Jane’s picks

My recommendations for the Top 10 Research Findings (in no particular order – yet!)
From the 2007 DiGRA Conference Proceedings (4 findings)

* “What’s My Game Character Worth – The Value Components of MMOG Characters”

Tomi Kujanpää, Tony Manninen, and Laura Vallius

Game Design and Research Unit
University of Oulu

Games covered: Asheron’s Call 2, Runescape, and WoW

In a world where avatar economies are exploding, this paper asks really relevant questions: “How does one’s game character gain value in online multiplayer game?” and “What are the elements that contribute to the overall virtual identity of a player?” These questions are relevant not only in game worlds where players are paying to design and upgrade avatars, but also in any game or world where having the ability to create “valuable” avatars would enhance gameplay experience.
The authors take a very vigorous analytical approach. As a framework for different game character value components, they use Nick Yee’s [27] categorization for “motivations of play in online games”. (Which is in itself awesome research.) From this framework, they identify three distinct kinds of avatar value: achievement, social, and immersion, with lots of examples of each.

The design take-aways will be easy to make – this paper provides many specific ways to make avatars more “valuable” to your player. And added value means longer-term investment in a game/world, potential revenue, and overall player satisfaction!

Also, big bonus: This paper has great charts and diagrams! (I am including some here)
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From the 2007 game studies volume Space Time Play (2 findings)

* “Gamespace”

Mark Wigley

Graduate School of Architecture
Columbia University, USA

Games covered: Nothing specific, I would add my own examples – ideally from genres/major games not addressed in any other studies to help balance the list
An intellectual essay by a world-reknown architect that explores the impact of the widespread ““Are you sure you want to exit the game?” moment as a way of thinking about “gamespace.”  It’s a nice change of pace from our previous top 10 lists – much more philosophical, not “research” per se but an important kind of intellectual game studies finding that we haven’t included as much in our previous lists.

In this article Wigley makes some great observations that will make for a punch presentation – like “Gamespace is the only space that mobiles and email don’t reach. There are no messages from another world because there is no other world.” How true is that!

Wigley’s most important argument, though, is this: “The real key to gamespace, like any other architecture, is the entrance and exit.” This finding is great for our top 10 list because it identifies a significant “under-designed” element of games that can apply across platform and genre. (Similar to our “Death is under-designed” finding from last year that was so popular.)

* “Playing With Friends and Families – The Current Scene of Reality-based Games in Beijing” 

Zhao Chen Ding

Game Program

Tsinghua University, Beijing

Games covered: “Seek Bou Journey”, “Killer Game”, and “Majoy”

This short essay is a bit like a “news editorial” analysis of the growing popularity of “reality-based games” in Beijing. It focuses on three case studies of highly popular games that are not “screen-based”: “Seek Bou Journey”, “Killer Game”, and “Majoy”. 
We’ve seen (and ignored) countless academic papers on prototype pervasive games and augmented reality games. But this essay is looking at and drawing together popular, commercial trends that seem much weightier to me than the typical CHI or Pervasive Computing paper on reality-based games. That’s why I’d like to include it in our list.

The extreme cultural pervasiveness and popularity of these games, which are digitally-enabled in various ways (mobile Web, PDAs, sensors, etc.) was really surprising to me – and I follow this stuff! For instance – I was pretty shocked to find out that a nationwide chain of gaming bars in China has developed its own game console for “Killer Game” (aka Werewolf or Mafia) that includes judging, player ID, and a PA system for telling players what to do, and that millions of players are using it.

The authors makes some interesting observations about why residents of a city like Beijing would warm up to strongly to these games, and why industry and government has embraced reality-based gaming there. But I would mostly emphasize this study as a kind of business-oriented finding – a way of suggesting a major imminent expansion of the game development industry – there is a lot of work to be done and money to be made in what is currently seen as quite a peripheral space. I think it would be great on our list as a kind of future signal for game developers. The analysis in the essay isn’t that amazing, but as something to have on your radar, it seems really important.

Ian’s picks

Percival, G., Wang, Y., and Tzanetakis, G. 2007. “Effective use of multimedia for computer-assisted musical instrument tutoring.” Proceedings of the international Workshop on Educational Multimedia and Multimedia Education (Augsburg, Bavaria, Germany, September 28 - 28, 2007). Emme ‘07. ACM, New York, NY, 67-76. http://doi.acm.org/10.1145/1290144.1290156 .

Games Covered: Dance Dance Revolution, Guitar Hero, LOOM

Country: Canada, Singapore

The study poses the question, how might computer musical instrumental tutoring combine with popular music videogames to help people learn to play real instruments as well as entertaining them. 

Since there is no binary correct/incorrect answers in music, as there are in mathematics, a computer tutor needs a way to explain why a gesture in a performance was wrong, not just that it was wrong (e.g. a note was out of tune, or incorrect, or the wrong tempo). The study outlines three goal areas for future work: enhancing the teacher’s lesson with the student(s), enhancing the student’s individual practice, and motivating the student. 

Enhancing practice is suggested as the most promising, e.g. generating exercies based on computational analysis of the kinds of pitch problems encountered.

Inspiration from and integration with other domains are suggested: Japanese kana-teaching in a 1980s JRPG shell (we might add Typing of the Dead); from games like LOOM and Guitar Hero. A digital violin trainer is offered as a test example, which combines avatar performance, video feedback, and a performance evaluator.

Takeaway: One of the common criticisms of Guitar Hero and its ilk is, why not learn to play for real. For the music performance genre to grow, it may want or need to incorporate new features. Practice-based training is one example, but the study at least suggests some places for the genre to go next. 

Bardzell, J., Bardzell, S., Birchler, C., and Ryan, W. 2007. Double dribble: illusionism, mixed reality, and the sports fan experience. In Proceedings of the international Conference on Advances in Computer Entertainment Technology (Salzburg, Austria, June 13 - 15, 2007). ACE '07, vol. 203. ACM, New York, NY, 216-219. http://doi.acm.org/10.1145/1255047.1255093.

Games Covered: Sports games generally

Country: USA

The way people experience sports is changing. First mass media became more common than live attendance at games, and now Internet-based access is starting to push TV aside as a dominant way for sports fans to participate with games, teams, etc. This article conducts a somewhat wild thought experiment: could there be a future for mixed-reality social games that might help teams better connect with fans and fans interact with each other and their teams more meaningfully?

The study’s goal was to mix the realities of a live professional sports game with a casual game of the same sport taking place in virtual space. Even though the fans’ performance in the virtual game cannot really affect the real game, the authors suggest that the illusion of transformation can be used to create compelling 

experiences even where transformations do not take place.

They created a prototype basketball game. Admittedly this solution might be somewhat wonky: there is an NBA “ghost player.” When the score changes in the real-life NBA game, play is interrupted in the virtual game, and an NBA “ghost” NPC appears, steals the ball, and scores in VR to increment the NBA score. After this animation, the ball is returned to the opposing team in the VR game, with the remaining participants serving as trash-talkers. 

Takeaway: whether or not this specific idea has merit isn’t really the point. Right now, integration of live sports in games is limited to advertisements and RSS-style news channels. The paper suggests that there’s a whole new world of untapped mixed-reality games -- not silly augmented reality or telepresence nonsense -- but games that draw on the broadcasts and data from real live or pre-recorded sports to alter a videogame experience. 

Dmitri Williams, Scott Caplan, and Li Xiong. “Can You Hear Me Now? The Impact of Voice in an Online Gaming Community.” Human Communication Research 33 (2007) 427–449.

Games Covered: World of Warcraft
Country: USA

Voice communication in games is becoming more popular. This article argues that it’s not just a convenient addition to play or an HCI-style increase in efficiency. An experimental design showed that people who play with each other using VoIP were happier and liked each other more than those who relied on text only.
Takeaway: If people like the game and each other, voice chat can make it stickier and more attractive
Aki Järvinen. “Communities of Nurturing.” Paper presented at Nordic Game 2007, Mälmo Sweden, May 15-16, 2007.

Games Covered: Animal Crossing, Nintendogs, Ico, Shadow of the Colossus

Country: Finland

More and more games are trying to draw on emotional spectrums broader than competition and conflict. Nurturing is one example. But how to do this? The article adapts emotion theory for game studies and design.

Game designs embody eliciting conditions for emotions. These emotions are valenced reactions towards agents events and objects. A theory of the cognitive structure of emotions suggests categories for such work: prospect-based emotions, fortunes of others emotions, attribution emotions, attraction emotions, well-being emotions. 

Current games privilege prospect-based emotions (those tied to an event) and attribution emotions (those that relate to the emotions of others). There is an unexplored design space in fortunes-of-others and attraction emotions. 

Fortunes-of-others:  eliciting empathy and altruism with game goals that benefit other game characters. Metaphoric context is important here (compare Ico to Thrust). Recognition, alignment, and allegiance are also paths to this goal (cf. Animal Crossing).

Takeaway: a more formal understanding of the psychological and cognitive patterns that help explain how successful games like Animal Crossing and Nintendogs, with their different emotional spectrums, work, leading to new, better implementations of similar goals. 
Mia’s picks
“The self-reflexive funhouse of Silent Hill”
Ewan Kirkland

Buckhinghamshire Chilterns University College, UK

Convergence

Games studied: Silent Hill series

The author studies the Silent Hill franchise and tackles the subject of game immersion. Essentially his argument is that the Silent Hill series has been so successful because (in part) it has broken with immersion, throwing the game player ‘outside’ of the game at various times. It does this through controls that feel clumsy or awkward, visuals that are so grotesque the player wants to look away at times or feel sick, and ‘on rails’ style of gameplay, amongh others. Those elements reinforce the games’ similarity to the horror (film) genre and end up enhancing the pleasure of the player. The author concludes:

“…the self- reflexive aspects of Silent Hill heighten rather than undermine the games’ horror effect. The games encourage critical reflection upon aspects of videogaming, while maintaining a visceral hold on the player. At times, these games manage both immersion and repulsion, and maybe in this tension lies the games’ most successful moments of horror, as well as points of touching emotion embodied in Heather’s final breakdown.”

I think what’s neat about this article is the challenge to our assumed idea that immersion=good. I can talk about how breaking immersion, when done well, can actually heighten emotion or resonance in a player.

“Playing an action video game reduces gender differences in spatial cognition”

Jing Feng, Ian Spence, and Jay Pratt

University of Toronto

Psychological Science

Games studied: Medal of Honor: Pacific Assault

This is a pretty technical article and I’ll need to read it through a couple more times before I fully grasp it, but the title pretty much sums it up. What I think is important here is that while most research has gone with player preferences and past knowledge that women didn’t like (probably because they weren’t as good at) certain types of games, this research shows that certain types of game abilities can be learned over time and thus games which utilize those abilities might be able to draw a larger audience if designed correctly.

The authors write:

“Playing an action video game can differentially enhance males’ and females’ performance on spatial tasks: Females showed larger improvements than males, such that prior gender differences were virtually eliminated (UFOV task) or reduced (MRT). Both males and females (with no prior video-gaming experience) in Experiment 2 either reached or closely approached the average UFOV performance of players in Experiment 1, and follow-up testing suggests that these gains were persistent.”

An emphasis or takeaway here could be something like ‘if you can design some elements of your game to appeal to a wider audience, some players who might not be as good as others at your game will gain the necessary skills as they go along.’ 

