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Abstract

Video games are a form of software and thus an obvious object of study in
Human-Computer Interaction (HCI). Interaction with video games differs from
the usual understanding of HCI, however, because people play video games rather
than use them. In this dissertation we ask: “How can we analyse human-computer
interaction in video games when the interaction in question is play?”

We propose video game values, defined as sustained beliefs about preferable
conduct during play, as a basis for video game HCI. In order to describe and
analyse play we use activity theory, focusing on how the interface mediates players’
beliefs about preferable conduct. Activity theory allows us to address the multiple
levels of context and detail in play as well as the role of conflict.

We employ a qualitative case study methodology to gather data about five
popular video games: Civilization IlI, Fable, Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas, Half-Life
2, and The Sims 2. Our core data comes from observation and interview sessions
with twenty-five experienced players of these games. We collected further data
based on the games’ interfaces, participant observation, and documentation such
as manuals and walkthroughs.

We make three key contributions to video game HCI: 1) We introduce video
game values as a means to analyse play as a form of human-computer interaction
and show how the values of PAIDIA and LUDUS influence all aspects of play; 2) we
develop a video game activity framework for describing and analysing video game
play at multiple levels of detail and context; and 3) we extend the video game
activity framework to include contradictions and breakdowns as a means to describe

and analyse the role of conflict and challenge in video game play.
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Chapter 1

Introduction:
Press Start to Begin

Vincent and Mario go to EB Games in Cuba Mall in Wellington, New
Zealand. They browse the shelves and see that Grand Theft Auto: San
Andreas is on sale. Miraculously, neither of them has played it before
and they decide to buy it. They catch a bus to Mario’s house, discussing
what they have heard about the game, such as its immense game world
and the controversy surrounding its hidden sexual content. They
speculate as to whether they will be able to access this content in
the PlayStation 2 version of the game they have purchased. They
talk about the past games in the series such as Grand Theft Auto III
and Grand Theft Auto: Vice City, wondering about what will be new
in this version. Vincent is excited about the possibility of speeding
through open countryside on a motorbike, while Mario looks forward
to overcoming the challenges the missions will provide. They both
fervently hope the game will take a long time to complete. The bus
arrives at their stop and they walk to Mario’s house, opening the game

box as they step into the living room where the PlayStation 2 is kept.

Video games are a form of software and are therefore a natural object of study
for the study of Human-Computer Interaction (HCI). As is visible in Vincent and
Mario’s discussion of Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas, above, video games differ
substantially from other forms of software. Other forms of software, for example,
do not lend themselves to activities such as “speeding through the countryside,”
being challenged during the interaction, or wanting the interaction to take a long
time. The fundamental point of distinction can be summed up as follows: people
use software, but they play video games.

Compare, for example, the ubiquitous software application PowerPoint [171]

1



2 CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

and Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas [211]. We can identify four key differences
in interaction which help to characterise video game play as distinct. First, in
using PowerPoint, a user’s primary objective is the creation of a presentation and
the interaction is a means to this end. In playing Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas,
however, a player’s primary objective is play and the interaction is an end in
itself. Second, given this difference, users of PowerPoint expect the interface to
be as unobtrusive as possible, while players of Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas
are specifically focused on the interface as they play: the interface is the game.
Third, while we generally think of PowerPoint as solely facilitating our work, Grand
Theft Auto: San Andreas frequently assigns tasks such as killing gang members,
evading the police, or navigating the world. Finally, in PowerPoint the ideal user
experience is seamless and without error, but a successful playing of Grand Theft
Auto: San Andreas will inevitably and acceptably include mistakes, challenges, and
the frequent death of the player’s avatar.

The above suggests that the traditional views of interaction with software such
as PowerPoint do not easily apply to video games such as Grand Theft Auto: San
Andreas. As such, it is unsurprising that the standard approaches to understanding
interaction as use within HCI are not sufficient for understanding video game play.
Conventional HCI wisdom, such as promoting efficiency and transparency while
avoiding errors, is commonly disregarded in video game play where players are
repeatedly obstructed, deceived, and forced into mistakes.

If traditional HCI does not sufficiently explain video game play as a form
of interaction we must ask what is missing. Our focus in this dissertation is on
exploring the following question:

How can we analyse human-computer interaction in video games when the
interaction in question is play?

1.1 The state of play

Video games are one of the most influential forms of software today. The games
industry makes more than seven billion dollars per year [84] and players devote
huge amounts of time to games such as Second Life which has a “population” of
almost 10 million people [217]. Further, video games have entered the public
consciousness and frequently appear in the popular media in both positive and
negative lights. Games are being used for far more than “just” entertainment,
with applications including social marketing [184], education [76], and specialist
training [223]. Meanwhile, the controversy surrounding incidents such as the “hot
coffee” sexual content in Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas [253] and the game VT
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Rampage based on the Virginia Tech shootings [203] have ensured games a dubious
place in the spotlight.

Video game HCI is a young discipline. Although some work took place as
early as the 1980s, most research has begun much more recently. A significant
amount of time has been spent discussing the need for a specialised video game
HCI, and less time has been spent creating it [131, 218]. While some excellent
research exists, video game HCI often loses sight of the distinctions between video
games and other forms of software.

Another area of research, game studies, provides a complementary viewpoint.
Game studies has a primary focus on the nature of video games as games [86, 134].
Research areas include the psychology of players [261], the rhetoric of video game
designs [249], and the primacy of either narrative or more formal descriptions of
play [100]. Conversely to video game HCI, game studies research often neglects
the nature of video game play as interaction with software specifically.

The current level of popular and academic interest in video games suggests
that the time is right to combine video game HCI more fully with game studies.
We believe that combining the insights and approaches of both disciplines will
lead to a more complete video game HCI. Specifically, it will enable a focus on
understanding play as a form of human-computer interaction, taking into account
video games’ nature as both games and software.

1.2 Video game values

In this dissertation, we adopt the concept of value as a means to connect the often
separated understandings of video games as software and as games. Value is
defined as “a sustained belief that one mode of conduct is preferable to other
potential modes of conduct,” and concerns the question of what the preferable
action to take is in a particular situation. Thus a value such as HONESTY! would
lead to conduct such as “telling John I broke the vase” rather than “telling John
that his cat broke the vase.”

We define the corresponding concept of a video game value as “a sustained
belief that one mode of conduct is preferable to other potential modes of conduct
during play,” and suggest that the mediation of such values in the interface are a
defining feature of play. The value of AGGRESSION is a common one in games, for
example, leading to conduct such as “shooting the Mafia boss” being regarded as
preferable to conduct such as “baking a cake for the Mafia boss.” Our focus in this

dissertation is on understanding why and how some conduct is promoted and

1In this dissertation we use SMALL CAPITALS to denote a value.
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regarded as preferable instead of other conduct in video game play

Using video game values as the central concept in approaching video game
HCT allows us to view video games as both software and games. As we have
stated above, the emphasis on conduct allows us to draw a strong connection to
the interfaces of video games which mediate all conduct during play. The emphasis
on preferable conduct, as we will see, is one way of capturing the nature of video
game play as interaction.

In order to describe the conduct that takes place during video game play,
we employ activity theory, a well-establish psychological approach to describing
human conduct with a history of use in HCI research. Activity theory enables
us to focus on multiple levels of detail and relationships that exist between the
different forms of activity that make up play.

In order to develop our theory in a grounded manner, we perform qualitative
case studies of five popular video games: Civilization I1I, Fable, Grand Theft Auto:
San Andreas, Half-Life 2, and The Sims 2. We focus on the play of 25 experienced
players through detailed observation and interview sessions. Further, we engage in
participant observation, analyse the game interfaces themselves, and also consider
the online communities surrounding the games. Using this wide range of evidence,
we develop an video game activity framework for describing and analysing video

game play as human-computer interaction.

1.3 Contributions
In this dissertation we make three key contributions to video game HCI:

1. We introduce video game values, defined as players’ beliefs about preferable
conduct during play, as a means to describe and analyse play as a form of
human-computer interaction. We define and analyse the two core video
game values present in our case study games, PAIDIA and LUDUS, and show
how they influence all elements of play.

2. We develop a video game activity framework for describing and analysing video
game play at multiple levels of detail and context. We show how play can
be analysed using activity theory to integrate diverse contexts, from the
real world experience to represented actions in a game world to individual

button presses.

3. We extend the video game activity framework to include contradictions and
breakdowns as a means to describe and analyse the role of conflict and chal-

lenge in video game play. We use these concepts to consider multiple forms
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of conflict, including represented and experienced challenges, and the use of

contradictions as a basis for video game analysis.

1.4 Limitations and delimitations

Given our use of a qualitative methodology, we must acknowledge the usual
limitations and delimitations involved in this approach to research. We have
limited the number of games being studied to five, and the total number of
participants recruited for observation and interviews to 25. As we will discuss in
the methodology chapter, this suggests due caution in any generalisation of the
results.

This dissertation does not culminate in detailed design advice for the creators
of games, though that may be the next step. Instead, the core focus of our research
is to build a usable framework within which video game play can be described

and analysed as a form of interaction.

1.5 OQutline of dissertation

Chapter 2 - Background We review the HCI literature in connection with a def-
inition of value. We then address the existing video game HCI and game
studies literature. Finally, we introduce activity theory, connecting it with
HCI and video game research.

Chapter 3 - Methodology We introduce our qualitative research methodology of
case study. We describe the selection of cases, data collection and analysis,
our pilot study, and our approach to validation.

Chapter 4 - Video game values We define video game values and introduce them
as approach to understanding play as human-computer interaction. We
foreground the importance of the values of PAIDIA and LUDUS and show
how they are fundamental to play in our case study games. Finally, we use
the concept of video game values to discuss our qualitative evidence for

distinguishing features of play as interaction.

Chapter 5 - A video game activity framework We introduce our activity theoretic
framework for describing and analysing video game play. We present the
first two levels of the framework, addressing video gaming as a real world
activity and the concept of generic activities of play.
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Chapter 6 - Specific activities We extend the video game activity framework by
describing and analysing the specific activities of play as represented in our
case study games. We show how the activity hierarchy can be used to analyse
specific activities at multiple levels of detail, from high-level activities, to

particular conscious actions, to automatic button presses.

Chapter 7 - Contradictions and breakdowns We extend our video game activity
framework to include further concepts of contradiction and breakdown. We
show how these concepts help to describe and analyse the roles of conflict
and challenge in play. We present our own method of video game analysis
called oppositional play and apply it to our case studies.

Chapter 8 - Conclusion We conclude by describing the major contributions made,
positioning our research relative to related work, and considering the possi-
ble future directions of our approach to video game HCI.

1.6 Publications

Some of the research presented in this dissertation has been published elsewhere
prior to write-up. We now indicate which parts of the dissertation are based on
previously published work. All results in this dissertation previously presented in
jointly-authored publications are primarily the work of the author of this disserta-
tion. Co-authors on these publications provided overall supervision, advice about

methodology, research, resources, and analysis.

Chapter 4 The basic concept of video game values was explored in depth in
Videogame Values: Human-Computer Interaction and Games, published in the

journal Interacting with Computers in 2006 [19].

Chapter 5 We discussed the generic activity of avatar transformation in relation to
a value of WELL-BEING in “Well-Being to Well Done!”: The Development Cycle
in Role-Playing Games, published in the proceedings of the First International
Conference on Persuasive Technology for Human Well-Being, 2006 [23].

We further addressed avatar transformation specifically as an activity in
Changing the Virtual Self: The Avatar Transformation Activity in Popular Games,
published in the proceedings of the Joint International Conference on Cy-
berGames and Interactive Entertainment, 2006 [20], and republished in the
ACM magazine Computers in Entertainment in 2007 [17].

The activity of play directed toward the interface specifically was addressed
in Playing the Interface: A Case Study of Grand Theft Auto San Andreas, pub-
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lished in the proceedings of the Annual Conference for the Computer-
Human Special Interest Group of the Human Factors and Ergonomics Society
of Australia, 2006 [21].

Chapter 6 Our initial exploration of the activity hierarchy relative to video game
play was presented in From Pushing Buttons to Play and Progress: Value and
Interaction in Fable, published in the proceedings of the Seventh Australasian
User Interface Conference, 2006 [25].

Work relative to the specific activities of play relative to the value of WELL-
BEING was published as Feeling Strangely Fine: The Well-Being Economy in
Popular Games in the proceedings of the First International Conference on
Persuasive Technology for Human Well-Being, 2006 [22].

Chapter 7 The basic ideas surrounding the importance of conflict in video games
relative to interaction were first published as Get Out Of My Way!: Exploring
Obstruction in Popular Games, published in the proceedings of Future Play
2006 [18].

Our work on oppositional play first appeared in Oppositional Play: Gathering
Negative Evidence for Computer Game Values, published in the proceedings of
Second Australasian Conference on Interactive Entertainment [24].
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Chapter 2

Background:
The State of Play

Vincent and Mario put the Grand Theft Auto DVD into the PlayStation 2
and turn it on. They watch the developers’ logos appear, and then the
game beginning to load. It shows a sequence of images of characters
from the game, and Vincent speculates about who they are and what
their roles will be.

The game begins with the back-story of Carl Johnson, the avatar, as he
arrives at the Los Santos airport and catches a taxi. The taxi is pulled
over by police officers, and it is made clear they have a long standing
conflict with Carl, who used to be a gang member. Carl asserts that he
is “clean” this time around, but they take his money, blackmail him
by framing him for a murder, and leave him in dangerous gangland
territory.

Vincent flicks through the manual for the game and reads some of
the fictional advertisements that form the instructions for play. He
sees that radio stations are advertised along with their play-lists and
tells Mario some of the songs he recognises. They then both turn their
attention to the game, which has now loaded, and all the possibilities

that engenders.

Much as Vincent and Mario learn about the narrative setting of Grand Theft
Auto to make sense of their later play, we must learn the “back-story” presented by
the existing literature. We focus our attention on the particular aspects of research
which shed light on understanding play as a form of human-computer interaction,
with a focus on the role of value.

In this chapter we first define value and discuss its relationship to human-

computer interaction (§2.1). Following this, we survey the existing literature

9
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relevant to video game HCI, suggesting that there is a substantial foundation
to work from, and that much of the best work implicitly relates to value (§2.2).
Next, we turn to the area of game studies and suggest that this research, which
addresses video games as games specifically, is of key relevance to any approach
to video game HCI (§2.3). After this, we introduce our core theoretical basis of
activity theory, showing how it provides us with a number of models and concepts
for describing and analysing video game play (§2.4). Finally, we summarise the

discussion in this chapter and look toward the following chapters (§2.5).

2.1 Value and Human-Computer Interaction

In order to establish that value is a useful concept with which to address video
game HCI, we must first define it. Further, we must examine existing literature

connecting value with human-computer interaction more generally.

2.1.1 Defining value

At an intuitive level we all have some idea of what value is and how it works,
most commonly pairing it with ideas about “worth” and “ethics.” We think about
the value of our new plasma television to the enjoyment of our lives, or the value
of justice in creating the kind of society we wish to live in. Beyond this level of
understanding, however, researchers in value theory have defined value more
precisely. We begin with the commonly accepted definition of value offered by
Milton Rokeach:

A value is an enduring belief that a specific mode of conduct or end-
state of existence is personally or socially preferable to an opposite or
converse mode of conduct or end-state of existence.

[213, p.5]

Although Rokeach’s inclusion of end-states along with conduct as the object of
values is common [70, 149, 178, 208], we focus exclusively on the relationship of
value to conduct because of our specific interest in interaction.! Values can also be
compared with one another and it is suggested by Rokeach and others that they
can be organised into systems: “an enduring organization of beliefs concerning
preferable modes of conduct ... along a continuum of relative importance” [213,
p-5]. Finally, Rokeach also notes that values do not solely involve comparisons

with an “opposite or converse” mode of conduct: “a person prefers a particular

IThe utility of separating the object of value into conduct and end-states has been debated in
the literature, including by Rokeach himself [116, 213]
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mode of conduct ... not only when he compares it with its opposite but also when
he compares it with other values within his value system” [213, p.10].
Value is defined in this dissertation as follows:

A value is an enduring belief that a specific mode of conduct is prefer-
able to other potential modes of conduct.

4

Values can thus be thought of as “sustained beliefs about preferable conduct.
Indeed, Rokeach advises that we think of values as “standards that guide ongoing
activities, and of value systems in general as plans employed to resolve conflicts
and to make decisions” [213, p.12]. As an example, consider the value of HONESTY
as a guide to conduct. In a situation where we have broken our friend John's
vase while house-sitting, the value of HONESTY would lead us toward conduct in
which we tell John about the mistake, rather than blaming his cat or some other
circumstance. In another situation our value of HONESTY might be secondary to a
value of BENEVOLENCE or HARMONY when we decide to lie to a young child about
the attractiveness of the tutu and running shoes he wants to wear to kindergarten.
Note that in all these cases the values do not motivate conduct, but provide an
indication of what conduct would be preferable given the situation.

Another view of value suggested by Rokeach is the identification of its cog-
nitive, behavioural, and affective aspects. The cognitive aspect concerns the
knowledge of the correct (valued) actions to take: “To say that a person has a value
is to say that cognitively he knows the correct way to behave” [213, p.7]. This
concerns the element of value according to which we know it is wrong, for ex-
ample, to contemplate not feeding our pet hamster before going out with friends
because we are in a hurry. A value has a behavioural component because “it is an
intervening variable that leads to action when activated” [213, p.7]. In this sense,
values are causally related to our conduct, as when we value our social life and go
out with our friends (forgetting to feed the hamster). Finally, a value is affective
in that a person “can feel emotional about it, be affectively for or against it” [213,
p.7]. Here, a value leads not just to particular conduct, but to feelings about one’s
own conduct and the conduct of others, such as when we feel upset by our own
conduct leading to our pet hamster’s death.

Most contemporary work on value centres less on theoretical exploration and
more on empirical tests to establish what human values are. A good example
of this work is that of Shalom Schwartz, whose value survey has been is used
in psychology throughout the world [216]. Schwartz divides human values into
eleven categories: self-direction, stimulation, hedonism, achievement, power, secu-
rity, conformity, tradition, spirituality, benevolence, and universalism. He further
identifies values within each category, such as FREEDOM and CREATIVITY within
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the category of self-direction, and discusses the relationships of the values with
one another throughout the categories. Similarly, Geert Hofstede has developed
a detailed model of human values, organising them into a set of five “cultural
dimensions”: power distance, individualism-collectivism, masculinity, uncertainty
avoidance, and long-term orientation [120]. Following on from Hofstede, Harry
Triandis has focused on the continuum of individualism-collectivism, introducing

“horizontal” and “vertical” aspects of both [239].

2.1.2 Value and interaction

Now that we have a working definition of value, we can consider its relevance to
human-computer interaction specifically. The relationship between “beliefs about
preferable conduct” and interacting with software is strong, given that interaction
itself is a form of conduct. Much research surrounding human-computer interac-
tion is relevant to matters of value, though work which considers it specifically
is more rare. The reason for this may be in part because it is common to think
of software and interfaces as neutral, only doing what they are told and nothing
more. Nonetheless, values, when considered as beliefs about preferable conduct,
are increasingly discussed within HCI research.

Central to HCI interest is the ways in which software can potentially influence
a user’s values. We identify three key ways in which this can take place. First,
values can be included in the context of use, concerning the user’s or others’ values
relative to the use of the software. Second, a user’s values can be involved during
use when they affect decisions about interacting with the software. Finally, value
can potentially be transferred from the software to a user if the interaction influences
beliefs about preferable conduct. Below, we discuss literature which illustrates
these three relationships, noting, however, that they are intertwined.

The context of software use necessarily involves the values of a user and a
task. Even the use of the most “neutral” software, such as a plain text editor,
involves values if the user is writing a letter of resignation, for example. Similarly,
changing one’s online banking password invokes values such as SECURITY because
of the nature of the task, rather than the software itself. Research on software for
domains such as nuclear power plants [192] and voting systems [28] also has a
clear relevance to values, again associated with the context of use.

One instance in which research has been performed to specifically address hu-
man values is Batya Friedman's project of “value sensitive design” [102, 103, 182].
The premise of value sensitive design is, again, that humans bring values to their
interactions with software, but with the additional acknowledgement that software
has a role to play with regard to these values. Friedman’s research is premised
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on “a growing consensus that we need also to include criteria that embody or at
least help foster core human values” [102, p.22]. The value sensitive design project
has the goal of expanding the standards of evaluation and design of software to
include questions about how well it advances basic human values. An example of
the application of this kind of work is found in relation to the environmental effects
of software and technology design. Value-oriented researchers have considered
the longer term implications of software design, focusing on sustainable software
[36] and methods for predicting the longer term effects of software [182].

Part of the project of value sensitive design addresses the idea that software
can influence or persuade users, by altering their beliefs about preferable conduct.
An area of research concerned with exactly this concept is known as persuasive
technology, made popular by B. J. Fogg’s book of the same name [94]. Fogg defines
the field as exploring “the design, research, and analysis of interactive computing
products created for the purpose of changing people’s attitudes or behaviors” [94,
p-5]. His book reviews existing technologies along with a number of persuasive
“strategies.” Fogg includes video games in his survey of persuasive technologies,
albeit briefly, and only to note them as a form of behaviourist conditioning [94,
p-51].

Much persuasive technology research addresses the development of persuasive
technologies. Examples of platforms for persuasion include the web [222], video
games [184], virtual reality [16], and robots [64]. Further, the topics with which
these technologies are concerned are equally varied, ranging from health [147] to
politics [101] and environmental awareness [59]. Simultaneously, there are ethical
concerns about issues such as the message of a persuasive technology [30] and the
potential deception of users [118].

As well as having the goal of affecting users’ beliefs about preferable conduct
beyond their interaction with software, persuasive technology involves persuasion
during use. As we stated above, part of the relationship of value to interface
concerns users’ beliefs about preferable conduct with respect to the software itself.
Although research specifically addressing this level of value and interaction is
relatively uncommon, it is of considerable significance to the current research.

Two of the most interesting investigations of the role of value during inter-
action relate to Microsoft PowerPoint [171]. Edward Tufte’s The Cognitive Style of
PowerPoint looks at how PowerPoint pushes its users toward a very particular style
of presentation [240]. As he puts it: “popular PowerPoint templates ... usually
weaken verbal and spatial reasoning, and almost always corrupt statistical anal-
ysis” [240, p.3]. In related work, Catherine Adams has studied how PowerPoint
influences the work of teachers [6, 7]. Adams focuses on “how PowerPoint invites

and seduces educators to reshape knowledge in particular ways, and subsequently
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how this knowledge is presented to students in the classroom” [6, p.389]. Both
these researchers have an interest in how software, and particularly its interface,
influences users’ conduct as they interact.

Although it is often not explicitly acknowledged in HCI research, values,
defined as beliefs about preferable conduct, have a major role. As we have seen,
there are multiple relationships between interaction and value acknowledged in
the literature, so there is, therefore, evidence that an approach based on value and
interaction may assist us in developing video game HCI, the topic of our next

section.

2.2 Video games as software

Video games must be studied because they have become a financial and cultural
force. Financially, the games industry in the United States has made over seven
billion US dollars in each of the last three years [82, 83, 84]. Players play games for
hours and join online game worlds in huge numbers with populations of almost
ten million in Second Life [217] and over nine million at level 10 or higher in World
of Warcraft [247]. Further, video games are fully integrated into popular culture,
with references in movies such as The Simpsons Movie [125], professional gaming
leagues [164], and documentaries about gaming history [201].

Given that video games are a form of interactive software, they need to be
studied from an HCI perspective [183, 263]. In looking at the HCI literature
with respect to video games, we identify two key areas. First, we examine the
relationship of traditional HCI approaches to video game play. Second, we discuss
the growing video game HCI literature which takes the nature of games as games
into account more fully. In both cases, as we shall see, there is an emphasis on the
evaluation of video game interaction in an effort to create better video games.

2.2.1 Traditional HCI and video games

Applying traditional HCI research thinking and methods to video games is chal-
lenging. As we have already suggested in chapter 1, video game interaction is
intuitively distinct from interaction with the usual objects of HCI study. This can
now be demonstrated by considering Jakob Nielsen'’s five usability principles of
learnability, efficiency, memorability, error prevention, and satisfaction [191]. Of these
tive principles, only one straightforwardly applies to video games: satisfaction.
Video games are frequently difficult to learn (complex control systems), demand
inefficient solutions to problems (crossing vast territories repeatedly), challenge

the player’s memory (including explicit tests of memory), and push players into
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errors intentionally (mistimed jumps, death, and so on). Further, all of these
“unusable” aspects of video games are in the name of fun.

Correspondingly, the traditional HCI methods of evaluation, such as heuristic
evaluation [190] and cognitive walkthroughs [252], are not always helpful in eval-
uating video games. Melissa Federoff has briefly discussed how Jakob Nielsen’s
heuristics apply to the video game domain, and generally found them wanting
[89]. She concluded that “the majority of Nielsen’s heuristics appear to be helpful
when analyzing the interface of a game, but fail in the ability to address game play
issues” [89, p.19].

In essence, the literature applying traditional HCI research and methods to
video games often treats games as if they were another form of productivity
application. Such an approach largely results in finding problems which apply
more to the standard usability of video game interfaces than to the nature of
interaction as play. Despite this, a number of researchers have attempted to apply
traditional HCI to video games, focusing on usability evaluation methods such as
expert evaluation and user testing.

Sauli Laitinen has used both expert evaluation and testing with players to
discern usability problems in a video game [153, 154]. The expert evaluators
Laitinen used found 135 usability issues in the game, including “one color has
multiple meanings in the map display” and “it is not immediately obvious whether
the upgrades presented next to the weapon are installed or not.” As can be seen
from these examples, the problems found were highly related to the usability of
the interface in terms of the player’s ability to carry out basic interactions, rather
than to the play interaction itself. Further, the player is often referred to as a “user”
in the discussion, emphasising the traditional view of use rather than play.

In pursuing testing with real video game players (again frequently referred to
as “users”), Laitinen found 97 distinct usability problems. In this case, problems
such as “the character moves too slowly” and “users did not understand how
the radar works” were identified. Once again, these problems relate primarily
to the traditional usability of the interface, rather than the specific nature of the
interaction as play. While it is indisputable that the usability problems identified
would have a significant impact on the experience of play, they do not specifically
relate to playing a game, but to using an interface.

Other instances of evaluating video games with “user testing” have had similar
results. Kavakli and Thorne, for example, conducted testing on games to evaluate
several different input devices [142]. An important aspect of their evaluation of
the input devices concerned the effect the device had on play. Although they freely
used the term “error” as a usability measure, the meaning of error in the context

of play was not given. Further examples of “user testing” with video games have
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considered the impact of network delays on play with a similar lack of focus on
play as a distinct form of interaction [188, 205].

The familiar HCI practice of designing and evaluating novel interfaces also
has its place in video game HCI. Interfaces developed include full body motion-
detection with a floor sensor [206], control using a stream of urine [168], and
Augmented Reality [13]. Once again, however, these interfaces are often designed
more for novelty’s sake than for applicability to the play interaction, and generally
are not evaluated by the researchers.

Evident from our brief survey of traditional HCI approaches to video games
is the distinction between video game interfaces in terms of basic usability con-
cerns and in terms of play specifically. While there are aspects of video game
interfaces which are amenable to traditional HCI concepts, such as efficiency and
transparency, the relationship between interface and play is not fully captured by
this. Video game HCI requires new tools for analysis purposefully developed for
application to video game play, rather than to video game use.

2.2.2 Video game HCI

The interest in a video game-specific HCI is evidenced by special issues of journals
on video games and HCI [263], books of papers [37], and games-specific sessions
at key conferences such as CHI'2007 [29]. The majority of current video game HCI
does acknowledge play as a distinct form of interaction [131, 263].

The most common point of departure in discussing how video game play
is a unique form of interaction is by comparing video games with productivity
applications. Although there are multiple dimensions along which this has been
attempted, such as the nature of the graphics [198] or the context of use [131], there
are a number of common themes. First, the motivations for playing video games
differ from productivity application use. Specifically, players play games for their
own sake, while they generally use productivity applications to achieve some
other task [89, 131]. Second, video game interfaces are not neutral, presenting
carefully designed narratives and complex graphics to the player [198, 232]. Third,
video games frequently dictate goals to players, while productivity applications
generally facilitate user goals [183, 198, 232]. Finally, video game designs purpose-
fully involve conflict and constraints on the player, while productivity applications
are designed to minimise them [66, 131, 198].

Despite the clear acknowledgement of the distinct nature of video games, video
game HCI remains a small area of research. As is common in HCI research, video
game HCI has a focus on the evaluation of video games.

One common approach to investigating the unique nature of play as interaction
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has been the development of video game-specific heuristics to guide design and
evaluation [155]. The earliest work in this area took place in the 1980s with Thomas
Malone’s investigations of games in education [165, 166]. Malone developed and
tested video game prototypes according to specific categories: challenge, fantasy,
and curiosity.

Since Malone’s work, most heuristic approaches to video game HCI have
been based on designer experience [88, 215], interviews with members of the
game industry [89], or literature reviews [69]. In most cases, the heuristics are
not applied or tested, but offered as a summary of hands-on knowledge derived
from industry practitioners. Despite this limitation, many of the heuristics are
specifically directed toward play as interaction, rather than more generic interface
issues. Thus, heuristics such as “create a great storyline” [89], “the game is
enjoyable to replay” [69], and “players want a challenge” [215] are offered to
inform video game design. Although these heuristics are often not detailed
enough for any specific decision-making about a video game design, they do help
to capture the distinct nature of play and may remind designers of aspects of play
to consider when evaluating a game.

Much of the best work in video game HCI comes out of the Microsoft Playtest
group, an industry-focused team which also performs research on video game
evaluation methods. The group has a psychology orientation, using methods
from psychology to obtain data about video game play [105]. Importantly, the
group performs research on real video games in development and is thus in
an ideal position to consider the effects of their evaluation. In particular, they
promote usability methods along with insight into the nature of games, such as
the way in which a game designer wishes to direct a player’s interaction with the
game interface [199]. A summary of the group’s work can be found in their book
chapters on user-centred design in games [197, 198, 199]. The core philosophy
of their approach is captured by four principles of evaluation: fun, ease of use,
challenge, and pace [198]. The key practical component is the “playtest,” an
adaptation of traditional HCI's user testing [66]. A further creation of the group is
the “RITE” or rapid iterative testing and evaluation method which is designed to
meet the scheduling demands of video game development [169].

Carlo Fabricatore, Miguel Nussbaum and Ricardo Rosas have addressed com-
mercial video games, performing qualitative research on the action genre [87].
In their article they present a model which “describes the main elements that,
according to players’ opinions, determine the playability of action videogames;
the model proposes design guidelines that are the conceptualization of players
preferences” [87, p.312]. Although their model includes specific discussion of the
role of the interface, it is often treated as a source of information rather than as the
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fundamental mediator of play. Accordingly, most of the design guidelines they
offer are shaped by traditional HCI interests. An example is the efficiency-driven
design guideline: “finding alternative branches in a non linear hierarchy of goals
should not be excessively time consuming. ’ [87, p.361]. Fabricatore et al. do
not list or discuss the specific video games used in their study or analyse them
individually.

A final popular aspect of video game HCI has been the suggestion that insight
gained in evaluating video games might be applied to the traditional HCI domain
[130, 200, 218] although others are critical of the idea [237]. Thomas Malone’s work
on the motivational properties of games was partly aimed at the development
of more “entertaining” productivity software [166]. Lisa Neal, in work largely
focused on the nature of play as interaction, also pauses to identify a number of
qualities of video games which might apply more broadly to software design [183].
Similarly, Jeff Dyck et al. identify four key properties of video games which they
see as desirable in other software: effortless community, learning by watching,
deep customisability, and fluid system-human interaction [75].

Video game HCI includes strong research into video games, largely concerned
with the question of how to design games. Researchers working today display a
growing awareness of the unique nature of video game play as interaction, making
their work far more relevant. Implicit in much of the discussion is a relationship
between video game play and players’ beliefs about preferable conduct, their
values. The discussion of games’ definition of goals, for example, suggests that
games dictate preferable conduct [198]. Research in video game HCI, however,
does not currently direct its focus in that direction. Very few researchers in video
game HCI have turned to another key source of explanation and analysis: game

studies.

2.3 Video games as games

Video games are most commonly studied not as software, but in relation to play
itself. Research into the nature of games as games is known as game studies.
Game studies has become an established field, with major journals such as Game
Studies and Games & Culture and several regular conferences such as the Digital
Games Research Association Conference [72] and the Digital Arts and Cultures
Conference [71]. Universities such as IT Copenhagen and USC have programs
dedicated to both the design and analysis of video games.

In this section we introduce game studies, discuss the methods used and

identify some key areas of research. Further, we show how game studies has a
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particular focus on players’ beliefs about preferable conduct, their values, and
suggest that this thinking in game studies can assist our study of video games
from an HCI perspective.

2.3.1 Introducing game studies

Game studies is a growing area of research, with video game studies emerging in
the 1990s. Since the late 1990s, this area has expanded rapidly and now represents
a sizeable body of knowledge. Although games studies researchers have often
fiercely asserted their independence [86], by far the largest amount of work takes
an interdisciplinary position. In this section, we first discuss methods of studying
video games used in game studies before introducing a series of key areas of study
relevant to our own work. We consider the role of avatars and point of view, genre
studies, the nature of space in video games, narrative and the representation of
virtual worlds, and a number of taxonomic examinations of video games and
their design. In the course of this discussion we focus largely on the relationship
between game studies and our interest in play as interaction.

Addressing the question of how to conduct research on video games as games
specifically has led to a wide variety of approaches. As Espen Aarseth has pointed
out, much of game studies research was under way before researchers thought
to ask how it should be conducted [3]. Aarseth ultimately supports the existing
multi-disciplinary approaches to game studies, suggesting three major focuses:
game play, game structures, and game worlds. Specific methods of study are
conducted within many areas, from psychology [121] to artificial intelligence [207].
Diane Carr et al. show how to use multiple qualitative methods in studying games
[49], while Mia Consalvo and Nathan Dutton present a detailed methodology for
analysis, focusing on a number of basic tools: object inventories, interface study,
interaction maps, and logs of play sessions [58].

Although researchers such as Consalvo advocate specific study of the interfaces
of video games [58], it is often neglected. Despite this, much game studies research
does acknowledge the interface in some way, most in relation to avatars, players’
representatives in game worlds [57, 233, 242]. Researchers have often focused on
the distinction between the avatar as a “tool” used by the player to manipulate
the world, and as a part of the narrative or world of the game. Jonas Linderoth,
for example, identifies three key roles the avatar plays: a fictional character, a tool
allowing the player’s agency in the game world, and a “prop” representing the
player [159]. Similarly, Andrew Burn and Gareth Schott analyse the avatar of Final
Fantasy VII, questioning whether it is primarily a narrative agent or an interface

into the world of the game as “a bundle of semiotic resources, or affordances for
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the player’s engagement with the game’s system, equipped to move us through
the game’s links and nodes, landscapes and events” [44, p.221].

Discussions of the avatar are part of a larger interest in the nature of interacting
with a video game. This interaction is frequently discussed in terms of the “point
of view” a player has during play, connecting clearly with avatars. Jason Rhody
has discussed the ways in which the player’s point of view is both of a fictional
world and of an interface, with many games overlaying “heads up displays” onto
the representation of the game world [210].

Concerns over the nature of the game worlds that players in some sense
inhabit are also common to discussions of interaction. Lisbeth Klastrup’s poetics
of virtual worlds is intended to address this in massively-multiplayer online games
[148]. Klastrup focuses on ways in which a virtual world can be viewed: as a
representation, as a simulation, as a game, or as a social space. Other discussions
of the worlds represented in online games typical focus on culture. T. L. Taylor
has written extensively on massively-multiplayer online games, for example,
with a particular interest in embedded research and ethnography [234]. Taylor
encourages researchers to play the games they study and do immerse themselves
in game worlds. Edward Castronova, also writing on virtual worlds, draws on
his dual experience as both an economist and game player [52]. Based on this, he
tends toward understanding game play more in terms of acquisition than social
experience.

The literal space represented in games is itself the topic of much discussion.
An early work by Mary Fuller and Henry Jenkins characterised the play of some
games as being literally about movement through space [104]. Espen Aarseth has
continued this line of thinking by suggesting that games can be classified by the
nature of the spaces they represent, for example by the distinction between spaces
which are restrictive as opposed to those which are open to exploration [2]. The
notion of exploring spaces is regarded as critical to play by Simon Engenfeldt-
Nielsen who classes it as a basic drive for play [77]. Henry Jenkins echoes this
concept, suggesting that a central part of game design is the representation of
spaces [128]. The positioning of spatial exploration and transformation as central
to play is emphasised further elsewhere [47, 93, 146, 194].

Another major theme in the discussion of video games within both game
studies and game design more generally has been genre. Many of the books
written by game designers contain listings of genres of games, although these are
generally ad hoc and based on industry standards [60, 214]. In these publications,
the traditional genres such as role-playing games (RPGs), first-person shooters
(FPS), strategy, and simulation games are reiterated and described from a design

perspective.
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In the game studies literature itself, considerable attention has been paid to
more theory-oriented approaches to genre [43]. Early work by David Myers
drew on a structural approach in which he sought to identify genres based on
the differing forms of interaction, such as environmental, mechanical, physical,
or competitive [175]. Espen Aarseth’s more recent approach is somewhat simi-
lar, identifying a number of dimensions across which video games vary, again
acknowledging interaction (as “control”), but also discussing representations of
space, time, and the player or avatar [5]. Detailed studies of established genres
have also been undertaken, such as examinations of simulation games [97] and
first-person shooters [126]. The most common theme in video game genre discus-
sions is that genre relates most strongly to the interactive aspects of a game and
primarily concerns what a player can do during play [257], though this has also
been questioned [251].

Related to genre is the nature of narrative and representation in video games.
Narrative, in particular, has been the subject of fierce debates for several years,
with arguments both for [62, 163] and against [4, 85] the usefulness of narrative in
studying video games. This debate has helped raise questions about game studies
methodology and whether games can, in fact, have narratives in the traditional
sense [99]. Whether or not video games do have narratives, there is general
agreement that they possess the quality of telling stories, either through cut-scenes
or as told by a player’s interaction [224]. Further, the worlds of video games are
frequently regarded as the setting of a narrative of action.

The broader elements of representation in video games can be connected, once
again, to the nature of the interface. David Myers, a semiotician, has addressed
representation in video games extensively, emphasising the study of representa-
tion specifically [177], and expounding his own theory based on a semiotics of
opposition and contextualisation [176]. Mark Wolf has assessed the history of
video games in terms of their development from the more abstract to the more
representational [256]. The nature of representation in video games is implicit
in most discussions, with the areas of agreement being about the way in which
games communicate a sense of agency to players, construct virtual worlds for
them to act in, and convey information about how to play [74, 146, 185].

A final point of relevance to our research concerns the numerous efforts within
game studies to create taxonomies or systematic analyses of video games. Several
game designers, for example, have created special vocabularies for describing
video games, such as Doug Church’s “Formal Abstract Design Tools” [54] and
Andrew Rollings and Ernest Adams’ book on game design [214]. Within game
studies proper, a large number of taxonomies have been offered [122, 160]. Design

patterns are especially popular in describing the structure and design of games
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[151, 187]. Staffan Bjork et al. have developed a number of design patterns in-
tended to capture the essential aspects of game design [35] and have published
them in a book [34]. Lars Konzack’s approach involves multiple levels of detail,
from hardware concerns to code and then to the “meaning” of a game [150]. Kon-
zack’s work is especially interesting in that it deals with both the detailed level of
hardware and code implementations as well as social contexts and interpretation.

As we have discussed, game studies involves research into a wide variety
of aspects of video games, from their spatiality to their narratives to detailed
taxonomies of their design. Implicit in much of the discussion above has been an
interest in players’ interaction with video games, the subject of this dissertation.
As we shall see below, much of the game studies literature on play specifically
concerns players’ beliefs about preferable conduct and is of direct relevance to our

focus on value.

2.3.2 Value and game studies

In this section we look specifically at the ways in which game studies addresses
matters of value, defined here as “enduring beliefs that specific modes of conduct
are preferable to other potential modes of conduct” (§2.1.1). We first examine
the motivation for studying value in connection with games, focusing on the
controversy surrounding the representation of conduct. Following this, we address
a number of themes in game studies with particular relevance to value: definitions
of the concept of a game, the place of rhetoric and ideology, psychology research on
video games, serious games and advergames, education, and motivation research.
Finally, we point toward two of the most important potential values of play,
making to the distinction between playing according to rules and playing for its
own sake.

As video games have become more popular, interest in the effects and nature
of play has risen greatly. Video games are frequently covered in the media, for
example, and their relationship to real-world violence has been debated vigorously
[8]. Outrage greeted the discovery of the “hot coffee” content in Grand Theft
Auto: San Andreas which allowed players to have “play sex” [143]. Even more
contentiously, some games have been made in response to controversial real
world events, such as Super Columbine Massacre, a role-playing game based on
the shootings. According to its creator, the game is intended “to deepen the
understanding of the shooting and its possible causes” [156]. The banning of both
Manhunt and Manhunt 2 in several countries is often used as a benchmark in the
debate over video games as an expressive medium [11, 225].

A familiar feature of discussions about video games and their applications
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is their nature as interactive media which can convey particular messages to their
players, whether educational, socially aware, or consumerist. In other words, there
is concern surrounding the values implicit in video game play. Although other
forms of media, such as cinema, have been regarded in the same way [117], it is
common to cite video games’ interactivity as central to their influence [74].

One starting point when considering how game studies deals with questions
of value is to examine definitions of the concept of a game. Over the course of
game studies’ history, definitions have been offered by many researchers, and
agreement has by no means been reached [12, 96, 231, 265]. For the purposes of
this research, we present the definition offered by Jesper Juul as a useful example

of game definitions. Juul defines a game as:

1. arule-based formal system;
with variable and quantifiable outcomes;
where different outcomes are assigned different values;

where the player exerts effort in order to influence the outcome;

AR

the player feels emotionally attached to the outcome;
6. and the consequences of the activity are optional and negotiable.

[134, pp.6-7]

It is immediately apparent from this definition that value has a large role to play
in the basic nature of a game as defined by Juul. The definition connects strongly
with Rokeach’s three aspects of value: cognitive, behavioural, and affective (§2.1.1).
Cognitively, it relates to players” knowledge of the “correct” conduct when it refers
to the values assigned to outcomes (point 3). Players’ exertion of effort in order to
influence the outcome, and presumably to obtain the more valued outcome, relate
to the behavioural aspect of value, the ability to perform the correct conduct (point
4). Finally, Juul includes the affective aspect of conduct when he notes that players
teel emotionally attached to the outcome (point 5).

If we take Juul’s definition to suggest that value is an important concept in
the analysis of video game play, the next question implicitly concerns how it is
present. We now discuss aspects of game studies which address this, paying
attention to the three key locations of value in technology we discussed earlier
(§2.1.2). First, we discuss the ways in which beliefs about preferable conduct are
invoked during play, raising questions of the rhetoric and ideology of games. Next,
we address the idea that values can transfer from a game to a player in the context

of advertising, social marketing, or education. Finally, we examine values which
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players bring to play themselves, focusing on the distinction between “playful”
and “rule-following” play.

The most direct use of concepts related to value is in the game studies research
which examines aspects of rhetoric, ideology, and ethics. Drew Davidson has
written a short piece of the nature of video game rhetoric, describing it as “how the
mechanics show players how to play” [65]. Davidson draws attention to features
of the game Ico which he suggests have a rhetorical function: the architecture of
the game world which defines where the player can move, and the save “couches”
which provide a save function integrated into the narrative of the world. David-
son’s central point is the idea that there are aspects of video game design which
inform the player of preferable conduct.

Steffen Walz has developed a more detailed model of video game rhetoric
based on three key features which cause players to conform with a game’s design:
symbolic, structural, and systemic [246]. The systemic coupling of player and game
occurs with the coinciding of the game design model and the player’s model of
play. The symbolic aspect concerns the player’s connection with the representation
of play, and the structural element relates to the player’s “expectations, motives,
and needs through social psychologically verified “functional circles” in the game”
[246]. Walz’s work uses the rhetorical theory of Kenneth Burke to discuss games
largely in theory and not in practice.

Matt Garite pursues a similar line when he addresses the ideologies present
in video games. His central argument is that interaction in video games is much
like work, involving “a relentless series of demands, or a way of disciplining
player behavior” [107]. In his book, Gamer Theory, McKenzie Wark suggests the
opposite, that life and work are now described by video game play, and that
real life has become “gamespace” [249]. Wark discusses the ways in which video
games represent the perfected versions of real life, from The Sims 2’s domestic
utopia to SimEarth’s controllable biosphere. Miguel Sicart has also written on the
notion that The Sims 2 represents “a simulator of an ideology of modern capitalist
societies” [219].

Some of the best work on ideology in games has been performed by Gonzalo
Frasca, notably in his paper on simulation and narrative [100]. In the paper, Frasca
considers the persuasiveness of games at three specific levels. First, he identifies
the level of representation, the standard form of persuasion shared with other
media such as television and film. At a more fundamental level, however, he also
discusses the influence of both rules and playfulness in a video game. Specifically,
Frasca notes that “by stating a rule that defines a winning scenario, the [designer]
is claiming that these goals are preferable to their opposite” [100]. Similarly, the
context of play is also ideological in that it defines what kinds of play can exist.
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He explains this subtlety in terms of the possibility of homosexuality in The Sims:
“Homosexuality is not the goal of The Sims, just a possibility. By incorporating
this rule, the designers are showing tolerance towards this sexual option but we
could hardly say that they are encouraging it” [100]. Interest in the ways players
relate to the goals and rules of a game are a major point of interest in game studies
research more generally [127, 133].

In a related area, Miguel Sicart has discussed video games in connection with
ethics, pursuing “the analysis of computer games as moral objects because of the
ethical values that can be imprinted in their design” [220]. This is echoed by Mary
Flanagan with respect to embedding of designers’ values in games systematically
[92]. In his Ph.D. dissertation, Sicart examines in detail the ways in which video
games can function as “moral objects” [221]. Central to this argument is the notion
of “the role of the designer as the choice-giver” [221, p.79] and of the player as a
choice-maker, leading to ethical considerations. Sicart argues that video games are
“designed objects with embedded ethical values that affect the ways players can
interact with them” [221, p.272]. Again, we see the centrality of players’ beliefs
about preferable conduct in the context of the game, this time in explicitly ethical
and value-centric terms.

So far we have discussed the ways in which value is present during the playing
of video games. Such an idea intuitively leads to the further suggestion that these
beliefs about preferable conduct could transfer beyond the video game world into
the real world. This has most commonly led to psychology research into violence
and aggression in video games, and whether they lead to violence and aggression
in other spheres [9, 112]. While some research claims to demonstrate that this is the
case, there is also considerable debate [41, 255]. Other approaches involve studies
of players’ attitudes in play, including issues of violence in specific games such
as Grand Theft Auto [119], gender [51, 91] and how video games instill feelings of
power in children [145].

In connection with the idea that playing video games could promote particular
beliefs in players, the “serious games” movement develops games which concern
social, health, and other issues [31, 259]. Gonzalo Frasca, a leading creator and
theorist of serious games, is most interested in the ways in which video games
can promote critical thinking [101]. Frasca’s “newsgaming” site includes the game
September 12th. This game is intended to lead players to question the “war on
terror” by indicating it generates more terrorism than it eliminates [186]. Another
game, Smoke?, was developed in New Zealand to promote quitting smoking
among both European and Maori communities [144]. The game takes the form of
a simulation of a smoker’s life just as they decide to quit smoking. The idea is that

by helping the virtual character quit and learn about quitting strategies the player
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will begin to think differently about smoking.

In a parallel development, many commercial enterprises are beginning to
use video games as an advertising medium, creating “advergames” which pro-
mote their products [264]. The Book of Deviants, for example, is an online game
advertising a new model of Toyota car by inviting the player to kill “sheeples,”
representative of the people who drive “boring” cars [238]. In a less gory vein, the
King Games series for X-Box was created by Burger King to advertise their products
[42]. In all cases, advertisers seek to leverage the popularity of video games and
their potential to influence players’ beliefs about their products, a practice which is
controversial especially when involving children [63]. Research into advergames
does show some effects on players, especially in their positive feelings about the
brand the advergame represents and their willingness to direct their friends to the
game [230].

The idea that video games could instill values or other beliefs in their players
has been enthusiastically adopted by many education researchers as an aid to
learning [67]. Projects such as the Education Arcade have demonstrated that
games can be effective teaching and learning tools [129] and many educational
games have been developed [106, 123, 235], teaching such diverse topics as the
logical analysis of religious beliefs [236], safe sex [184], and typing [254].

James Paul Gee’s What Video Games Have to Teach Us About Learning and Literacy
is one of the best analyses of video games’ potential to assist learning [110]. Gee
investigates popular video games in terms of “the theory of human learning
built into good video games” [110, p.6]. These learning opportunities include
consideration of identity, understanding the game world, and the ways in which
a game challenges or does not challenge a player’s world view. Gee identifies a
cycle of learning in which players “probe” the virtual world of the game, form a
hypothesis about it, reprobe the world based on the hypothesis, and then either
accept or rethink that hypothesis [110, p.90]. Throughout the book, and collected
in an appendix, Gee presents thirty-six principles of learning in video games, such
as his design principle: “learning and coming to appreciate design and design
principles is core to the learning process” [110, p.207].

A key factor in the enthusiasm surrounding video games’ potential for deliver-
ing messages is their motivational power. Unlike most forms of software, people
largely play games because they enjoy the process which leads us to a further level
where values can be seen as something brought by players to their play. Players’
own values in play as explored by motivation research are the final aspect of our
examination of game studies.

One of the earliest and most well-known papers in this area is Richard Bartle’s
Hearts, Clubs, Diamonds, Spades: Players Who Suit MUDs [26]. In this article, Bartle
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observes four “personality types” found in the players of multi-user dungeons
(MUDs), based on their motivations in play: “hearts” are social, “clubs” are
aggressive, “diamonds” are achievers, and “spades” are explorers. Bartle suggests
the personalities form a system in which they are largely antagonistic to one
another. These four distinct categories can also be seen to reflect a number of
different beliefs about preferable conduct, or values. “Hearts,” for example, prefer
conduct in which they talk with and interact with other players.

The most thorough research into player motives is psychologist Nick Yee’s
“Daedalus Project” [261]. Yee has conducted a large number of online surveys
of players of massively-multiplayer online games to ascertain their motives for
play, among other things. As a result, Yee identifies three basic categories of
motivation: achievement, socialising, and immersion. Within each category, Yee
describes specific motives as identified within the surveys such as “advancement”
and “completion” (achievement), “socializing” and “teamwork” (socialising), and
“discovery” and “customization” (immersion) [260]. These elements, while able to
be interpreted as motives, can also be seen as values which guide players’ play.
“Completion,” for example, concerns players’ preference for conduct in which
they move toward completing the game. Based on such a value, they would be
more likely to complete a quest than to explore a landscape, given the choice. This
decision would be the opposite if based on “discovery.”

While Yee’s category of “socialising” is largely tied to the nature of his study
of massively-multiplayer role-playing games specifically, the other two categories of
“achievement” and “immersion” draw on elements which connect with a funda-
mental understanding of play reflected in the game studies literature. Specifically,
Roger Caillois, in his 1958 book Man, Play, and Games, provided a number of
categorisations of play which have proved highly influential in game studies [45].

Caillois” concepts of paidia and ludus are defined as follows:

[Paidia is] an almost indivisible principle, common to diversion, turbu-
lence, free improvisation, and [in which] carefree gaiety is dominant. It
manifests a kind of uncontrolled fantasy that can be designated by the
term paidia.

[45, p.13]

[Ludus concerns] a growing tendency to bind [play] with arbitrary,
imperative, and purposely tedious conventions.
[45, p.13]

These categories of paidia and ludus have been adopted by many researchers
as fundamental principles of play. Although Jesper Juul does not use the terms
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explicitly, he has written on the distinction between games which emphasise
emergent play (paidia), versus those which emphasise progression (ludus) [132]. In
this case, Juul has tied the two categories to forms of game, rather than play as
interaction.

Explicit use of Caillois’ terms is also frequent. Gonzalo Frasca is a major propo-
nent of this understanding of play, writing on a number of occasions to connect
it with video game play specifically [96, 98, 100]. As we have already discussed,
Frasca is concerned with ideology in video games, and uses the concepts of paidia
and ludus in order to explain how players are subtly persuaded by game designs
[100]. Frasca characterises Caillois” terms as describing “the difference between

el

“play” and “game”” [100]. Specifically addressing beliefs about preferable conduct,
Frasca briefly considers how the paidia and ludus influence players’ choices. In a
game premised on ludus, he suggests that “by stating a rule that defines a winning
scenario, the [designer] is claiming that these goals are preferable to their opposite”
[100]. A game premised on paidia might be seen as one of freedom from preferable
conduct as defined by the game, Frasca notes, however, the presence of “manipu-
lation rules” which help to define the possibilities in the game and by which “the
designer could convey his ideology by adding or leaving out manipulation rules”
[100]. Video game analysis according to paidia and ludus has also been taken up

by other researchers [27, 185].

As a final point, we can draw a comparison with Shalom Schwartz’ classifica-
tion of human values. Schwartz’s value categories of self-direction and achievement,
in particular, bear a significant resemblance to paidia and ludus. For Schwartz,
self-direction involves values such as FREEDOM and CREATIVITY, and is described
as concerning “independent thought and action - choosing, creating, exploring”
[216, p.5]. Schwartz’s achievement category includes values such as AMBITION
and CAPACITY, and is described as focusing on “personal success through demon-
strating competence according to social standards” [216, p.8]. Accordingly, paidia
and ludus might be thought of as values, beliefs about preferable conduct, which
are fundamental to all forms of play with games, and specifically to video game
play. We take this idea up in depth in chapter 4.

In this section we have seen that there is a great deal of research within game
studies directly concerned with the importance of players’ beliefs about preferable
conduct during play, and the influence a game design can have on this. In order
to bring these forms of thinking into our HCI perspective, however, we must be
able to successfully describe and analyse that conduct. In the following section,
therefore, we discuss our use of activity theory for this purpose.
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24 Activity theory

Within HCI research there are a number of established approaches to the descrip-
tion and analysis of interaction with computers. Essentially, these approaches
can be thought of as concerning the conduct of a user while using a computer
system. Descriptions of interaction range from the highly detailed and technical
GOMS model [46] to the more high-level perspective of models such as Donald
Norman’s action cycle [193]. A recent book on the subject, edited by John Carroll,
lists many possible approaches to HCI, from models based on human perception
to motor function to mental models [50]. In this dissertation we have chosen to
focus on activity theory as our approach to description and analysis. In this section
we introduce activity theory as applied to HCI research, then present the core
models of conduct it provides before examining its application to video games
specifically.

The use of activity theory in HCI has been defined as “a clarifying descriptive
tool rather than a strongly predictive theory” [179, p.9]. Proponents of activity
theory within HCI often refer to particular benefits: its emphasis on mediation as
critical to activity, a common vocabulary of concepts leading to more integrated
research, the privileging of the human in human-computer interaction, and the
ability to analyse conduct at multiple levels of detail [136, 152, 179]. Activity theory
has also been compared to related approaches to HCI research, particularly as
they concern the ability to include context, such as situated action and distributed
cognition [181].

24.1 Introducing Activity Theory

Activity theory stems from the work of Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky, whose
core interest was human development with a focus on children and the disabled
[245]. Alexei Leontiev, a colleague of Vygotsky, worked with his ideas to formulate
a description of activity, which both regarded as a central concept in human
psychology [157]. Leontiev defined activity as a process in which one or more
people transform an object in an acknowledged cultural or social context.

Within HCI, activity theory has become more established over time. Susanne
Bodker’s Through the Interface is one of the earliest introductions to the use of
activity theory in HCI and directly concerns the role of the interface as a mediator
of activity [39]. The collection of essays in Context and Consciousness, edited by
Bonnie Nardj, still represents some of the clearest work on applying activity theory
to HCI [180] and Olav Bertelsen and Bodker’s book chapter on the subject is also
an excellent introduction [33].
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Geri Gay and Helene Hembrooke’s book Activity-Centered Design is a good
example of activity theory’s focus on technology as a mediating tool in human
activity [109], and is representative of much earlier work [15, 241, 244]. Other uses
of activity theory include reconceptualisation of the affordance theory of Gibson
[14], evaluations tangible user interfaces [90] and E-Learning applications [158],
and as a basis for high-level design methods [141].

A recurrent theme in activity theory research has been attempts to make the
complexities of the theory more accessible to HCI researchers. Along with general
introductions to activity theory in most articles on the topic, several researchers
have developed frameworks which bring activity theory more firmly into the
context of HCI. The “activity checklist” is one example, casting activity theory as
a series of questions which can be asked about software design. “Are all target
actions actually supported?” and “Is target technology considered an important
part of work activities?” are examples of such questions [140]. Daisy Mwanza’s
“Activity Oriented Design Model” and Olav Bertelsen’s “Activity Walkthrough”
are further examples of the attempt to operationalise the concepts and models
of activity theory [32, 174]. Despite these efforts, however, some grounding in
activity theory itself is still required before attempting to apply it to real world
problems.

Within activity theory a number of models introduced both early in its devel-
opment and also more recently are frequently used as the basis for discussion.
The three most commonly employed approaches are the basic model of activity
developed by Leontiev, his division of activity into three interrelated levels of
detail [157], and Yrjo Engestrom’s more recent development of the concept of
“contradiction” as a way of analysing activity [79]. In the following section we
discuss the use of each of these models within HCI research in order to apply them

ourselves to video games.

2.4.2 The model of activity

A key component of Leontiev’s thinking is his adoption of Vygotsky’s theory of
mediated action. This is a triadic structure comprised of a Subject, an Object, and
mediating Artifacts [245]. Figure 2.1 presents the activity model as discussed by
Leontiev applied to the example of “writing a Ph.D. dissertation,” an activity me-
diated in part by the use of a computer. The model includes four basic components
or nodes: Subject, Object, mediating Artifacts, and Motive.

e The Subject of an activity is the person (or persons) engaged in it. In the case
of writing a dissertation, the Subject is the Ph.D. candidate.
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Artifacts:
Laptop, library, notebook, ...

Writing a _ Motives:
Ph.D. Contribute to knowledge,
dissertation be called "Doctor", ...

Subject: Obiject:
Ph.D. candidate Ph.D. dissertation

Figure 2.1: The activity model applied to writing a Ph.D. dissertation

e The Object of an activity is that which is to be transformed by the activity and
that which the activity is directed toward. For Leontiev “the main thing that
distinguishes one activity from another ... is the difference of their objects. It
is exactly the object of an activity that gives it a determined direction” [157].
Thus, in the dissertation-writing activity, the Object is the dissertation itself
which must be transformed from an idea in the Subject’s mind to a typed-up

text, and finally to a printed and bound copy in the university’s library.

e In order to transform the Object, the Subject uses mediating Artifacts. In
writing a dissertation, for instance, a central Artifact is the Subject’s laptop
computer. Other Artifacts include scholarly books, research methodologies,
critical thought, and so on. Note that the mediating Artifacts have a sub-
stantial impact on how the activity is carried out: different methodologies or
texts selected for study will lead to an entirely different dissertation, different

text editors provide different functionality for editing the document.

e Intimately connected with the Object of activity are the Motives for the activity.
They help to explain why the Object is being transformed in the first place.
A student writing a dissertation, for instance, might have Motives such as

“contributing to knowledge” or “having ‘Doctor” in front of my name.”

As has been suggested by Victor Kaptelinin, we have explicitly separated the
concepts of Object and Motive [137]. The Object is, therefore, the thing (real or
conceptual) transformed by the activity, while the Motive represents the reason(s)
behind the activity. In activity theory, Motives are further linked to human needs,

but we maintain a focus on the Motive-level only.
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Activity theory is also often regarded to be about collective and social actions,
rather than those of individuals. This perspective is particularly associated with
the work of Yrjo Engestrom, whose interest is organisational change [79, 80]. In
our work we focus on individual activities, while acknowledging the necessarily

social nature of all activity, a view put forward by Leontiev [157].

Objects, artifacts, and interfaces

The activity model is generally the basis for activity theory approaches to HCI
[33, 174], with the positioning of the interfaces of software as mediating artifacts as
central. In standard descriptions of activity, the Object is either something in the
real world or something in the mind of the Subject, but in interacting with software
the Object is often represented. The interfaces of software, therefore, mediate the
Subject’s transformation of the Object. Susanne Bodker notes that “computer-
based artifacts often allow no direct access to the ... object of the actions conducted
through the artifact ... Sometimes the object does not even exist as something
separate from the artifact (e.g. a spreadsheet). It is part of human capabilities that
make us able to project our experiences with one object onto another object” [38,
p-178].

Bodker identified three ways in which the interface mediates an Object [33, 39].
Objects can be entirely represented within the interface, existent in the real world
but present only in the interface during use, or present in the real world so that
interaction with the software affects it, which must be accounted for [39]. Bedker
also identifies three levels in computer-mediated activity: physical, handling, and
subject/object [39]. The physical level concerns operations directed toward the
physical interface, such as a keyboard or mouse, while the handling level concerns
operations directed toward the software itself, focusing on the affordances in the
interface rather than the physical level. Finally, the subject/object level relates
to how an interface mediates activity related to the represented Object within the
interface. Bodker later joined forces with the semiotician Peter Bogh Andersen
to write on the potential for considering mediation jointly from both activity
theoretic and semiotic perspectives [40]. In that article the two suggest, again,
that the Object of an activity can be thought of as a represented or semiotic Object

which does not necessarily have a physical existence.

In sum, the work within activity theory on the role of interface in mediation
emphasises that Objects can be not only physical or conceptual, but also represented
in software interfaces. In these cases, the interface not only represents an Object to

be transformed, but is also the artifact which mediates this transformation.
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Motives and values

Values are beliefs about preferable conduct and thus inform the kinds of conduct
a person engages in when choosing what to do. As we have noted, Rokeach
describes values as “standards that guide ongoing activities” [213]. Motives, on
the other hand, are what drive a person to engage in a particular activity. Thus,
according to Leontiev, “the concept of activity is necessarily connected with the
concept of motive. Activity does not exist without a motive” [157]. Motives are
the reason a person pursues an activity.

Although not a part of the standard model, an activity is also necessarily
connected with the values a Subject has. In the “writing a Ph.D. dissertation”
activity, for example, the values of HONESTY and SELF-DISCIPLINE will affect
the Motives and Artifacts along with the choices of conduct. With those values
operative, a Subject will not use the “Have Your Dissertation Written While You
Sleep” website as a mediating Artifact nor will he leave all his writing to the last
month of his enrolment. At the most fundamental level, then, values determine
the forms of conduct a Subject will engage in, while Motives provide a reason for

the activity as a whole.

2.4.3 The activity hierarchy

Leontiev also described an activity hierarchy in which he discussed levels of human
conduct: activity, actions, and operations, each with a specific driving force. Using
our example of the “writing a Ph.D. dissertation” activity again, we can describe
the hierarchy as in figure 2.2:

Writing a Ph.D. .. . Contribute to knowledge,
dissertation ACtIVIty Motive impress parents

Write paragraph on . Introduce terminology
the activity hierarchy Actions GO&'S and theory

Position of keyboard on

Type the word "activity" | Operations Conditions desk

Figure 2.2: The activity hierarchy applied to writing a Ph.D. dissertation
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e Activities are elicited by Motives held by the Subject, the fundamental reason
for the activity such as “contributing to knowledge” or “impressing my
parents”. As Leontiev puts it, “activity does not exist without a motive”
[157]. There might well be no activity of “writing a Ph.D. dissertation” if
there were no parents to impress, for instance. This level corresponds to our
prior discussion of the activity model (§2.4.2).

e Actions are performed with conscious goals in mind and are what a Subject is
actively concerned with. Thus, “the actions that realize activity are aroused
by its motive but appear to be directed toward a goal” [157]. An activity is
comprised of a collection of actions which only make sense in the context
of that activity: “Human activity does not exist except in the form of action
or a chain of actions” [157]. An action in our example activity might be
“write paragraph on activity theory” with the goal “introduce terminology
for use in dissertation.” This description only makes sense in the context of
an activity (and its corresponding Motive) where introducing terminology is

a useful thing to do.

o Operations are driven by conditions. They are automatic responses to cir-
cumstances and comprise the underlying execution of actions. Operations
are particularly relevant to computer mediation because much of our use
of interfaces is automated, such as typing. For example, the condition of
needing to write the word “activity” in our dissertation-writing activity will
lead, in an accomplished typist, to the automatic movement of fingers to
type the word. Conditions such as the position of the keyboard will subtly

alter how the operation is carried out.

An additional property of the activity hierarchy is that particular instances
within it can transition between the levels. Thus, an action can become an activity
or an operation, an operation can become an action, and so on. This transition
can be based on learning (actions becoming unconscious operations) or problems
(unconscious operations become apparent to conscious awareness and thus ac-
tions). To continue the example of dissertation-writing, for an amateur typist
typing the word “activity” may well be a conscious action, but as learning takes
place it becomes automatic, and thus an operation, responding only to the con-
ditions as needed. Conversely, if some problem arises in the operation, such as
a different keyboard being used, the operation of typing will return to the level
of conscious action as the typist consciously thinks about moving fingers to the

correct locations.
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2.4.4 Contradictions and breakdowns

A final component of activity theory is the notion of contradiction, as introduced by
Yrjo Engestrom [79]. The essence of contradiction is that it describes a systematic
tension in an activity system which results in breakdowns or disturbances in the
flow of that activity. In particular, these breakdowns are experienced in the actions
of the activity, and thus are consciously experienced by the Subject. Contradictions,
therefore, can be thought of as indicated by breakdowns, but are not identical with
them.

As an example, consider the dissertation-writing activity again. The Subject
of this activity might find that their work is continually interrupted because they
have also taken on a full-time job. As they work on their dissertation, they find
that they are frequently prevented from focusing on it by the demands of the
job, such as phone calls, emails, and going into the office. All of these events are
breakdowns in the dissertation-writing activity and disrupt its progress. Given
that these breakdowns are repetitive and systemic, they indicate the presence
of a contradiction in the activity. In this case, it is reasonable to suggest there is
a contradiction between the dissertation-writing activity and the full-time job
activity which the Subject is undertaking simultaneously.

Engestrom identifies four kinds of contradiction at different levels of detail
within and between activities. Figure 2.3 shows the four levels, described as

primary, secondary, tertiary, and quaternary by Engestrom:

Primary contradictions occur within the nodes of an activity, such as Subject,
Artifact, or Object. Engestrom claims that the primary contradiction in the
work activity, which he is most interested in, is between the use value and
exchange value. This is the fundamental contradiction of capitalism: the
tension between what something is worth to a person to use and what
it is worth to exchange it for something else. An example might be the
tension within a Subject simply wanting to “get a postgraduate degree to
get a better job” (exchange value) versus the “joy of knowledge” (use value).
Breakdowns might be generated within the Subject in the struggle between
the idealisation of pure academic research and the desire for monetary gain
by a qualification.

Secondary contradictions occur between the nodes of an activity. A contradiction
between Subject and Artifact might occur when the Artifacts available (such
as an under-stocked library) prevent a student from engaging in successful
research. Breakdowns occur as the Subject hears about important resources
in the field that are not available at the library.
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Figure 2.3: Engestrom’s four categories of contradiction [79]

Tertiary contradictions occur between the central activity and a “culturally more
advanced form of the central activity” [79]. The current dissertation-writing
activity of a student might come into contradiction with the more advanced
version of the activity as promoted by supervisors if the student’s work is
inadequate. Here the breakdowns might literally be those of the student
failing to live up to expectations.

Quaternary contradictions occur between the central activity and other activities
which it relies upon, such as those activities which produce the Artifacts or
the Subject in some way. The dissertation-writing activity may involve a
contradiction with the Subject’s previous educational activities if they have
not produced a well-informed Subject. In this case, the contradictions will
lead to breakdowns such as the student’s inability to read critically for a
literature survey or lack of knowledge about basic research methods.

Contradiction in activity theory is a useful way to think about learning or
change. Specifically, Engestrom claims that it is the resolution of a contradiction
which represents learning. In order to resolve a contradiction, the central activity
must be transformed in some way, and thus become a better version of itself. For
example, in order to resolve the secondary contradiction described above, the
student might have to learn to research using the internet, or to inter-loan books

and articles from overseas universities. In doing this, the breakdowns caused by
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the lack of research artifacts cease because the contradiction between Subject and
Artifacts is resolved by a more competent attitude to research, as well as by access
to more useful Artifacts.

2.4.5 Activity theory and video games

The use of activity theory within game studies has been limited to date. Kurt
Squire, an education researcher, argued convincingly that activity theory could
transfer well to video game analysis [226]. Squire confronts the problem of find-
ing an integrated way of analysing the many facets of games in the context of
education, such as “the individual’s goals and intentions, the tools, and resources
employed in practice, and the social organization and institutions that mediate
practice” [226]. This leads Squire to suggest that activity theory is a strong can-
didate for an integrating approach. Although he does not apply activity theory
himself, Squire raises some of the important issues in studying video games, not
only from an educational perspective, but from any perspective, and recommends
activity theory as a potential solution.

Activity theory does have a limited history of application to games within the
traditional activity theory community. Most fundamentally, L. S. Vygotsky devoted
a chapter in his book Mind in Society to the relationship of play to development,
describing its motive as “the imaginary, illusory realization of unrealizable desires”
[245]. This idea has been taken up elsewhere as researchers have considered the
relevance of Vygotsky’s thinking to play [161].

In more contemporary research, Victor Kaptelinin and Michael Cole, estab-
lished activity theory researchers, investigated children playing video games in
an after-school setting [138]. They identified three phases in which children’s
learning with the games took place: the coordinated individual activities (with a
supervisor), the development of a group or team identity with respect to play, and
the transfer of the group experiences back to to the individual activities of play.
Pentti Hakkarainen has also studied play, focusing on the question of what the
Object of play might be [114]. Hakkarainen acknowledges the familiar position we
have seen in game studies, exhibited by play’s “place on the border of two worlds:
the narrative world of play and the real world” [114, p.232]. His conclusion is
that “play does not change anything visible; thus the object of play must be the
process itself” [114, p.234]. Although not particularly focused on video games or
play, Victor Kaptelinin raises a critical issue when he discusses the mediation of
software and its effects on a user’s activity, citing video games as a key example.
Kaptelinin notes that “the values and goals intended by [software] developers can

influence users who may not even be aware of these influences. This is obvious
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in the case of some computer games” [136]. The notion that video games are key
exemplars of the influence of a (software) Artifact on activity is central to our
consideration of beliefs about preferable conduct during video game play.

Within game studies, activity theory has been applied even more rarely. As in
traditional activity research the focus has remained firmly on learning. Begofa
Gros provides a primer on video games in education, indicating activity theory as
a possible approach much in the same way as Squire did [113]. Mike Dobson et
al. have used activity theory as the basis for their development of an educational
game to improve practice in a health care network, although the focus of their
work is the generation of an interactive narrative [73]. Tim Marsh et al. also use
activity theory in the form of “hierarchical activity-based scenarios” to contribute
to game development, including design and evaluation [167]. Their approach
is based largely on Leontiev’s concept of the activity hierarchy and aims to help
understand the levels of context in game analysis.

The best and most clear current work on activity theory within game studies has
been done by Martin Oliver and Caroline Pelletier. They explore the application
of various activity theoretic concepts to two case study games in order to discuss
learning. In one study, they analyse the game Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s
Stone using both the activity hierarchy and the notion of contradiction [195]. They
use the levels of the activity hierarchy as a way of identifying where contradictions
occur, such as when the player is not able to trace a pattern accurately enough
with the mouse to cast a spell. In their other study focused on Deus Ex, Oliver
and Pelletier seek to identify examples of learning during play. They find four
in their study: skillful tool use, knowledge of properties of objects in the game,
game conventions, and spatial understanding [196]. They use the same method of
analysing the hierarchy of activities, actions, and operations in conjunction with
contradictions to identify these learning examples.

Although the work of Oliver and Pelletier is detailed and involves an im-
pressive amount of qualitative evidence, it does involve a theoretical problem.
No distinction appears to be made between the notion of a contradiction and a
breakdown. As we have seen, these two concepts are distinct, with breakdowns
indicative of contradictions and, conversely, contradictions leading to breakdowns
(§2.4.4). This sometimes leads them to identify what would appear to be only
breakdowns as contradictions, such as a player’s momentary questioning as to
whether to name their character after herself or to use a fictional name [196]. This
example of confusion is not systematic. It passes quickly in the playing session,
and cannot be confidently labelled a contradiction. Apart from this confusion
between breakdowns and contradictions, Oliver and Pelletier have performed

valuable research, perhaps most importantly showing how qualitative research
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can be highly revealing about the nature of moment-to-moment play.

2.5 Summary

In our review of the literature we have focused on understanding the nature of
play as a form of human-computer interaction. First, we have seen how values,
defined as beliefs about preferable conduct, can influence people’s interactions
with software (§2.1). We have reviewed the literature within HCI which focuses
on video games, discussing how the majority of the work concerns evaluation,
and how work which treats video games as games specifically is unfortunately rare
(§2.2). As a way to address this problem, we have then shown how game studies,
the study of games as games, has a focus on issues surrounding value (§2.3). With
this in mind, we have then introduced activity theory as applied to HCI as a basis
for the discussion of interaction with video games (§2.4).

In order to proceed with research into the relationship between values, video
games, and interaction, we regard it as fundamental to have data related to play
itself. One aspect missing in much research into video games is access to real
player experience. In the next chapter we discuss our qualitative methodology for
the study of play, focusing on the collection of data from actual play and games.
With this data in place we then begin to develop our understanding of play as a

form of human-computer interaction in the following chapters.
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Chapter 3

Methodology:
Video Game Case Study Research

Mario holds the controller as the starting screen of Grand Theft Auto
shows Carl Johnson standing in a back alleyway. The game instructs
him to steal a nearby bicycle by pressing the triangle button and Mario
does so. He then wobbles the bike around on the screen as he learns the
control system. Vincent asks him questions about the bike and reads
to him from the manual about doing a “bunny hop” by holding down
the L1 button and then releasing it.

Paying attention to the game’s instructions, Mario begins to steer the
bike toward Carl’s home. The game instructs him on how to “sprint”
with the bike and he does so but crashes into a park car, sending Carl
flying through the air. Vincent and Mario talk about the bicycle as an
addition to the game as it hadn’t been in past iterations of Grand Theft
Auto. Mario goes online on the computer in the room and reads that
Carl can become better at riding the bike through practice. They decide
to continue to ride the bike around town rather than take the first
mission of the game so they can learn how to ride the bike effectively.
On screen a message appears saying “Bicycle Skill: Upgraded.”

Much as Vincent and Mario must study the manual and other instructions in
order to learn how to play Grand Theft Auto successfully, we must also consider the
best way to study video games. At the heart of any investigation into video game
HClI is the need to study the interaction which takes place between a player and a
video game. A recurrent theme in the previous chapter was that much existing
research lacks the use of video game play data when discussing video game
interaction. Much of the most impressive research, on the other hand, utilised

evidence from both researchers” experience of video games and, critically, typical
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players” experiences. In this chapter we introduce the research methodology we
used to gather data surrounding how players play video games.

First, we introduce our decision to use a qualitative methodology in our investi-
gations, based on the currently underdeveloped nature of video game HCI (§3.1).
Next, we discuss the specific form of methodology, case study, and discuss this
method’s appropriateness in the context of our research (§3.2). In the following
section we present our research design (§3.3), focusing on case selection and data
collection and analysis. Next, we present the pilot study we conducted to test
our methodology (§3.4) and discuss our approach to validation (§3.5). Finally,
we discuss the overall structure of the methodology and preview its use in the
following chapters (§3.6).

3.1 Qualitative research

Qualitative research is generally compared to quantitative research. Quantitative
research focuses on explanations, particularly as regards why things happen, and
usually takes place in a controlled, designed experiment. By contrast, qualitative
research “involves an interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world” [68]. It is
premised on understanding and describing a particular case or phenomenon.

In this dissertation, we use a qualitative approach, justifying this according
to four key reasons John Creswell has identified [61, p.75]. Here we present each
of the reasons in the context of studying video game play as a form of human-

computer interaction. Cresswell’s reasons are echoed elsewhere in the literature
[111, 173].

1. The concept is often “immature” because of a lack of previous research and theory.
As discussed in chapter 2 there is a notable lack of research into video games
from an HCI perspective. More particularly, as we have seen, there is a
tendency to view video games as either software or games, and not both.
Without solid existing theory to build upon, the more explorative approach

of qualitative research is appropriate.

2. Existing theory may appear to be inaccurate, inappropriate, incorrect, or biased.
Of the four reasons, this is the least relevant. It is not so much that existing
theory is incorrect or inappropriate, but that there simply is not enough
of it. In chapter 2 we introduced value as a central concept (§2.1) along
with activity theory (§2.4), which we hypothesised would assist in video
game HCI, but to ascertain whether this is the case we must consider its

applicability to data.
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3. There is a need to explore and describe the phenomenon and to develop theory. As
discussed in chapter 1, the research in this dissertation is premised on under-
standing play as a form of human-computer interaction, a perspective we
believe is not taken often enough. Further, as was shown in chapter 2, current
theory is insufficient and a more sophisticated and detailed understanding

of play as interaction is required.

4. The nature of the phenomenon may not be suited to quantitative measures. The
state of research viewing play as a form of human-computer interaction
is under-developed, as identified above. The lack of established thinking
makes it difficult to design quantitative experiments because a more detailed
initial understanding of the domain is required before we can identify the

appropriate forms of quantitative investigation.

3.2 Case study research

There are numerous qualitative strategies for research, including grounded theory,
ethnography, and biography, but in this dissertation we adopt the case study
approach. In the following sections we discuss the reasons for this, introducing

case study as a methodology and justifying its use.

3.2.1 Definitions

Case study is oriented toward the case. A case is “a unit of human activity em-
bedded in the real world” [111, p.1]. In the present research, the cases under
consideration are individual video games. A case study “is one which investi-
gates the [case] to answer specific research questions ... and which seeks a range
of different kinds of evidence, evidence which is there in the case setting, and
which has to be abstracted and collated to get the best possible answers to the
research questions” [111, pp.1-2]. Two points of emphasis are immediately clear:
the importance of context or setting, and the collection of a range of evidence types.

In case study, understanding how the context informs the phenomenon under
investigation is key. The context of video game play most basically involves both
the player and the software and hardware which allows the game to take place.
Further, other aspects such as the physical environment while playing, online
communities, documentation used, and the player’s own cultural context external
to the game are significant.

The second important feature of case study research is its multi-method nature:

more than one means of evidence collection is used in order to build up a more
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complete understanding. This is also in keeping with the emphasis on context,
above, as multiple forms of evidence tend to capture a broader context in the
case study. The six commonly identified types of evidence used in case study are:
documents, records, interviews, impersonal observations, participant observations,
and physical artifacts [111, 262]. We discuss our approach to collecting data
specifically in section 3.3.3.

Case study research can clearly be used for a great many applications, from
studying individual people to entire organisations. Robert E. Stake, one of case
study’s foremost proponents, distinguishes between three general types of case
study [228]:

1. Intrinsic case study focuses specifically on a single case, and seeks only to
understand that one case with as much depth and richness as possible.

2. In instrumental case study, by contrast, the case “is of secondary interest;

it plays a supportive role, facilitating our understanding of something else.”
[228, p.137, emphasis added]

3. Finally, collective case study involves the study of multiple instrumental case
studies. The aim of this form of study is to provide somewhat more general-
isable insight into a concept considered to be applicable to all cases. One aim
of the collective case study is to perform cross-case comparisons to discover

commonalities and differences.

In this dissertation we adopt a collective case study methodology, focusing on
the ability of multiple cases to shed light on one another and to contribute to a
more generalisable resulting theory.

3.2.2 Use of theory

The use of theory prior to data collection is regarded as controversial by some
researchers [229], but is supported by others, such as Robert Yin, who goes to
far as to term it “critical” [262, p.27]. Similarly, Matthew Miles and A. Michael
Huberman, discussing qualitative research more generally, also recommend an
initial conceptual framework with which to begin evidence collection, giving four
key reasons [173]. Each reason helps to validate our initial orientation toward

value and interaction and to activity theory in the previous chapter.

1. As an apprentice qualitative researcher it can be particularly important
to have an initial grounding in theory. It can help direct observation and
interpretation in the face of large amounts of evidence which otherwise may

all seem significant.
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2. Given that a key objective of the current research is to compare across cases, it
is useful from the outset to have a theoretical framework to use as the basis

for comparison.

3. The analysis stage critically involves the development of analytic categories
to understand the evidence. Initial theory can make the early stages of

classification easier.

4. Prior to data collection, a considerable amount of knowledge and expertise
considering the domains of video games and HCI had already been devel-
oped. This existing base of knowledge is both difficult to disregard and of

substantial assistance during analysis.

3.2.3 Researcher bias

The interpretative nature of all qualitative research requires the researcher to be
aware of their own presence in the study. In particular, the researcher must “explic-
itly identify their biases, values, and personal interests about their research topic
and process” [61, p.84]. The objective here is two-fold. First, explicitly acknowl-
edging the researcher’s background and associated biases ensures that the reader
is aware of them and can take them into account when assessing the findings.
Second, it allows the researcher can be aware of those points during the research to
avoid biases where possible in data collection and analysis. Accordingly, here is a

brief statement of my own background and potential biases:

I am a white, male, middle-class New Zealander. All of these charac-
teristics, essentially cultural, affect my interpretations of events and
information. In particular, they are often connected with my personal
value system, shaped by the Western or individualist values of New
Zealand culture [250].

I have played video games since I was five or six years old (on the
Apple Ile, initially). Although I have never been a “hard-core” gamer, I
have played many games on many different platforms over the years,
and the characteristics of those games have had an impact on my beliefs
about video games in general. Many of my friends also play games
and our discussions have influenced my thinking about the nature of
video games and play. Furthermore, some of my friends have been

aware of my research project, and have explicitly discussed it with me.

My academic background is in computer science and philosophy, both
of which orient me toward specific ways of thinking and analysing
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problems (including seeing many things as “problems to be solved”).
My role as the researcher in the case studies influences the ways I now
play video games and discuss them with others, particularly the ten-

dency toward critical thought rather than a more playful experience.

3.3 Research design

As discussed above, a collective case study approach has been utilised, involving
the collecting and analysis of data from five video games. The intention was
to maximise differences between the cases in order to generate the maximum
possible contrast in the results. This breadth of investigation is justified by noting
that this research is highly exploratory, and a broader perspective was required in
order to gain initial insights into video game play.

A pilot study was performed at the beginning of data collection to evaluate the
various methods of data collection and analysis. The pilot study used a smaller
number of participants, but was otherwise identical to the full case studies which
followed (one of which extended the pilot study). With both qualitative research
and case study research now introduced, we now describe the research design
used.

3.3.1 Case selection

As suggested by Miles and Huberman, “qualitative samples tend to be purposive,
rather than random” [173, p.27]. It is of critical importance to choose the cases
in case study research carefully in order to obtain the most valid, relevant, and
potentially generalisable evidence. As has already been mentioned, five video
games were chosen as the core cases for the current research.

The general advice followed in selecting cases was drawn from Robert Stake’s
two main criteria [227]:

1. Select cases that are likely to maximise what you can learn.

2. Select cases that are accessible and likely to yield the most evidence.

Various factors affect Robert Stake’s guidelines for accessibility and learning
potential. We identified five key conditions which guided our selection of the five
case studies:
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Multiple genres. We selected games from multiple genres in order to maximise
the potential insights into the nature of play. While studying a specific genre,
such as role-playing games, might have yielded more detailed and saturated data,
the applicability to video games generally would have been reduced. Detailed
knowledge of a single genre was sacrificed in order to increase the diversity
of insights. Further, by selected significantly different genres, we were able to

emphasise both the contrasts and similarities between genre designs.

Multiple platforms. Related to our selection of multiple genres was the selection
of games based on different platforms. In particular, the effort was made to
examine games on both personal computers as well as on consoles. Although
clearly important, mobile gaming devices, such as the Nintendo DS and cellphones,
were not included as these contexts of play are extremely variable and difficult to

account for in experimental conditions.

Single-player games. This was a central condition for the games studied in order
to limit the complexity of the cases and the introduction of a significant social
context. In multiplayer games, whether one-on-one or “massively multiplayer,”
many issues concerning interpersonal relationships affect the question of how
value relates to the interface. Social elements of value, such as “wanting to beat
my friend, John,” become significant and further complicate the description and
analysis of play. Single-player games largely eliminate this additional variable,

and allow for a stronger focus on the relationship between player and interface.

Contemporary, popular games. This was to maintain relevance to the current
state of the art in game design and analysis, so that our conclusions are more
accessible to video game designers and HCI practitioners alike. In addition,
the games selected have been the subject of a large amount of discussion and
documentation, both official and unofficial, still available on the internet, as well

as active online communities.

Prior familiarity. The selection of experienced participants and games with
which the researchers were familiar allowed for a far smaller learning curve in

playing and analysing the games.

3.3.2 The cases

With the above discussion on case selection in mind, we now present the five
case study games selected: Civilization III [124], Fable [172], Grand Theft Auto: San
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Andreas [211], Half-Life 2 [243], and The Sims 2 [78] (figure 3.1). Figures 3.2 through
3.11 present typical screens from each game and below we provide basic details
such as genre and platform, as well as some brief information about the context of

the video game, and the nature of its play.

4,

Figure 3.1: The five video games studied in this dissertation: Civilization III, Fable,
Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas, Half-Life 2, and The Sims 2

Civilization 111

A turn-based strategy game for PC premised on building a civilisation beginning
with a single settler and expanding to a worldwide empire (figures 3.2 and 3.3).
The original Civilization was released in 1991 and the present version is Civilization
IV [1]. We studied the third game in the series because it was the most widely
played at the time of this research. The objective of the game has remained largely
the same: world domination through a variety of means, including diplomacy,
space colonisation, and nuclear war. With each new edition, however, greater
complexity in the interface and play is introduced, through such concepts as
culture and religion.

Fable

A role-playing game (RPG) for the X-Box and PC that involves directing an avatar
through a series of quests that eventually save the world from evil (figures 3.4
and 3.5). The game includes a detailed narrative about the avatar’s family and his
destiny, as well as a traditional evil character who must be defeated in battle. The
typical RPG genre characteristics are present, such as the continuous upgrading of
the main character’s statistics during play and the exploration of a large world.
Fable was often promoted as innovative because it allowed the player to act in
either good or evil ways during play and to reap the consequences.
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Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas

An immensely popular multi-platform action-adventure game, available for the PC,
PlayStation 2, and X-Box (figures 3.6 and 3.7). The game has been widely discussed
online and in the media, largely because of controversies around violence and
hidden sexual content. Playing the game involves taking the role of Carl Johnson,
a gang member, as he gradually dominates the crime world through a series of
game-assigned missions in a fictional state of the United States called San Andreas.
The game is well-known for the degree of freedom it offers. Players are not forced
to take on the missions, but can simply drive through the countryside or play a
game of pool at a local bar. In the rest of this dissertation we will refer to Grand
Theft Auto: San Andreas as just Grand Theft Auto.

Half-Life 2

A recent first person shooter (FPS) game for the PC typical of the genre (figures 3.8
and 3.9). The game involves taking the role of physicist-turned-freedom fighter
Gordon Freeman in a first person perspective, wielding numerous weapons to
defeat an evil regime. Following the FPS genre, the play is essentially restricted
to moving forward along a delineated path and overcoming obstacles such as
enemy soldiers, aliens, or locked gates. Playing Half-Life 2 focuses on “fast-twitch”

reactions in combat along with some puzzle-solving.

The Sims 2

A highly successful simulation game for the PC that is one of the few games
that are played as much by women as by men (figures 3.10 and 3.11). Play
involves controlling one or more characters in a virtual domestic setting and
micromanaging their lives. This largely takes place by having them interact with
objects in the household and with other Sims. Within this setting a wide variety
of interactions and events can take place, from a child taking its first steps to an
elderly Sim seeing a ghost in the garden. Versions are also available for PlayStation
2 and X-Box, though they differ significantly from the PC edition.

3.3.3 Data collection

Our data collection methods are derived both from traditional qualitative research
and from HClI-specific methods. In the following sections we introduce each
data collection method, outline the process used to collect the data, describe the
data actually gathered, and, finally, discuss the benefits and limits of that data.
We primarily follow Yin [262] and Creswell [61]. Finally, we discuss the ethical



50 CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGY

Eqypt - Despotism (1.8.1]

310AD 77 Cold (2 per tum)
_ Philogsophy (3 tume]

Figure 3.2: The typical play screen in Civilization III showing the area of terrain the
player is focused on. Four cities belonging to the player’s civilisation are visible
along with their borders. At the bottom left is the full map of the world (largely
black because it is unexplored). In the centre are various action buttons such as
“mine” and “fortify.” At the bottom right is a panel giving status information.
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Figure 3.3: The “city menu” in Civilization III where players manage individual
cities such as “Thebes.” This menu allows players to choose what the city will

build, to allocate where their citizens will farm or mine, and to assess the current
status of the city.
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Figure 3.4: The standard play screen in Fable showing the avatar in the centre as
he moves through the game world. At the top left are measures of his health and
magical power. At the top right is a map of the immediate area. At the bottom
left are the current “expressions” he can make. At the bottom right are his current
options for action, such as sprinting, attacking, or defending.
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Figure 3.5: A typical menu in Fable showing a listing of the available Quests a
player can undertake. Each Quest includes a title, a starting location, a brief
description, and information about rewards. Quests are denoted as being either
relevant to the main narrative (coloured gold), or auxiliary to it (coloured silver).
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Figure 3.6: The standard play screen in Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas when the
avatar, Carl, is on foot (seen here stealing a car). In the top right are indicators of
the current weapon, time, health, and money. At the bottom left is a map of the
immediate area. At the bottom right is the name of the current neighbourhood.

Figure 3.7: The standard play screen in Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas when the
avatar is driving a vehicle. The same interface elements as in figure 3.6 are visible,
along with an indicator for how “wanted” by the police Carl is(the two yellow
stars at the top right).
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Figure 3.8: The standard play screen in Half-Life 2 showing the first person per-
spective of the avatar, Gordon Freeman, and his current weapon (a machine gun)
directed outward. Indicators at the bottom of the screen show Gordon’s health,
armour, and ammunition levels.

}

Figure 3.9: The standard play screen in Half-Life 2 when Gordon Freeman is driving
a vehicle, such as an air-boat.
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Figure 3.10: The standard play screen in The Sims 2 showing a Sim inside his
house interacting with a computer. In the left-centre of the screen is the pie menu
with which players select a Sim’s actions, in this case showing options for using
a computer. At the bottom of the screen is the control panel which gives players
information about the current status of their Sims, such as their Wants and Fears
(bottom centre), Needs (bottom right), as well as the option to change to views
such as “Buy Mode” and “Build Mode” (bottom left).
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Figure 3.11: The Create-a-Sim screen in The Sims 2, showing a new Sim being
created. The Sim being created stands in front of a mirror while the player manip-
ulates options such as their name, skin-colour, and clothing using the menu at the
bottom of the screen.
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considerations of involving human participants in the data collection. An overview

of the data collected is presented in figure 3.12.

| Data collection method | Data collected |

Participant observation | 150+ hours of observation,
25,000 words of notes
Interface audit 20,000 words of notes
Observation 25 hours of video and audio,
160,000 words of transcription
Interview 13 hours of audio,
90,000 words of transcription
Documentation 50+ web pages captured,
15,000 words of notes

Figure 3.12: Data collected during qualitative research.

Participant observation

A standard form of data collection within qualitative research is participant obser-
vation in which the researcher literally takes part in the case being studied [10, 61].
Our own participant observation included initially playing each case study game
for a minimum of 20 hours while taking notes. Further, throughout the later stages
of data collection and analysis, we continued to play the case study games with
the intention of maintaining a clear sense of the play while discussing the games
with participants, analysing the data, and writing the dissertation. In general,
the attempt was made to complete those games which could be completed (Fable,
Grand Theft Auto, and Half-Life 2), and to play multiple run-throughs of those
which were not of that nature (Civilization III and The Sims 2). In addition to this,
the attempt was made to be exceedingly thorough during play, accessing menus
and information that the average player might not notice or bother with.

The data gathered during participant observation largely consisted of hand-
written and typed notes concerning the experience of play, along with a smaller
degree of analysis of play as it took place. The notes were largely descriptive,
covering the introductory sequences of the games, the events which took place,
and the researchers’ reactions to play. Important aspects of this data included self-
analysis, such as considerations of why a game was lost, or analysis of mistakes
made as they occurred. They further included considerations of the researchers’
context, including interruptions of play, reasons for being more or less engaged
in a particular play session, and so on. In addition to the impressions recorded, a
large amount of the games’ output was also written down, either as descriptions

of what took place on the screen, or literal capturing of texts which the game
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displayed.

We find it indisputable that researchers must play the video games they study
in order to understand them. There is no substitute for the experience of play
itself, especially when viewed with a critical eye. Researchers can experience the
values of play and the ways in which the video game encourages certain conduct
tirsthand. Further to this, having played the video games before engaging with
participants proved crucial to winning their respect and fully understanding what
they had to say. Much discourse about the games referred to situations and events
which would have been incomprehensible without prior experience of them.

While participant observation is crucial to gaining a personal understanding
of the cases, it naturally excludes a number of important aspects. Primarily, the
researchers’ experiences of play are likely to be somewhat different to those of an
“ordinary” payer because an analytic mindset is often induced. Further, simply
playing the games does not guarantee any completeness of coverage and many
elements of play can be missed. Finally, participant observation naturally lacks
some of the rigour of other methods of study, in that the researcher is free to pursue
the game play as they see fit, rather than focusing on a systematic approach.

Interface audits

Along with participant observation of the cases, we also approached the games
more formally by explicitly noting down all elements of the interface, a process
we referred to as an “interface audit.” While not an “official” technique, we felt it
was a necessary complement to our participant observation. The interface audit
consists of the attempt to document all elements of the interfaces of the case study
games. The basic process involved loading a game and enumerating the various
facets of the interface available to a player, essentially by examining the many
possibilities for interaction.

The data gathered took the form of documents with written accounts of the
interfaces of each case study game. These documents included sections on the
game’s menu systems, the interface elements present on the screen during play;,
and the commands available to the player during interactions. In addition to
describing each of these features, care was taken to note the particular results of
issuing the commands available in different contexts.

The resulting data provided the researchers with a detailed description of the
interaction possibilities for each of the case study games as well as the ways in
which they presented information to the player. Although the manuals which
come with video games often give the basic details surrounding their interfaces,

they rarely contain everything. In particular, because video games are interactive,
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there are many ways in which the interface can ultimately appear. By explicitly
taking our data from the game itself, we were able to include a large amount of

contextually sensitive information.

Documenting the interaction possibilities in a video game does not assist much
at all with understanding how play itself will proceed and must be supplemented
with actual data from playing. Further to this, because of the highly complex
nature of contemporary video games, it was often impossible to fully document
all possible interactions in a video game to a fine degree of detail. Thus, in The
Sims 2, for example, it was only possible to examine instances of Sims interactions

with each other, rather than detailing every possible command.

Observation and interviews

Participant recruitment For each case study we recruited five players for obser-
vation and interview sessions, yielding twenty-five unique participants in total.
Participants were self-selected, responding to advertisements in video game stores
and internet cafés as well as coming from within the university. An important
condition of selection was that participants be experienced players of the games. We
defined this as having played the game for at least 20 to 40 hours. The participants
were largely male players in their twenties. Two exceptions to this were three
female players for The Sims 2, and three teenage players (two female, one male),
also for The Sims 2.

We regarded the involvement of real players of the video games as the most
important component of our methodology. There is literally no substitute for the
knowledge and experiences of players of the game. Crucially, the participants
provided a balance to an otherwise highly academic and analytic study of the
cases. The participants allowed us to consider contexts of play other than our own,
and to see different ways in which the same game can be approached by a player.
The data yielded from our observations and interviews was consistently the most

interesting and revealing about the interaction between a player and a game.

It is important to note that the selection of experienced players effectively
eliminated the chance to observe learning during play. This was regarded as
acceptable, however, as we were more interested in observing the results of learning
than the learning process itself. Further, because the volume of data collected from
players was substantial, we were unable to study more than five participants per
game. While this was necessary, it does mean that the data was limited in terms of

analysis over a large sample.
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Observation In the observation portion of sessions, each participant played the
selected case study game for approximately one hour [10]. Prior to play, the
participants were introduced to the traditional HCI “think-aloud” protocol [189].
Participants were asked to play the game while talking about the reasons and
motivations for their actions. The physical set-up of the observation sessions is
presented in figure 3.13. Each participant was seated at a desk playing the game
on either a PC or console system. The researcher was seated behind and to the

right of the participant, taking notes as the session proceeded.

Game console or PC Monitor Microphone  Video digitiser Recording PC

—

/ Observer
Game control device i
Participant Notebook

Figure 3.13: The physical set-up for observation sessions

The game’s video and audio were captured digitally during during play. The
digital video was then merged with the audio of the participant speaking captured
from a microphone. The resulting digital video was stored on a PC and burned to
DVD after the session was completed. Following this, the video of the session was
transcribed by the researcher, including a full transcript of the participant’s speech
as well as notations of what was taking place on the screen throughout the session
to provide context.

The observation sessions provided the chance for the researchers to examine
play as it took place, without having to generate the play itself. The participants
often played the video games in unexpected ways or with surprising attitudes,
leading to greater insights into the overall possibilities of play. Further, during
many sessions, participants also often spoke at length on other topics, from their
personal interests outside the game to their pet peeves about the game design.
These ostensibly secondary comments often emerged as among the most inter-

esting during analysis as they provided unexpected insights into matters such as
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physical context and players’ real world values.

The “think aloud” process was often challenging for participants because it
required both interacting with software and voicing thoughts simultaneously.
During interaction as immersive as video game play, participants often found it
difficult to continue talking. Where necessary, they were prompted with questions
such as “why are you doing that?” or “why was that a bad thing?”, focusing on
their beliefs about preferable conduct as they played. Despite this, it is indisputable
that participants did not feel they were playing in a natural environment and this
undoubtedly affected the ways in which they chose to play and even talk about
their play.

Interview Directly following the observations, semi-structured interviews [61,
95] were held in the same environment as detailed in figure 3.13. Interviews
lasted for 30 to 40 minutes at most and the video game was left running for
participants to illustrate points made during the interview if they desired. The
interviews followed a general schedule based on the initial theory developed
beforehand, with room to pursue other lines of discussion as they occurred. The
basic schedule of questions is available in appendix D. Topics focused on aspects
of the interaction such as players” evaluation of their play, possibilities for activity
in the gameworld, and their thoughts on the opposition in the game. Notes taken
during the observation sessions were also followed up on at this point.

Each interview was recorded and transcribed afterwards by the researcher. The
transcriptions included notations for laughter and other physical gestures which
took place during the interview.

The interviews were essential to gain more reflective discussion of the video
game by the participants. Without the distraction of playing the game itself they
were often able to discuss the nature of play more abstractly and holistically.
This provided an important complement to the more immediate nature of the
think-aloud data from the observation sessions. Especially encouraging was the
intelligence with which players were frequently able to analyse their play and the
game itself. The participants often provided insights into the gameplay which the

researchers had not considered at all.

Some participants found the interview situation challenging and were reluctant
to speak at length, especially the younger players. The limited time available for
the interview often meant that only a swift coverage of the main interview topics
was possible. The time limit was necessary, however, in order to make participation

in the case study desirable.



60 CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGY

External data

As a final form of data we collected documentation associated with the case study
games [61]. The process largely involved searching on the internet for relevant
information about the games from both official and unofficial sources.

The key official documents collected for our studies were media produced
by the makers of the game itself. Foremost were the box and manual of each
game. These provided core information about how the game was promoted as
well as instructions for its use. The official website of each game was also reviewed
in order to understand further both the advertising of the game along with any
advice the creators had provided about its play. Finally, where available we viewed
television and print advertisements for each game, as these often gave insight into

the overall message the creators wished to convey.

The key unofficial documents were those generated by the player communities
around each video game. These included forum discussions among players
of the games, walkthroughs and FAQs written by fans offering analysis of the
games in depth, and dedicated websites exploring every aspect of play including
modifications, strategies, and tricks. Unofficial documents were interesting for
two main reasons: First, they often explicitly discussed beliefs about preferable
conduct when they described how to win a game (e.g. walkthroughs), or even
how to play subversively (e.g. speed-runs where one plays as fast as possible).
Second, these documents contained insight into the experience of thousands of
players, which was invaluable in expanding on the researchers” own play.

The data gathered largely took the form of captures of the various web-based
documents we reviewed. These documents were then summarised by the re-
searchers. Further, we transcribed important information from the games” manuals
in order to have these in digital form.

The external data collected was most useful in terms of saturation. While we
chiefly relied on data from our participants and our own own observations of play,
the external data often provided nuance in terms of understanding the games.
Importantly, the FAQs and walkthroughs were frequently used during our own
play in order to better understand the enormous range of possibilities within any
given game. The external documents were also useful in that they provided a
representation of the case study games outside their actual play, supporting our
data which was otherwise devoted to the play experience itself.

The external data collected was often overwhelming in nature because there is
simply so much available, especially from unofficial sources. This being the case, it
was often difficult to know how to approach the external data in terms of analysis.

Our eventual solution was to simply use this data in the background to enhance
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our overall understanding of the cases, without necessarily citing information

directly in our analyses.

Ethics

An important issue whenever human participants are involved in any kind of
study are ethical considerations. The collection methods with direct contact with
participants were those of observation and interview. In order to maintain the
ethical nature of the studies, the following steps were taken:

e Foremost, all research involving human participants was approved by Vic-
toria University’s Human Ethics Committee based on the submission of

detailed information about the process involved.

e Participants were all provided with an information sheet (appendix B) and

consent form to sign (appendix C) at the beginning of the sessions.

e Participants were informed they could stop the session at any time and were
able to withdraw from the study if they wished.

e The data captured included only participants” voices and their play. No
video or photos were taken of the participants.

e No personal information was sought about the participants beyond their age
and gender. In the analysis and write-up of the data, participants were kept

entirely anonymous.

e Age restrictions were observed for each game. The age restrictions on the
games were as follows: Half-Life 2 (R16), Grand Theft Auto (R18), The Sims 2
(M15+), Civilization III (G), and Fable (M15+).

3.3.4 Data analysis

Data analysis in qualitative research falls under two broad categories: direct in-
terpretation and categorical coding of evidence [227]. Although our focus was on
categorical coding, interpretation is a natural and unavoidable consequence of
examination of any qualitative data.

As noted by Yin, a desirable approach is to “follow the theoretical propositions
that led to the case study” [262]. Our initial basis in theory relating to value and
interaction, video game HCI, activity theory, and game studies were all used as

we analysed the multiple forms of data.
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As the evidence gathered was largely textual, we followed a standard qual-
itative analysis method of coding chunks of text by conceptual category [173].
This process involved multiple, in-depth readings of the texts in order to code
the data as well as watching and re-watching the DVDs of the play. Along with
the researchers” own notes and the external data, the participant data analysed
was of three kinds: First, the transcriptions of the interviews provided a reflective
account of play and the participants” own interpretations and assessments of the
game. Second, the transcriptions of the observation sessions represented a more
immediate perspective on play and were often quite fragmented in nature. Finally,
analysis extended to the transcription of the play itself, focusing on the actions
being taken and their relationship to what the participant was saying or not saying
about them.

The initial code list was based on concepts related to value and interaction
(§2.1), video game HCI (§2.2), game studies (§2.3), and activity theory (§2.4). This

anti

led to the use of concepts such as “preferable conduct,” “goal,” and “breakdown,”
as lenses through which to view the data. During coding, however, codes had
to become far more detailed before they could accurately be applied to data, for
example, a code such as “Subject” was divided into “Subject - player as gamer,”
“Subject - player as person,” and “Subject - personal narrative.” Furthermore,
it was inevitable that other, unexpected codes emerged as important, such as
“laughing at events during play” or “focus shifts to the interface.” A particular
focus was maintained on codes relating to evidence of values, such as “status
and recognition” or “morality and ethics.” The initial passes of coding built up a
complex and diverse description of the various forms of data, generally situated
at a more detailed level than the broader theoretical concepts of value and activity
theory.

In order to facilitate the coding process the qualitative analysis tool HyperRe-
search was purchased and used [209]. HyperResearch is a basic textual analysis
tool which supports the building of a list of codes and their application to specific
chunks of text in multiple text files. It further provides the ability to examine
subsets of the coded data as the researcher desires. A screenshot of the basic
working view of HyperResearch is presented in figure 3.14.

Following the initial stage of coding we began creating a more holistic picture
by drawing together the codes into larger thematic areas. This was a highly
interpretative process, of course, but was aided by the use of activity theory as an
overarching perspective on the codes. In this way, themes that helped to describe
the activities of play began to emerge. A theme such as “avatar transformation and
ludus,” for example, emerged in the study of several games through codes relating
to the avatar being treated as the Object of activity, rather than the Subject, and
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Figure 3.14: The basic working view in HyperResearch

often being associated with the concept of ludus. The final set of codes established
during analysis is presented in appendix E and consists of 15 code categories and
126 individual codes. During analysis of the data there were 7,450 applications of
the various codes and the coding process took approximately 25 hours per game.

This process of refining the codes continued in an iterative fashion until it
was felt that the interactions in the video game had been identified and captured,
leading to a well supported understanding of its play. At this point, it was possible
both to describe the play in each game in detail and also to make convincing
arguments, supported by data, concerning the relationship of that play to the

interface.

3.4 Pilot study

A highly recommended practice before embarking on data collection of case study
research is to undertake a pilot study. In Yin’s words, the pilot study “helps
investigators to refine their data collection plans with respect to both the content
of the data and the procedures to be followed” [262, p.74].

In keeping with this recommendation, a pilot study of the game Fable was
conducted in order to trial the data collection and analysis methods identified
in the case study and qualitative research literature. The study of Fable was
subsequently extended to follow the methodology discussed above. The pilot
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study provided a number of benefits.

1. Refinement and verification of the overall case study protocol, including the
data collection plan and the development of specialised instruments.

2. An initial check on the applicability and usefulness of the theory already
identified.

3. A training exercise in qualitative and case study research methods.

4. Discovery of potential problems that can arise during the case studies.

During the pilot study, the important components of the protocol outlined
above were informally tested and improved for use in the full studies:

Recruitment Two participants were recruited for observation sessions to gain
insight into the kinds of participants who were likely to be most informative
in the studies.

Evidence Collection Methods Each of the evidence collection methods described
was tested and weaknesses were identified along with strategies to counter
them. The usefulness of each type of evidence was assessed, allowing shifts

in time allocation.

Data Recording Data recording instruments were developed before the pilot
study and improved as issues and ideas arose. Problems with data recording,
such as technical issues and access to equipment, were allowed for.

Data Analysis Some initial data analysis was conducted as a proof of concept.
Early analysis problems relating to the existing theory and the kinds of
evidence collected were identified and planned for.

3.5 Verification strategies

The need to ensure that the data collection and the interpretations and codings
derived from it are as accurate and reliable as possible, makes it necessary to
use one or more strategies of “verification.” In verifying qualitative research, it
is useful to distinguish between internal and external validity. Internal validity
concerns how well analysis describes and comprehends the individual case it is
being applied to. Creswell lists a series of strategies for improving internal validity,

and all of these were used in some form in the case studies [61, pp.196-197]:
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Triangulation Case study inherently involves a triangulation of data collection
methods. By taking evidence from multiple sources such as interviews, ob-

servations, and document analysis, a more complete perspective is obtained.

Member checking The raw evidence as well as the results of analysis were

checked, as far as possible, with the participants in the research.

Researcher checking The raw evidence and analysis were discussed with other
researchers, but most particularly with the supervisors of this work to gain

further critical and research-oriented perspectives.

Clarification of researcher bias As discussed above, the researcher’s bias was
kept in mind at all times in order to enhance the reliability of the results
obtained (3.2.3).

Negatives/discrepant evidence As far as possible, evidence that did not fit within

the initial conception of the cases was collected and assessed.

Rival hypotheses As far as possible, alternative explanations of the evidence

were considered and either adopted or convincingly discounted.

The question of external validity is a challenge in case study as it requires
generalising to other, unseen cases. Certain researchers, such as Stake, suggest
this is simply not the proper use of case research [228], while others encourage it
[262]. Yin suggests that a strategy of “replication” is one way to begin generalising.
This involves applying the case study protocol and conceptual framework to other
cases in order to make more general claims about the domain the cases fall within.
This approach was used in the proposed research by performing five case studies,
as already discussed.

Additional means of checking external validity considered were the degree
to which the theories resulting from our data analysis conformed with existing
theory, as well as their explanatory power..

3.6 Summary

In this chapter we have described our qualitative methodology for the study of
video game play as a form of human-computer interaction. As we have seen, the
method chosen was case study (§3.2), and we utilised a varied number of evidence
collection methods (§3.3.3). Our analysis protocol largely followed the concept of
categorical coding, gradually refining codes applied to segments of the data to
build a picture of how the data relates to our initial theoretical stance (§3.3.4).
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Having established the methodology used, we can now proceed to the presen-
tation of our results. In the following chapters we cover four major perspectives
on video game play in the context of HCI, deriving our discussion primarily from
the data and placing it within a framework based on activity theory and with a

focus on the nature of “preferable conduct” in play.



Chapter 4

Video Game Values:

Play as Human-Computer Interaction

Vincent and Mario have been playing Grand Theft Auto for several
hours, declining the option of going out to the movies with friends.
They take a new mission called “Los Sepulcros,” watching a cut-scene
in which Sweet explains they are to assassinate the leader of a rival
gang at a cemetery. Text appears on the screen instructing them to
recruit two gang members and then to drive to the cemetery indicated
by a marker on the map. Vincent takes control and drives the car
to the cemetery. After debating which weapon would be best to use
and settling on an assault rifle, Vincent proceeds to massacre the gang
members there, including their leader, Kane. During the fight Carl gets
shot repeatedly and is very close to dying when he kills Kane. Vincent
and Mario both relax from their tensed positions when they realise
they have succeeded.

The mission continues instructions to escape now that they have a
“wanted level” which will cause the police to chase them. Instead of
going directly back to their base, Vincent plays around with the police.
He drives recklessly through the city, pursued by as many as three
police cars, doing U-turns, driving up stairs, and even performing a
stunt-jump along the way. Once he tires of this he escapes back to the
safe-house and completes the mission.

Highly visible in the example above is the importance of values or “beliefs
about preferable conduct.” From the game narrative focusing on family and
gang honour to Vincent’s desire to “play around” with the police in the game,
preferable conduct was key to their play. Qualitative analysis of our case study

data confirmed that value was a central feature of play and was involved in all

67
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aspects of interaction. The application of a definition and categories of value (§2.1),
research from video game HCI (§2.2) and game studies (§2.3) all helped to make
sense of our data both at general and specific levels.

In this chapter we make our first key contribution to video game HCI by
introducing video game values, defined as players’ beliefs about preferable conduct
during play, as a means to describe and analyse play as a form of human-computer
interaction. We also define and analyse the two core video game values as found
in our case study games, PAIDIA and LUDUS. This contribution forms the central
thesis of this dissertation: that value can be used as the basis for describing and
analysing players’ interactions with video games. We emphasise the study of how
beliefs about preferable conduct are mediated by the interfaces of video games.

We begin by defining what we mean by value in the context of video game
play, introducing the concept of video game values (§4.1). Following this, we discuss
two video game values as found in our case study data, PAIDIA and LUDUS (§4.2).
We make the case that PAIDIA and LUDUS are key video game values which help
to explain players’ interactions with video games. Finally, having established the
basic nature of video game values, we present a number of observations based
on our data about the unique nature of video game play as a form of interaction,
using value as the basis of our discussion (§4.3). Finally, we summarise the work
presented and pointing toward the following chapters (§4.4).

4.1 Video game values:

Mediating preferable conduct

In all of our case studies, participants played each game in similar ways. Those
playing Civilization III founded cities, explored the landscape, and built armies.
Those playing The Sims 2 bought furniture, made friends, and got jobs. This is
hardly surprising, but helps us to see the basic nature of play: participants tended
to perform the same kinds of actions in the same kinds of order. In other words,
there was a sense of participants having similar “beliefs about preferable conduct,”
or values, as they played.

The participants themselves were alert to this aspect of their play, and often
referred to the idea that their play conformed to a standard. Further to this, they
noted their awareness that the game itself, in some sense, was shaping their play

and directing their actions:

You do sort of see yourself... the game’s manipulating you as much as

you're manipulating it. It gets harder to increase those bars... all games
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seem to be like that.

(The Sims 2, Participant 1 interview)

It still leads you by the nose very very strongly. They don’t have too
many choices about it.
(Half-Life 2, Participant 5 interview)

I mean, it suggests you should follow the missions, and go to the
markers, and complete the way through the narrative.
(Grand Theft Auto, Participant 3 interview)

Well, obviously the game wants you to win. That’s quite logical. By
the way it’s structured, I think you... except for some special maps and
stuff, in general, as I said, I think the game wants you to expand and
have lots and lots of cities and control maximum land. How can you
tell? Because if you don’t, you lose.

(Civilization 111, Participant 5 interview)

Like, at the beginning of every quest it'll tell you what it wants you to
do. So it’s really up to you to just follow through on that. There’s not
really much ambiguity as to what it actually wants you to do. There’s
always some indication.

(Fable, Participant 1 interview)

These kinds of observations about video games lend support to the idea that
there is a fundamental notion of value underpinning the interaction. Further, the
values of play do not come solely from the player, but are somehow embodied in
the games themselves, as the above quotes indicate.

Value has been well-explored in value theory, and a fundamental part of this
has been defining value. In this dissertation we follow the definition offered by
Milton Rokeach as already discussed (§2.1.1):

A value is an enduring belief that a specific mode of conduct is prefer-

able to other potential modes of conduct.

Values are therefore standards of conduct which help in choosing between
different actions. Thus, subscribing to a value of BENEVOLENCE leads us to forgive
our child for letting their pet hamster die rather than to hold it over them. Similarly,
a value of PROTECTING THE ENVIRONMENT means that we will choose to put
out the recycling on Tuesday evening, rather than put all our plastic in with the

regular trash.
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In a video game, players engage in represented conduct on a screen. In Half-Life
2, for example, they run down hallways, fire guns, and leap over rubble. In Fable
they take on heroic quests, kill bandits, and fish for secret keys. We argue that
this conduct is guided by video game values, just as our conduct in the real world
is guided by our values. We define a video game value in the same way as a real
world value, but with the proviso that such values apply during play:

A video game value is a sustained belief that one mode of conduct is
preferable to other potential modes of conduct during play.

A typical value present in most of our case study games is AGGRESSION, a
preference for aggressive conduct over other forms of conduct. Thus, on seeing
enemy soldiers in Half-Life 2 the player is far more likely to begin shooting at
them than to saunter over and offer them a cup of tea. Similarly, in Civilization
111, play inevitably involves engaging in war with other civilisations rather than
establishing national boundaries and living peacefully.

Although discussion around specific video game values is of considerable
interest, it is not the focal point of our research. The meta-level study of video
game values is not developed enough to work at such a specific level of discourse.
Instead, central to our work is the analysis of how video game values are present
and influence play, independent of how those particular values might be defined.
Given this, we focus “beliefs about preferable conduct during play,” rather than
on particular named instances of values.

In order to study video game values in HCI, we must first assess the relation-
ship between value and interface. The key to our definition of video game values
is, again, the emphasis on conduct. Video game values are, at their most funda-
mental, sustained beliefs about what to do during play. They concern how players
choose to conduct themselves in a game and, most importantly, this play-conduct
takes place using the interface of the game. Video game values, therefore, directly
relate to how the player interacts with the game through its interface and provide
a strong link between play and the interface.

Play as interaction relates to the interface in two ways. First, the player in-
terprets the interface in order to make decisions on how to act in the game. The
output of the interface promotes particular modes of conduct as preferable to the
player. Second, the player executes chosen actions using the interface. The inter-
face defines the possible input and therefore the actions a player can take in the
game. The interfaces of video games therefore mediate players” conduct both in
terms of their interpretation of preferable conduct and their execution of conduct.
The strong links between interface and conduct suggest that this mediation is key

to our investigation of video game values.
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4.1.1 Video game values and promotion

The most fundamental observation to be drawn from our analysis of the case
study data as well as from the existing literature is that video games encourage
particular forms of conduct. Promotion of preferable conduct takes place in the
interface as players interpret the interface to decide on the actions they will take.

At a general level, we can say that Half-Life 2 encourages armed combat, Grand
Theft Auto promotes criminal conduct, and Civilization III promotes colonisation. In
each of these games such conduct is intuitively the “right” thing to do. The video
game interface indicates what the preferable forms of conduct are: it promotes
video game values to the player.

Beyond their general awareness of values driving their play, our participants
were also aware that the interface specifically promoted certain forms of conduct
as preferable:

[“How do you know what to do?”] It tells you, in the game, it tells you
what to do to get your aspiration points to your... well, on the X-Box
you've got certain things you could buy [with them].

(The Sims 2, Participant 5 observation)

[“Why do this mission?”] I don’t care about the mission so much as I
really like to complete things. I want to construct what’s supposed to
be constructed. I'm meant to do it because... it tells me to do it [Laughs].
(Grand Theft Auto, Participant 2 observation)

The value system is to create a loving environment, I guess. And that’s
what the game values. That’s the goal: to create interactions between
people, and rewarding relationships, and happy people, well-adjusted,
successful. That’s what it values.

(The Sims 2, Participant 1 interview)

The question of how this promotion takes place is of central importance in this
dissertation. Throughout our analysis of video game values we will discuss the
particular ways in which a video game interface was able to promote particular

forms of conduct to participants, and how they reacted to this.

4.1.2 Video game values and execution

As we have noted, the interface has a further role to play because it not only
promotes conduct, but also is used to execute it. A player interacts with the

interface of a video game to bring about the conduct she believes to be preferable



72 CHAPTER 4. VIDEO GAME VALUES

(generally in reaction to the value promotion in the game we have just discussed).
This, then, is the second part of value mediation, in which the interface is used to

express a player’s video game values in conduct.

At this level, we can observe the multiple ways in which a video game both
permits and constraints player conduct. Everything from the control system to
the design of the virtual environments to the rules of the game help to determine
how a player is able to act through the interface. Thus, in Half-Life 2 players often
move in a particular direction because there is only one way to go, and in The
Sims 2 after choosing to interact with the fridge there are only a limited number of
options for the player to choose between, such as “Make Spaghetti” and “Make
Mac 'n” Cheese.”

As with the promotion of forms of conduct, our participants were aware that
video games also restricted what they could do while playing. This was not solely
based on constraint, but also included the ways in which freedom of action led to

particular forms of conduct:

There’s enough other places in the game where you jump off a ledge
or whatever, and you can’t go back up. Okay, I can only go forwards
from here, because I can’t get back to the previous areas.

(Half-Life 2, Participant 1 interview)

So there are a lot of things you have to do, so I guess it’s not as open
ended as it seems, but you can do those things in a lot of different ways.

(The Sims 2, Participant 5 interview)

I think ultimately it comes down to freedom... because you are sup-
posed to construct something, and you’ve been given the tools to
construct something...

(Grand Theft Auto, Participant 2 interview)

Once again, in this dissertation we are centrally concerned with how the in-
terface influences player conduct by being the conduit for its execution. Rather
than determining the specific values being invoked in play, we focus on the role
the interface plays in mediating a player’s chosen conduct, often pushing it in a
particular direction. Further, we also consider the ways in which players react to

this mediation of their conduct.
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4.2 PAIDIA and LUDUS:

Fun and games

Although the majority of this dissertation is concerned with the mediation of
conduct with value as the centralising concept, we must first discuss two particular
video game values which recurred in our data. These values reflect our discussion
of Roger Caillois” concepts of paidia and ludus as basic categories of play (§2.3.2).
Our data indicates that these two categories can be regarded as the fundamental
values of video game play, defined as follows:

PAIDIA is the sustained belief that creative and exploratory conduct for
its own sake in a video game is preferable to other forms of conduct
during play.

LUDUS is the sustained belief that following rules and conventions in
order to achieve defined goals in a video game is preferable to other
forms of conduct during play.

Given that PAIDIA and LUDUS were observed as being central to play, and
given their emphasis in literature, we now discuss their relationship with play in
our case studies. We focus on showing how these values were identified, their

influence on our participants’ conduct, and also their relationship to one another.

4.2.1 PAIDIA

The value of the PAIDIA concerns a preference for creative and exploratory conduct.
One way to characterise the conduct that PAIDIA leads to is that it involves a player
“seeing what happens” when they act in different ways. The emphasis in this case
is on interaction for its own sake. In confirmation of other research, at least one
participant regarded PAIDIA as a fundamentally human value (§2.3.2):

It’s just like this natural human instinct for me. It’s like those Advent
calendars... if you can break something off and see what’s behind it,
you will, you won’t not do that. If you can open something you'll open
it. You don’t wrap things up and expect them to stay wrapped up, and
the game sort of sets itself up like that.

(Grand Theft Auto, Participant 3 interview)

All but one of the case study games exhibited significant signs of PAIDIA being
a guiding value. The most clear case of this was found in Grand Theft Auto, where
participants frequently played according to a belief that their conduct should be
guided by doing whatever was possible to experience play fully:
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It’s still... the developers have put it in there, they’ve put it in there for
something, might as well use it. Like, if you can do it, it’s there and
there’s no point in not.

(Grand Theft Auto, Participant 5 observation)

It’s about exploring the game and indulging in the things that were
created for me to indulge in.
(Grand Theft Auto, Participant 2 interview)

Participants playing the The Sims 2 had a similar attitude. They highly valued

the ability to “try out” the various possibilities for action in the game, or wanted

to be creative:

And to try other options to see how they act, it’s fun... If I [make them
run], or... if I click on them, and there are so many options, I'd like to
try each of them, to see.

(The Sims 2, Participant 4 interview)

That sort of thing does interest me, because... the most interesting part,
I think, of it is the creating. Just the creative part of it, of making new
characters and... I would much rather really create a beautiful house,
or a beautiful person... something like that.

(The Sims 2, Participant 5 interview)

Even in games such as Half-Life 2, which might be thought of as far from

playful or creative, participants did exhibit a value of PAIDIA. In this case, the

value concerned their interest in conduct for its own sake to “see what happens”:

And I'm just picking up these hooks because I haven’t really seen
them before. Always fun trying to throw new stuff, you can see what
happens. I guess it’s the visceral value of seeing what happens when
you throw new stuff.

(Half-Life 2, Participant 1 observation)

I’'m thinking I'll just stack all the barrels up in the middle, blow them
up, see what happens. And if I go far enough I think there won’t be
too much danger to me. Could be fun, I'll see what happens.
(Half-Life 2, Participant 2 observation)

The “see what happens” mode of playing also applied to Fable, where the

system of morality the game includes was experimented with, and the landscape

itself was the subject of playful exploration:
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Although, sometimes you'll just be in a mood where you're not that
interested in the consequences of it and you’ll just kill people to see
what happens.

(Fable, Participant 1 interview)

Seeing more of the world, exploring is a big part for me. I mean, you
know, if there’s some wide area that doesn’t have any direct story-line
impact I'll have fun running around it, seeing what’s there.

(Fable, Participant 5 interview)

The one case study in which PAIDIA was not observed was Civilization III,
where participants were fixed on playing within the rules and conventions of the
game. While one small facet of the game, the ability to design a “palace,” had
an element of PAIDIA, it was generally dismissed by participants as unimportant:
“Pretty cosmetic really, I don’t know. Ijust choose whatever really. It really doesn’t
impact too much on the game” (Civilization 1II, Participant 1 observation).

The reasons for the absence of PAIDIA in our observations of Civilization III are
not entirely clear. One possible explanation might be that, as a turn-based strategy
game, there is not the same potential for impulsive and creative acts as there is
in the other “real-time” case studies. Further, Civilization III does not obviously
reward exploratory play and is focused on achievement and the development of

conventions, bringing us to the complementary value of LUDUS.

4.2.2 LUDUS

The value of LUDUS involves a focus on conduct which follows rules and conven-
tions. LUDUS was universally observed in our case studies, all of which included
particular perspectives on what it meant to do “well” during play. One participant
for Half-Life 2 commented that this reliance on the idea of performance according
to the game’s rules and conventions was important to him, and potentially a basic

human value:

I'm not sure if I'm going to do well. I want to do well. I suppose you
want to do well because it’s best to do well, rather than not well.
(Half-Life 2, Participant 2 observation)

Participants for Grand Theft Auto and The Sims 2 echoed this idea of LUDUS as a
basic human value in response to the rules implied by the various meters present

in the games:
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This game and any game with bars in it. You really want to fill the
bar... I don’t know why that is. I think that’s just an underlying part of
human nature, to fill the bar.

(Grand Theft Auto, Participant 2 interview)

Maxing out is a key thing really. Filling up bars. It's very sort of B. F.
Skinner and behaviourist. Very pigeon tapping at coloured lights. You
can see that this is what’s happening, and it is ... you're being given
feedback and it’s sort of positive and negative reinforcement.

(The Sims 2, Participant 1 interview)

LUDUS was reflected throughout play in the case study games. In Civilization III,
for example, LUDUS was most obviously visible in participants” focus on conduct

revolving around particular rules of play, such as managing their resources:

I like every square to be developed to its utmost. Once I've got railroad
I hope to have enough workers to rush around busily making railroads
out of everything. Each available resource square should be maximally
developed.

(Civilization III, Participant 3 observation)

This often led to playing the game for far longer than intended, because the
possibility of satisftying some particular element of LUDUS was ever-present:

You always just want to finish the next thing... but by the time you've
tinished that you're starting something else. “Okay, I'll just conquer
this city and then I'll stop, promise!”

(Civilization 111, Participant 5 interview)

Similarly, in both Fable and Grand Theft Auto, much of the play followed the
conventions of the game, such as killing the denoted enemies and completing the
missions assigned:

And besides, I want to kill him. Get more experience and get a chance
to go up levels. Which is kind of the fun part of the game.
(Fable, Participant 2 observation)

I'm meant to do it because... it tells me to do it [Laughs].
(Grand Theft Auto, Participant 2 observation)
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Even in The Sims 2, a game that could potentially be regarded as a simulation,
and thus devoid of rigorous rules and conventions for play, LUDUS was a domi-
nating factor. Elements such as “career paths” and “moods” led participants to
engage in conduct aimed at satisfying the virtual social conventions of the Sims’
world:

Then you’d be... like you've accomplished something, in a sense. Espe-
cially when you’ve maxed out a career or something like that...
(The Sims 2, Participant 5 interview)

Dustin’s energy’s low, his social bar is low, his fun bar is low. What
I'm wanting is to get those bars, all those bars, at max. I'd see that as a
good achievement...

(The Sims 2, Participant 1 observation)

Overall, the value of LUDUS was visible in all of our case studies. Funda-
mentally, participants regarded it as desirable to pursue conduct according to
the specified rules and conventions of the game largely because of their focus
on achievement in that context. The case study games included a number of
achievement-focused rules and conventions such as meters, quests, and points, all
of which participants paid close attention to as they played.

4.2.3 PAIDIA and LUDUS as antagonistic

Given the definitions we have given for PAIDIA and LUDUS, it might be expected
that they would frequently come into conflict during play. An orientation toward
creative and exploratory play on the one hand, and on following rules and con-
ventions on the other, appear to be contradictory. There was some support for this
expectation in the data, although not as much as might be anticipated.

At the most basic level, playful conduct, such as flying a plane upside down in
Grand Theft Auto (PAIDIA), is not acknowledged as an achievement within the con-
ventions of the game (LUDUS). Similarly, in The Sims 2, constantly experimenting
with killing off the Sims in creative ways (PAIDIA) will never lead to a successful,
wealthy, happy family (LUDUS): “They’re trying to get you to create things, not de-
stroy things” (The Sims 2, Participant 2 interview). In this way, a focus on conduct
according to PAIDIA would seem to imply a neglect of LUDUS-driven conduct.

In addition, a focus on LUDUS can also conflict with PAIDIA. This is most
obvious in those games where, having followed the conventions to their comple-
tion, the game itself ends. In Half-Life 2, for example, playing according to LUDUS
throughout leads the player to the credits and the end of play, necessarily elimi-

nating any PAIDIA-driven conduct and the chance to notice small details. Thus, in
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Half-Life 2, focusing on progressing through the game can cause a player to miss
out on some of the story of the game which requires a more playful mindset to

notice:

There’s actually quite a lot of plot points about what’s happened in
between the two games, the backstory, that’s hidden away on boards.
If you don’t pay attention, you blink and you miss it.

(Half-Life 2, Participant 5 interview)

Similarly, a focus on LUDUS elements such as completing the quests in Fable
was rejected by one participant because it would necessarily remove the chance

for pursuing more playful aspects (PAIDIA):

I never actually finished the game because I got too distracted during
the time I was trying to finish all the bits of the game... so I never got
to the end of the game.

(Fable, Participant 3 interview)

In both these cases, PAIDIA and LUDUS effectively compete for time. The
implication is that the two values cannot be pursued simultaneously. Even in a
game such as Grand Theft Auto, where the game does not officially end after the
major LUDUS components of play are completed, participants found the absence

of conventions and rules meant they did not want to “play around” any more:

I think I wanted to be engaged in the game, I wanted to be engaged in
the world that was there, but there was need to because, again, there
was no bar to fill, there was nothing to construct. It had already been
constructed.

(Grand Theft Auto, Participant 2 interview)

Similarly, in The Sims 2 one participant was unable to progress through a
Sim’s entire life because he became bored by the repetitive, conventional conduct
required:

I get bored, usually, after about half-way there, when they’re about half-
way there. I usually get bored and start a new one up. The routine, I
guess. I'm not sure. The way they do everything is kind of predictable
by now. When he has his day off he works out, he eats, he takes a
shower, then he goes to the bathroom...

(The Sims 2, Participant 3 observation)
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Finally, as we saw in our discussion above, Civilization III does not involve
much in the way of PAIDIA. It is difficult to determine if there is an antagonism
in the game between them, or if it is not a supported aspect of play. In generally,
Civilization I1I does not obviously provide for experimental approaches to play as

it is largely a game of understanding and then manipulating the underlying rules:

I do look at the attack and defence numbers [for units], and I know that
there are factors that you apply for city walls and terrain... so I don’t
work out the probabilities, but I would estimate it.

(Civilization 111, Participant 2 interview)

Even I am not so pedantic as to work out what [the formula for the
effects of corruption] was likely to be, but I do take notice of factors
that I know would influence it. I know people have worked out what
the formula is. But that’s a novelty really.

(Civilization 111, Participant 2 interview)

In general, participants did not exhibit any strong conflict between their more
playful conduct and their achievement driven conduct. Given the contradictory
definitions of PAIDIA and LUDUS it is likely that players are adept at balancing the

two during play, as is discussed in the following section.

4.2.4 PAIDIA and LUDUS in balance

PAIDIA and LUDUS were largely balanced with each other in our case studies, as
exhibited by the lack of conflict experienced by the participants. There is further
evidence in our data that the relationship goes beyond a simple co-existence, with
the values interacting in positive ways.

An important example of this is how more playful, less-goal oriented conduct
(PAIDIA) can serve as a break from the LUDUS-driven activities. Thus, in Grand Theft
Auto, participants were able to escape from the “pressure” of working through the
various missions in the game and instead go for a drive to the countryside or to

change focus in some other way:

I wanted to get away from where I was because there was so much
tension there almost, like there was tension in the city from all the cops,
the missions... there was pressure on me to do something. Whereas,
once I was... I felt like I was driving away from it all..

(Grand Theft Auto, Participant 2 interview)
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If you blow out on a mission you're just left standing in the middle
of somewhere. So you can just go start some rampage and just do
something weird and go on a total tangent.

(Grand Theft Auto, Participant 3 interview)

Similarly, in Fable, one participant felt that the ability to not purely follow the

conventions of the narrative quests was a part of being able to enjoy play:

It’s hard to explain, because you are being led around by the nose to
an extent. But it’s kind of interesting just being able to wander off the
edges every so often, and play with things, and explore around a bit.
(Fable, Participant 3 interview)

In this way, PAIDIA-focused conduct can facilitate later LUDUS-related conduct
by allowing the player to relax for a time and recover their energy in order to face
the rules and conventions of the game again.

Conversely, LUDUS-oriented conduct can directly aid in PAIDIA-oriented con-
duct when, for example, it unlocks features of the game not previously accessible.
In The Sims 2, a player must pursue the achievement-oriented conduct of gaining
skill points for their Sim in order to access new commands. Similarly, only by
progressing their Sim’s career can they obtain enough money to buy new objects
and new interactive possibilities. These new objects, such as furniture, can lead to

PAIDIA-driven conduct as the player explores the new possibilities they provide:

And once you've attended to those things you can start to train them,
increase their skills so they can get a good job and get promoted, earn
lots of money, so you can buy more stuff... It sort of perpetuates. I
guess you get to interact with more things and uncover more of the
game by that constant process of improvement.

(The Sims 2, Participant 1 interview)

As we can see in this quote, a particular cycle of play is indicated in which
the participant pursued the value of LUDUS in order to support a value of PAIDIA.
This is similar to one side-effect of building a character’s strength in Fable (LUDUS)
leading to the ability to kick chickens longer distances (PAIDIA):

One of the statistics in these is the furthest you've actually kicked a
chicken... and as your strength builds you can kick them further.
(Fable, Participant 1 observation)
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In Grand Theft Auto, certain playful accomplishments also require the “work”
of LUDUS-oriented play. One of our participants explained how he would need to
spend time following the rules for upgrading his avatar in order to perform an

impressive stunt-jump off the edge of a mountain (PAIDIA):

So, if I wanted to, say, be able to ride a mountain bike as fast as I
possibly could down Mount Chilead, and that became my mission...
and I wanted to spend a week perfecting that. I'd have to go around
and get my mountain bike skill up to the maximum possible level.
(Grand Theft Auto, Participant 5 observation)

Furthermore, PAIDIA-driven conduct can have side-effects which also satisfy a
value of LUDUS in some games. In Grand Theft Auto, for example, the player is often
rewarded for simply exploring the landscape by their avatar gaining improved
abilities or finding unseen opportunities for achievement like hidden missions
(LUDUS):

The other thing is, see how that bike skill thing came up? At these
levels of the game it actually pays off to spend a lot of time just fucking
around, not doing anything too specific, because you build up driving
skill... and that helps you ... basically means you can stay on bikes or
cars longer without crashing.

(Grand Theft Auto, Participant 3 observation)

And, also, I'm just driving around not doing missions because it means
you get to see things like this, [Sees the indicator for a special mission]
which are just the random events they put into the game... never been
here before.

(Grand Theft Auto, Participant 5 observation)

Our data shows that PAIDIA and LUDUS are fundamental values of play in
the case study games. Further, the values interact in a largely positive fashion,
although there are certainly potential conflicts as well. PAIDIA and LUDUS shape
all play and are visible in all aspects of it, making them central to our further

discussion of the mediation of video game values.
4.3 Distinguishing play:

Playing the interface

Based on the above discussion and on our qualitative data, we can now re-examine

play as a form of human-computer interaction. In the course of our data analysis
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