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Abstract  

 

Taking the concepts of goals and motivation in games as my departing point, I consider what 

practitioners in the field of Experimental Gameplay can learn from fields as diverse as 

Ludology, Psychology, Emotion Theory, Engineering and Interaction Design to further the 

development of games. 

I consider the motivation of both designers, in terms of their reason for creating games, and 

players, both in the sense of what motivates them to play a game in the first place, and what 

keeps them engaged with a game once they have entered the game space. I consider on what 

level players voluntarily submit to gameplay, and how their ability to ignore or disregard 

elements of the game world impact upon designers decisions, and how negative emotions 

have to be considered as well as positive, with the former perhaps being most powerful. 

I then turn to aspects of social emotions from emotion theory, considering how this approach 

can be applied not just too multi-player games, but also to single player games, and suggest 

that it is one of the more powerful emotional techniques available to designers to keep 

players motivated to continue playing. 

I proceed to consider elements from engineering and interaction design, considering how 

these fields deal with the concept of emotions, and consider the interaction design theory of 

seduction, suggesting how this can be used in large part as a checklist to compare games 

against, offering a way to identify areas in which exemplar game designs can be improved.  
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Experimental gameplay has been defined in various ways, but the working definition for my 

purposes here is that of gameplay still not proven to work. That is to say those designers are 

to experiment with different elements of the gameplay in order to find a successful 

implementation. Successful in this sense can also be defined various ways, as fun, profitable, 

popular, and so forth, but for the purposes of this paper this is largely irrelevant.  

In order to achieve this, designers may look at differentiating certain aspects of gameplay 

from the norm found in contemporary or historically successful games. This could involve 

changing elements such as the rules, game mechanics, control mechanism, character design, 

goals, motivation to play and so forth. It is the last two of these which this paper is to 

concentrate on, and I consider them to be somewhat interlinked. 

In the broadest possible sense, the goal of a game is, depending on the purpose of the game, 

either the winning condition or the communication of a message the designer wishes to 

transmit to his audience. This is a distinction which I donôt feel is made enough, and is 

something I wish to consider further, but the goal of a game is often seen to simply be the 

way that a player wins (progress to the end killing the enemies in Wolfenstein) or posts a 

score to compare with other players (destroying as many enemies as possible in Space 

Invaders), with not enough thought given to games where the winning condition is secondary.  

In serious games, for example Global Conflicts: Palestine, whilst the designerôs intention may 

be to communicate the difficulty and intricacies of the political situation to the player, 

whether that is also the goal of the player very much depends on his mindset. Some players 

are likely to enter the experience wanting to learn about the conflict, whilst others will enter 

looking to get the maximum points by putting together the best possible newspaper headline 

story. Regardless however, I do not think it appropriate to define goals so narrowly as to 

consider all players are simply trying to reach the winning condition. 

As I mentioned previously, for me, the motivation of the player is heavily intertwined with 

the goals. Players may have the motivation to learn, and this would tie in with the secondary 

goal state discussed above, however in all cases it is important that players have the 

motivation to continue with the game to the stage where the winning condition is able to be 

reached, or the message is able to be learnt. Most players who have any experience of 

computer games will recall examples where they have reached a stage of disinterest in the 

scenario put to them, that they exit the game and shelve it, not having the motivation to play 

to its conclusion. 
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It is then my contention that the challenge of game designers in general to create a scenario 

which motivates the player to play to a point where either a winning condition is realised 

and/or a message is communicated to the player, be that in a direct manner through the 

narrative of the game, or a more subtle thought process triggered via the game mechanics. 

This paper seeks to explore how designers are able to do that, and under the guise of 

experimental gameplay, suggest ways that designers could separate themselves from the 

norm, and experiment with these areas of a gameôs design. This is achieved utilising both 

practical examples of games developed by groups at the IT University of Copenhagen, and 

considering lessons we can learn from mainstream and previously tried games on what 

works, what doesnôt, and what variations can be made on those methods to take game design 

forward. 

Frame of reference 

An important consideration for games, which all other elements act in association with, is the 

frame of reference; that is what the player brings to the game from their external experiences 

and knowledge. For example a game that references a TV show (such as Deadliest Catch: 

Alaskan Storm) will have different meaning to those who have watched the TV show than to 

those without that background experience.   

This can also speak to motivation. With Deadliest Catch for example, the player may enter 

the game space with the intention to recreate or emulate activities seen on the television 

show, even where this does contribute to the goal; a prima facie case of this being creating a 

situation where you brush against an ice formation, setting a crew member overboard and 

attempting to rescue him. This is a prime example of a player created goal, however it relies 

on the reference to be established.  

The example above is an example where both the game and the experience it relates to are 

clearly defined and obvious. There are of course far more borderline cases, where a game 

makes an in-passing reference to a cultural phenomenon, or a game takes on an unintended 

context given developing social events. For example, many games that simulate war in the 

Middle East took on a different, and unintended, context after 11 September, as did Flight 

Simulator, eventually forcing Microsoft to release a patch removing the World Trade Centre 

towers from the New York scenery. 
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In these cases of course the event wasnôt predictable, but it certainly befits designers to be 

aware of the consequences of potential (likely) world events, and how that may change the 

context of their games. Considering this from the alternate perspective, designers can use 

world events as a technique to give their game context, a prime example of this being 

September 12th by Gonzalo Frasca; without the context of the terrorist attacks on New York, 

and the world situation that created, the game would have been less effective, and far fewer 

players would have been effected by the message the game is trying to communicate. 

Defining goals 

 

Before moving on to consider the ways in which we could design goals and gameplay on an 

experimental basis, it is necessary to consider what already exists in the marketplace, after 

all, reinventing games that are already commonplace is not very experimental. Contemporary 

games typically feature a number of standard goals. Much has been written, including work 

by Juul (2007) and Bjork & Holopainen (2004), on the subject of how to consider goals, but 

an extensive analysis of that literature is beyond the scope of this paper.   

For my purposes, I am going to utilise the approach put forth by Bjork and Holopainen 

(2004) in ñPatterns in Game Designò. Primarily, they contend that ñgoals give players the 

motivation for their actions in the gameò (p. 18) and subdivided these into what they label as 

goals and sub-goals, with the basic argument that the primary goals are completed by 

utilising subgoals, which themselves are comprised of subgoals and so forth. They offer 

several examples, including Paper-Rock-Scissors, which they argue contains at least two 

levels of goals ï the individual matches and the final objective of reaching two wins and 

chess  - in which capturing pieces are the subgoals, and capturing the king is the primary 

goal. 

Bjork and Holopainen (2004) proceed to further subdivide these into numerous sub-

categories, namely predefined goals, optional goals, interferable goals, player defined goals, 

ephemeral goals, continuous goals and unknown goals. Without going into an extensive 

analysis of these, for our purposes the most useful are predefined goals, defined as those 

which the designer creates, including those that may only be present if a player takes a certain 

option (i.e. there may be a tree-like hierarchy), however the player must follow the hierarchy 

towards completion. Optional goals are those which are designed, but which the player does 

not have to reach; thus these do not advance the players progress towards the primary goal, 
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but may act upon the difficulty of other goals. Interferable goals are defined as those with 

which the game system or other players may interfere upon its progress. This is most familiar 

with multiplayer games, where one player has the ability to make progress towards an end 

goal more difficult for an opponent. Finally, player defined goals are fairly self explanatory; 

they are those which the player can create or customise, plausibly with no input from the 

designer (beyond designing the structure that allows such interpretation).  

Of these, the first three are strictly defined by the designer, whilst the latter needs to be kept 

in mind, at least to some extent, whilst framing the game system. It is obviously implausible 

to consider every use that a player may make of the game system, but the affordances offered 

certainly warrants consideration during the design process; the affordances given to the 

player in a sandbox game like Grand Theft Auto differs greatly from those in a strictly linear 

experience like Monkey Island 3. 

Another approach to the subgoals structure comes from Juul (2007), who differentiates 

between games with obligatory goals, and those with optional goals. The former he defines as 

games that are impossible to play without striving for their goals, offering Scramble as an 

example. For the latter, he offers Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas as an example, stating the 

goal as ñsaving Carlôs family and cleaning up the streetsò (p. 195), but the game does not 

force the player into pursuing that goal. Leino (2007), in ñEmotions about the 

Deniable/Undeniableò further distinguishes these, stating that an obligatory goal, ñas 

something which the player needs to pursue in order to be a player, is certainly undeniableò 

(p. 5)                                                                                                                                                     

Leino (2007) however also notes that in a game with an optional goal, ñthere are parts of the 

game content, which the player cannot ignore without being punished. From the playerôs 

point of view, these may appear as even more important than the goals of the game.ò (p. 5) 

He proceeds to offer the example that ñOne who did not acknowledge the importance of 

getting CJ out from a vehicle when it catches fire, would certainly decrease oneôs possibilities 

to act in GTA: SA. Burning vehicles in GTA: SA will eventually explode, causing immediate 

death to everyone still inside them. The importance of keeping CJ alive in GTA: SA is a 

meaning, which the player cannot ignore without risking her status as a playerò (Ibid, p. 5) 
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Motivations: Entering the game 

 

Before we can consider a design-centric approach to how to motivate the player, it is 

necessary to give some thought to what motivations the player may have going into the game. 

Whilst the motivation of play, in the classical sense, can be assumed to be present for a large 

number of players, it is quite plausible that other motivations will be present as well, 

similarly to reasons for consumption of other media. 

Amongst these may be a desire to illicit , or provide a context for, a certain emotion as with 

music (the classic example of listening to sad music to continue feelings of sadness as 

opposed to happy music in an attempt to illicit positive emotions) or television. And, of 

course, that emotion is not always enjoyment.  

Speaking about television, Tan (1996) writes of Scheffôs views that ñentertainment results in 

catharsis, defined as the experience and expression of feelings. Like Tannenbaum, he took it 

for granted that the emotional arousal brought about is not in itself pleasurable and can be 

described as a combination of such emotions as fear, anger, and embarrassment. In addition, 

however, the stimulus must offer the proper degree of distancingò (p. 24). He continues ñIf 

there is excessive distancing, for example, when violence is exceptionally stylized, no 

unpleasant emotions are evoked, and there can be no catharsis. The same is true when there is 

too little distancing, because viewers are then so overwhelmed by emotions that they have no 

opportunity to release themò (Ibid, p. 24).  

Works by Bryant and Zillmann (1984) and Tellegen-van Delft (1988) have shown that in 

their fields, drama and fiction respectively, people will select a form of media that correlates 

with their mood. In the study by Bryant and Zillman they noted that when subjects were in a 

state of boredom (as a result of experimental manipulation), they opted for programs with a 

high potential for arousal, and by contrast those who had been manipulated into a state of 

stress opted for those with a low arousal content, defined by Tan (1996) as selecting those 

ñdrama programs that led to optimal arousalò (p. 25). This was supported by the work of 

Tellegen-Van Delft, who concluded, according to Tan, that ñreading with a view to 

maintaining or regaining affective balance is the main form of reading behaviourò (p. 26) 

Another example considered by Tan (1996) for the reason that people select a certain form of 

media is an intention to learn. He argues that it is not necessary to consider whether people 

actually learn, but rather that the key is ñthe possibility that viewers prefer this type of 
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program precisely because they expect to learn from itò (p.  27). These two techniques 

provide a different insight into the reasons players may select games to play, and I see no 

reason why the results from these fields would not hold for games, indeed, the normal 

argument offered for differential, that of the player agency increasing the emotional effects, 

would only seem to strengthen the impact of these motivations. 

Tanôs (1996) argument then, is that these motives act as secondary motivations to the primary 

motivation which is, as Tan states with reference to film, ñThe most primary motives are by 

definition concerned with the experience of the feature film as an aim in itself. In this sense, 

they may be considered aesthetic. The experience of watching can be a reward in itself, apart 

from the gratification of any need for preservation and growthò (p. 31).  In conclusion, I 

would argue that whilst the primary motivation, and indeed the common response when 

asking a player why he is playing a game, may be ñbecause itôs funò or ñbecause I like itò, 

underneath that primary motivation to be entertained lies secondary motivations, which also 

warrant substantial consideration when designing games. 

Maintaining interest: Fundamentals 

 

There are some fundamental aspects without which the experience of gameplay and thus 

emotional engagement is not possible. It is only possible to engage a player with the game if 

they are willing to voluntarily engage with it. Whilst this may seem obvious, it is a critical 

point once you consider that this relationship is not binary, but exists upon a scale. 

When a player enters a game space, his level of belief or willingness to engage with both the 

rules and fiction can vary a great deal. In everyday life, our ability to experience emotions, 

such as fear, relies upon our realisation that an object can do us harm. If walking through the 

streets of North London late at night you were to happen upon a group of youths, you likely 

would try to avoid approaching them because you are aware that, in the context of reported 

events in the media, there is an ongoing spree of violence. Similarly, in a zoo, you will avoid 

entering a cage containing a lion because you know, through your knowledge of such animals 

and previous events involving them, that it is capable of doing you physical harm. 

By contrast, in a game there is no such threat, at least to your physical self. Thus it is a 

combination of the playersô willingness to identify with the avatar, and the quality of the 

design that allows the player to identify with the avatar which creates the perception of fear. 
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We cannot consider the designer solely responsible here, but of course it is only their part 

over which they have a direct influence. Nonetheless, it is an important fact to be aware of, 

and in fact applies to almost every conceivable emotion within a game.  

This of course speaks towards motivation for play; regardless of the quality of the design, a 

player who enters a game space intending to construct an analysis of the narrative tree is less 

likely to be engaged with their avatar, and thus able to experience emotions as if they were 

the avatar, than a player who enters with an open mind or for a óplayfulô experience. 

Leino (2007) argues that even if one is to make an assumption that players are emotionally 

engaged with the game experience, ña voluntary player of a single player game is also free to 

decide the extent to which she accepts the meanings set forth by the gameò (p.  4). That is, he 

argues that a player can engage with a game to a level where they are emotionally engaged, 

but decide that certain elements are illogical, irrelevant or for some other reason the player 

does not wish to engage with them. He offers as a solution a division of gameplay elements 

into what he calls undeniable meanings and deniable meanings, with the former being 

necessary to engaging with the game, whilst the latter can be discarded should the player so 

choose. This is of course a similar argument as was made by Juul (2007) in his schema of 

obligatory and optional goals, except relating to in-game elements rather than the overall 

experience. 

Leino (2007) also comments that humans are, ultimately, unpredictable. External events, or 

social context, may mean that the player engages with the system or ultimate goal in a way 

that does not target success as defined by the designer. Many examples of this can be found, 

from playing a game with superiors in a professional environment (golf is the classic 

example, but it is not farfetched to see it applied to computer games), to playing with 

somebody you are in a relationship with, and so forth.  

Also, different elements of the gameplay will likely be of different importance for different 

players. In a game of Civilization for example, eliminating an opponent played by a friend (or 

enemy) may well garner more satisfaction than reaching one of the winning conditions. 

Again, from a design perspective, these can be considered but ultimately I would argue we 

have to design for the ideal player. Attempting to tailor the design to such different scenarios 

would be likely, I would argue, to lead to failure. 
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Maintaining interest: emotions during gameplay 

 

In the proceeding sections I have discussed techniques and vocabulary that are primarily 

relevant for the beginning of the game experience, that is the players motivation in entering 

the game, the designers motivation in creating the game, and the frame of reference within 

which these actions takes place. In essence, this deals with the primary goals of games. If we 

want to consider the sub-goals, and the motivations to remain playing, we must consider the 

emotions that take place during gameplay. There are many competing methodologies here, 

and I wish to consider two of them, those proposed by Frome (2006) and Järvinen (2007), as 

well as offer some general comments on emotions and their relative strengths. 

What is important when designing emotions into games is being able to predict the responses 

that one could expect players to have to any given situation. This, of course, will vary widely 

depending on the player in question, but certain assumptions can be made. This is what is 

known in emotion theory as action tendencies, in essence the likely response of an actor when 

exposed to a certain situation. It is, I would argue, purely these action tendencies that can be 

considered as part of the design process, that is we have to design games for the majority and 

accept that certain elements of the player base will interact with them in unintended ways. 

During gameplay, numerous emotions can be elicited in response to in-world events, objects 

or agents. As Järvinen (2007) asserts in ñIntroducing Applied Ludologyò (p. 141), in 

traditional emotion theory, it is generally accepted that emotions come in three distinct 

phases. The first phase is to recognise that something is significant, allowing the actor (in this 

case the player) to consider their response and produce a way to deal with the situation. The 

second stage is a cognitive process of preparing the body for future actions, whilst the third is 

the relation of these emotions by bodily and expressive effects, including facial emotions or 

similar types of response. 

It is important to note that designers do not necessarily want to induce positive emotions. As 

Ravaja, Saari, Laarni, Kallinen, Salminen, Holopainen and Järvinen (2005)  argue in ñThe 

psychophysiology of Video gamingò that ñfrom the perspective of emotion theory, one might 

predict that game events eliciting positive emotional responses are particularly effective in 

sustaining game playing, given that positive emotional responses serve as affective rewards 

for goal-directed behaviours (e.g. game playing). On the other hand, it is well known that 

people may enjoy seeing horror films that elicit fear, for example. Thus, also negatively 
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valenced emotional responses may be desirable in some connectionsò (p. 11).  In fact, I 

would argue that negative emotions are an imperative part of game design, and probably have 

the most potential to be powerful. 

In ñUnderstanding Emotionsò, Oatley, Keltner and Jenkins (2006) offer four studies which 

they state ñoffered a conclusive and perhaps unsettling answer: our negative evaluations 

appear to be more potent than our positive evaluations. The bad is stronger than the goodò (p. 

172). They continue to offer that this would fit soundly with evolutionary theory, that of 

survival of the fittest, in that our awareness of danger is far more critical to our survival than 

pleasure caused by positive emotions. This is also supported by much work in gambling, such 

as those by Smith & Abt (1984) and Kusyszyn (1984) that suggests that losing a fixed sum of 

money has a much stronger emotional impact than winning the same sum. Thus, I would 

argue, utilising negative emotions is likely to create a more compelling and engrossing 

experience than if you were to utilise positive emotions, and that for the purposes of 

experimental gameplay we would do well to explore how negative emotions can be triggered 

on the way to what is probably, in the majority of cases, a positive goal state. 

Writing in ñReality, Representation, and Emotions across Mediaò, Frome (2006) offers a 

three-pronged approach to emotion, which he categorises as world, artefact and game. For 

him, game is concerned with the rules; ñWhen you play Pac-Man (Midway, 1980), one of the 

rules of the game is that when the Pac-Man eats the last dot, the board is completed. The 

characters all freeze in place and the board blinks, which signals to the player that the next 

board is about to appear and play will begin again. The player's game emotions are generated 

in the context of these rules. If the player understands these rules, when the Pac-Man eats the 

last dot on a board, she might feel a sense of accomplishment. She has completed her goal. If 

she was having trouble with the board and the deadly ghosts were close to killing Pac-Man, 

when she completes the board she may feel tremendously relieved.ò (p. 6) 

To me, Fromeôs (2006) concern with rules here is more closely akin to goals. He appears to 

be arguing that the only emotion found in games is found in the end goal. This I 

fundamentally disagree with, but particularly in his case as the other two categories he 

utilises, those of the world and artefacts seem at least as relevant to games as the goal which 

he considers. For Frome then, artefact emotions are ñemotions of evaluationò (p. 6), that is a 

critical evaluation of the merits of the artefact or the technology within which it is realised. 

This does not apply to the minutiae of games in this same way of the techniques I will 
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consider shortly, but does speak to a genuine emotion experienced by players, essentially that 

of both the first, and final, impression.  

When a player loads any given game for the first time, they essentially make a judgment on 

what they see. In this case they are likely looking at the quality of the box art, menu, the 

introductory cut-scene if one exists, and the first view of the graphics. Especially in a 

demonstration version, but also in full games, if these early stages are met with disapproval 

(which is, of course, an emotion) the player is unlikely to make the investment in either 

purchasing or becoming emotionally involved with the game, and if they do so, it may well 

be at a lower level than had these initial aspects made a positive first impression. Players will 

also likely have either a positive or negative emotion at the end of the gameplay experience, 

however this is less relevant for my purposes here, and essentially comes down to the same 

considerations. 

The final category utilised by Frome (2006) is that of world emotions, which he describes as 

ña set of norms and principles we might call world principles... Our emotional responses 

crucially rely on our understanding of these principles. Consider a fantasy film, such as a 

vampire movie. One of the typical world principles of these films is that vampires burst into 

flame when forced into sunlight. A viewer who wants the vampire to die, and who 

understands this principle, will be relieved when the vampire is suddenly thrust into sunlight. 

If the viewer did not know that world principle, then he would be very surprised when the 

vampire suddenly bursts into flames for no apparent reasonò (p. 7). Frome is at this stage 

speaking of films, but of course this example and area of exploration is equally relevant to 

games. 

Fromeôs (2006) example speaks to what I have previously described as the frame of 

reference. As with the example we discussed previously of ñDeadliest Catchò, it is only 

through the Television show that we learn that crab fishing boats are unable to break through 

even very low levels of ice (because of their weight & the weight of the items they carry), 

that it is possible to lose pots through other ships passing over and severing them and so 

forth. Without this context, which can also be applied to the plethora of World War related 

games, and many other genres, the world of the games that reference such contexts would not 

be logical to players, and many of their cues would be missed, making the overall experience 

less engaging. 
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It also however can speak to the triggering of another primary emotion, curiosity. Take, for 

example, the game ñGishò. In this game, the fact that the world, and objects within it, does 

not react in accordance with the accepted norms of physics is a cause of curiosity that 

encourages players to interact with what is otherwise a fairly simplistic game. Curiosity is an 

emotion that cannot be under-rated, and has great use within games, both in terms of the play 

spirit, but also as a technique that could be utilised to further sub-goals, such as education or 

communication of a moral statement. 

Applying emotional frameworks 

In ñGames Without Frontiersò, Järvinen (2007) takes five types of emotions proposed by 

Ortony, Collins & Clore in terms of Ludology, these being prospect-based emotions, 

fortunes-of-others emotions, attribution emotions, attraction emotions, and well-being 

emotions (p. 214). Prospect based emotions are those related to the resolution of the current 

event, and thus make the event worthwhile. These incorporate such emotions as ñhope, fear, 

satisfaction, fears-confirmed, relief, shock, surprise [and] suspenseò (Ibid, p. 214).  For me, 

current event here must be considered in both the short and long-term contexts. Whilst the 

game as a whole must be worthwhile, and thus contain elements of these emotions, especially 

suspense, each intermediary event the player is presented with en-route to the conclusion 

must also be meaningful in order to keep them engaged with the game. 

Fortune-of-others emotions are those which relate to another, including both good-will 

actions (feeling happy for somebody) and ill-will (resentment, gloating etc...). These can 

relate to both multiplayer games, and interactions with AI agents in single player games. 

Attribution emotions also relate to other agents, and refer to emotions such as appreciation 

and reproach. This is also valid for both single and multi-player game experiences, with the 

game system considered as an agent.   

These methods attempt to summarise the interactions between players, and between players 

and artificial agents, and is an area I will explore in greater depth with an emotion theory 

approach. It is always problematic to attempt to explore social emotions from the perspective 

of a single entity, as each player will react in different ways. From a design perspective, it is 

only possible to try and facilitate these emotions, rather than to design for them. By requiring 

the formation of groups, or forcing players to rely on others to progress it is however possible 

to increase the likelihood of them occurring. 
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Attraction emotions relate to the degrees of approach and familiarity towards specific objects, 

defined by Järvinen (2007) as ñgame props, settings, visuals, soundtrack, board design, an 

experience as an aesthetic whole, and so onò (p. 215). Finally, well-being emotions are those 

which relate to desirable or undesirable events. It is suggested that these relate to the game 

experience to a whole, whilst the prospect based emotions discussed previously relate to a 

specific situation. This to me seems problematic, in that elements such as suspense are 

required to exist in temporary moments, as well as the game as a whole, where as settings, 

visuals, soundtrack etc often change throughout the game, and an emotional response may 

only be specific to a particular situation. 

For me however, the primary emotion that needs to be considered is suspense. At least for the 

most part, regardless of the quality of the remainder of the emotional experience, if there is 

no suspense; that is, the player can predict with certainty the result of their actions, there is no 

motivation to continue playing.  At the same time, a game that is purely luck based, whilst 

having the ultimate level of suspense, would lack in the degree of agency that an actor can 

exert over it. I would thus argue that whilst there are many emotions that a game could 

survive without eliciting, however having at least some factor of suspense is fundamental. In 

this sense, suspense acts as a background emotion, significantly contributing to a players 

experience but not generally being the focus of the short-term experience.  

Maintaining interest: Social emotions 

 

Of course, it is not just single player games that we consider when discussing how to design 

emotions into games. The social aspect of the game, both in terms of the designed rules for 

social interaction within the game space, and the creation of a play environment in which 

players want to engage with each other outside the game warrants consideration, and in fact I 

would argue that the social element of emotions can also tell us a great deal about single 

player games. 

Writing in ñUnderstanding Emotionsò, Oatley, Keltner and Jenkins (2006) assert that there 

are three primary forms of social motivation; attachment, affiliation and assertion. These 

seem particularly relevant to me when considering games and how we act upon other agents. 

Attachment, in the classic emotion theory sense is defined as ñprotection and care for the 

immature infantò (p.  228), and they state that this often is accompanied by affiliation. They 

argue that this is often referred to as ñwarmthò or ñaffectionò, and relate it to parenting, or in 
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the more general case ñit draws individuals together even when they are not genetically 

related. [...] In humans it is the core of kindness, of friendship, and also of long-term sexual 

bonding that we call romantic loveò (Ibid, p. 228). The final emotion is assertion, basically 

described as power. 

These appear at first glance to be very powerful emotions, and so it would seem to be 

desirable to incorporate them in games. Of course, this is nothing new and examples of them 

can already be found, and I shall consider that shortly. However, I do think they are perhaps 

under-utilised, both in the sense of using them to garner emotional attachment to other agents, 

but also in the contrary example, of challenging these emotional aspects by forcing players to 

make decisions which could put them counter to these supposedly ingrained emotional 

responses. This is perhaps an interesting point of departure for considering future game 

designs. 

Looking specifically at these three types then, beginning with attachment, this seems very 

akin to the way massively multiplayer games such as World of Warcraft treat the pet. Of 

course, it is not identical, however it is an agent over which you have complete control 

(within the rules of the game), and basically only acts with your express permission and to 

carry out your stated intent. It is not hard to see how this emotion might be heightened, for 

example by implementing ñpermadeathò
1
 on the pet, meaning that you only gain the benefit 

of its company and support whilst you are protecting it.  

A second example of this could be found in the Football Manager series. In this game, as the 

name implies, you take control of a football team, and are responsible for all aspects of it. 

From both personal experience, and discussion with other players on community forums, one 

of the most powerful aspects of this type of game is nurturing a young prospect through their 

career, from putting them in your youth team at 15 and then seeing them develop as a world 

class player leading your team to success.  

To me, this kind of experience is very much exemplar of this concept of attachment, the 

player is often prioritised above over players over whom you have less attachment when 

deciding team selections and training priorities, and in doing so you are in effect setting a 

sub-goal which is sub-optimal to the primary goal of the game (success for your club). This 

example also provides an illustration that, even within the same game, different players will 

                                                 

1
 Permanent Death, the loss of your character with no means of resurrection. 
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find different objects for their emotions. For some, a single player will be the object of their 

emotions, as expressed previously, whilst others will focus on success for the club as a whole. 

In a general sense, the object of emotion will vary during play, from an individual character 

or avatar, to the world in which action is taking place or a particular event taking place which 

elicits an emotional response. 

Whilst this may be impractical in the World of Warcraft implementation discussed above, 

creating this kind of emotional bond to an agent would seem a very good way to make 

challenges more difficult in many genres of game (FPS, Action and RPG to name just three). 

Whilst you would have power-gamers who would breeze past a decision to abandon a pet, or 

release a young player from their contract with no second thought, as discussed previously 

you cannot design player-proof games, and for the majority this would seem to me to be a 

powerful emotion to play with. 

Affiliation seems to me to be relevant to the formation of groups in games, and can be (and 

often is) achieved through the need to join with players to achieve a common goal. This is 

particularly relevant when players are performing different roles within a grouping, and the 

success (at least to a certain extent) of one is necessary to allow the others to complete their 

goals. This is often found of course in massively multiplayer games, but can also be found in 

many first person shooters, either with other players or AI agents, where players are reliant 

on teammates to provide cover, throw back grenades or spread out to clear a large area of 

mines. 

This technique is strongly utilised by games such as Call of Duty: World at War which uses 

the affiliation formed amongst a group in order to create social and emotional binds with the 

other soldiers in your grouping. Thus, when the narrative of the game subsequently includes 

the death of one of your team-mates, a player who has been speaking to you throughout the 

game the death has a far greater emotional impact than if it was a nameless soldier who 

happened to occasionally kill an enemy and block you from fire.  

There are ways to strengthen and utilise this type of emotion also; if for example in a first 

person shooter you were partnered with the same agent throughout the game, and were in 

various periods of downtime engaged in discussions about his family, with him showing you 

photos of his family, and creating other such emotional bonds. Subsequently, during the late 

stages of the game, he is killed and yelled a dying message to his wife as you stand over his 

body, the player could then be presented with a choice to either kill the kamikaze or take him 
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hostage, with access to some information depending on your choice, I would suggest that it 

would be interesting to see how many players would be willing to take the longer route to 

extract revenge. This is experimental game design in another context of course, but such 

experiments could be a good departing point for game design, in that assessing the power of 

such emotions.  

Of course, affiliation also applies to a large degree in the game cultures that are formed 

around many games. By virtue of playing the same game, and experiencing the same (or 

similar) emotions and activities during the play of the game, players are formed into new 

social groupings that wouldnôt otherwise exist, and may form friendships and relationships 

that wouldnôt otherwise exist. This is not overly relevant to the design of games, in that no 

matter what the design of the game, it is the shared experience which creates the game 

community, but regardless I think it stands well as a meta-example of the emotion. 

The final social motivation is assertion, described by sociologists as power. For me, this is the 

primary emotion that games such as Sim City, The Sims and Black & White rely upon. 

Whilst other emotions are certainly present, without assertion, these games would simply not 

be engaging. For humans, the ability to exert power is a fundamental desire, and the 

implementation of this in games is, for many, the only way to express it. For those implied in 

junior roles with no sign of progress, for those at school taking orders from teachers and 

parents, this provides a way to exert power over agents that have no choice but to carry out 

your orders. 

Online games of course provide another way to assert power over other agents. Much work 

has been done on the people who run guilds in World of Warcraft or corporations in Eve 

Online, and whilst running such organisations undoubtedly requires a lot of work, I would 

argue that the sense of power, or assertion, is in no small part the primary desire and reward 

for taking on such a role. 

Of the three types previously discussed, I would argue that this is the one best implemented 

in games. There are many examples that could be referenced, from Football Manager to 

Civilization, Democracy to Call of Duty, in almost all games there is some sense of exerting 

power over other agents. Whilst I would struggle to think of truly new design ideas that 

utilise power as the primary emotion (reworking the same power mechanics in a different 

environment excluded), there are certainly examples where it could be included as a 
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secondary emotion, and in many games adding a sense of direct power over agents is used as 

a cheap way of providing additional power.  

To take a classic example, that of Lemmings, for most levels no gameplay purpose was 

served by having to kill trapped lemmings manually, they could have died automatically once 

you completed the level; however having the ability to force them to kill themselves provided 

a cheap mechanic that added to the experience. I would argue this is the reason to keep this 

emotion in mind; that it could be used as a relatively cheap implementation to quickly add a 

new emotion / sense of agency to many game designs. 

One final proviso that warrants mentioning at this stage, especially when utilising strong 

negative emotions, is the ethical consideration. Whilst a comprehensive study of the ethical 

situation is beyond the scope of this paper, I would be remiss not to mention that designers 

need to consider the emotional impact their work is having upon their player base, and be 

cautious in triggering negative emotions that may lead players to act in unpredictable ways or 

have impact on their comprehension of events beyond the scope of the game world. 

Whilst I have outlined many different aspects of the emotional experience above, it is 

important to remember that they cannot really be analysed in such a divisive manor in 

practice. As Leino (2007) argues in ñEmotions about the Deniable/Undeniableò, ñEmotions 

are not one-off reactions to stimuli. Instead, they are ñprocesses, which [...] go on and on, 

unfold over time and develop like a snowball growing as it rolls downhillò (p. 2). That is to 

say, the individual stimuli that may appear at any stage of gameplay have to be considered as 

part of the whole gameplay experience, in relation to the goal and other stimuli. 

An Alternate approach 

 

In general, I think that those of us engaged in the study of games would do well to consider 

work from other fields. Of course, to a large extent the work on emotions in games already 

does this, relying on much work from sociology and psychology for its foundations. 

However, before I offer my thoughts from a design perspective, utilising some examples 

from the Experimental Gameplay course run at the IT University of Copenhagen in autumn 

2009, I think it worthwhile to consider work from other fields that involves both design and 

emotions, those of engineering and design interaction. 
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In ñUnderstanding the seductive experienceò, Khaslavsky & Shedroff (1999) propose that 

there are several key aspects that products (and thus games) need to incorporate in order to 

maintain a playerôs attention. They call this óseductionô, and argue that objects, from physical 

objects to movies and games ñgo beyond mere visual innovation to spark human emotionsò 

(p. 46). They consider seduction to be a process, of which the first step is enticement. 

Considering it purely from the perspective of games, enticement refers to attracting the 

potential user to the product, which could be achieved through advertising at first, but 

eventually extends to the initial experience with the product, the first impression.  

Khaslavsky & Shedroff (1999) argue then that the key to enticement is ñfirst to get the 

audienceôs attention, then to make a promiseò (p. 46). In some way, the first opinion has to 

separate itself from the competition, and then make a promise to hold that attention. With no 

sole technique working on every customer, I would argue that the promise quite likely has to 

be different for every customer. This in some way of course relates to the features of a game, 

for some the promise in ñFootball Managerò is that you can go from a nobody to a world 

class manager over the course of a career, whilst for others it is that you can take over a world 

class team, manage your favourite players and enjoy immediate success. In this case, whilst 

the end emotion is likely the same, or similar, the means to achieve it will vary depending on 

the user in question. 

The second step in this process of seduction is what Khaslavsky & Shedroff (1999)  refer to 

as ñrelationshipò. In television terms, the authors consider this to be ñcontinuing the 

emotional engagement, making good on past promises, and making new ones for the futureò 

(p. 46). They argue that this doesnôt apply for software, and presumably games by stating 

ñitôs difficult to think of a software product so enduring you couldnôt part with it once it was 

superseded by a new version, or so elegant and wonderful you could barely wait to use it 

againò (Ibid, p. 47).  

Whilst the latter I suspect would be refuted by many game players, at least in the short-term, 

the former is almost certainly true so far as it applies to the longer time-scale. That however 

does not mean I feel the approach is without merit for games. It seems to me that this 

approach, of fulfilling a promise and making a new one is in fact the very essence of good 

game design. It is, to me, another way of approaching the goals and sub-goals dichotomy 

discussed previously. By approaching each sub-goal as a promise, the player is responsible 

for fulfilling it, thus increasing their emotional engagement in the game in this context, and 
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re-enforcing the seduction for them. If the game however does not reward the player 

appropriately for their success, this may well be seen as failing to live up to the gameôs side 

of the promises. 

The final section of this approach is that of fulfilment, described by Khaslavsky & Shedroff 

(1999) as ñFulfil the final promises, and end the experience in a memorable wayò (p. 46). 

This very much speaks to the final end state of the game, and I feel is a suitable warning for 

designers. Whilst at this stage designers do not need to try and entice, or seduce, the player to 

interact with the experience any more, and so perhaps from that perspective the end-game 

could be considered less important, I would nonetheless argue that they have an obligation to 

their players to fulfil this part of the experience. 

Khaslavsky & Shedroff (1999) offer that: 

 ñ...when the experience is ending, the seduction should not leave the audience with a 

bad or worthless feeling, or it will tend to caution them against allowing themselves to 

be seduced in the future - unless, of course, that was the promise all along. Ending a 

seduction successfully is like parting from a romantic relationship on good terms. It 

should always be viewed as a positive, worthwhile experienceðif the creator of the 

product wants a chance at seducing the same customers again or being held in high 

regard for having created the experience in the first place. Leaving the customer with 

a good feeling is important for developers and manufacturers for whom customer 

retention and brand strength [é] are importantò (p. 48) 

This I agree with on a wholesale approach. Whilst as designers of experimental, or 

independent games, profit or the potential of future profit likely is not a significant concern, 

the artistic merit is likely a notable concern, but above all else, I would argue that ethically, 

and in terms of providing the player with a notable experience, providing an end that brings 

both conclusion and some emotion, be they positive or negative, as resolution is imperative. 

Finally, Khaslavsky & Shedroff (1999)  offer a list of seductive qualities which they suggest 

act as a checklist to discovering whether a product being designed or used produces a 

seductive experience. This checklist includes (p.47-48): 

 Entices you by diverting your attention 

 Surprises you with something novel 

 Goes beyond obvious needs and expectations 
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 Creates an instinctive emotional response 

 Espouses values or connects to personal goals 

 Makes inherent promises to fulfil these goals 

 Leads you to discover something deeper than what you expected or 

 Fulfils small promises related to your values and aspirations 

What strikes me from this list, when you try to apply it to games, is how the vast majority of 

them must exist not only once, but on a cyclical basis. Whilst the first two relate primarily to 

your first experience with the game, the remainder seem to relate to every minor objective, if 

not almost every interaction, in the game. 

In ñEmotional Design: Why we Love (or Hate) Everyday Thingsò, Norman (2004) offers 

some lessons from engineering, arguing that ñthe trick is to compress multiple functions into 

limited space in a way that does not compromise the various dimensions of designò (p. 103). 

In essence, he is arguing that when constructing objects (in this case a Japanese lunchbox), it 

is important to not only pay attention to its utility, but also to its beauty, fun (in the sense here 

of aesthetic quality) and pleasure. For games, the lesson for experimental, or indeed 

independent, design is that whilst utility, the rules and mechanics are important; if you want 

to create a pleasurable experience it is not possible to eliminate beauty. Simultaneously, it 

makes clear that mainstream game designers should not ignore the utility at the expense of 

beauty, something particularly relevant when you consider the importance placed upon 

graphics in franchises such as EA Sports FIFA and Madden. 

Norman (2004) also offers a counter-opinion to that I have expressed previously on the use of 

negative emotions. He argues that much work has focussed on the negative side, ñeven 

though fun, joy, and pleasure are the desired attributes of life. [...] Positive emotions trigger 

many benefits: They facilitate coping with stress. They are essential to peopleôs curiosity and 

ability to learnò (p. 103). For me, this is an argument for keeping the overall goal positive, 

and producing a positive end result (although even that is debateable, in film for example it is 

not necessary, as can be seen in the contrast between Walt Disney productions and thriller 

movies, both can exist in the same space), rather than for only utilising positive emotions 

during the game. As has been expressed previously, solely positive emotions are not 

necessary, nor, I would argue, the best implementation of a game. 
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Game design challenges 

My intention in the final part of this paper is to utilise the techniques discussed above in 

relation to the game design challenges that were presented as part of the ñExperimental 

Gameplayò course at the IT University of Copenhagen in autumn 2008. Using examples of 

the games produced, which for the most part I had no direct involvement with, I will both 

offer a brief description of the game, as well as offer some thoughts on how the experience 

could be intensified. There were in total four challenges that related directly to game design, 

and I plan to consider three games from two of the challenges here. 

Co-operative play  

For this challenge, the core design was to create a co-operative multiplayer game, with a 

common goal and individual winner. The design concept Iôm going to consider here is a 

game named ñZombiesò on which I was involved in early design meetings but not the final 

production. The game allows multiple players to connect to a central server using a flash 

application integrated on a website. 

 

Figure 1. Zombies. Nonoba, 2008 

Co-operative play presents a number of ways to motivate the player as discussed previously, 

but also presents a number of difficulties. Primary amongst these is making the player care 
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about the success of their fellow participants. In ñZombiesò this was achieved by a reliance 

on your fellow participants to overcome certain levels. There comes a stage early on where 

the number of zombies you are facing becomes so insurmountable that it is impossible to 

proceed without teammates, thus protecting your teammates from death becomes a 

fundamental mechanic. 

At a later stage however, in order to fulfil the single winner requirement, you are required to 

turn on your teammates, and the last man standing is victorious. This comes at a late stage of 

the game that is reached by relatively few players, and because of the nature of the game, 

being forced to start again each time you failure acts both to increase the difficulty, but also 

the turnover rate, with a large proportion of players never reaching the stage where they see 

that element of the game. 

It becomes apparent, from the observations presented earlier, that there are two flaws in this 

concept that require improvement. Firstly, there needs to be some technique beyond a 

requirement of safety to cause a level of engagement with your fellow players. The 

predominant social emotion here should be affiliation, that is you should feel part of a group, 

a community, and care about the other players, so that when it comes to the later stage where 

you have to turn on them to be victorious, there is a stronger emotional impact upon the 

player. However I would argue that the way it is currently implemented, the social emotion is 

more attachment, a feeling of protection for a selfish reason of your own safety. This could 

perhaps be achieved by requiring players to communicate, or providing a way to donate 

health to another player in order to strengthen that sense of community. 

The second flaw is harder to address, because of the nature of the game, and in fact may 

purely come down to balancing. The fact that relatively few players get to experience the 

endgame means that the emotional statement the game is trying to force people to consider 

(turning on your team-mates) is not experienced, and so remains unknown, to the majority of 

players. Because of the environment in which the game is hosted, that of a multiplayer portal, 

the players who do experience the endgame post recollections of their accounts in the 

comments section, alerting other players to this experience. However, I would argue that the 

experience of reading other peopleôs actions, even within the context of having played the 

game, is substantially different from that of experiencing the end-game first hand. Thus, I 

would argue that is certainly a flaw in the design, but in such a multiplayer game there is no 
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obvious way to allow players to save, reload or join-in-progress whilst maintaining the group 

dynamics. 

In an attempt to see how this game fit the suggestion of requirements for a seductive 

experience discussed previously, I applied the checklist to this game by attempting to see 

how it met each of the factors. With the game being at the prototype stage, I feel it useful to 

apply the checklist with some degree of benefit of the doubt. The most notable findings of 

this were that we can see that it meets the criteria of surprising with something novel, but 

only to those who reach the later stages, and thus there must be a way to increase the number 

of players who do so. It does succeed in creating an instinctive emotional response, there is a 

genuine sense of fear in trying to protect your own avatar (if not as clear with others), meets 

the criteria on goals , and gives you the ability to meet this goals, if you persevere with the 

game long enough to do so. 

Persuasive games on a serious topic 

 

The second challenge I wish to consider was to design and implement a persuasive game on a 

óseriousô topic, based on news articles handed out by the lector. For this challenge, I have two 

exemplar games that I wish to consider. The first of these is by the same production group as 

previously; this time with no involvement from myself. 

The game is based on grabbing news articles and related photos from the internet. For the 

purposes of the class the game was limited to certain topics, however the screenshot I have 

utilised here is from the full version of the game as published online, and as such had a wider 

variety of topics available to it. It effectively acted as an interpretation of hangman, with 

pictorial cues giving you an indication of what words were necessary to complete the 

headline. For the purposes of my discussion here, I am going to ignore a technical flaw with 

the game, in that the pictures were not always related directly to the news article, as they 

were based on a Google images search. 
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Figure 2. Phrase it. Nonoba, 2008    Figure 3. Phrase it. Nonoba, 2008  

 

 

The game itself is fun for a short period of time, and I gave some consideration to what 

emotion it was that the game provoked, and thus made the game enjoyable. In the end, I 

concluded that there was only one emotion really present, and that was curiosity. This game, 

as with others in the same challenge, rely to some extent on a wider context, though in this 

case the context wasnôt very specific, merely some knowledge of world events would likely 

help you, and random trivia such as, with the first image above, Georgia is known for its 

Bulldogs, hence that image on a Google image search is most likely related to Georgia. 

This is a game that can be fun for a period, yet probably only meets two of the criteria 

included on the checklist. I would argue that this game would, if placed on a website you 

were visiting, succeed in diverting your attention, and will lead you to discover something 

deeper than what you expected, in that you will get a large variety of news stories presented 

to you that you would otherwise not be aware of.  

It is for precisely this reason that I opted to include it in this analysis. It serves as evidence 

that we should be free to only explore one emotion, and that one emotion can be enough to 

create a compelling experience. To what extent this functions as a game is open to debate, 
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however it could easily be made into one by adding a timer and a high score table for 

example. Thus, I would contend that the checklist is not a firm solution to analysing the 

potential of a game, but maintain that it does provide guidelines on the kind of things we 

should be looking to implement. 

My second example from this challenge is slightly more in the tradition of games, and lends 

itself better to this kind of analysis. 

 

Figure 4. Finnish School Shooter, 2008 

 

The game is not found on YouTube, but YouTube is provided, and required, as a contextual 

frame designed to enhance the emotional impact on the player. The game of course takes as 

its point of reference the Finnish school shootings in September 2008, where 10 students 

were killed at a college. The purpose of the game is to kill as many students as possible. This 

is a game where there is no designed emotional attachment to the students, yet it succeeds in 

triggering people to think about the issues involved, both the school shooting itself, and the 

consequences thereof, and the presence of YouTube on the internet, and itôs apparent lack of 

censorship over videos that show bullying and other negative activities. 
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Figure 5. Finnish School Shooter, 2008 

 

Whilst this game wasnôt necessarily intended to communicate a particular message about the 

school shootings, I would suggest that it could be easily adapted to do so. Again, for me, the 

key would be creating an emotional link to the characters you are killing, and this would 

probably require a higher budget, and an ability to make the characters representative of 

children you are introduced to during an introductory video. Here of course the key is not 

affiliation, but rather attachment.   

A second solution I might offer, and one that has not been covered within the scope of this 

paper, would be to remove the agency from the player, or indeed to switch roles, and have a 

player helping his classmates avoid the shooter. In this case, the primary social emotion 

would become affiliation, and the game may become more powerful. 

The alternative that warrants consideration here is that the game may be attempting to make a 

statement about nihilism. In this case, my suggestions above would be counter-productive, 

with the intention being that the game is devoid of any of the emotional aspects discussed, 

indeed the intention may be to create contempt. Whether or not this is the case is something 

that can, of course, not be determined without directly asking the designers; however the 

possibility of such a design warrants mention.  


