, whether the playeescmoperating, competing, or merely observing
one another. Shared involvement stems from theeatifiinterpersonal interaction; all games,
regardless of their nature, allow for spectatorshtare in the moment, if not in the exact play
experience. Many members of the Nintendo generagorremember quite well watching a
friend or sibling play a level in an 8-bit gamedibig time until it was his or her turn to play. |
can personally vouch for the powerful nature ofredanvolvement as a motivator within the
broader context of life—I have made purchase dewssfor games based upon their ability to
include others, and | have organized or particghateat least a dozen large-scale gaming
sessions, including tournaments, exhibitions, amgple free-play fun amongst groups of friends.

However, with the advances in game technology éndkt decade, sharing game experiences
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has become both simpler and more appealing, producvast array of potential multiplayer
game experiences. Both arcades and LAN centergidages that run interconnected computers
solely for the purpose of gaming, have historicallgvided popular public spaces for the
performance of videogame play in a social settinguch places, crowds often gather to watch a
particularly skilled performance, and players leafitir supremacy in tournaments while cheers,
groans, and a litany of creative taunts and trahare shared between players and spectators.
With modern technology, these same experiencebeauplicated easily and efficiently
from the home on personal computers and consalds;@ntrary to the critical perspective that
gamers “need to get out and socialize more oftaigh games provide an interconnected
experience of gameplay, personal communication sacdlization with individuals who share
at least one set of similar digital interests. Gamaew come with video replay features, allowing
gamers not only to create their own personal nagstbut also to illustrate them with in-game
footage of the event; the most popular of theskyspgarner hundreds of thousands of views on
online video sites. Beyond even this measure efjp@rsonal connection lies the mother of
digital social experiences: the Massively Multigaynline Game. MMOGs, such as the wildly
popularWorld of Warcraftwhich boasts more than ten million players, argswa social
environments; alliances rise and fall, friendstdps made and broken, and marriages are
dissolved or entered into by the millions of reabple who inhabit these digital territories. |
intentionally did not specify that these activitlesppen in the game; real marriages have resulted
from the playing oorld of Warcraft as well as real divorces, and real friendshipgeéen
players have developed, and virtual betrayals kavéo real fights and real heartbreak, all
related to the virtual world but with ramificatiotesthe “real” world. | must stress that the social

activities afforded by the nature of these virtelavironments are not separable into categories of
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game world and real world. As Calleja relates, ohleis respondents moved across the United
States to move in with friends he met in an ongiaene (2007), and | personally have the
experience of making friends with people | haveaneuet in person, as well as withessing two
fellow alliance members start, develop, and mamnéaiomantic relationship without ever
meeting in person. Calleja’s interview data supptre strong connection between shared
involvement and game play motivations, and wittyeta readily supplying Blizzard over $150

million dollars each month, it would seem that thuenbers support this conclusion as well.

Micro-Involvement

Despite the implicit or explicit motivations thatige game play in a broad sense, the
actual moment of a play session presents a veigrelift experiential phenomenon. Micro-
Involvement is concerned with this immediacy ofaodame play, which differs from other
media in its ergodicity (the requirement of nomwtal effort to interact with the medium); the six
components of the DGEM provide a more comprehersages for understanding the actual
game play experience than do previous concepttiaiia The earlier conceptualizations tend to
adapt theoretical models from other media to usaalyzing videogames, and also tend to fail,

as no other medium possesses the level of usécipation and ergodicity of the videogame.

Affective Involvement

There are several ways that game designers carnha@temotional state of the player.
From creating a spooky ambiance using dim lighask dolors, and discordant music, to creating
a sense of panic and urgency as enemy gunfire chetily destroys the box the player is using

as cover, designers have invented many tricksreating an emotionally-charged player
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experience. Landscapes featuring soothing col@atiesl, extraordinarily detailed panoramic
scenic vistas, and pleasant music can instill aesefnatural awe and wonder in the mind of the
MMOG player, and designers know that such detatéehtion to the game world’s environment
can increase enjoyment of their games (and reteofitheir paying customers). Through the
skillful use and manipulation of graphics, sounaj gameplay, designers can couple the intense
emotional investment of a fast-paced, heavy comt@tario with lighting and sound tricks from
the horror film industry, re-purposing the playessbusal from the combat into an increased
susceptibility to the production of fear, and iffeetly executed can terrify an unsuspecting
player (I know that | have personally shouted eral when such instances arise in my own

personal game play experiences, but | have rafedyer, been so startled by a film).

Spatial Involvement

The internalization of maps and game worlds isesence of spatial involvement. In
action games like First-Person Shooters, the sawsdsl, or maps, are played repeatedly against
different opponents; a strong internalized knowkdgthe maps assists players in making
tactical decisions, ranging from knowing the bdates to set up as a sniper, spots to expect an
ambush from the other team, and the most efficiautes to travel to strategic points on the
game map. As an example of this internalizationlefzarecounts a game session where, blinded
by a flash grenade, he was able to move his at@tafety almost instinctively by his familiarity
with the game space. Other game types, like RP@G¥MOGSs, have larger worlds and areas of
responsibility for the player to learn; here, ayplamay not develop the detailed and nuanced
picture of the world as in an FPS, but they haveenaoeas that they can explore, and will

internalize directions and key locations on the ganap. Several gamers note that, for them,
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exploration and discovery are two of the most alpgaspects of MMOGSs, and the ability to
travel to distant mountains and towers and actwedplore those same areas is a powerful
reinforcement for the exertion of agency, and iasesl involvement in the game. Without much,
if any, conscious effort, players memorize the lagmf key areas of these games, and this
internalization is a key element of feeling comdate and confident in the game space, as well

as providing its own sense of autotelic satisfactar players who enjoy exploration and travel.

Narrative Involvement

Nearly all games present a designed narrativerobssort. In games such Beoenix
Wright (2005), players must engage heavily with the nizeaf the game in order to further the
plot; in games likd etrisandDOOM, the plot is unnecessary for game progressiont bames
provide some level of interaction with a designadative, along a continuum between the two
extremes listed above; RPGs have a higher focygadrmevelopment and storylines, whereas
FPS and Racing games tend to eschew strong pkthrfavor of action and excitement.
MMOGs tend to have elaborate backstories, mythekand plotlines; however, many players
ignore these designed narrative elements in falvexpediting game play. Calleja cites the
majority of his participants as indicating thatytlaetively ignore quest dialogue (the narrative
explanation for why the player must go to placenél aonduct task B in order to achieve some
reward) and the provided world history in favomadving on to more enjoyable game elements.
However, lack of engagement with the designed tiaerdoes not indicate a lack of engagement
with personal narrative. Many players relish thpexience of creating their own missions,
whether to accomplish the prescribed goals of #raeggor simply to enjoy group activity within

the game world; such an exertion of agency inceeaatisfaction with play, and provides
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memorable personal narratives that can be recatiddhared within the game community.
Many stories travel through the game world, randmg comic misfortunes and narrow
victories in epic boss battles, to the impressake of the large-scale, year-long infiltration and
subsequent destruction of one of the most powetéyler groups by a mercenary factioreME
Online (CCP Games, 2003); this meticulously planned aperhly executed in-game heist cost
the victims the equivalent of over $16,000 US imipment and resources (Francis, 2008), and
has been told and retold countless times acrosstimmet. The intersections of these designed
and personal narratives are the core element iprdduction of meaning in digital worlds, and

are a key element in understanding MMOG play expees.

Tactical Involvement

In the early history of videogames, decision-malopgortunities for players were fairly
limited; in Pong(1972), the player chooses where to position thiglleainPacman(1980), the
player chooses which route to take across the baaddinTetris (1985), the player chooses
where to place the blocks and how to turn themgdses progress into the*2dentury, tactical
decisions in games have become far more intricedecamplicated. Even FPS games can
require a high degree of forethought and consiageratanging from which equipment to
choose, which path to take or where to go witheldvel, what role the player will assume
(sniper, medic, assault, etc), and more, depengdog the game; all of these considerations
must then be rapidly reappraised and perhaps wiepending on the tactics of the opposing
team, who may then shift tactics to match the playbo must then reevaluate, and so on, ad
nauseum. In RPGs, and especially in MMOGsSs, thesisidas become more intricate by an

order of magnitude; with complex game worlds thmt®/| across a vast digital area, and
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hundreds of quests and thousands of potential ee@aeyunters, as well as thousands of
possible combinations of equipment, skills, chaactasses, and millions of potential
companions, tactical considerations are not defgwegly by the rules of the game any longer.
Players must use internalized knowledge of the gaoréd, the interactions and predicted
behaviors of human players within the game, aloitg aworking knowledge of a vast array of
weapons, armor, spells, potions, and treasuredadati the locations where such items can be
found), in order to determine what to do next witthe game world. The amount of information
that must be processed to make tactical decisiathsMMOGs like World of Warcrafts
stunningly immense, and yet players become saatgly familiar with these elements that they
can make such decisions almost automatically;efehs a piece of information that they are
lacking, then there are surely other players whmakor internet resources to fill the gap in
knowledge. Guilds, alliances, and clans are go@aungikars of both shared involvement, detailed
below, and tactical involvement at both the Ma@wd Micro-Involvement levels. Many such
player organizations are structured with the mapedenced players in leadership positions, and
various members take specialized roles during timgptetion of games. In MMOGs, epic boss
battles often require advanced strategies and @ arichy of player abilities, including fighters,
healers, long range damage dealers, magic userstlaer various player types in order to
succeed; which players take which roles is not gbnetermined by player preference, but by
the tactical needs of the group as a whole, argkthensiderations must be taken into account
before ever attempting to defeat said bosses. B 1g&Pnes, player alliances can also designate
roles based upon the skills of the team membersamtids developed between the players; an
especially steady hand may be used as a snipdg thkiquicker members of the group may be

used to lure approaching enemies into the patheoshiper’s fire, and with the popularization of
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headsets and voice chat, such tactics can bedltetlein moments if the need arises. This level
of coordination is especially common in competitarel tournament-focused player groups, who
can often earn acclaim and not-insignificant morygpaizes for utilizing such intense tactical
considerations in tournament play. Players mussiden these tactics outside of the actual
moment of gameplay (Macro-Involvement), but musbodie able to develop new tactics and use
their own knowledge of the game world to make infed decisions when emergent and/or

unexpected situations arise (Micro-Involvement).

Performative Involvement

The ability to exert agency was the primary foctiparformative involvement in the
Macro-Involvement phase, and that fact remains#mee for this level as well; however, the
focus has shifted tbow players exert agency through game controls ancement. Also, in
considering the method of exerting agency, theeedsstinction between “pieces” and “avatars.”
In some games, multiple game units, or pieces, meayanipulated, but do not directly represent
the player, like multiple military units in Real+iie Strategy (RTS) games or the descending
blocks ofTetris. Avatars, on the other hand, are singular entitegshich the player is anchored;
the player may control more than one avatar througthe course of a game, but each time the
player is anchored to only one avatar at a timeyiding the player a digital representative in the
virtual world.

Games that utilize pieces generally require a widens on the game world; RTS games
require players to micromanage harvesting, refinamgl distributing resources; develop,
upgrade, and maintain offensive and defensive uaitd control these units in battle. Even

Tetrisrequires a tactical evaluation of the most adwgetas block placement within the game
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space before the player uses the controls to ratatalrop the pieces. Games with pieces tend to
require a broad style of control, and especialyR®S games, mastery of controlling multiple
units at once is a great portion of the challengh® game.

Games with avatars have a more immediate stylemfal. The translation of a button
press, mouse click, or wave of the Wii controll&oimotion of the character is one of the most
necessary elements for the development of feebhggency in the game world, and this
connection between the player and avatar serviestteer anchor the player in the game world
and increase identification with the avatar, keelituman, alien, fighter jet, or an abstract blob.
The first-person perspective, where the player aea®st the hands and feet of the avatar,
provides an even deeper connection to the actitmmiihe digital world. This connection to
movement can be pleasurable in and of itself, arallicases is a necessary component of game
enjoyment; one of the largest sources of frustnaitiodigital games stems from difficulty with

controls, which limits or eliminates the playerlsilay to exert agency within the game world.

Shared Involvement

The social aspect of digital worlds can be preseatl games. Single player games allow
for groups of players taking turns, or spectatorserve as an audience for a play session;
however, multiplayer games are the true locus afesthinvolvement. Populating a digital world
with human players who interact with one anothelsadepth to a game that is almost impossible
to provide through scripted Atrtificial Intelligen¢al). This social element adds another anchor
to the game space; for many games, there is noatepabetween the player and the avatar. The
actions of a player’s avatar are attributed toplager, and attacks on the avatar are attributed as

attacks against the self; if | were to be killedeatedly by the same teammate, | would be
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personally offended, as well as aggravated andrétesl. As in the real world, a system for
maintaining normative behaviors is either desigmeh without or produced informally from
within; administrators boot or ban players thak tdhmmates or cheat the game, while player
organizations and alliances keep “kill on sighstdi of individuals who violate informal norms,
such as the intimidation of weaker characters eit tf in-game items. Collaboration is also a
major thematic element in nearly all MMOGs, as¢hd-game content cannot be overcome by
any one character (or by any five characters coehifor that matter), forcing the development
of at least temporary player associations and latigences to further a common goal. Human
opponents, as well, provide an element of unprafility to every game session, as skill levels,
equipment, and tactics of each enemy charactewaiyt with every single match; also, as one of
Calleja’s participants so insightfully pointed otltere is an additional level of satisfaction that
comes from besting human opponents in the gameén®wideogames and MMOGs are
especially good at reproducing such social phenamasrcompetition, collaboration, and

organization of social groups within digital worlds

Incorporation

For videogame players, levels of engagement ralogg @ spectrum; in the diagram
referenced earlier, conscious attention to a pdaidype of involvement lies along the outer
edge of Micro-Involvement, while internalized andamost instinctive knowledge and
assimilation of game elements lies closer to tmereapproaching incorporation. In fast-paced
FPS games, the experienced player does not cosscibink “I'll press the W key to move
forward, and then use D to sidestep right whilating the mouse to acquire a target.” The

experienced player simply does it—he runs forwaidgsteps behind cover, and eliminates the
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opposing team. Experience and involvement leadteynalized knowledge of game function,
allowing highly complex combinations of actions dadtics to flow together seamlessly into a
fluid motion that the player can perform withoutsoiously appraising each action. The player
incorporates knowledge of the game world, whilthatsame time he is incorporated into the
game world itself via representation as an avataking the game world present to the player
while presenting the player-as-avatar within theldorhe player is now a part of the game’s
world; the most direct method of observing thisgepis the shift in the use of pronouns. The
incorporated player refers to player actions withi& game in the first person; the avatar is now

an extension of the player, not a puppet that kagep controls.

Conclusion

Engagement with and internalization of the six edata of the Digital Game Experience
Model produces incorporation; incorporation restridsn the synthesis of aesthetic affect
(affective involvement), internalized tactics (faat involvement), designed and personally
created narrative (narrative involvement) commuroceand the presence of other agents
(shared involvement) and movement (performativelvement) within a habitable domain
(spatial involvement) (Calleja, 2007).

The internalization of game elements, and the gffggness that develops within
incorporation, are analogous to flow states obgkbyeCsikszentmihalyi. However, flow refers
to an activity, or the performance of an activityat reduces every other consideration, leaving
the performer in a state of heightened singularitynind; this does not take into account the
engagement with and presence within a digital woAltlile incorporation and flow both include

a loss of awareness and conscious thought, inctiporrequires the player to accept a spatial



34

relocation into a digital domain, where he can eagency. To fully describe the experiential
phenomenon of incorporation, it is necessary thasciousness, emotion, and environment all
integrate into one seamless experience.

As Calleja states in his dissertation, the devekpnof a new term for the phenomenon
of presence/immersion/engagement/flow is not ineelntd create further terminological
confusion or to introduce a new concept to the avofldigital games; instead, this model of
incorporation serves to clearly define the expegetiat was initially described by those terms,
and to clarify what exactly is meant when discugsire different salient aspects of this
experience.

With all of these elements considered, this thehesresulting definition of incorporation
in digital gamesincorporation is the subjective experience of inkiag a virtual environment

facilitated by the potential to act meaningfullytiim it while being present to others.
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Chapter 3
Resear ch Questions and M ethods

The review of the literature has shown that thenea single, unified theory of immersive
experience in games. The academic literature tefeedisagreement on the fundamental nature
of the immersive experience, or the elements thatpose such experience. Calleja has created a
new model for understanding the experience of insinar and has developed the concept of
incorporation to define the pinnacle of immersixperience. In order to evaluate the validity of
Calleja’s model, my own research will serve aspdication, with a new sample population to

test generalizability. Therefore, there are twostjoas that will be asked during this research.

RQZ1: Do the six themes of involvement provided by thgital Game Experience Model
adequately and comprehensively describe the elesntiesit compose immersive experiences in

videogames, especially at the Micro-Involvement brodrporation stages of engagement?

RQ2: Is the description of incorporation as a six-sidggeriential phenomenon, as presented in
Calleja’s work, an accurate representation of ideagame-related experience described more

commonly as immersion?

M ethods
The course of this research study is guided bysaaleo conduct further exploration of

the Digital Game Experience Model established byef@ausing different methods and a
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different target population. Whereas Calleja comeldihis interviews within a digital game

world (in eitherPlanetsideor World of Warcraft) the interviews | conducted took place in the
physical world; this change removes players froeabtual environment of the game itself, and
the influence that being within the game space exayt upon interview responses. The samples
for these interviews are designed to target gambosprefer console games over Calleja’s
original sample of MMOG players. The change in sempppulation is both a necessity and a
validation technique; for the former, significapenditures of resources not available for this
study are required to obtain enough familiarity antbriety within an MMOG to be able to
conduct valid research, and for the latter, the®aech tests the DGEM with console players and
players from the Southeastern United States, thpareling the generalizability of Calleja’s
findings if they should be confirmed.

Furthermore, this examination is more focused tbalteja’s original study. The initial
research was exploratory in nature and a genesaahigmation of the experience of immersion;
the six themes of the DGEM arose from the analys&large amount of qualitative interview
data. Here, the interviews are designed to focos tipe experience of immersion in games, but
the analysis is based upon the model provided ligj@ain essence, this research is designed to
search for the themes developed by Calleja andreitrify, modify, or reject the notions that
Calleja sets forth in the DGEM.

Finally, qualitative methods were chosen over gtetite methods for a variety of
reasons. The development of a survey or otherdscgke data collection method would have
provided impressive amounts of statistical data| lblid not choose that route for two main
reasons. First, this theory is very young, witls tstudy being only the first test of a model that

could become quite useful if it proves to be vadig;such, qualitative methods are more valuable
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in the development stage of theory building, anplidating Calleja’s own methods to a degree
decreases the potential for validity errors uneeldb the accuracy of the model. Second,
technical issues, such as the necessity of rencguéin adequate sample size, made designing a
survey an inefficient use of resources, and furtttee, most importantly, | specifically wanted
to design a very open-ended interview in orderatclt the true nature of the opinions of the
participants. Personal interviews provided the bpgbrtunity to allow players to speak in their
own terms about games and engagement, and alloagerpto develop themes about

engagement without any direct prompting from trez=egcher.

Initial Interviews
The initial round of interviews was designed taelyi engage a moderate to high number

of participants in a quick interview about games.

Sampling

The initial round of interviews took place at thar@lina Games Summit, a day-long
event featuring food, music, console game tournasnand free-play for a nominal entry fee.
This venue was chosen specifically because obdation in Goldsboro, NC; a large proportion
of participants at this event were not local residemeaning that any sample drawn from this
event is composed of individuals willing to traatlleast a small distance and pay a small fee to
participate in a vidleogame-oriented summit. Furtieee, not all of the residents are from a
specific geographical area; though most of theig@pants were from the surrounding areas of
the Southeastern United States, not all particgpasetre residents of the same city or town,

which provides a boost to the generalizabilityhad findings of these interviews. It can be

2 Approved by University of Georgia Internal ReviBoard, Project Number 2009-10565-0.
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assumed, then, that the proportion of participahtkis event who are dedicated videogame
players is rather high; dedicated game players@msidered both more knowledgeable and
more likely to have experienced immersion (if forather reason than simply spending a greater
amount of time playing videogames) than a non-gamer

Initially, participants who were not actively engalgwith the provided tournaments or
free-play areas and were not engaged in otherlsatigities were approached for the
interviews; as the day progressed, fewer and f@asicipants were socially isolated, and to
compensate for the shrinking pool of possible cadatgis | began to interview small groups of
players who were socializing with one another,featained isolated from the larger crowds at
the event; these tended to be teams of playergngad participate in group-based competitive
tournaments, thus accounting for their familiaxitgh one another and isolation from the
population at large. 15 interviews with 27 totaltgdpants were conducted. Interviews were
recorded, transcribed, and then coded for the poesef themes, with one code for each of the
six aspects of Calleja’s model and a code for “Duoatdit” for any items that may lie outside the

scope of the DGEM; the “Does not fit” items werernhmore thoroughly examined.

Interview Methodology

| wanted to ask players briefly about immersiort, did not want to prime players by
asking questions about immersion directly. An altive presents itself in the form of research
by Ermi and Mayra, who found a strong correlatietween a player’s favorite game and high
levels of self-reported immersion (2005). Therefaharing the interview | asked players to name
their favorite videogame (herein assumed to beg-lmmersive title, at least in the experience

of the player naming it), and briefly describe whakgments within that title contribute to its
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status as the individual's preferred videogames Tactic was adopted in order to elicit
responses related to the elements that either @gweimersion or are found within highly
immersive videogames, without directly inquiringoabthe topic. Furthermore, participants
were also asked to discuss their least favoriteegawr elements that ruin the experience of
playing a game; with this question | hoped to urcoviore information about aspects of game
design that failed to engage the player, or “brakahersion for that respondent. The initial
interviews included only those two questions, vaitfew simple follow-up questions; as the
interviews progressed through the day, more thdrdaljpw-up questions were included to
stimulate the conversation about engaging elenweithén videogames, and the participants

responded to this additional prompting with a nehiety of engagement data.

In-Depth Interviews
In response to the rich data provided by these iaterviews an in-depth interview was

constructed, and a second round of more thoromgthepth interviews was conducted.

Sampling

While the first round of interviews was conductesihg a diverse population at a
geographically accessible location, the in-deptarinews were necessarily more limited in
scope. A convenience sample was drawn from thatele of a local independent videogame
retailer, where research fliers were posted toagdthtial respondents and word-of-mouth
snowball samples provided several more researdltipants. Participants were screened for age
and for experience with videogames. Twelve intevgievere conducted with fourteen

participants; nine interviews were conducted irsper three were conducted over America
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OnLine Instant Messenger, one was conducted oveglédmail chat, and one interview was
conducted over the phone, and generally lasteddssti0 and 20 minutes each. The responses
were recorded, transcribed, and then coded inahme gnanner as the previous round of

interviews.

Interview Methodology

These interviews followed the same general pa#sriine initial round, with the
researcher asking about favorite and least favel@ments in games. However, the follow-up
guestions about favorite titles were more thoroagth expansive, with specific attention paid to
any themes that emerged from the respondent’s asselated to engagement. Participants were
asked about immersive elements within their fagogames, and when participant responses
were general or vague, follow up questions thatifipally referenced the six types of
engagement were used to more fully illustrate thenersive experience. The exact questions
varied between interviews, but they focused ontelg responses about what elements of their
favorite games were most enjoyable, and thus prioigpat discussion of the elements that
promote immersion. Players were then additionadked specifically about immersion in order
to provide data about player opinion of immersimmg not just the interpretation of other
answers by the researcher (interestingly, everyggaant was familiar with the concept of

immersion; not one required an explanation andeyety person gave a unique answer)

% The question “What makes your favorite game bétian similar tittes?” was asked during one ofldter in-
depth interviews; the responses given to this gquestere so rich and detailed that any future nesewould do
well to include it from the beginning, as it forqalayers to focus on the areas that they truly gageith the most
by comparing the favorite title to other games fadtto engage the player in a similar fashion.
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Issues and Observations

As observed in Calleja’s original examination, @es/are leery of discussing gameplay
with researchers who are not themselves gamessistiuite understandable when the only
exposure to academic videogame research is thetirgpof controversial studies about the
connection between videogames and violent behavike.Calleja, | experienced explicit and
implicit challenges from respondents, as | was as®ut my personal gameplay preferences. A
researcher who was less familiar with the worldideogame culture would have had difficulty
courting these participants, and would have paéntsuffered from the lack of specialized

vocabulary necessary to fully understand the arswevided by the players.
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Chapter 4
Exploratory Interviews

The first round of interviews was designed to és#ticated videogame players to
describe the elements within highly-immersive gathes are most important to the
development and experience of immersion in thein tsvms. The interviews initially consisted
of only two main questions with follow-up itemsdlarify and expand upon these answers; as
the interviews progressed, however, more exterieil@v-up questions were included in order
to more fully understand the players’ perspectiVée interviews were then analyzed for themes
related to immersion to discover if the responsesrgby the participants aligned with the
categories provided by Calleja’s DGEM. All six tygpef involvement received strong support as

important elements in highly immersive game expems.

Affective Involvement

Over a dozen players report significant emotioalnections with their favorite games,
either directly or indirectly (for example, througtdiscussion of the beauty of a game’s
graphics). The most common discussions of affectivelvement as an element of immersion
lie along four thematic lines: beautiful graphicennection with the characters and story,

frustration, and simple enjoyment.
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Graphics

For several interviewees, a visually pleasing eéepee is a key element of each player’s
interaction with his or her favorite game. Eighgpendents specifically identify graphics within
a videogame when asked to describe elements #aanibst enjoy; for at least one participant,
excellent graphics are an absolute necessity fgagement (Respondent E19), and for the
others, good visual quality is one of several fextovolved in their enjoyment of the game.

For some players, however, graphics play a lepsitant role. Three respondents define
gameplay as more important than graphics; one pkpecifically describes a title she dislikes
by saying “[T]he graphics are awesome. Great, liattg it, they’re good, | still don'’t like
playing their game” (Respondent E22). Another plagaite succinctly, states “Game play is
much more important than graphics” (Respondent EQ@)standing graphics paired with a
lackluster development of plot or gameplay, thansfto produce immersive experiences.

A common theme in several interviews is the behet designers “rush” game
production to meet deadlines, and as such losattéetion to detail that is the hallmark of
graphic excellence; the “blood splatter on the Wwak Respondents E22 and E23 describe it, is
an example of small graphical details that plageist out as important. In several interviews,
newer games with stunning graphics and advancéddéngy were eschewed often in favor of
naming older games with more interesting and eitjlgygame play; players relate more fully
with games that excel in other categories as vedtieang supplemented with superior graphics.

A visually appealing game experience, while impairta several players, is not a
requirement for game involvement, but instead seagean excellent supplement to an already

engaging game experience.
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Connections with Characters and Story

Emotional connection with the designed narrativienjgortant for participants as well. A
handful of players emphasize the importance okthetions elicited by the games they enjoy as
an important part of their play experiences; twaypks briefly mention emotional investment,
preferring a game “where | can care about whatypbaing” (Respondent E8). A third player
delves more deeply into the issue, describing Bbmono Trigger(1995), his favorite title,
“elicits all these emotions” and “[y]Jou get so eimaoglly attached to these characters” that “you
drop yourself into it” (Respondent E25). This papant actually describes involvement with the
narrative and affective aspectsGirono Triggeras the main elements which produce
immersion within that game wofld

Positive emotional experiences increase the vaildeesajoyment for the players; this
emotional connection, whether it results from bemgnidated by threatening music and scary
moments or developing strong bonds from insighthadracter development, is important for
incorporation and the ability of the player to yrigel as if he or she is inhabiting the game

world.

Frustration

Not all affective connections are necessarily pasitseveral players express that one of
the key emotions that ruins engagement with gas&sstration. This frustration can stem from
non-responsive controls, excessive difficulty lsyébeling that the developers did not dedicate

sufficient time or effort to adequately completeittgame, or experiencing simple boredom

* Here, it is important to note that many of theeimtewees indicated that storyline and plot are @portant
elements of their favorite games; however, dué¢oetxploratory nature and brief length of mostef interviews,
in many cases the reasons for the connection hlstoryline are left largely unexplored.
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from watching excessively long cut-scenes. Seymelcipants claimed that control problems
were especially frustrating, and could have a gtrggative impact on engagement; these
problems are interconnected with a failure to elgmee performative involvement, and negative
feelings of anger and frustration at the inabil@yexert agency can amplify the problematic
nature of inadequate controls.

Beyond the control interface, negative gameplgeernces can also lead to frustration.
Respondent E10 explicitly states that he enjoygipdagames on the easiest difficulty setting, to
allow for a more pleasant game experience; sevespbndents refer to the detrimental effects of
games being either too hard and thus frustratinthmeasy and thus boring. An even greater
number of participants discuss a disconnection éetvplayers and developers, citing frustration
and feelings of disappointment when games fail éetnthe promises of the developers.
Discussing games that fail to meet expectationghach contain programming errors or
“glitches” upon release, Respondent E11 relatest™¢lsomething that it just sort of cheapens
the, you know, idea of going to this whatever otlverld you're going to and experiencing a
new world and new culture. It just destroys thahptetely.”

Finally, two respondents report that the excessseeof cut-scenes for narrative
exposition can seriously damage the player’s inmolent with the game; players who engage
more strongly with tactical and performative eletsghan with the narrative element may find it
difficult to remain engaged with a game that tag@strol away from the player and prevents
them from playing for a significant length of time.

Frustration is a commonly experienced emotion deggame play. To successfully

develop immersion and incorporation, sources @frimdl frustration, such as excessive difficulty
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levels, must be limited, and sources of externadtfation, such as unresponsive controls, unmet

expectations, and poor game design, must be eliedna

Fun

The most popular affective element, referencecctdirdy nine different respondents, is
the simple enjoyment of a fun play experience. iRtagames that match the user’s preferences,
reveling in the enjoyment of exploring and expemtirey with activities that are impossible in
the daily world, and relishing the decidedly pleadle feeling when the player hears a thrown
grenade detonate or the distinctigmK’ of a headshot (Respondent E25) are all autotelic
rewards in and of themselves. The experience at ithdescribables|c| feeling that makes you
fuzzy inside” (Respondent E24), regardless of theee, is a powerful agent in the development

of immersion.

Affective Conclusions

Players enjoy playing games, and games that naeifnustration and provide good
visuals and controls can elicit positive feelingkyers gravitate towards games which suit their
own needs as individuals, and while different stygégames provide distinctly different
experiences, most games provide a measure of sengment in playing. These positive
affective connections seem to be highly conneaiqulay experiences with highly immersive

games.



47

Spatial Involvement

The spatial category of the DGEM tends to be, &ilgame’s controls, a background
element. Several participants enjoy the freedonvam large worlds that feel natural, and to feel
as though they inhabit these worlds, but this matybe in the forefront of their idea of an
enjoyable play experience. Nevertheless, sevespbrelents specifically reference their

interactions with the game world as important atpettheir favorite games.

Exploration and Interaction
Interacting with the designed game world can baresting and rewarding activity by

itself, according to some of the interview partamgs:

Interviewer: [W]hat is it aboutOblivion that really gets you?
Respondent E3: Uh, the dungeon exploration. Run around, dungeaiintg,
and...
Interviewer: Nice. So is it like picking up the items, or is.it
Respondent E3: Exploring, mostly. Like, picking a direction andwoan just go
that way and see something interesting and thesffgmmewhere
Two other participants discuss exploring levelthiir favorite FPS game, in order to
find new sniping spots or other advantageous postfor multiplayer play. While not as
expansive an exploration as the previous exampésgetplayers are also engaging with the game
space in order to explore the environment morg full
For players like this, spatial involvement centnsund the freedom to interact with an
environment that is large enough to support exglmmawhile at the same time providing

tangible feedback for the player’s actions in thatld. The ability to pick a far-off landmark

and travel to it is limited in daily life, so thiksnd of exploration may bring a sense of excitement
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and adventure to a player who rarely engages Inwedd activities that are exciting or
adventurous, and exploring a more limited multiplagrena may yield tactical benefits during

competitive play.

Teleportation

For some respondents, however, spatial involvemsaives around feelings of presence
within the game world, a feeling of actual inhatida by the player in the digital environment.
Three players describe the same experience; g féde you're in the game,” relates
Respondent E2; for Respondent E4, “I was ablede toyself in the world, really feel like |1 was
somewhere else,” and Respondent E21 prefers ang tleahcan “suck me away from reality.”
For these players, they feel an actual sense eépoe within the game world; as inhabitants,
they are more highly engaged than simple playehns, ave merely visitors in the game world. In
this case, incorporation depends heavily on thgepls ability to feel as though he is actually

physically or at least metaphysically present wttiie game world.

Spatial Conclusions

Even if spatial considerations are not foremoshexmind of the player, several
participants expressed quite clearly that inteoactvith and inhabitation of the game world is a
very important aspect of engagement with the videwmgenvironment in their favorite titles. In
fact, inhabitation is one of the key elements oi&jas definition of incorporation; these
participants have confirmed the presence and irapog of spatial involvement in highly

immersive games.
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Narrative Involvement

As in Calleja’s original work, players discuss btkir need to engage with the designed
narratives of their games and to develop their personal narratives in solitary and
competitive/cooperative multiplayer games.
Designed Narrative

Several players explicitly identify engagement vitik storyline as being a prerequisite
for immersive gameplay experiences; for these ptayedeogames serve as a form of
interactive storytelling, and the quality of thekperience depends directly on the quality of the
designed narrative. Six participants identify eregagnt with the designed narrative as the single
most significant aspect of games that they condiagily immersive. Four players briefly
mentioned the storyline elements, but two playezatvinto further detail; for Respondent E26,
his favorite title allows him to interact with tldesigned narrative by impacting the central
storyline, and for Respondent E25, he engagesthatimarrative most strongly when it is co-
developed with a powerful emotional attachmenh#odtoryline and characters as well. These
two players value the storyline most highly, bug thvolvement and engagement with the
narrative is intensified by the presence of otlgpes of involvement, performative for the first
and affective for the second, respectively; the lwoation of involvement types is indicative of
Calleja’s notion of incorporation, and is supportede by the strong immersion the players feel
during play of games featuring this blending.

For all six of these players, engagement with #sghed narrative allows them to enter
into the game world more completely; identifyinglwihe story and the characters adds to the

enjoyment of the experience, as well as increatsiadeelings of incorporation with the game
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world. For some, engagement with the narrativérengthened by the addition of other types of

involvement with the game experience.

Personal Narrative
While a few participants make some referencesdartiportance of personal narratives
in games, one respondent expands upon the exacemdthis personalized experience with

games:

Respondent E9: One more thing that | think | could add to thatuk, the saying
“Truth is stranger than fiction” uh, applies to ykmow stuff that actually happens
that is that you just could not have thought onrymun and you know. | think
that is, | think that really applies to my best estipnces with video games in
general. Like, if we were playin@uper] Smash Brothers [Braw(R008), we
would be playing and something random would happé¢he game that simply
could never happen ever again, or had never hagpgefere. And it was the
result of a bunch of random coincidences that cagether with the players
playing, with the game engine doing something ramdah, whatever, whatever
happened, it ended up supplying us with a lot @idglaughs or something like
that. There’s other occasions, likeShadow of the Colossute PS2 game, there
was, uh, there was a couple of occasions wheralersame really reckless jumps
off of a cliff in order to land on my target anéglit. And, uh, | mean, I'm not
going to say | was very skillful at the game bu Igonna say that I got lucky on
these few occasions where | jumped off a cliff agtt on the character, the uh
the enemies head sorta slaying him you know. 8kefthat. It worked for me
then. Some games would never have even supportbdasuexperience, though
and | what | really like is that the fact that, blecause the game is flexible in its
design, um, | was able to get my own sort of exgrexe out of it and that allowed
me to have a lot of fun.

In the interview above, Respondent E9 describesraséen combinations of game
conditions that provide unique and memorable digi#gne experiences. Here, comedic mishaps

in a fighting game provide enjoyment for multipleyers and unlikely and/or epic successes in

an adventure game provide truly exciting and mebieravents that are unique to the player.
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Though thousands of players may play through theesadeogame, it is possible that no other
player will ever experience the same events, asdutiiqueness personalizes the game
experience. These personal connections with thegaovide a deeper relationship and sense of

engagement with the digital world, and lead toweatteightened sense of incorporation.

Narrative Conclusions

Whether through engagement with the designed tngrar in the development of
personalized narratives, many players relate tstiwées inherent in the experience of playing
games. These stories allow players to connect deeply with the game world, and narrative
involvement is greatly amplified when designed at@wes are coupled with emotional
connections, or personalized narratives are shaitedriends; for these players, narrative

involvement is crucial to the development of imnnans

Tactical Involvement

Tactical involvement encompasses a great dealmakgaay; participants in these initial
interviews frequently discuss the importance ofo#s gameplay elements to their personal
level of engagement with their favorite games. Tmmon themes that emerge from these
discussions are appropriate difficulty level, thegence of human opponents, the ability to
choose multiple character options, the inclusioaaffievements, and requiring players to “think

outside the box” to accomplish goals.
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Difficulty Level

Several players report higher levels of engageitieatigh matching the level of
difficulty in the game with the player’'s desiredét of stimulation. Three players engage more
strongly with games that challenge them up to abbd the level of their abilities, whereas
another player prefers to play easier games becalike the experience, | don’t want to have a
heart attack you know, while I'm doing it” (Resp@mi E10). Respondent E15 describes finding
equilibrium between the two; “if it's too hard, atwd hard to learn you don't want to play it,” he
describes, but “if it's too easy then it's not Wgstaying. So you have to get that right level of
difficulty.”

These responses about difficulty levels and learourves closely match the principles
of Csikzhentmihalyi’s model of flow and the optimwaxperience; if the level of difficulty of a
task is extremely close to, but not beyond, a playbility, then the accomplishment of that
task is a highly gratifying experience, and wiltiease the player’'s engagement with the game
drastically. Whether by setting the difficulty léwe a game menu or choosing a game based on
its inherent ease of play, players have optiongahla to tailor their individual play experiences

to meet their needs.

Human Opponents

The addition of human opponents into a digital esrvinent exponentially increases the
variability of the play session and increases eaget for some players. At least five
participants listed the tactical elements assogiatiéh competition against human opponents
when discussing highly immersive games. Resporidéatbriefly describes specifically

enjoying the strategies necessary to overcome hyotagers; the other four of these players
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(Respondents E22, E23, E24, E25) are membersahpetitive team irfCall of Duty 4:
Modern Warfareand they discuss not only the enjoyment theywddrom overcoming
opposing players, but also describe their freqpeauttice sessions, and the necessity of
constantly developing new tactics. For these plByagvising and executing new tactics
increases their involvement with the game, andtemtly learning and updating their tactical

abilities is an important aspect of their engagetnaeth tactical involvement within the game.

Multiple Character Options

Character and skill-set customization are also namb tactical considerations for the
interviewees. Two participants engage strongly witktomization. For Respondent E14,
fighting games were highly appealing tactically dngxe “you get to pick from so many different
characters, so many different fighting stances, §o.iany different strategies;” these elements
greatly increase the replay value of the gamehagplayer is able to explore the tactical abilities
of each character. Similarly for Respondent E165REhat allow skill customization hold a high
replay value as well; “I've played throuBieblo 2 hundreds of times and it was different for me
every time.”

For these players, the wide variety of strategieglable by choosing different characters
or different combinations of skills and abilitiesxreases the value of the play experience;
choosing a new skill set essentially doubles thgtle of a game, allowing a unique and
interesting replay of the game. Multiple skill comditions increase engagement further, and
developing and mastering new and unique skillsahilities to overcome game challenges in

different ways increases tactical involvement faege players.
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Achievements

Similarly, achievements also serve to extend tinetfanal life of a videogame
experience by introducing additional goals to agalish within the game. Respondent E27
notes that achievements increase the lifespargafree by maintaining his interest in a title
longer, as well as adding replay value. This saygelapplies to the unlocking of secret areas or
additional characters in games; for another twtéi@pants, adding new content to subsequent
play-throughs and the addition of extra challerfigeshe players to uncover and conquer
increase their engagement with games. The includigoals beyond those related to the
completion of the main storyline is a strong infiae on the sense of engagement that these three

players report in highly immersive games.

Thinking Outside the Box
Harder puzzles, non-repetitive game play, and @starg and unique game mechanics are

elements that several players discussed as impdotatheir tactical enjoyment. Three
participants stressed the importance of fresh ehgéls to maintain interest in the game, and to
avoid boring the player through needless repetift@spondent E8 laudé&brtal, a unique first-
person puzzle game, for its simple and unique mrecba

Respondent E8: Making me think laterally about what I’'m doind).u. A really

good example of this would be the gaRwrtal. Uh, it's a great game; you just

get in there you have to think about all kinds iffiedent ways to do one thing.

Uh, you're given a real simple idea of how to doatvyou’ve got, you're

supposed to do but you're given so many ways tougedt and actually go about
it, um, so, yeah | think, | think that’s really imgant to me.
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The development of new and different techniquesv/egrcome game obstacles prevents
game experiences from stagnating, becoming boaingj ruining the engagement the player

might otherwise have experienced.

Tactical Conclusions

Several participants describe the importance oide wariety of tactical elements as a
necessary aspect of their favorite games; a str@agonship is present here between interesting
and challenging gameplay and highly immersive gaiilesse observations fall directly in line

with those in Calleja’s original model.

Performative Involvement

When asked about the elements that compose thveirittagame experiences,
respondents discuss five different themes relatede exertion of agency within a game world:
game design faults, mastery of game controls,tglbdi meaningfully impact the game world,

freedom to choose how to impact the game world,iastdnt gratification.

Effective Game Design and Controls

By far the most common commentary about exertiremag in videogames revolves
around the implementation and design of the garddtacontrol interface. Five different
respondents directly identify defective controlsl amalfunctions in the game’s programming
and design as the leading causes of dissatisfasitbra game experience. “Cheap” strategies
(those that take advantage of flaws within the gamesign), “sticky” controls (controls which

either fail to respond immediately to player inputwhich do so unreliably), and other
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“awkward” elements within a game are a seriousimetnt to the player’s level of involvement
with the game.

When players are aware of the control and desligments, incorporation becomes
difficult; when players are frustrated by thesexaats and unable to interact with the game
effectively, incorporation becomes impossible. Tirs interaction that players have with digital
games are through the controls—before any storglamedevelop, before any game mechanics
can be demonstrated, the player must be ablelizeutie control interface to interact with the
game design. The best control interfaces and desigemes are those that are never noticed
after the initial learning period. Participantseubthat poor controls and broken design elements
are two of the best ways to ruin their enjoymerd gikme, creating “awkward” play
experiences. The top priority for creating a ganit Wigh performative involvement, then, is
the optimization of the input mechanisms that alilbw players to learn the system for control
and interaction, and then allows them to forgetstystem exists in order to more fully enjoy the

game mechanics, sensory presentation, and natrative

Mastery of Game Controls

In contrast, when controls are well-implemented goedplayer overcomes the initial
learning stages of game interaction, obtaining ergsiver the game’s controls can become an
autotelic experience, instead of simply expeditimgaccomplishment of game goals:

Interviewer: [O]verall what is your favorite element in gamés&, what, what
is it about games you really love?

Respondent E23: Headshots

Respondent E23 & E24: [laugh

Respondent E23: | love ‘em.

Respondent E25: That ‘tink’

Respondent E23: Headshots. Yeah, that ‘tink’

Respondent E24: The satisfaction, the satisfaction of it.
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In the interview above, the “tink” the players ddéise is a distinctive sound effect @all
of Duty 4 a First-Person Shooter game; whenever the pfagsra shot that hits an enemy in the
head, the enemy is instantly killed and playerstear a distinctive sound. This sound effect is
representative of the player's mastery of gamerots)tnot only has the player defeated his
opponent, but he has done so with enviable stydeefficiency. The “tink” is actually a reward
for the player, a small but significant bit of maifor their extraordinary performance from the
game itself to commend the player’s skill and mgsté the controls.

In another interview, two participants mention gartike Guitar HeroandRock Band
which are entire games based around the concepastiering the game’s controls; both games
are tests of a player’s reflexes, muscle memorng,ragthm, pushing players to master intricate
control combinations set to popular music. Heresg®adent E27 specifically says the “work
towards perfection” is an enjoyable aspect of theg, making the controls of the game not
merely a system for interacting with the fun pafte videogame, but one of those self-same fun
experiences.

For many videogame players, mastering the contrfiseir favorite game facilitates the
accomplishment of narrative or tactical goals. éthers, including the participants |
interviewed, the rewards of the mastery itself daapen the engagement that players experience

in immersive game play.

Freedom
Several participants highlight the importancehait ability to exert agency in games

through a discussion of how they utilize this newfd agency. Two participants describe the
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ability to engage with activities that are impossito do in the real world; Respondent E10
discusses being able to fly, break the law, orrofiduatastic activities, whereas one relates a story
of being severely injured in high school and besnty able to interact with the world through
videogames (Respondent E16). A third player engagess deeply withiFallout 3, a game with
a vast amount of player freedom to choose the qfatie game, and describes engaging with
games featuring “unlimited character customizati®é&spondent E6). For Respondent EB6, the
ability to choose either the path of the plot's elepment or the path of the character’s
development is a key element in his engagementtivitlyame world.

For these players, agency in a digital world trates to the ability to do things beyond
the limitations of the “real” world. Exploration drexperimentation in digital worlds increase the

experience of incorporation within the experientighly immersive games.

Ability to Impact the Game World

If the ability to choose within digital worlds important for a sense of agency, the ability
to make a lasting impact on those worlds with thdsa@ces is even more potent in creating that
experience:

Respondent E26: | like to have some sort of strategy and | likdeel like I'm
actually impacting the world around me, around mgracter.

Respondent E11: ... [I]t's just fascinating to, you know, dive intodifferent
world and not only be able to, you know, see theneévunfold but to actually,
you know, cause them to unfold, you know, changeotitcomes.

These comments fall directly in line with Callej&splanation of incorporation, in that

players must be able to meaningfully interact wii# environment in order to truly feel a sense
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of incorporation into the game world. For thesdipgrants, significantly impacting the game

world is an important part of their engagement witimersive experience.

Instant Gratification

Finally, another theme within performative involvent is the need for rapid feedback
and stimulation. Several players complain abouessively long cut-scenes and introductory
gameplay sequences that do not allow the playenrteediately begin exploring the game’s
world and mechanics. These complaints, if analymad the perspective of the DGEM, are
reflecting the players’ dissatisfaction with theneval of their ability to exert agency. While a
cut-scene can further the narrative and look veauliful, many players are interested not in
watching,but rather irplaying. By disallowing players to explore their new enwineents or to
further the narrative through interaction with tfeane world, the feelings of agency are
diminished, and if used excessively, cut-scenesactually be detrimental to the process of

incorporation.

Performative Conclusions

Several players describe agency as important iexperience of engagement with
immersive games. Adequate design elements and mpastgame controls allow players to
incorporate the game’s design and controls intw tireader game experience, and the freedom
of choice and ability to impact the game world @allihe players to meaningfully exert their will

within the digital world.
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Shared Involvement

Shared experience increases player engagemengavitbs in a few different ways.
Participants refer to the desire to play againherhuman opponents for the added difficulty,
and also discuss the negative effect that immatutepleasant human players can have on their
game experiences. Using games as a social expeigatso important, as several players

discuss the importance of being able to play witnfls in online and offline games.

Playing with Friends

Before the advent of digital games, the vast nitgjof games required multiple players;
not surprisingly, several players still prefer #oeial aspect of their games even in the digital
age. Seven separate participants list cooperatiegptayer experiences as an important element
of their favorite games. Several players discussgogart of a team, and cooperating in
competitive play; others discuss the engagemehit thé “crowd atmosphere” (Respondent E20)
of games likeRock Bangdor complain of games that make joining friendBrenfor a match
excessively tedious and frustrating (Responden®s&E21). For many of these players,
multiplayer is a requirement for their favorite gaexperiences. Two players also stated that the
type of player with which they are interacting ladgrge impact on their game experience. For

Respondent E8, other characters should be peotilemiibm the player “would want to

® Because the chosen venue for conducting thisréirstd of interviews was a videogame summit witares
designed around multiple player games, respongsas #ie importance of shared experience for enjeydigital
game experiences may be potentially skewed. Silgens at this event had traveled at least sontardis to play
games with or against their peers, multiplayer gaarel shared experiences are obviously at leashgbat
desirable elements of game play for all of theséigipants. While some interviewees did not mengpecifically
the importance of human companions or opponeritsigin several cases a failure to ask the cofodiciw-up
questions rather than an indication of lack ofriesé For example, several respondents listaid 3 andCall of
Duty 4as their favorite games; while both games proeixteellent single-player modes, these games are most
notable for their strong multiplayer online expedes. This lack of proper follow-up was correctedhie second
round of interviews.
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associate,” while the Respondent E11 states tma¢tsmes encountering “unsavory” people
online can ruin a game experience.

For most of the participants, they do not discasany depth the reasons why they enjoy
playing with friends—the enjoyment is considereghan. The discussion focuses on the ability
to enjoy those experiences, whether it be the veha®ock Bandyame or the ease of joining
friends for online matches. With the current leseVideogame technology allowing players to
connect seamlessly from across oceans, games nowglghighly functional and easy to use

multiplayer modes in order to meet player expectesti

Competition

For some players, the social aspect focuses motigeorompetitive edge added by the
introduction of human opponents rather than thmetds of socialization. At least four players
explicitly prefer to challenge human opponents d\dificial Intelligence (Al) controlled
opponents, and several more participants madengassfierences to competitive multiplayer
gamesTwo of these participants state that competitivdtipiayer modes are a “prereq” for
engaging with digital games, as “one-player ganugstdio it for me” (Respondents E15 &
E16). For a third player, human opponents reqhieedievelopment of more intricate strategies in
order to defeat opponents (Respondent E19); foudH, human opponents are more interactive,
and more frustrating to play against than othepfe(Respondent E12).

For these players, the difficulty added by humapamgnts can maintain their interest in
playing the game. Competition pits players agammgt another, and not only does this increase

the challenge, but increases the satisfactionabry as well. Pleasure derived from defeating an
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opponent makes victory against human players asyahje experience, and increases the

engagement with the game.

Shared Conclusions

Staying true to their roots, videogames functioryweell as a social experience. Whether
playing cooperatively or competitively, players@ngharing their in-game experiences with
others. This shared experience increases engageviternhe world of the game, increasing both

enjoyment and involvement for the players.

Discussion

The exploratory interviews provide initial suppfot all six aspects of the Digital Game
Experience Model. Participants in these exploratatgrviews describe their favorite
videogames with a wide variety of responses aboange of different aspects and
characteristics, but despite their dissimilarinesarly every answer related to engagement and
immersion fit neatly within one of the six categariof involvement developed by Calleja.
However, despite this initial support, this styferderview provided data that lacked the
necessary depth to truly analyze the fundamentar@af the experiences that players
described; yes, several players declare that gra@ine an important element in their favorite
games, but why? Are they the most important elethang there differences between high-
definition hyper-realistic graphics and stylizetisdic representations? These questions are only
a few of the many left unaddressed by these irdersi Therefore, a second round of interviews
was necessary to delve more deeply into the trueenaf the experiences described by these

participants.
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Chapter 5
In-Depth I nterviews

The second round of interviews was designed toeg¢he methods utilized in the
exploratory interviews in order to elicit more etahte and thoughtful descriptions of elements
that are important in highly immersive games. Titerviews again consisted of the same two
main questions with follow-up items to clarify aegpand upon these answers; however, these
follow-up items were designed to be more rigorau$ @omprehensive than those in the
exploratory interviews. The interviews were thealgped for themes related to immersion to
discover if the responses given by the participahgm with the categories provided by Calleja’s
DGEM, the themes discovered in the previous ingwvg, and any new themes that may emerge
from this round of interviews. All six types of iolwement received strong support as important
elements in highly immersive game experiences; #sa previous round of interviews;
however, interesting and potentially important etaagons about the nature of incorporation

were also discovered.

Affective Involvement

Respondents in the in-depth interviews confirmitheersive and engaging power of
emotions elicited within videogames. A wide ran§emotional connections, as well as a wider
array of methods used to develop these connecimillgistrated by the comments of the
participants. These results are in accord withefaB original findings as well, and support the

assertion that affective involvement is well repraed within high-immersive games.
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Graphics/Visual Style/Environment

As with the previous interviews, support is found émotional connection through
visual representation here as well. However, thegmay expands slightly out of necessity to
accommodate additional findings about the enviramtraed aesthetic appeal of the game as a
whole, and to move the focus away from hyper-réalgraphics to more of a connection with
the artistry of a game. Two respondents discusggdduality graphics as important elements in
their favorite games, but only one participant efalbed on the necessity for high-definition
visuals. Respondent ID5 indicated that his mosténsime game, a baseball simulation,
maintained a heightened level of realism at alesmncluding not only the visual appearance of
each character and the environment, but also tmenamtary from well known sports
personalities, allowing the player to relish monsewitconfusion as roommates and others
entering the room initially cannot tell if the game the television is an actual baseball game or a
digital replica.

Other players, however, discuss the importanceebeauty and execution of the visual
style. More than one participant asserts that gcapbuperiority is nice, but if not backed by
solid gameplay and/or narrative will render a gamplayable. Respondents claim that attention
to detail, or artistic interpretations of realiye acceptable substitutes for high-definition
visuals, and in many cases are seen as prefeRdgdpondent ID12 frequently professes her love
for a highly stylized game based upon Japanesgregdhy, while Respondent ID8 complains of
the excessive grittiness and hyper-realism of modames and expresses a preference for
brightly colored and fantastic environments. Funti@re, Respondent ID6 also indicated that

while frequently overlooked, soundtracks play géapart in developing the game environment
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and tone. An excellent soundtrack can assist theega eliciting emotional responses, thus
engaging the player more deeply within the gamddvor

When players express a preference for beauty uaviyle, they are in fact discussing
an emotional connection with the game. This conaecghay revolve around admiration for the
beautiful design, awe at a particularly powerfidual, or more visceral reactions to increasingly
realistic graphics. Respondents confirm preferefaeattractive graphic and visual design in
their favorite games, lending support to the agsethat emotional response and immersive

experience are related.

Connection with Characters and Story

Participants expressed strong emotional connectmhsth the individual characters and
as a general reaction to the narrative itself.dtdeast three players, characters that the player
customizes himself elicit feelings of personal@ttaent. “You put thought into this character,
so you should feel connected to it. You creatédlidims Respondent ID1, confirmed by
Respondent ID6 who says, “It's kinda nice...to hake & personal relationship with [your
character].” Respondent ID 5 did not refer to chtaadevelopment, and has a slightly different
take on the emotional connection he shares withasacter: “He’s got my name, he’s got, you
know, my look and... I've gotta make him the most eypbecauséhat’s me.” By developing
personal emotional relationships with their avatdrase players are opening themselves more
fully into the immersive experience of the game.

Games that offer no character customization c#ire$tit strong emotions through the
use of evocative narrative strategies and highiyuetiaracter development. Four of the

participants refer to their favorite games in tehgelating with the designed narrative
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emotionally. The most engaging part of the stooy,Respondent ID11, was watching the
evolution of a “terribly flawed” main character thugh the experience of a “heartbreaking” story
of tragedy and redemption. Respondent ID10, whoesharrative as most engaging in his game
experiences, felt severe negative emotions whefathise to complete a specific mission earlier
in the game led to the death of one of the ganegigfe protagonists: “you actually feel really
sad and depressed that he couldn't save her.” Engag with storylines that are already of
particular interest to the player can also elinieanotional response from the player. Respondent
ID7 describes a deeper connection with games t#sadribe a particular era in world history,
while Respondent ID12 professes her love for Jaggney/thology, which heightens her
emotional connection to the artistic representatioina game based on ancient Japanese legends.
These emotional connections with the storyline thiedharrative encourage players to
engage more deeply with their game experiencesel@motional bonds increase involvement,
and affective reactions to the designed narratieeagpowerful component of incorporation for

several players.

Frustration

A couple players reported that a common complaitit games which they do not enjoy
is feeling frustrated by inadequate or deficienhgalesign, especially in the areas of control.
Uncontrollable camera angles, getting stuck inowggiareas of the game, or encountering
otherwise broken game elements frustrate playatslaorease game enjoyment and break game
immersion. Interestingly, players also report fragbn with their favorite games; Respondent
ID10 discussed that his favorite game frustrated difiten, “sometimes to the point to where it

makes you want to throw your controller at the T&d Respondents ID 2 and ID5 both discuss
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throwing controllers as well. The difference betwémistration from broken game elements and
difficult obstacles arises from the source of thestration; for the first group, frustration arises
from a failure of the performative elements of tfaene, because the player is not able to
effectively exert agency in the game world eitheotigh unresponsive controls or errors in
game design. The other type of frustration, howesterms from the difficulty in finding the
proper solutions to overcome puzzles and obstathesplayer’'s own skills and problem-solving
abilities are to blame for the shortcomings inldteer, whereas defective code or design in the
game itself are the culprit for the former. Thaserviews support the idea that frustration
stemming from tactical elements can be overcomghéwttachment to the narrative, or even
enhance the engagement by providing more motivati@mvercome a particular challenge, while
frustration from faulty controls or broken desiganaestroy the player’s perceived ability to
meaningfully impact the game and both produce Saamit resentment toward the game and

destroy immersion.

Fun

Every player describes his or her favorite titldasg fun to play. The omnipresence of
fun, and the fact that fun originates from a conitpms of other game elements, lead me to
believe that a discussion of fun as a form of difeanvolvement would not add significantly to
the understanding of immersion and incorporatiaihe®researchers challenge the notion that
fun is related to engagement in digital gamesshpporting or defying such an argument is

beyond the scope of the current examination.
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Additional Observations

No additional themes emerged from the analysib®in-depth interviews; however, the
increased emphasis placed upon emotional connedtidhe in-depth interviews is significant.
Players readily provide answers about what thegyemjost in games, be it story, tactics, or
design. When players are pressed to more thorowgighprate on their favorite elements in
games, participants frequently expressed strondiena reactions and bonds with characters
that support and enhance the experience of theseenmyable elements. In this way, affective
involvement is shown to be present in many high-ersive games, and serves as an amplifier

for the effects of other types of involvement.

Affective Conclusions

Videogames, like other modern media, can be usid gfiectively to induce emotional
reactions from players through the excellence béotlements: beautiful scenery creates a sense
of wonder, intricate plot development producesaypdition and emotional investment in the
story, and difficult challenges amplify the sengsatisfaction that victory brings. Conversely,
ugly scenery creates boredom, terrible dialogueiaue plot twists produce disbelief and
dismay, and unwieldy controls and broken designlidyribe desire to stop playing the game out
of frustration. Effective use of Affective Involvemnt is necessary to create engaging, moving

game experiences, and is vital for incorporation.

Spatial Involvement
The in-depth interviews provided strong supporttfe importance of the Spatial element

of digital games as a key element of immersive pbgyeriences. Every interview respondent
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discussed distinct elements within his or her fagarideogame, which include significant
interactions with the game space, either as aresgpd preference for exploring elaborate game

worlds, a sense of actual presence within the gaankl, or a combination of both.

Exploration and Interaction

As in the previous round of interviews, gamersdigbloration of and interaction with the
world as an important element in digital games. Wiamms of these experiences exist, as each
game world is unique. Some gamers prefer to olaims and slay bosses through exploring
segregated and usually difficult-to-conquer plagcgs, known as “dungeon crawling,” or to
master new maps in shooting games to increasetétogical edge over human opponents. Some
prefer to simply pick a direction and run, to sdetthere is to see, or to find challenges; when
asked what makes a game truly excellent, ResponiDédtreplied, “games that allow you to
run off from a town yourdic] supposed to go to and run way off into the distato fight
enemies way above your level for fun.” Whether exiplg the environment is useful in
determining how to overcome an alert guard or nyeaelenjoyable pastime by itself, interaction
with the game world is key to rewarding and immezsgame play.

Participants also desire rewards for their expions; additional content, interaction, and
acquisition of items are sometimes needed to eageuplayers to stray from the path set forth
by the game’s narrative. While some players wipflere game worlds merely for the experience
of exploration, others are hoping to maximize tladilities and acquire improved equipment, in
order to further their tactical goals. Alternativetome exploration allows for further narrative
exposition, unlocking information about the stdmgttplayers might not have accessed without

interaction with the world. Respondent ID8 repebtethphasized the importance of details
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within the game world; among the most importangadiefor this player is the discovery of new
and unique items through exploration. Still oth&ize exploration to find alternate routes of
travel, or alternate methods for accomplishingrtiregame goals, either to increase efficiency
of accomplishment or to simply expand the expeparfagame play. Allowing the player to
choose between multiple paths to reach a goalaseereplay value, as many players wish to
play again to explore areas left untouched preWoagain, according to Respondent 1D8, “I
enjoyed théSonicgames because not only was there a sense of apdéchmediacy, but the
levels were very big, and you could take multigetes, almost making it a different game each
time you played it.”

While exploration can be an explicit theme of m&BGs, the exploration of the game
space is important in a variety of different ganlds quotation above describes the exploration
of Sonic: The Hedgehagames, and the titles that players list range lyidet only in game
genre (First-Person Shooter, MMOG, Stealth, Actlalventure) but in platform as well, with
systems ranging from the Super Nintendo to Plagstad PC. Allowing players to wander
around the environment is a common attribute ofeggawith high favoritism, lending strong

support to the necessity of Spatial Involvementricorporation for many players.

Teleportation

As in the previous round of interviews, telepodator a sense of presence within the
game space is found in highly-immersive games. &agnt ID7 describes his favorite games as
an “escape from reality,” but where, preciselythis gamer going? The feeling that “it is [me]
who’s in there” (Respondent ID1) engages the playare fully into the game. “It’'s almost like |

am that pitcher,” relates Respondent ID 5, aboayipg virtual baseball; “He’s got my name,
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he’s got, you know, my look and...I've gotta make him most money because that’'s me. |
gotta make the most money for that player.” RespahtD4 describes enjoying a game
environment so beautifully detailed and realistocian just “fall into it,” whereas Respondent
ID8 desires brightly colored, unrealistic world#; Has to be fantastic, colorful, interesting,
beyond reality.” Immersive videogames, again fromde variety of genres and platforms,
induce feelings of physical inhabitation of digisgace, and provide a deeper measure of
involvement for players.

Interestingly, several participants discussedithéd to this sense of presence. At least
two players (Respondents ID2 and ID7) limit these wf MMOGSs to prevent “unhealthy”
connection to the game. Respondent ID5 descrilsefe#iing of presence and reality in the
game while also simultaneously acknowledging thsta game, and as such provides a
temporary escape from the worries and issues addhg world. Respondent ID9 feels like an
inhabitant of an expansive game world, until heoemters a loading scre®rhis brush with the
game’s constraints makes “you realize you're plgyargame.” These limitations underscore the
importance of presence in digital games for soraggsk: self-restriction highlights the extreme
enjoyability of the play activity, so much so thtatnust be limited to prevent overindulgence.
Acknowledging the game as non-reality and yet f#ling present indicates the power of the
experience and its strong utility as an escape;‘i@aiz[ing] you're playing a game” means that

at some point, the participant forgot that veryt taed had to be reminded by an external source.

® A temporary placeholder, used by resource-heagyaphically-intense games, shown to players wthite
computer or console loads the next area.
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Additional Observations

No significant themes within the category of Sgdtimolvement emerge from the
analysis of the in-depth interviews that were atfd in the initial interviews. However,
interaction between types of involvement is monmagwn in the in-depth interviews; describing
a game world with “beautiful scenery” and emphagjzhe importance of background music to
set the proper tone for a game are intersectiospatfal and emotional involvement; finding
new story elements from exploration combines spatid narrative; discovering new paths to
take to overcome challenges pairs spatial ancdctdrtilaiming a Guild Hall as a base of
operations for the player and his companions mépagial and shared; and making a
meaningful, lasting impact upon the game world 8&eperformative involvement’s sense of
agency with spatial involvement’s interaction wilie world. For the DGEM, these interactions
are not only expected, but necessary for the dpuant of incorporation, and their presence

within this data set supports the adoption of Gaibemodel.

Spatial Conclusion

For some players, Spatial Involvement providessthengest draw into the game space;
for others, it compliments other elements to insesthe enjoyment of improving one’s
character, revisiting previous levels to uncoveremaf the narrative, or finding new tactics to
overcome challenges. Strong spatial involvemenoiaIplayers to enter a digital world, and can
seamlessly combine with each of the other typesvaiivement to move beyond entry and

incorporate players into that game world as infzaibg.
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Narrative Involvement

As in the previous section, the in-depth intervigasvide strong support for Narrative
Involvement as framed within the DGEM. Many of fheaticipants indicate that storyline,
characters, and plot development techniques arertant in the games they enjoy, and for some
Narrative Involvement is the single most importaspect in determining their game preference.
Most of the data on Narrative Involvement focuseshe designed narrative, but several

respondents relate significant personal narratgesell.

Designed Narrative

Many of the gamers interviewed are motivated ty plames based on the quality of the
designed narrative. Ten of the thirteen interviaatipipants mention the importance of the
storyline in the games they played; five of thokeyers listed storyline as the most important
element in their favorite games, lending suppoth®idea that narrative involvement is related
to highly-immersive game experiences.

When asked what they enjoy about their favorite ggmany players’ responses
indicated they enjoyed the storyline; when pregeednore details, players provided a range of
different and occasionally profound answers. Pigdiats express significant engagement with
the story in a variety of ways. Respondent ID2 usses meaningful choices that alter the
behavior of game characters, such as saving a aappty and receiving thanks from the
townsfolk, or destroying the same and receivinghapestility from the same. Respondent ID7 is
a World War Il history aficionado, so his favorgames revolve around WW ll-era storylines,
while Respondent ID12 enjoys Japanese history aiidalogy and her favorite game is a

combination of stories pulled directly from thosgénds. Still others discuss excellent pacing,
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narrative techniques, engaging characters, and eklaments that compose their favorite
storylines. Several participants mention that thaye replayed their favorite games multiple
times, and for each of those players, re-expenmgnitie storyline is always one of the top
reasons for the replay.

As likely as players are to name excellent stoeylis one of their favorite elements, they
are faster to point out bad storylines as one efdistest ways to make a game unplayable. Poor
dialogue, implausible plot devices, nonsensical plists, forced player options, repetition, and
predictability are some of the most common answsisn players are asked to describe their
least favorite or most hated element in videogamg&espondent ID8 eloquently expressed,
“You can have all the graphics in the world, bugati're going to build your storyline out of the
“what NOT to do” school of exposition, | mean, ijisst, like cotton candy; it's pretty, but it's
not filling.” The importance attached to the stargl may vary between individuals, but a sub-
standard storyline is almost universally hated.

Conversely, several players mention that an extetioryline can overcome deficiencies
in other areas. For Respondent ID4, a good st@yhight mean the difference between playing
a game once or replaying it many times; for othiérsjght mean playing an entire game that
one would not play otherwise. For examplaal Fantasy Vllis widely regarded as having one
of the best storylines in a videogame, and is @sowned for innovative gameplay and (at the
time) technological advancement. One sequel angpmwiel videogame were released that
expanded upon the original game’s plot, but chamgedeplay significantly. In this study, both
of these games are mentioned by two different ptaglRespondents ID4 and ID11), who both
note that they did not enjoy playing the gamescouatpleted them anyway in order to

experience the expanded plot of the story. Theseptawers are so strongly involved with the
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narrative of the original game that they acquired eompleted an entire game, one that they did
not enjoy, just to continue the plot.

Interaction with the designed narrative is onehefstrongest predictive elements of high
levels of engagement with a specific videogameraliae involvement can be so powerful as to
gloss over other deficiencies of a game, drawiageais into investing large amounts of time
replaying games, or even coercing gamers to pueciiagd complete an unenjoyable sequel,
simply to expand the plot of the original. Havingexcellent narrative is crucial for the

incorporation of many players into the game world.

Personal Narrative

The importance of engagement with personal nagsiiy supported moderately in this
round of interviews. Personal narratives are moraraon in MMOGs, in which storylines are
optional and the addition of human companions @es the likelihood of emergent situations,
as well as providing witnesses to verify such s®and friends who were there with whom the
player can reminisce. Players who preferred MMO@s@ore readily able to provide a personal
narrative, and the stories almost universally deednteractions with other people within the
game world; Respondent ID7 describes a chance aterowith other players that led to praise
for the skillful execution of a difficult raid artkveloped a bond of friendship with other
players, while Respondent ID9 describes the uneggegenerosity shown to a new player by
older players irfeverquest 2Two respondents, ID1 and ID2, friends in rea,ldescribe their
preference for opposite factionsWorld of Warcraftin order to play together cooperatively,

one must change sides, and they let their persiistalste color the interview:
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Respondent 1D1: Yeah, with the whole Horde and Alliance thing. Ybwas, |
played Horde for almost a year, and then he's tiarfse. He was like, “Come
make a character with me.” | was like, “eeehhh...”
Interviewer: So you were actually, you, you were feeling thgame rivalry.
Respondent ID1: Right. I ... that and I, | hate the races on thatebn, Gnomes
are little, annoying, squeaky people.
Interviewer: [laughs]
Respondent 1D2: And Tauren are huge, annoying bull people. We'senked to
get along with this.
Interviewer: OK, you've learned to, to settle your differena@ggo agree to
disagree.
Respondent 1D2: Yes.
Respondent | D1: Until he plays me in a PVBerver and then | just kill him.
Respondent 1D2: And then just all bets are off.

While the factions are provided by the designedatiae, these players internalize their

relationships with the provided races and are maeracting with the narrative outside of the
game space. The dislike for the various races,efisaw their personal clashes within the game
world, are no longer part of the designed narratig are based on internalized opinions and
values.

Another interesting observation of personal nareatiame from Respondent ID12 who
describes a game that she thoroughly enjoyed asdbthe stupidest games EVER.” When
asked to elaborate, she provides a detailed déscripf game mechanics and a plot that are not
the most intriguing, but they enable her to intevaith her friends in various ways (including
being able to mildly harass her friends as she awesy gleefully), even going so far as to relate
a gathering at Christmas one year where she anfii¢veads distributed in-game gifts to one
another. Without these interactions and the intergstories developed with her friends, it is

unlikely that this title would have been as enjdgdbr the her.

" PVP stands for “Player-versus-Player,” which gamme type in which human players may choose togeniya
combat with one another. This is contrasted witle ‘Player-versus-Environment”), which is a garyipd in
which players may only engage in combat with corapapponents. These game types are both common in
MMOGs.
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Personal narratives, like the ones referenced hesasxcellent ways to extend the
engagement with a game as well as excellent wagkitdhe demarcation between real-space
and game-space. These narratives produce (or ratlegproduced by) variety and
unpredictability in games, and serve to extend hdybe reach of the game session, blurring the
line between play space and non-play space; thé@udf real human interaction into a game
space destroys the ability of the player (or trs2agcher) to determine where game and reality

intersect by thoroughly intertwining the two.

Additional Observations

No significant themes are found in this seriemntdiviews that would add to the
exposition of narrative involvement. However, elatseof narrative involvement are found to
increase the engagement of players when combinddothier types of involvement; a desire to
learn more about the narrative leads to spatidbeation; defeating a boss solely to earn the cut-
scene and continue the story blends tactical armdthge involvements; the ability to make a
visible impact on the story through player choietects the intersection of performative and
narrative elements; replaying games with a frienchaking personal narratives with
companions are elements of shared narrative inuodwe; and developing characters and
plotlines that elicit powerful emotional respongesn players crosses narrative with affective
involvement. These combinations are in line withi€a’s assertion that these elements do not

exist alone within digital games, and also suppitrescombined model of incorporation.
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Narrative Conclusions

Involvement with both the designed and personaktiges increases players’
engagement with a game, and this importance isgysupported by participant responses. The
development of an excellent storyline can engagl@yer so strongly that he or she will play
through games repeatedly to re-experience the,dtarya blind eye to the faults in a game’s
technical execution, or even purchase sequelsatkdess enjoyable simply to continue the
narrative. Adding human co-inhabitants to digitalrlds decreases the importance of the
provided storyline, but develops personal narrativlich serve to engage and entertain the
player. Without a doubt, Narrative Involvement reeaf the strongest elements of incorporation

for many players.

Tactical Involvement

Players interviewed in this study become tacticailsolved in a variety of different
ways. For some, overcoming challenges provided ¢ggnae and beating it on every difficulty
level are the top priority in play; for others, fig a great deal of thought and planning into
elaborate character customization is most desirébleearly all cases, however, the methods
and strategies for overcoming obstacles and actgegoals play an important role in the

experience of highly immersive games.

Difficulty Level
Not as many respondents explicitly mentioned ditticlevel in descriptions of
immersive experiences in the in-depth interviewdidsn the initial interviews. However,

several respondents discussed the importance érbimg content; one of the best parts about
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Metal Gear Solidaccording to Respondent ID10, is the varietyiffeent strategies needed to
defeat the bosses, though he does warn that tih@uttif “makes you want to throw your
controller at the TV.” Respondent ID9, an ardentdda MMOGs, praises his favorite game as
“the hard version o¥[orld] o[f] W[arcraft] ,” which accounts for a higher population of older
players, as younger players may lack the dedicati@mgage with the more difficult world.
Players also discuss the need for gameplay to tkexzp interested, as well as the dangers
of excessive repetition; some respondents emplthieg dislike of stagnant, repetitive
gameplay as an example of a way to effectively augame. Again, maintaining an optimum
difficulty level may not be foremost in the mindsptayers, but when skill level and game
difficulty fail to synch with one another, the imm#&e experience suffers due to boredom or

frustration.

Human Opponents
Again, the addition of human opponents increasetyeand unpredictability for
players, but not all participants described thisriaction as a positive attribute. For one player,
the addition of human opponents is crucial in gaggiersonal skill and learning new tactics and
strategies:
Respondent 1D5: | want to be able to get online and play with otheople, and
see how my skills rate up to other people. I'ma@rofessional gamer by any
sorts or means, I’'m not even that great, but yaawkhjust like to think that I'm a
good player and there are other people out thececgh maybe teach me to play
better, or challenge me. So, it’s really important.
While competition is a key element of shared ineahent below, it is important to note

this experience here as well, as the challengeddmgduman opponents, and the potential for

self-improvement, are strong tactical consideratifmm this player. As another respondent noted:
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Respondent 1D6: [P]eople react differently than a machine. A maeh# as
random as they can be within their coding, theyaaly be so random.

Eventually you figure out what the trick is, anduyget around it. And, people
have habits, just like machines have code, butlpezgm change their habits.
They can change the way they play the game. Wherezachine, once it's set, it
can’'t do that. So, playing against people onliheved you one, to change the way
that you play, and two to adapt to how other pepfdg. So, it's pretty
entertaining for that fact; it's almost never tlaen®, whenever you play a game.

For these players, the inclusion of human opponerttseir preferred games increases
not only their engagement with shared experiengealso their engagement with the more
strategic elements of involvement.

For other players, however, these interaction)at@s positive. Respondent ID8
declares a preference for computer opponents, becas he says, “with the computer, you can
feel better about losing to it because it's desigioebe better than you, but there’s always a
matter of pride with me if [I] lost against a humapponent.” For this respondent, the increase in
variety and difficulty fails to outweigh the negagiemotions that arise from defeat at the hands
of a human opponent. Respondent ID7, when asketeldraents will ruin a game, lists an
“obscene advantage” by one side or the other irtipfayer games; human opponents must
present a challenge, but not so much so as tosbenmountable.

Positive or negative, several players describéntipact that human opponents have upon

the tactical involvement element in high-immersj@nes, marking it as an important aspect of

games for some players to seek out and othersoid avoptimizing levels of engagement.

Multiple Character Options
Character customization and player choice in chiaratevelopment are very important

issues for several participants. Six participaisted character customization as one of the most
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prominent elements of their personal favorite ggam$ several of those going into detail about
the exact nature of their favorite types of custation. For Respondent ID5, being able to
choose between a score of teams in his favoritdsgame is important for the variety of
tactical differences available. Respondent ID2 gegavith the development of a character in a
game with over a thousand skills to choose fromhwhere the player can only select eight; the
high level of planning that developing a charactguires, as well as the uniqueness of each
character, were both significant aspects of hisdaanvolvement with that game. Several
participants discuss this importance of unique attars; developing a character to better fit the
player’s style and preferences is more importaam timnatching some external ideal, and deepens
the relationship between the player and the awatacreen. For these players, the ability to
personalize and improve their avatar increasesemdimm with the character and more deeply
engages the player in the tactical consideratibm®bonly how to overcome obstacles, but how

to empower, develop, and evolve their chosen avatar

Achievements

Achievements, whether provided by game challengeleeeloped by the player, are not
strongly supported by these participants. Respdri@Enmentions achievements in passing, as
part of a discussion about being a completionést; players discuss the importance of self-
created goals within the context of these intergieluture research may determine if self-

developed goals or achievements are an importantegit within a larger sample.
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Thinking Outside the Box

Inventive puzzles, lateral thinking, and interegtor unusual objectives are important
elements of several participants’ experiences. iBpalty, two participants relate the importance
of this game element through stories and exampbes their favorite games. Respondents ID1
and ID2 discuss a mission where the player is ldckgarmed in a house with seven computer
characters, and must eliminate all seven of theroloyincing them to fight and kill one another
through dialogue options, or by planning and exagutlaborate tricks to convince the
characters that they mean one another harm. Timsdfylateral thinking and strategic planning
increases the sense of satisfaction that the ptageives from the success of the mission,
amplifying his engagement with tactical involvemanthe game. Respondent ID10 describes
the difficulty in determining the correct strategi® overcome the boss battles in his favorite
game. For example, one boss has psychic abilérestherefore can read the player’s mind and
react too quickly for the player to damage him;pleyer has to physically unplug the game’s
controller and plug it back into a different corigo port to overcome this disadvantage.
Requiring this type of unusual strategy is frustigfor the player, but ultimately adds a

pleasurable amount of variety and novelty to the@axperience.

Additional Observations

Two new themes emerged from the examination oirtftepth interviews that were not
prominent in the initial examination: Completionismd Rewards. For Completionism,
Respondent ID5 specifically references the nedzbad games on every difficulty level,
unlocking every secret, and accomplishing every; tather participants also discuss finding

secrets and unlocking new content. It is possh the need to conquer not only the goals
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provided by the main storyline, but every goalhia game, is more prevalent than what is found
within this sample; further research would do viellook for this type of tactical involvement in
future studies.

Rewards for completing goals may be autotelic, fileesense of accomplishment noted
by Respondent ID8 that he feels in developing aaxter from level one to level one hundred,
or may be utilized in the satisfaction of otheragmf engagement. Respondent ID12 fights to
overcome a boss in order to access the cut-scerevafd and expand upon the narrative. Other
players may level-up their characters for hoursrafer to face more difficult challenges, defeat
enemy human opponents, or simply become stronggentmuexplore more of the game world
without being instantly killed by roaming enemi&sich of these situations, referenced by the
participants, illustrates the intersection of teatinvolvement with each of the other elements of
incorporation, and the importance of these conftesrio the development of enjoyable and

immersive play experiences.

Tactical Conclusions

Through a wide variety of strategies across a beox@dnse of genres and platforms,
utilizing unique and inventive tactics to overcoaistacles and accomplish goals is an
extremely immersive element for many players. Miaglskill and difficulty levels, providing
appropriate rewards, and allowing players to expenit with and develop new techniques for
playing games can engage the full mental facutti¢be player, and this intellectual stimulation
creates the necessary atmosphere for player in@ipio. The respondents in this study readily

verify the importance of tactical involvement irethpersonal immersive experiences.
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Performative Involvement

The ability to effectively exert agency, whethamtligh player choice or simply through
the extension of the player’s will into digital g;gathrough a controller, is referenced by several
participants as an important aspect of both tleeiofite games if executed correctly and of their
least favorite games if executed poorly.
Effective Game Design/Controls

As in the previous round of interviews, particigargport shoddy game controls and
ineffective game design as key elements that niéirfere with their engagement with a game.
Avatars not responding properly to player inpucamfortable control schemes, and other
broken elements within a game’s design disengageldyer from the game experience.
Respondent ID13 passionately describes poor caamgllas as his personal “pet peeve”: “It just
ruins the immersion so much, | guess. That's hieehtiggest instance, | think, of where the code
gets in the way of the game experience.” This dlgacstems from the interruption of the
player’s ability to fully view and understand thange state, which severely limits his ability to
act intelligently within a game space. For thesgigipants, bad controls and broken gameplay
elements reduce their sense of agency, and déwattany engagement the player might
otherwise have enjoyed. When done correctly, tetsments fade into the background of the
mind, allowing will to translate into action witloescious thought; when done poorly, players
must actively think about how to exert their willthe game world, and if unable to do so will

become frustrated and unengaged.
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Mastery of Game Controls

Two participants specifically reference masteryhaf game controls and agency in the
discussion of their favorite highly immersive gamiésr Respondent ID6, extensive experience
with games within each genre increases abilityghting games and first person shooters;
fighting controls can be shared between games)@#se player’s difficulty in learning the
timing and necessary button presses for advanaabioation attacks, and for shooters,
according to the participant, “You know how taktlzaracter model is, so you're gonna know
where their head’s at every single time.” The ptaygmbines familiarity with the genre with
personal ability to increase effectiveness in engragency. Respondent ID7 connects with the
game tokens in real-time strategy games, explajrifnogme, probably the first thing that draws
my attention is the units, the individual units st their strengths, their weaknesses, and to
actually see them on the battlefield.” These usmiesthe agents of the player’s will, and
examining and mastering their particular abilitesl attributes is an important aspect of this

player’s involvement with the game world.

Freedom

Participants often cite freedom to experiment arddom of choice as two engaging
aspects of highly immersive games. Two participagftsr to the freedom to explore and engage
with the environment as they saw fit, as discussetk thoroughly in the Spatial Involvement
section. Respondents ID1 and ID2 refer to moralitgices as interesting elements of their
favorite games, as these games force players sdmrthe ethics and impacts of their tactical
and narrative decisions. Respondent ID11 profdsisdsve of freedom, in response to a

guestion about elements that make a game trulyamesby saying, “the ability to just screw
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around and have it work; run off from the plot atwdthings, or develop a strange pattern of
gameplay that actually works.” Freedom, he saystrihe in there to some degree. It doesnt
hafta fic] be the main element, but letting a player chdabe& own path is the biggest part in

both making a game fun, and in making a game sétimg.”

Ability to Impact the Game World

Being able to make a lasting impact within the gasrexplicitly mentioned by several of
the research participants. Player choices which tieharm Non-Player Characters (NPCs), say
two respondents (ID1 & ID2), are more meaningfuhi#y have actual consequences for the
player; for instance, “if you save this group's evegupply, they'll become your friend and sell
you things, or you could have destroyed their watgply and then they'll shoot you on sight.
Because you actually feel that | deserve the readin getting from these people.” Respondent
ID11 loves the fact that, in his favorite RPGs, aating the plot, overcoming difficult bosses,
and unlocking specific secrets create significaattions from the NPCs and alterations to the
game world; “the extra-mile gameplay gave REAL @iae results.” This ability to make lasting

and significant changes to the game world is venyartant for these players.

Instant Gratification
No significant theme of instant gratification asdeom examination of the in-depth
interviews; however, it is possible that futureesh may find more conclusive evidence of its

presence or absence as an important theme of patioe involvement.
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Additional Observations

Again, the blending of different types of involvemiés a common theme within the
respondents’ favorite games. Defeating a boss anhdp the NPCs sing the player’s praises
combines performative, narrative, and emotionahdpable to run to a far-off area to fight
monsters well beyond the strength of the playeresiperformative with tactical and spatial.
These combined experiences are both more valualthe tplayer and more instrumental in the

production of incorporation.

Performative Conclusions

In the background of the game experience for miasieps, performative involvement is
rarely the foremost consideration for participantdescribing what they enjoy most in
immersive titles. However, with deeper examinatimany respondents discuss the importance
of performative involvement in conjunction with etrelements, and scorn games which fail to
adequately perform in the performative categorgoifie properly, performative involvement can
significantly improve and enhance the enjoymerthefother elements of involvement for many

players.

Shared Involvement

Despite the change of venue away from a multiplaiggogame environment, many
research subjects still report a high engagemethtawid strong interest in multiplayer game
experiences. Cooperative and competitive play rerved central themes of shared experience,

but some interesting results also arise from teeudision of single-player games.
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Playing with Friends

Cooperative play is strongly supported by five egsk participants. Four of these
participants (ID1, ID2, ID7, and ID9) make theses@tyations about their preference for
MMOGs, where one of the main foci of the game igiobsly the social component. All four
players mentioned being affiliated with an in-gagneup of players, or guild, in various levels
of involvement. Three of the participants repogyhg MMOGs with friends from outside the
game world (ID1, ID2, ID9), two report that theyefer to play only when they can play with
each other (ID1, ID2), and one attempted to re¢hgitresearcher to start an account in his
preferred game (ID9). For the fifth player, RespemdD6, his preference for multiplayer games
grew out of necessity: “[F]Jor someone like me | édwee older sisters, and | always had people
come over to my house, so multiplayer games wetléyriein because one, you're never leaving
somebody out [...] and two, you have more fun witheotpeople. It's just easier to do it that
way.” For these players, not only is the appeaarhes increased by the addition of friends, but
the inclusion of multiplayer may actually be a regment for games they enjoy. Consequently,

shared experience is extremely important to théseeps.

Competition

More players mention competitive multiplayer asraportant part of engaging game
experience than players who mention cooperativwe flae two players mentioned above (ID1
&ID2) who prefer to play with one another cooperaly are also just as likely to turn on each
other and fight, though more in friendly competitithan serious betrayal. Respondent 9
discusses a dueling system in his game of choiberevhe can earn new weapons or armor by

wagering on the outcome of a PVP duel, allowinmitequisition to increase the excitement and
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tactical considerations involved in competitiveyplBor Respondent ID5, the inverse is true: “I
just pick up and play with whoever’s on.” He conis on, explaining, “I've moved around so
much that like, it's kinda hard to keep you knowgcontact with all your buddies.” For this same
participant, testing his skills against human opgus online is one of the most necessary
elements in the games he most enjoys, as he aitagng his skill against that of others and
learning from opponents as required elements fgagimg with multiplayer games. Respondent
ID6 touts the benefits of human opponents in priogdinpredictability; machines can only be

as random as their code permits, whereas humaarglagn adopt any tactic and change tactics
spontaneously. For many gamers, the competitivecagph videogames adds a deeper element of

involvement and interaction to their play sessi@mg increases enjoyment and engagement.

Additional Observations

Two new and interesting themes developed in thaepth interviews. One theme that did
not arise in the preliminary interviews is the sh@of a single-player experience amongst
multiple players. Respondents ID10 and ID12, whit ltist narrative and emotional connections
as the biggest appeals of their favorite gamestiorethat not only have they replayed their
favorite titles, but that they have also watchdteopeople play the games as well. For these two
players, either the connection with the narrats/ed strong that they still enjoy watching the
game play, much like viewing a favorite film, oritog able to share the experience with friends
adds an additional element of enjoyment to the gexperience. Despite the inability to directly
exert agency within these game sessions, bottesétplayers engage deeply with the game
experience, especially considering the large tioraraitment required to view each game to

completion. This observation strongly supportsfthiel nature of involvement, and highlights
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the importance (and unimportance) of the diffetgpés of involvement amongst different
players.

The second theme observed in these interviewsaiedlexperience with the NPCs (Non-
Player Characters). Three participants cited hegiels of performative involvement, engaging
strongly with games that allow the player to imp&et game world in a meaningful way;
however, each of these three players also discesgeying the reactions of the non-player
characters to the actions the player takes witienatorld. For Respondents ID1 and ID2, having
NPCs thank a player for saving their village (demlately seek revenge if the player chose to
destroy the same village) adds to their engagemignthe game; the desire to make a lasting
impact in the game world is amplified by the additof an audience that will acknowledge the
player’s choices and actions with appropriate resps. Respondent ID11 discusses the narrative
benefits of NPC interaction; @hrono Trigger he says;the extra-mile gameplay gave REAL
storyline results.” For these players, as for spamicipants in Calleja’s original study, the
NPCs can provide the same sort of shared experenaehuman character, if they respond
meaningfully to the player’s actions, deepeningglay experience of single-player game

experiences.

Shared Conclusion

Social interactions are very important aspectéieftlay experience for several of the
research participants. Whether cooperating witboonpeting against human opponents, or
sharing a single-player experience with a friehd,addition of an audience for in-game actions
and fellow players to share interactive experiemgeeases engagement and enjoyment for

several players.
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Observations Outside of the Model
Two significant themes arose within these intergelat do not entirely fit within the
Digital Game Experience Model; game length, and @érgive experiences that do not include all

six aspects of the DGEM.

Game Length

Six participants, when asked about important elégi@ntheir favorite games, mentioned
the importance of the length of the game. Whilearoelement of the moment-to-moment play
experience, game length can enrich or cheaperetine gxperience for the players, depending
on their preferences. The six players in the intlégerviews and two participants from the
exploratory interviews expressed a strong preferéoacgames that have a significant length, or
which possess game elements that increase the regliee. Games that are too short cheapen
the game experience for some players, who maytaetheir financial commitment in a game
purchase is better directed to games with londect¥e life-spans. Conversely, Respondent
E27 relates a sense of boredom if games last tap too intense of a time requirement can
discourage players from engaging with games thgtneguire upwards of one hundred hours to
complete. This theme is significant because it freguently mentioned as an aspect of what
players consider their favorite games; with nehdif of the participants of the in-depth
interviews expressing the importance of this aspeégaming, further attention and examination
is warranted, and the potential importance of émgth of the game experience should be
explored. This element was not included in Calef@iginal model because the two games he
examined, both MMOGs, do not have a finite gamegtlenas they do not have an ending;

players of those titles can continue playing inciéfly, and since developers continually update
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these titles with new content, will most likely ma\fully complete every task and see every sight
within the game. The vast majority of non-MMO vid@ames do not share this aspect; to expand

the DGEM to include all videogames, game lengthtrbasaccounted for within the model.

Frustration

Like game length, frustration provided interestoiggervations that did not fit neatly into
the DGEM. While frustration is a component of erapnél involvement, it is most aptly
described as a separate category of experiencen \Wdweel properly, frustration can motivate
players to increase interaction within a game waorldrder to overcome the boss, reach the next
level, or perfect their play styles. When unaccedrfor or properly channeled by developers,
then frustration leads to unenjoyable play expe&esnbroken immersion, and increased tension.
The difference between these two experiencesvasler by the research participants, is the
source of the frustration itself. The positive frasion experience derives from the player's
internal shortcomings; "l can't beat this boss"l'on having trouble with this puzzle." Here,
players are motivated to improve their skills abdi#ges in order to overcome their personal
shortcomings. Negative frustration experiences,éwar originate from faulty game elements;
"The game is broken" or "the controls are stick{Hien a player cannot overcome a boss
because he has not yet discovered the correagyrair has not yet mastered the timing
necessary to execute such a strategy, he can betgierenined, and repeat the attempt multiple
times; his success then becomes a personal acatmmgint. WWhen a player cannot overcome a
boss because the camera angle shifts unexpedieellgontroller does not respond adequately to
his commands, or the in-game enemy has an obscenfely advantage, the player can become

demoralized, upset, and sometimes disgusted wétipltty experience; such a player is far more
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likely to stop playing than to repeatedly pursugpal he cannot reach due to the inability to
exert agency within the game world. As such, negdtustration stems from tactical (unfair
difficulty), performative (inadequate controls) rraive (inane or non-sensical plot
developments), spatial (becoming stuck on the gaeme/ironment), or shared (deviant player
behavior) elements as well invoking an affectivianse within the player. Future research into
the nature of, and essential differences betwessitipe and negative frustration would be very
beneficial for game developers in order to leargsma encourage the former and avoid the

latter.

Immersive Experience Without All Aspects of DGEM

No single participant referenced all six aspecthefDGEM as important elements of
their favorite game. One participant included fofghe six elements, and many participants
referenced three or four as key elements of tlasiorite games, but no one player referenced all
six. According to the initial design of the DGEMdathe provided definition of incorporation—
thesubjective experience of inhabiting a virtual eowiment facilitated by the potential to act
meaningfully within it while being present to otsienoneof these players experienced complete
incorporation within their favorite games. Not owligl players not mention experiencing all six
elements in their discussions, several participspegifically discusaot engaging with certain
elements. For example, Respondent ID12 engageasybtreith the narrative, but does not
inhabit the game world: “[I]t's more like watchiagoeautiful world [...]l feel emersedsdid] in
the story like | would listening to an old story&eltelling a really well-told story, but not ingh
same way as when | read the book myself and invisig] myself as the main character.” For

Respondent ID13, the narrative plays no part inrhiaersive experiences; in his answer to
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“Why do you play videogames?” he explains, “it's fuy story or anything... it's for
entertainment purposes.” According to the origotefinition of incorporation, neither of these
players experiences incorporation while playingdrtfesorite games, despite their obvious
strong engagement with those titles; the formetigpant reported playing her favorite title four
times to completion. The DGEM may need to be sthifteaccommodate the presence of games
or players that do not require all six elementsrigorporation.

Another notable observation is that no player dises feeling highly immersed or
references a favorite game that includes only one/@ elements of the DGEM. In fact, three
seems to be the minimum; when discussing immeestperiences, at least three types of
involvement are present at all times. In a widscdssion of games, players might reference all
six types of immersion, but when discussing a sittigle in depth, all participants (In the In-
depth interviews) ranged from three to five typémwolvement, often with a hierarchy of
importance among the different types of involvem@&his finding might be quite useful in
future research, as outlined below.

Also of interest, several players referenced twirely different sets of preferences for
games. Respondent ID8 usually prefers focusinghgaging narrative and intricate tactics for
his play experiences, but sometimes chooses tofasigr, twitch-reflex games with higher
levels of spatial and performative involvement. &al/players express two different sets of
criteria, one for single player and the other fempetitive multiplayer game experiences. These
different sets combine to form a sort of “prefer@pcofile,” in which a single player can define
his or her favorite play experiences through ndy genre and subject matter, but also through
the different combinations of involvement that hesle experiences and the relative importance

of each category to his or her personal prefereria@sthe player mentioned above, his
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responses about his favorite games may indicateraference for Narrative-Affective-Tactical
games, whereas his need for speed and immedi&arfisrmative-Spatial-Affective; more

research is needed to discover if these profiléd pi@dictive power for players.

Outside Observation Conclusion

Despite the large amount of data collected aboatamsive game experiences, little
information was found to dispute the assertionscatdgories provided by the DGEM. Game
length was the only significant theme that arosenfthe data that truly did not fit the six-sided
model; perhaps game length could be added intD@IEM as a separate Macro-Involvement
category, or one of the six existing aspects cbeldevised slightly to include this new
observation. The six aspects of Calleja’s modehébstrong support as being highly correlated
with immersive game experiences, and were alsomstggpas comprehensively describing those
experiences. The definition of incorporation asabefluence of all six categories, however, did
not find any support within these interviews, ahe implications of this lack of support are

listed below.
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Chapter 6

Conclusions and Directionsfor Future Research

Digital Game Experience Model Support

The in-depth interviews support the majority of themes and observations from the
initial round of interviews, and both sets of iniexvs provide strong support that the six
experiential categories developed by Calleja inRBEEM are key categories of play experience
for all of the gamers involved. Furthermore, in thscussion of highly immersive games, no
significant themes, other than the length of theeplay experience, arose to challenge the
comprehensive nature of the DGEM); nearly all ofdlpects of immersive games that players
enjoyed fell somewhat neatly within the six catég®of the DGEM. Even aspects of games that
players didhot enjoy are failures of a game to engage the pliayene or more of those same
categories, providing support for the assertiom high involvement in the six categories leads to
immersive experience whereas low involvement onewagative interaction with at least some
of these aspects can break the sense of immemidhef player. Furthermore, the in-depth
interviews provided significant evidence that thaspects of engagement do not exist separately
from one another in highly immersive games; comioima of these aspects, between three and
five elements for each individual game, are regbbig all research participants in the
description of why they enjoy their favorite games.

One of the original purposes of conducting thigaesh was to attempt to validate

Calleja’s model with a different subsection of gemer population, and the data has strongly
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supported the DGEM despite a vast change in sadgoi®graphics. All of the players in
Calleja’s original study were drawn from and iniewved within one of two popular MMOGs;
the participants in my own study were chosen sjatly to maximize the inclusion of console
gamers, and the interviews were not conducted mahiactive game space, removing the
players from the possible influence of the immegiaeicthe game world. Calleja conducted his
research from New Zealand, but drew his researdicypants from all over the world, through
the use of digital technology; all of the partigipgfor this research are geographically localized
to the South-Eastern United States. Despite tlerdifices in sample demographics and
interview methodology, the data from the curresesgch supports the use of the DGEM in
identifying and describing the factors that are nwn in highly immersive games, and can be
assumed to be related to the production of therexupee of immersion.

What this research doest support, however, is the replacement of the bliatgten
Immersionwith the concept dincorporationas defined in Calleja’s original model. Several
players reported immersion, and described dee@gamg, immersive experiences from their
own personal play history, but none of them refeeelithese experiences and the inclusion of all
six of Calleja’s elements. These interviews mastragly support a view of incorporation that
includes a combination of the six aspects of th&aDdbut does not require the inclusion of all
six. Players reported experiencing immersion whespty engaged with a combination of three
to five of the game elements, but the combinatiwh @riority of components varies from player
to player. For each player there are one or mageisp combinations of aspects and levels of
importance that reflect that player’s optimum leskinvolvement, and these sets of involvement
combinations form a “preference profile” for eadayer. This observation could have a strong

impact on the usefulness of the DGEM in predicpltayer preference and assisting game
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developers in accurately producing titles whichdor@e immersion. By analyzing player
involvement with popular titles, a researcher calggielop a database of common combinations
of engagement. For example, if a large sampleayfgrsk who enjoy a specific title all describe
their engagement as Narrative-Affective-Tactidagrt players who know they enjoy N-A-T
games, possibly learned through the use of a gaeferpnces survey, can search the database to
find games that not only match their preferencegémre and content, but also elicit their
preferred type of involvement. If this model hofatedictive power, then players could make
purchase decisions based upon preference prafiibgr than the subjective 10-point scale;
designers could see which combinations of gameeasiegsrare most successful, and work to
produce games that elicit a specific type of imnversxperience. The development of
preference profiles could very possibly alleviagr@at deal of the consumer’s uncertainty about
new game purchases, and give game designers adetarked roadmap toward the development

of more engaging titles.

Applications

| suggest that the DGEM, along with the observatilisted above, be utilized in the
development of a comprehensive consumer ratingsygir videogames. Codifying games
according to the six aspects of involvement comtiwithin the DGEM could provide players
and distributors with a far more personalized (afiiture research validates the predictive
power of the model, accurate) recommendation systemdering the ever-present and often
criticized 10-point scale irrelevant. Each gamer davelop a set of “preference profiles,” which
is essentially a list of involvement combinatiohattproduce the most enjoyable and engaging

play experiences for that individual; distributees then match these player profiles to games
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that match these criteria, creating a far moreqgreaiized set of recommendations for each
player’'s videogame preferences. Players themsetuwds provide the coding for each individual
title; after playing a specific title, players cdudo online to a centralized database and rate the
game on how they personally engaged with it, a$ agetupplementing these involvement
ratings with a 10-point enjoyment index. Here, gle@eralized rating of a game provided almost
arbitrarily by videogame magazines and websitesheareplaced with a far more applicable
index rating, allowing players to find deeply eniggggames far more easily. This new system
decreases uncertainty on the part of the consunteinareases targeted marketing and

distribution for the producer.

Limitations

The sampling methods utilized in this researchnditprovide as generalizable a sample
as | had hoped. Access to more resources, suetges target populations, additional
researchers, or travel funding would have greattygased the ability to collect an adequately
randomized sample. Furthermore, the sample ustusistudy provides a wealth of information
on the dedicated, or hardcore, videogame playez.résults of this study shed valuable light
onto the attitudes and behaviors of this demogaphgamers, but does not adequately describe
the dispositions of casual gamers and non-ganieis possible that these groups would have
different relationships with the games they plasy/tteey are differentiated from the current
sample by the lesser extent to which they intesgitt games. Future research into these
populations could yield valuable insight into thpphkcations of the current study’s results into

these groups.
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Larger samples from a diverse geographic area wuane been beneficial. With
adequate resources, generalizability can be gremtigased to cover a wider variety of gamers.
Data from players from different cultures and diiet countries would be especially valuable, to

test the potential universality of the theoriesifgasby the DGEM.

Future Research

There are two suggested directions for future mebeaalidation and prediction. Further
research is needed to validate the model as edtadlby Calleja and the observations reported
in this research report. Different techniques astarch methods which focus the examination
upon the elements that compose immersive gamesivbeuliseful in validating both sets of
observations; special attention should be diretdedrd the interaction between the different
combinations of types of involvement, looking sfiieaily to see if there are common
combinations reported by players as the most &t kffective in developing and maintaining
engagement. Also, studies should examine closelystgue of incorporation, and the difference
between the six-element model advocated by Callejathe smaller, combination model
described in this study, to see which model is rsagable for further use and development.
Also, recreating either Calleja’s or this studyésearch with a different sample could provide
even more valuable insights; different countried amtures could produce new and different
results, or provide an extra measure of validatioany further research results.

Testing the predictive power of the model is thetrstep in the development and
elaboration of the DGEM. Electronic surveys andsgjoanaires can be used to ask about player
preferences for involvement profiles in games, lbasked upon answers to the survey questions,

participants can be asked to rate game titlesattgaknown to match the player’s profile.
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Quantitatively analyzing the correlation betweeedicted game preference and actual supplied
ratings will provide a measure of validation foe gredictive power of the model. Repeated tests
can refine the model, which could then be usefaliglied in the development of a new ratings

and suggestions system, revolutionizing the walygleyers choose the games they wish to play.
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