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Chapter Introduction

[A]ll works of art, and more generally all pleasures of the mind -- from roller-coaster rides to 

gardening -- derive their pleasurability from the sequences of emotions they bring about. (K ubovy 

1999, 5.)

As the conclusion to chapter 9, I adapted the notion of user prerequisites for 

entertainment products by introducing player prerequisites that conceptualise the 

psychological thresholds for enjoying gaming encounters and embracing them voluntarily . I  

argued that games are a form of entertainment where human psyche is engaged in a more 

complex way than in many other forms of entertainment. I also set the scene for 

predicting and analysing the subsequent player behaviour , once the prerequisites are met, 

by taking the premise that the individual variations in player behaviour can be abstracted 

(to certain extent) into habituated responses, i.e. action tendencies in terms of emotion 

theories. Now, in this final chapter of part III, it is time to fulfill the promise of delivering 

the framework for concrete and practical analysis methods of player experience. The key 

concept will be eliciting conditions. I intend to prove that enjoying playing games is 

largely about enjoying the various stylized eliciting conditions that game systems afford 

for their players. 

 Players are the entities that make decisions on how to act in the gaming encounter , 

regardless of the breadth of choices. Game states, and the game elements configured into 

certain relationships in them, imply certain conditions for player choices, and it has been 

suggested that emotions in general inform choices. This takes place in similar fashion as 

when emotions help set priorities to conflicting goals. Game systems have tended to 

privilege the predictability of player behaviour by narrowing the choices available to 

players -- yet, there seems to be a movement towards open-ended game worlds where 

player creativity is given particular significance. Whatever the case, I suggest that we 

need to look at how emotions relate to theories about choice and decision-making.
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Emotions, Choice, and Decision-Making

In his book Strong Feelings: Emotion, Addiction, and Human Behavior  Jon Elster discusses 

the psychology of choice and emotions. According to him the Ô[a]bility to choose implies, 

minimally, sensitivity to expected rewards and punishments' (Elster 1999, 135). In practice,  

choice implies that if one has to make a choice between A and B, then the options have to 

have different consequences. Otherwise there is no choice, only a taking. The relevance 

for applied ludology lies in understanding the different types of choices that players are 

put to perform in games. Differently structured choices construe different eliciting 

conditions, and therefore it is useful to gain understanding of the psychology of choices -- 

in order to analyse and design meaningful choices into games.

 Elster distinguishes three levels of intentional action: 

! Action without choice:  Deliberate action that is insensitive to changes in the 

reward structure.

! Minimal choice : Deliberate action that can be modified by changes in the 

reward structure. Minimal choices are reward-sensitive choices.

! Rational choice: Deliberate action that stands in the right kind of relation to 

desires, beliefs, and information sets of the agent. It is based on the 

principle that Ôpeople make the most out of what they have, including their 

beliefs and their preferences.Õ (Elster 1999, 135Ð145.)

 

The point here is the relationship of the choice and its consequences, and the temporal 

distribution of the consequences. This can be roughly characterized with a distinction to 

short-term vs. long-term rewards -- a distinction which can also be conceptualised through  

goals rather than the rewards their attainment implies: Short-term and long-term goals, 

respectively (cf. Salen & Zimmerman 2004, 343Ð-4). Moreover, this distinction can be, 

more or less directly , mapped to the distinction between high and low-order goals (see 

chapter 6). The overall point, then, is to evaluate whether Elster Õs typology of choices is 

applicable for the purposes of ludological analysis and design tasks. In order to make 

conclusions about the applicability , we shall look more closely into the intricacies of 

choices and decision-making.
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Time and information as informer of choices

Elster discusses Ôtime discountingÕ as a variable on choices which is demonstrated by 

emotional dispositions. Dispositions affected by time discounting tend to privilege present,  

short-term rewards over future, long-term concerns (Elster 1999, 139). According to Elster,  

the reason behind time discounting is that Ôdistant prospects lose some of the cognitive 

vividness by virtue of which they can motivate behavior in the presentÕ  (Ibid. 147). 

This is relevant also in the context of games. In practice, players in a given game 

might adopt a strategy where they privilege choices and actions regarding the present 

game state as such, just in order to be able to take actions and make choices, and 

therefore they would not link their actions to the higher order goals which are also 

temporally and causally distant. An example could be found among two stereotypical 

players of Carcassonne from two extremes: A Ôvivid oneÕ would not play any farmer 

components onto her tiles, as they produce points only during the end game, and a 

ÔpatientÕ one who would only play farmers, subsequently gathering points only in the end 

game. I would suspect that most players of Carcassonne would hold the latter strategy as 

ÔdullÕ exactly because of its lack of cognitive vividness, i.e. short-term rewards, in the 

present. 

The hypothesis from time discounting would be that ÔflatÕ goal hierarchies, i.e. ones 

with 1) few goals of 2) equal order , privilege action in the present, i.e. paratelic 

motivation where the action itself is captivating enough to function as a source of 

enjoyment, and the result of the game (e.g., win or lose, high score, etc.) is of secondary 

importance. This claim seems to hold true for Tetris and other digital, so-called Ôcasual 

gamesÕ, such as Bejeweled , Zuma, etc. 

Belief information functions as one informer of choices!(Elster 1999, 147): R egarding 

games this means that oneÕs belief of what consequences choices will produce in the game  

system is crucial. Therefore the means and rhetoric with which the ruleset is 

communicated is in a major role. Misunderstandings of rules, and the causal reward 

structures they implicate, may lead to misinformed choices. Then again, unpredictability 

in the behaviour of the game system produces, in fact, imperfect belief information, 

which is probable to lead into eliciting conditions for , e.g., prospect-based emotions, such 

as hope, fears-confirmed, surprise, and suspense. However, this imperfectness lacks the 
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Ôillness and despairÕ of life outside the game. So whereas individuals are prone to minimise  

unpredictability in life, they are in principle willing to safely maximize it in games in 

fascination of safely experiencing the above type of emotions. Choices embodied into 

game elements, in gaming encounters, presents an actual instance where this kind of 

fascination can be exercised.

Impact of emotions on choices

Elster also writes about choice and emotion. Despite there are claims to the contrary , 

Elster argues that Ôemotions are involuntary undergone rather than consciously chosen, 

events rather than actionsÕ (Ibid. 150). He also notes that Ômost emotional experiences are  

greatly magnified if they take us by surpriseÕ  (Ibid. 151), which supports the role of 

unexpectedness as a global variable affecting the intensity of emotions. This is validated, 

again, with the counter-example of a game where every state and their outcome (and 

ultimately the winner) would be known to all players beforehand -Ð it hardly would 

produce an exciting and emotional game experience for its players due to the lack of 

intensity across emotion types. 

Elster distinguishes five aspects of whether and when emotion has impact on choice. 

Their relevance in light of games can be summarised to the following observations: 

Negative emotions such as fear, anger, and shame leave intentionality of choices intact but  

undermine reward sensitivity , and they thus relate to action without choices, e.g. mere 

survival (retaining status in the game) or revenge (choosing the ill fortune of others as 

primary goal). It is quite common that emotions leave reward sensitivity intact but 

undermine rationality -- thus they relate to minimal but not rational choice (ÔJumping to 

conclusionsÕ presents an example). In general, emotion leaves rationality intact across 

both mild and strong emotions, but Elster claims that it is debatable whether emotions 

could actually enhance rationality , as, e.g. Antonio Damasio (1996, 2004) has argued. 

(Elster 1999, 154Ñ9.) 

In terms of applied ludology , this means that games which elicit intensively emotional  

experiences presumably enhance replayability , as they privilege minimal choices and thus 

elicit subsequent ruminations of unwanted consequences. Time discounting, then, could be  

a game design pattern which modulates the ratio between the available choices, and the 

tempo in which they have to be made. Essentially this is what Tetris and other game 
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systems which increase the tempo of introducing new goals and, at the same time, narrow 

possibilities and/or time to take actions in light of the goal(s).

In summary, there is nothing dramatic about gamesÕ emotional nature in relation to 

the choices they put their players to perform. Rather , emotion has its role in managing 

goals as it does in life outside the gaming encounter . However, it is another question 

whether games, with their heightened form of goal-seeking, produce relatively higher 

baseline for emotional reactions, and thus their impact on choice would presumably be 

respectively more significant as well. The aspect of pretense (see chapter 7) affects this 

phenomenon as well. It could be called the general eliciting condition of the magic circle 

which draws from pretense and half-real aspects of the situation. 

The take-away for applied ludology here is a general understanding of different types  

of choices and their relation to emotions. This leads to my argument that the types of 

choices the players are given has consequences for player experiences, and whether the 

game has minimal or rational choices, or actions without choice -- or a variety of the 

different types according to certain kind of design -- presents an area of inquiry for 

applied ludology. The central game element in an analysis method like this would seem to 

be information, and how it is embodied as rules and attributes into other game elements. 

Consequently, they are the focus of player choices, and emotions.

This kind of analysis should focus on the type of choices a game has, and in what 

succession to they possibly follow each other . This is because these aspects of game 

system behaviour represent ways to embody eliciting conditions to particular game states, 

and thus they also represent means to modulate player behaviour . For example, a popular 

television game show such as Deal or No Deal (Endemol, 200x-), modulates player 

behaviour by giving the contestant sets of choices which are pure guesses (i.e. choosing 

briefcases and revaling the sums of money they contain), but interrupting this in certain 

rhythm by offering a deal which the player can ponder with certain information available 

to the contestant so that s/he can weigh the alternatives of taking the deal or not.

In terms of Elster Õs choice categories, the choices based on guessing do not really 

represent choices, as the player does not have any information to base the choices on. 

What happens is only a taking, even if there is a choice between a number of briefcases -- 

but, the player does not know the value of these components. The component attributes, 

in the form of sums of money , are revealed after the choice. Then again, this set of 
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illusory choices is structured into rounds, in between which there follows an offer based 

on the information revealed about the component attributes (the sums). The choice Ôdeal 

or no dealÕ, concerning the offer made, is reward-sensitive, yet when making the decision 

all information about the remaining component attributes is still not known, and thus it 

can be interpreted as being Ôno moreÕ than a minimal choice. Overall, it is important to 

note that the briefcases and sums of money present another way to embody the emotions 

of hope and fear, and suspense, into a combination of components and information, just as  

playing cards in our examples in the previous chapter . 

The above observations highlight an important note about emotionsÕ  dual role in 

decision making: Emotions not only shape our perceptions and weighing of choices but they  

also shape our perceptions of rewards (cf. Elster 1999, 163;165). This has direct 

consequences for performing game mechanics, and more precisely choices regarding them:  

when, which game mechanics, and how. We will next discuss what different approaches to 

these kinds of weighings, i.e. processes of decision-making, there is. From this 

perspective, player strategies can be seen as strategies in managing emotions.

How emotions influence players: Findings & Hypotheses

In the following, I will present a number of findings from psychological literature on 

emotions that I argue are relevant in the contexts of gaming encounters. In most cases, I 

will present hypothesis of their consequences to player behaviour . The overall purpose is 

to highlight emotional aspects of psychological principles, but also to find validation from 

academic psychological studies to the obviously compelling psychological game designs 

that game designers have produced mostly with the help of tacit knowledge. These 

hypothesis also build ground for an analysis method which focuces on game system 

behaviour. It is introduced in the first chapter of P art IV.

Moods influence decisions

In his paper ÔEmotion, cognition, and decision makingÕ, Norbert Schwarz (2000) writes 

about the influence of moods and emotions on cognitive processes. He summarises several 

findings: For instance that individuals are more likely to recall information from memory 

that is congruent with their current feelings. Also, individuals are more likely to make an 
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evaluation about any target more positively when they are happy rather than sad, and 

those in happy mood tend to overestimate the likelihood of positive events and 

underestimate the likelihood of negative events. Individuals feeling sad make the opposite  

evaluations. (Ibid. 433Ð4). Translated into player behaviour , this would constitute a 

hypothesis according to which players in a happy mood, i.e. players that are presumably 

having success in a game, take riskier opportunities and are willing to make more daring 

decisions than those feeling sad. Gambling serves as an example of gaming encounters 

where this hypothesis could be tested.

The above has to do with how players process the information a game system gives 

them, i.e. playersÕ cognitive processes, where cognitive abilities (see chapter 7) are 

stressed. Affective states influence these information processing strategies: Schwarz 

(ibid.) cites studies which show that individuals in happy mood rely on pre-existing 

knowledge, whereas individual in sad mood focus their attention to on-going details. In 

conclusion, it is evident that positive affective states allow individuals to rely on their 

routines and plan ahead, whereas negative states elicit attention to details of the present 

game state which is seen as problematic and something to be solved. Translated into the 

language of ludology, this might mean that an unhappy player is more prone to make bad 

choices in, e.g., Texas HoldÕem Poker.

Managing regret and disappointment

Psychological studies on decision-making have focused mostly on the emotions of regret 

and disappointment. These studies focus on expectancies of certain event, and how the 

confirmation or violation of expectancies are experienced. Basic findings conclude that 

regret is elicited by a process where a choice that is expected to produce the best result 

is taken, but the option turns out worse than the rejected ones . Even if the outcome is 

partially favourable it might elicit regret, because the rejected choices might have 

produced a more desirable result. Disappointment is experienced in cases where the 

unfavourable outcome is even worse than expected . (Zeelenberg et al. 2000, 522.) The 

hypothesis is that regret, even when the outcome was only partially favourable, leaves a 

player ruminating (see chapter 7) whether another choice or action would have been more  

successful: A higher stake would have given a higher reward, and so on. 
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There is general evidence that people experience stronger regret over acts of 

commission than omission, and that they emotionally amplify the effect of acts where they  

have made a decision that turns out wrong, rather than regretting acts of doing nothing. 

However, even though regrets over actions seem to be more painful in the short run, 

regrets over inactions feel more painful in the long run. (Studies cited in Schwarz 2000, 

436 & Zeelenberg at al. 2000, 526.) 

There is also evidence of individuals engaging in so-called regret management when 

faced with subsequent decisions after an initial one that caused regret. The subsequent 

decisions in a similar situation tend to be influenced by the experienced regret, which was  

illustrated in an experiment by Zeelenberg et al. where simple bidding game called 

Ultimatum was played in two rounds. During the second round, after gaining knowledge of 

the game system behaviour, players behaved in pursuit of diminishing current regret and 

minimising future regret. In case of disappointment, people are reluctant to make 

subsequent decisions, and begin feeling powerless and inactive, or rather do something 

different, such as pursue another goal. (Zeelenberg et al. 2000, 526Ð8.) 

As we have already seen, this is generally what emotions are capable of doing, i.e. 

they form priorities among multiple goals. Disappointment and the subsequent reluctance 

to continue are characteristic to situations where players get stuck on a specific challenge 

and there are no others available, or they lose sight of chances to succeed in attaining a 

goal. If there are no other goals available, playing is bound to cease, as boredom and 

anxiety take over excitement. The hypothesis is, therefore, that multiple, non-preventing 

goals in games prolong gaming encounters, or at least provide players with emotional 

safety nets. Introducing new goals embodied into game elements (e.g. characters / 

environments) seems to support this kind of player experience.

Generally in the context of games, regret management manifests especially in cases 

of goals that are pursued with game mechanics that require an assessment of allocation, 

whether the object/source of allocation is resources (as in bidding) or strength, for 

example. In a digital game such the athletics simulation Track & Field  (Konami 1984), a 

timing mechanic is used to determine the angle of flight or jump. P resumably a player 

clearly overrunning the line is bound to overcorrect the timing on the next try , whereas a 

player failing only by an inch tends to correct only slightly -- and presumably the same 

goes for the actual sport of triple jump. This example represents and example how 
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cognitive and/or psychomotor abilities are developed and fine-tuned regarding a goal that 

requires performing a game mechanic in a critical time frame, i.e. a timing mechanic 

(among others, such as accelerating and moving).

In any case, games are bound to elicit emotions of regret, as they force the player to 

take decisions and persuade them to commit to performing the gameÕ s mechanics and the 

goals they relate to. Thus eliciting regret, instead of the bleaker feeling of 

disappointment, is not necessarily a negative aspect to a game, because it can support the  

action tendencies of trying again and keep on playing the game. These kind of retries and 

Ôone more timeÕ attempts, which are very fundamental to playing games, constitute a case  

of so-called behavioural undoing: Active attempt to undo the unpleasant effects of the 

decisions that went wrong (Zeelenberg et al. 2000, 526). 

These findings become even more relevant when we ponder them in relation to a 

suggestion presented earlier. Replayability and memorability are amplified by games that 

are particularly succesful in inducing particular types of emotional reactions. Thus the 

hypothesis would be that multiple and non-preventing (sub)goals that are able to elicit 

regret, in a moderate fashion, seem to support replayability . The more detailed hypothesis  

would be that when multiple and non-preventing subgoals are embodied into specific 

configurations of component and environment elements, regret in a degree that 

encourages repeated gaming encounters is elicited. Games with such configurations 

include, e.g., Tetris , Bejeweled , and Zuma on the realm of digital games.

 

[IMAGES: Tetris, Bejeweled, Zuma, ...]

Strategies and hypothesis of decision-making, managing, and predicting emotions

Zeelenberg and his colleagues suggest that decision-makers use several different strategies  

in order to anticipate or avoid future regret and disappointment, i.e. negative emotions. 

These mutually inclusive strategies include (Zeelenberg at al. 2000, 534Ð7):

! avoiding decisions

! delaying decisions

! lowering expectancies

! investing more effort to gain a desired outcome
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! derogating the attractiveness of a desired outcome

! setting vague expectations that are harder to disconfirm 

If we look at game-related examples of similar strategies, respectively , first we can 

conclude that avoiding decisions is not really an available strategy , as any game requires 

the player to take actions of some kind. Then again, delaying decisions is a means to delay 

feedback of the outcome of the decision, and in games this is evident in the form of 

Ôanalysis paralysisÕ (cf. Holopainen & Bjšrk 2005, 352--3), i.e. a situation where a player 

tries to think every single option and consequence thoroughly , and the game state does not  

proceed because s/he does not make a choice by performing a game mechanic. (Analysis 

paralysis is mostly a symptom in turn-based games without time constraints.)

Frijda writes about emotions as heuristics that help in decision making: Humans 

cannot solve complex situations, such as incongruent goals, completely . Therefore 

emotional states organize our ready repertoires of action, as Frijda (1986, 258) suggests: 

Ôemotions are better than doing nothing, or than acting randomly , or than becoming lost in  

thoughtÕ. So even though stalling the game due to endless analytical thinking from one 

playerÕs part can be distressing to other players who await their turn, it would appear that  

the player experiences of some games, such as Chess, are based on it. Thus it could be 

suggested that a version of Chess with very low time limits for each move constitutes 

ÔEmotion ChessÕ. Then again, the game system might impose a rhythm that prevents the 

game from stalling, or even punish players in case of such conduct (Ôdelay of gameÕ as a 

cause of penalty, foul, yellow card, etc. in sports games). 

The third strategy was lowering of expectancies. It may take the form of prioritizing 

subgoals over another, such as only briefly monitoring and protecting one city in Missile 

Command (Atari, 1981) while actively protecting another , yet hoping that missiles would 

not hit the other city . In practice, lowering of expectancies is more often due to the player  

making a negative self-assessment concerning the abilities or probability that performing 

game mechanics (and the goals they relate to) require. 

The next strategy mentioned by Zeelenberg et al. is investment of extra effort. It is 

fundamental to many games: investing extra effort and care in performing the game 

mechanic tends to better the player Õs chance of succeeding. As we have seen, effort spent  

also functions as a local variable that affects prospect-based emotions.
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Derogating an outcome another way to manage emotions of disappointment. It is a 

coping strategy that manifests in individualsÕ inner dialogue of emotions, or in a social and  

communicative context of a game: The player downplays the result or its importance: ÔI 

was not expecting to win anywayÕ. Finally, the strategy of setting vague expectations 

refers to a disinterested player , or a player who does not really understand the behaviour 

of the game system, or its rules to start with, so s/he Ôjust plays alongÕ  to see what 

happens. From a design perspective, players derogating outcomes is not necessarily a good  

sign, as it displayes emotions of resignation, i.e. failure in persuading them to adapt goals-

of-self, and soforth an aroused disposition to the game: local and global variables affecting  

intensity of emotions subside into low degrees.

Also, in studies of responsibility , regret and disappointment by Zeelenberg et al. 

(2000, 523) they found that in the case of an suboptimal outcome, 

more disappointment was ascribed to a decision-maker when the negative outcome was the result of 

a random procedure than when it resulted from choice. 

So, seemingly random procedures enacted by the game system are potentially experienced  

as more disappointing than those that the player feels she can influence. This has 

consequences for the use of chance in determining player success, e.g., abandoning 

outcomes dictated by a dice or a draw . According to studies, regret is more closely related  

to agency of self than disappointment, whereas disappointment is more related to the 

agency of others than regret (ibid.). In this light, failing due to chance is bound to elicit 

disappointment rather than regret, and the game system can just as well be seen as an 

ÔotherÕ, i.e. an agent that is the source of the feeling of disappointment. If we return to 

the television game show Deal or No Deal , the chance-driven game mechanic of selecting 

the briefcases elicits disappointment, whereas making a ÔweighedÕ decision concerning the 

bankerÕs deal would elicit regret in case of an unfavourable outcome.

Social and par a-social aspects of decision-making

In a gaming encounter, decision-making may also take a social flavour . Hertel, Neuhof, 

Theuer, and Kerr studied individualsÕ willingness for cooperation in a chicken dilemma 

game, and found that players in a happy mood are likely to imitate the behaviour of other 

players, whereas players in a sad mood analyse the game system and base their moves on 

that analysis (Hertel et al. 2000, Schwarz 2000, 435). In other words, players in contrasting  
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moods choose different strategies to interpret the behaviour of the game system. 

Strikingly (?) the study showed that a happy mood did not increase willingness to 

cooperate in the game (ibid.). Anyhow, these findings can be linked to the general 

argument that emotions affect social judgment in particular (Frijda 1986, 283).

It is interesting to note that, in the light of this finding, the vast number of computer 

and video games designed exclusively for single player propose only the ÔsadÕ, analytical 

alternative. However , in my hypothesis this presents a case where the game system is 

perceived as an agent with certain behavioural schema that are scripted into ruleset 

procedures. This would explain anecdotal evidence on why disgruntled players often voice 

comments like ÔThis game is stupidÕ or ÔThis game sucksÕ at  the game itself. These kind of 

reactions are examples of so-called anthropomorphization, i.e. treating an inanimate 

object as a human being, with similar emotional intensity than real, living things (see 

Reeves & Nass 1998). In this case what is being anthropomorphized is the game system. 

With their ability to simulate complex phenomena with audiovisual means (such as 

character behaviour), digital games seem to support this kind of behavour in a stronger 

sense than, e.g., board games where emotions are channeled towards other players, as is 

the case also with tabletop and live action role-playing games, and sports games. 

Presumably, then, a game with characters is more probable to evoke such reactions (cf. 

Gee 2003), as characters-of-self and/or characters-of-system embody simulations of living 

beings with (simulated) emotions of their own. 

 In general, the use of characters presents evidence of how the theme element is 

used in ÔemotioneeringÕ game elements. This brings us closer to the so-called para-social 

emotions towards characters in forms of drama (which we touched upon earlier when 

discussing transportation theory). In a gaming encounter , there can be both social 

emotions (of the fortunes-of-others and attribution types) towards other players, and 

parasocial emotions towards fictional characters that are embodied into the component 

elements (as characters-of-self/other/system). As a result, emotions of nurturing are 

elicited through characters and/or environments, as such games as The Sims, Nintendogs ,  

Animal Crossing, and Viva Pinata  demonstrate.

Dolf Zillman has discussed the mechanisms that drama has for eliciting emotional 

involvement. Based on a number of empirical studies, he argues that emotional 

involvement is construed through emotional dispositions between empathy and 
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counterempathy, rather than through the process of identification with a character . 

According to ZillmanÕs (1994, 40) review, empathy can be conceptualised as any 

experience that is a response to Ôinformation about circumstances presumed to cause 

acute emotions in another individualÕ, and/or reaction to emotional experiences of 

another individual, and/or the actions of another individual when they are precipitated by 

acute emotional experiences. Empathy seems to be controlled by dispositions, such as 

whether the other is considered a friend or not (ibid. 45) -- which puts gaming encounters 

into a specific context, as friends can temporarily become ÔfoesÕ in the pretense of the 

magic circle. As Zillman points out, empathy is elicited through caring for the characters, 

and reversals of affective dispositions towards characters may greatly contribute to 

emotional involvement, i.e. when a foe turns into a friend; on opponent into a team-mate,  

or vice versa (ibid. 48--9). The conclusion at this point is that social and parasocial 

emotions have impact on decision-making processes, and thus also for player experiences 

as emotional sequences and the resulting moods (such as fellowship in the categories of 

LeBlanc & al.)

Overall in light of Games without Frontiers , these kinds of eliciting conditions are 

sought through thematisation via techniques of game rhetoric. How the eliciting conditiosn  

are embodied into game elements is an important aspect of this phenomenon, and we will 

return to it at the end of the chapter .

Humor elicitation vs Suspense elicitation

The fun-eliciting nature of gaming encounters has been already discussed, but it should be 

related to W yer & CollinsÕ (1992) theory of humor elicitation provides us with necessary 

principles for understanding the similarities and differences between how information is 

valued in humorous and competetive situations. It specifies the conditions in which humor 

is experienced in social and nonsocial situations, and discusses how the experience of 

humor is based on an interpretation of a specific type of stimulus event, and subsequent 

cognitive elaborations concerning the implications of the event. Following Michael ApterÕs 

(1989) theories, Wyer & Collins (1992, 666) write: ÔTo understand the dynamics of humor, 

all aspects of an informational experience must often be considered.Õ  I propose that with 

gaming encounters, the task regarding information remains largely the same.
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Wyer & Collins define humor-eliciting stimulus through various aspects, one of which 

is especially relevant in terms of games. They write:

The stimulus for the humorous reaction can be something that a person says, a nonverbal behavior 

that the person performs, or a combination of both. The stimulus event might also include 

nonbehavioral aspects of a situation. Indeed, a humorous response may often be stimulated by a 

number of verbal, nonverbal, and contextual features that are responded to as a configuration, none 

of which in isolation would be sufficient to elicit this response. (Ibid. 664.)

I argue that the stimulus of gaming encounters are configured in similar manner , as they 

produce co-behaviour of game states (of system) and emotional states (of players). In 

effect, gaming encounters can incorporate humor-eliciting stimuli, intentionally or 

unintentionally (which is another aspect of humor-eliciting simulus).  

According to Wyer & Collins, common conceptions of humor are based on Ôa sudden 

awareness of an incongruity between two objects or events, or the concepts associated 

with themÕ (ibid., 665). The awareness is achieved via a phasic process where, first, an 

incongruity is identified, and second, the incongruity is resolved or understood (ibid.). As 

the process is a problem-solving task of sorts, I argue that it can be likened to the process 

of identifying goals and their subsequent resolution. A process like this can also be seen as 

a form of conceptual blending, as discussed earlier , and moreover, understanding of 

metaphors, as Wyer & Collins also point out (ibid. 666). Thus they posit that Ôincongruity 

resolution may be necessary but not sufficent for humor elicitationÕ. 1 

Nonreplacement and diminishment are two important factors that affect humor 

elicitation. The first concept means that in a joke, the resolution and reinterpretation of 

the situation due to new information should not replace the interpretation that had 

appeared correct. In my interpretation, this postulate can be likened to a diegetic world 

of the joke that remains coherent from start to finish. However , the second concept, 

diminishment requires that:

The perception of reality that is established by the new information must in some sense be 

diminished in importance or value relative to the apparent reality that was first assumed. (Ibid., 

667.) 

Aki JŠrvinen //  Games Without Frontiers //  page  15

1 Wyers & Collins also discuss the processes of interpreting and cognitively elaborating the inferences of 
the humor-eliciting stimulus and situation. I will return to these aspects when discussing game rhetoric in 
chapter 13.



For example, slapstick humor is based on this principle, as the protagonists seem to hurt 

each other or themselves, but the realization that this is not the case, i.e. that it only 

appears to be so, elicits amusement through the principle of diminishment. 

Wyer & Collins point out that the reinterpretations that diminishment brings about do  

not apply to, e.g., new information revealed in connection with scientific discoveries or 

mystery stories. For the purposes of the theory under construction, dimishment highlights 

an important aspect of game systems, i.e. that the value of information in games mostly 

works in reverse fashion to humor, and similar fashion to mystery stories, especially . In 

Wyers & Collins words, what happens is that Ôthe reality that is implied by the new 

information is of greater importance or value than the original, and so amusement is not 

experiencedÕ (ibid., 668). Or , amusement is experienced through emotions of resignment 

or in ironical sense, for example when a player has bad luck or receives useless 

information that is already known. 

Predicting emotions

Studies on decision-making (as we learned above) have proceeded from the assumption 

that in making a decision, possible future emotions resulting from the chosen action are 

taken into consideration (Zeelenberg et al. 2000). Furthermore, it is argued that all 

decisions involve predictions of future feelings (Schwarz 2000, 436 citing March 1978). 

Decision-making has been seen to run primarily along the course of actual emotions, 

affective response, and anticipation of future emotion (Frijda cited in Zeelenberg et al. 

2000, 522). 

These arguments point out the nature of a game system as a kind of emotion engine, 

which not only elicits emotions from players but also leads them to predict their and 

fellow playersÕ future emotions during the game. Gaming encounter , thus, presents an 

Ôemotional huddleÕ of sorts, and in its center there lies a game system as an agent, the 

actions of which are predicted as well -- through trial and error of scripts and schemas 

that are channeled through game mechanics to the game elements and system behaviour .

However, there are findings that individualsÕ  intuitive theories of affective response 

may turn out incorrect and contribute to erroneous predictions of future feelings (studies 

cited in Schwarz 2000, 436). Individuals concentrate on a specific emotion-eliciting event 

while being ignorant of other variables that may influence their future feelings. 
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In a general level, K eith Oatley has noted that

Games afford the possibility of engaged participation in an activity that generates meaning, in ways 

that, like life, are partly unpredictable. But games are constructed to avoid some of the stresses that 

occur in the ordinary world and that lead to illness and despair . (Oatley 1992, 356.)

This would mean that future emotions predicted in the context of the game state at hand 

can not be thoroughly anticipated unless the behaviour of game system, including possible 

other players, is completely predictable. P art of the enchantment of the gaming encounter  

with its ÔmagicÕ frame of pretense, safety , and detachment, is the willingness to cope with  

uncertainty (cf. Oatley above). Therefore a completely predictable game with perfect 

information would not qualify as this particular kind of stimulus arrangement. A structural 

trait which is able to confine the spectrum of future emotions is the criteria with which 

the ruleset valorises player effort. It the criteria are highly binary , such as win/lose, the 

emotional axis of prediction runs roughly on the axis of joy--distress instead of more 

nuanced one, e.g. relief & pride -- disappointment & remorse. The latter would require 

more qualitative scope in the criteria of valorizing player effort, but as a consequence, it 

would more likely enable support for a broader set of emotions. This has to do with how 

eliciting conditions are embodied into the game system, and how this is communicated to 

players via game rhetoric. A more detailed analysis will start from the following pages.
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Eliciting conditions embodied into game elements

Based on the theories and hypotheses in the preceding chapters, I will close part III on the 

theory of player experience with an outline of how eliciting conditions have been 

embodied into game elements across various kinds of games. The premise is that gaming 

encounters afford eliciting conditions for emotions with three inter-woven aspects:

! the game elements themselves as embodiments of rules

! the game elements configured into a game state at a given moment in time

! the gaming encounter as a focused gathering of players in a certain context

The first aspect is evident, e.g., in the thematization of the elements with the help of a 

metaphor for the game system, such as a fantastic world with imaginary beings: as a 

component becomes character-of-self, e.g. Spider-Man or Hello K itty , it becomes to 

embody certain thematic eliciting conditions based on the character brands. This aspect 

relates to the global variable of sense of reality , i.e. suspense of disbelief and the sense of  

presence, but also to proximity .

The second aspect highlights the conditions for performing the game mechanics that 

the game affords, i.e. whether the game state is favourable for performing the game 

mechanics with oneÕs abilities, and in relation to oneÕ s current standing in the game. 

Finally, the numerous contexts of a gaming encounter set a baseline for the emerging 

eliciting conditions: for instance, an easy-going board game evening among friends most 

probably has different atmosphere regarding the playersÕ emotional dispositions and 

moods than a televised game of survival in a desert island. These aspects have to do with 

the global variables of arousal -- perceived ability to perform -- and unexpectedness.         

From these general premises we will proceed onto an analysis method, which 

presents an integration of the OCC model with the ÔECEGEÕ model (Eliciting Conditions 

Embodied into Game Elements). 

The challenge in this method grows out of component relationships: Is it possible to 

separate emotions towards an agent itself, and the actions of the very same agent? How 

do emotions relate to the distinction between player and, e.g., character-of-self -- i.e. 
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does one feel contempt for the character representing oneself in the game, or is there 

self-blame towards oneÕs own actions? 

Here we should try to apply the findings from the empirical studies introduced 

earlier, and treat them as general principles. R egarding the relationship between player 

and character-of-self, there is most likely both contempt -- i.e. counterempathy in 

ZillmannÕs (1994) terms -- and self-blame, but the balance is proportional to the 

thematization of the character and the game mechanics afforded to the character . In 

sports games, there is no divorce between a player and his or her role (which can be 

likened to a character), which means that the abilities to perform in the role, and thus in 

the game, are equal to oneÕs personal abilities. As a result, there is only self-blame. In 

other types of games, where the character Õs means to act are very restricted, it would 

seem to be more likely to feel contempt for the character and game system, than oneself. 

Avatars in games where the players can, e.g., verbally communicate and soforth express 

themselves more fully , the situation -- and the line between contempt and self-blame -- is,  

according to this hypothesis, somewhere in between the other two examples. In terms of 

emotional involvement, the process is moving from the axis of empathy and 

counterempathy to identification. The OCC model provides a solution to this dilemma with  

a local variable that conceptualises how the intensity of attribution emotions towards 

agents are affected: strength of cognitive unit is to account for cases Ôin which the person 

experiencing the emotion is not the actual agent even though the emotion is characterized  

as involving the self (i.e., the person experiencing the emotion) as the formal 

agentÕ (Ortony et al 1990, 77). In effect, the stronger the bond with the Ôcognitive unitÕ, 

e.g. how strongly the player identifies or (counter)emphatizes with the actual agent, the 

stronger the emotion. 

In the analysis that constitutes the table below , I have tried to take the emotions 

relating to game elements individually: for example, components are treated as separate 

from what the player (agent) does with them. This solution is due to the fact that the OCC  

model behind the analysis tries to encompass our ways of being in the world and 

consequently the whole spectrum of human emotions, and therefore, in its applied 

ludological form, it should cover gaming encounters comprehensively as well; it should 

cover games as worlds of objects, events, and agents. The distinctions between game 

elements are conceptual means that enable us to focus on details, i.e. the parts of a 
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system and the local variables affecting emotional intensity . This does not contradict the 

systemic view that the behaviour of a system where the parts interact, is more than a sum  

of its parts, and the dynamic combinations produce compound emotions, affectd by global 

variables (Sense of reality, Proximity , Unexpectedness, and Arousal). This complexity has 

to be acknowledged in any theory of player experiences as well.

Emotions as embodied into game elements

In the table below , each game element from the theory of game elements is analysed 

according to 

! its ownership status (self/other/system)

! a general description of its role in the gaming encounter

! examples of its embodiments in different games

! token examples of potential emotions identified towards the element from 

the perspective of self (according to the categories of the OCC model, see 

chapter 10)

! the subsequent emotion type that the token example belongs to

! the local variables affecting its intensity in game-related examples

Table: Eliciting conditions for emotions embodied into game elements according to their ownership in the gaming encounter .

Game element & 
ownership (when 
applicable)

General 
description of 
possible 
implementation

Examples from 
games

Token 
examples of 
emotions

Emotion type Local variables 
affecting 
intensity in 
game examples

Systemic elements

Component-of-self Something the 
player owns and/or 
manipulates

Own hand in Poker, ball 
in possession in sports 
team games (basketball, 
football, etc.), Briefcase 
in Deal or no Deal, cars 
& weapons in Grand 
Theft Auto series

affection, 
attraction-to

Attraction (to 
objects): Liking/
Disliking

Degree of 
appealingness & 
familiarity: how 
good the Poker 
hand is considered 
to be, how valuable 
the briefcase is 
believed to be in 
Deal or No Deal

Aki JŠrvinen //  Games Without Frontiers //  page  20



Game element & 
ownership (when 
applicable)

General 
description of 
possible 
implementation

Examples from 
games

Token 
examples of 
emotions

Emotion type Local variables 
affecting 
intensity in 
game examples

Component-of-other Something another 
player owns and/or 
manipulates

Other playerÕs hand in 
Poker, real estate and 
hotels in Monopoly, the 
ball when possession of 
opposing team/player in 
sports games

aversion, dislike / 
attraction-to

Attraction (to 
objects): Liking/
Disliking

Degree of 
appealingness & 
familiarity: how 
good the Poker 
hand of the other 
player is, how 
considerable a 
threat are the other 
playerÕs real estate 
in Monopoly

Component-of-system Something the 
game systems 
owns and/or 
manipulates

Tetris blocks, cars in 
Grand Theft Auto 
series, ball when in 
possession of neither 
team in sports games, 
other briefcases in Deal 
or no Deal, dealerÕs 
cards in Blackjack

As objects: 
aversion, dislike / 
affection, 
attraction-to 

As agents: 
admiration, 
appreciation, 
respect, contempt, 
thankful, anger, 
annoyance, 
irritation

Attraction (to 
objects): Liking/
Disliking

Attribution 
(agents) : 
Appreciation/
Reproach, 
Gratitude/Anger, 
Gratification/
Remorse 

Degree of 
appealingness & 
familiarity: the 
perceived 
suitability of a new 
block into the 
playerÕs plans in 
light of the game 
state in Tetris; 
assessment of the 
dealerÕs cards & 
prospects in light of 
win condition in 
Black Jack

Character-of-self Component-of-self 
thematized into a 
character

OneÕs figurine in Lord of  
the Rings: the 
Boardgame, oneÕs avatar 
in MMORPGs, Pac-man 
in Pac-man

As agent: pride/
embarrassment, 
feeling guilty, self-
blame, 

Attribution 
(agents) : 
Appreciation/
Reproach, 
Gratitude/Anger, 
Gratification/
Remorse

Well-being/
Attribution 
compounds 
(events-agents): 
Joy/Distress, 
Loss

Strength of 
cognitive unit, 
degree of judged 
praiseworthiness & 
role expectation-
deviation: how 
strongly the player 
identifies with the 
character, or feels 
empathy towards it

Character-of-other Component-of-
other thematized 
into a character

Other playersÕ figurines 
in board games or avatars 
in MMORPGs, ghosts in 
Pac-man Vs.

As agent: 
admiration, 
appreciation, 
respect, contempt, 
thankful, anger, 
annoyance, 
irritation

Attribution 
(agents) : 
Appreciation/
Reproach, 
Gratitude/Anger, 
Gratification/
Remorse 

Strength of 
cognitive unit, 
degree of judged 
praiseworthiness & 
role expectation-
deviation: how 
strongly the player 
feels empathy/
counterempathy 
towards other 
playersÕ characters

Character-of-system Component-of-
system thematized 
into a character

Non-player characters 
(NPCs) in online games, 
Ghosts in Pac-man, 
monsters in Doom

As agent: 
admiration, 
appreciation, 
respect, contempt, 
thankful, anger, 
annoyance, 
irritation

Attribution 
(agents) : 
Appreciation/
Reproach, 
Gratitude/Anger, 
Gratification/
Remorse 

Strength of 
cognitive unit, 
degree of judged 
praiseworthiness & 
role expectation-
deviation: how 
strongly the player 
feels empathy/
counterempathy 
towards characters-
of-system
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Game element & 
ownership (when 
applicable)

General 
description of 
possible 
implementation

Examples from 
games

Token 
examples of 
emotions

Emotion type Local variables 
affecting 
intensity in 
game examples

Environment-of-self A space or place in 
the game the player 
possesses and/or 
plays in/from

Occupied castle, road, or 
field in Carcassonne, 
owned real estate in 
Monopoly, goal in 
football or basket in 
basketball

As objects: 
affection, 
attraction-to

As agent: 
admiration, 
appreciation, 
respect, contempt, 
thankful, anger, 
annoyance, 
irritation

Attraction (to 
objects): Liking/
Disliking

Attribution 
(agents) : 
Appreciation/
Reproach, 
Gratitude/Anger, 
Gratification/
Remorse 

Degree of 
appealingness & 
familiarity: 
affection to 
environment in 
possession

Strength of 
cognitive unit, 
degree of judged 
praiseworthiness & 
role expectation-
deviation: how 
strongly the player 
identifies with the 
environment in 
possession

Environment-of-others A space or place in 
the game another 
player possesses 
and/or plays in/
from

Castles, roads, or fields 
in opponentÕs poseesion 
in Carcassonne, real 
estate owned by others in 
Monopoly, goal of 
opposing team in 
football, or basket in 
basketball

aversion, dislike / 
attraction-to

Attraction (to 
objects): Liking/
Disliking

Degree of 
appealingness & 
familiarity: 
affection or 
aversion towards 
environments in 
othersÕ possession

Environment-of-system A space or place in 
the game which is 
in the possession of 
the game system, 
or  where 
components-of-
system play from 

Unoccupied castles, 
roads or fields in 
Carcassonne, or real 
estate in Monopoly, 
game world or level in 
digital games, e.g. the 
research compound in 
Half-Life  or a ÔworldÕ in 
Super Mario Br os.

aversion, dislike / 
attraction-to

Attraction (to 
objects): Liking/
Disliking

Degree of 
appealingness & 
familiarity: 
affection or 
aversion towards 
environments in 
system possession

Compound 
elements

Ruleset Collection of all 
the rules of a game

Rulebooks, manuals, help 
sections

various, depending 
on possible 
thematization and 
how the ruleset is 
embodied into 
other elements and 
system procedures

Attribution 
(ruleset as 
agent) : 
Appreciation/
Reproach, 
Gratitude/Anger

degree of familiary 
as in understanding 
rules, degree of 
praiseworthiness 
regarding how 
ÔwellÕ the ruleset 
seems to work

Ruleset: Goals-of-self An objective that 
players have to 
complete

Protect the King, win a 
million dollars, score a 
goal, keep the game 
going

As events prospect: 
anticipation, 
excitement, 
expectancy, hope

As events 
confirmed: hopes-
realized, 
satisfaction, fears-
confirmed, worst 
fears realized 

As objects: 
affection, attracted-
to

Prospect-based 
(events): Hope, 
Fears-confirmed, 
Relief, 
Disappointment

Attraction (to 
objects): Liking/
Disliking

Degree of 
desirability & 
likelihood; intensity 
of hope; effort 
expended in 
attaining

Degree of 
appealingness & 
familiarity
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Game element & 
ownership (when 
applicable)

General 
description of 
possible 
implementation

Examples from 
games

Token 
examples of 
emotions

Emotion type Local variables 
affecting 
intensity in 
game examples

Ruleset: Goals-of-other; 
other as opponent

An objective that 
other players have 
to complete

Kill the King, win a 
million dollars, prevent a 
goal, stop the game

As events: worry, 
anxiety, scared

As objects: 
aversion, dislike

Prospect-based 
(relevant for 
self): Fear, Fears-
confirmed

Attraction (to 
objects): Liking/
Disliking

Degree of 
undesirability & 
likelihood; intensity 
of fear; effort 
expended in 
preventing

Degree of 
unappealingness & 
familiarity

Ruleset: Goals-of-other; 
other as team-mate

An objective that 
other players, as 
fellow players or 
team-mates have to 
complete

Provide a correct answer 
in Pictionary or Alias, 
prevent/score a goal

As events: 
delighted-for, 
happy-for / sorry-
for, compassion, 
pity, sympathy 

As objects: 
affection

Prospect-based 
(events): Hope, 
Fears-confirmed, 
Relief, 
Disappointment

Fortunes-of-
others: Happy-
for, Sorry-for, 
Resentment

Degree of 
desirability & 
likelihood; intensity 
of hope; effort 
expended in 
attaining

Deservedness/
undeservedness, 
Liking/unliking of 
other

Ruleset Procedures Events enacted by 
the game system 
(or its proxy) in 
order to govern 
rules

Rewarding players with 
winnings in Roulette, 
etc.; introducing new 
components in Tetris; 
calculating Score etc. in 
sports and various other 
games; dealing out cards 
or choices, scripted 
events in digital games 
such as Half -life

As events: 
anticipation, 
excitement, 
expectancy, hope, 
anxious, scared, 
worried

Prospect-based 
(events): Hope/
Fear, Satisfaction/
Fears-confirmed, 
Relief/
Disappointment, 
Shock, Pleasant 
Surprise, 
Suspense, 
Resignation, 
Hopelessness

degree of 
desirability/
undesirability

Game mechanics of-self A means afforded 
to the player for 
attaining goal(s)

Placing tiles in 
Carcassonne, betting 
and substituting cards in 
Poker, choosing in Deal 
or No Deal, shooting the 
ball in basketball/football

As events: 
anticipation, 
excitement, 
expectancy, hope, 
anxious, scared, 
worried

Prospect-based 
(events): Hope/
Fear, Satisfaction/
Fears-confirmed, 
Relief/
Disappointment, 
Shock, Pleasant 
Surprise, 
Suspense, 
Resignation, 
Hopelessness

Degree of 
desirability & 
likelihood; intensity 
of hope; effort 
expended in 
attaining

Game mechanics of-other 
(as opponent)

A means afforded 
to another player 
for attaining goal
(s), possibly 
different from the 
means of self

Capturing real estate in 
Monopoly, raising stake 
in Poker, 

As events: 
delighted-for, 
happy-for, 
compassion, pity, 
sympathy, sorry-
for, envy, jealousy, 
resentment, 
gloating, 
Schadenfreude 

Fortunes-of-
others (events): 
Happy-for/Sorry-
for, Resentment/
Gloating

Prospect-based 
(events): Hope/
Fear, Satisfaction/
Fears-confirmed, 
Relief/
Disappointment, 
Shock, Pleasant 
Surprise, 
Suspense, 
Resignation, 
Hopelessness 
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Game element & 
ownership (when 
applicable)

General 
description of 
possible 
implementation

Examples from 
games

Token 
examples of 
emotions

Emotion type Local variables 
affecting 
intensity in 
game examples

Theme The subject matter 
of the game; 
metaphor for the 
game as system

Real estate trade in 
Monopoly, murder 
mystery in Cluedo, 
supernatural horror in the 
Silent Hill  series

various, depending 
on game rhetoric

various, even 
though the 
Theme itself can 
be seen as and 
object based on 
its genre or the 
subject matter 
itself: Liking/
Disliking

Degree of 
appealingness/
unappealingness & 
familiarity: how 
appealing/
unappealing/
familair/unfamiliar 
the genre or the 
subject matter is

Interface Means to access 
game elements 
indirectly

Pinball cabins, slot 
machines, dance mats, 
guitar controller in 
Guitar  Hero, racing 
wheel controllers

As objects: 
attracted-to/
aversion

Attraction (to 
objects: liking/
disliking

Degree of 
appealingness/
unappealingness & 
familiarity: how 
appealing/
unappealing using 
the interface is

Information-of-self Information the 
player possesses 
about ruleset & 
other game 
elements, possibly 
different from 
information-of-
other

Poker hand, i.e. 
component attribute 
values 

As objects: 
attracted-to/
aversion

Attraction (to 
objects: liking/
disliking

Degree of 
appealingness/
unappealingness & 
familiarity: how 
useful or valuable 
the information is

Information-of-other Information other 
players possess 
about ruleset & 
other game 
elements, possibly 
different from 
information-of-self

The opponentÕs Poker 
hand, i.e. attribute values 
of components-of-other; 
answer to the question in 
Trivial Pursuit

As objects: 
attracted-to/
aversion, curiosity

Attraction (to 
objects: liking/
disliking

Degree of 
appealingness/
unappealingness & 
familiarity: how 
useful or valuable 
the information is, 
i.e. how desirable it 
is to gain for 
oneself (prospect)

Information-of-system Information the 
game system 
possesses about 
ruleset & other 
game elements, 
possibly different 
to information-of-
self and 
information-of-
other

Answers to questions in 
game shows, Trivial 
Pursuit, etc.; clues etc. in 
digital adventure games, 
information in possession 
of the game master in 
tabletop role-playing 
games  

As objects: 
attracted-to/
aversion, curiosity

Attraction (to 
objects: liking/
disliking

Degree of 
appealingness/
unappealingness & 
familiarity: how 
useful or valuable 
the information is, 
i.e. how desirable it 
is to gain for 
oneself (prospect)

Behavioural 
elements

Players - self Player him/herself OneÕs own performance 
and choices taken in a 
game

As agent: Pride/
self-reproach, 
gratification/
remorse

Well-being /
Attribution 
compounds

Degree of judged 
praiseworthiness, 
strenght of 
cognitive unit, role 
expectation-
deviation: how one 
judges oneÕs 
performance, to 
what degree does 
one identify with 
the gameÕs goals 
and other elements, 
does one deviate 
from oneÕs 
expectations 
regarding the 
gaming encounter

Aki JŠrvinen //  Games Without Frontiers //  page  24



Game element & 
ownership (when 
applicable)

General 
description of 
possible 
implementation

Examples from 
games

Token 
examples of 
emotions

Emotion type Local variables 
affecting 
intensity in 
game examples

Players - other Other players OthersÕ performances and 
choices taken in a game

As agent: 
Appreciation/
Reproach, Anger

Well-being /
Attribution 
compounds

Degree of judged 
praiseworthiness, 
role expectation-
deviation: how one 
judges othersÕ 
performances, do 
they play according 
to their abilities and 
roles

Players - system System as a player, 
e.g., a computer 
opponent

The behaviour of the 
system

As agent: 
Appreciation/
Reproach, Anger

As object: 
attracted-to/
aversion

Well-being /
Attribution 
compounds

Attraction

Degree of judged 
praiseworthiness, 
role expectation-
deviation: how one 
judges the 
behaviour of the 
game system, does 
it deviate from what 
one expects

Degree of (un)
appealingness & 
familiarity

Contexts-of-self The personal 
context of the 
player him/herself

OneÕs history with the 
game, oneÕs familiriaty 
with the game, 
relationships with the 
other players

As event: 
anticipation, 
excitement, 
expectancy, hope, 
anxious, scared, 
worried

Prospect-based 
(events): Hope/
Fear, Satisfaction/
Fears-confirmed, 
Relief/
Disappointment, 
Shock, Pleasant 
Surprise, 
Suspense, 
Resignation, 
Hopelessness

Degree of 
desirability & 
likelihood; intensity 
of hope; effort 
expended in 
attaining

Contexts-of-other The personal 
contexts of other 
players 

The othersÕ history with 
the game, their 
familiriaty with the 
game, the othersÕ 
relationship to oneself

As event: 
anticipation, 
excitement, 
expectancy, hope, 
anxious, scared, 
worried

As agent: 
Appreciation/
Reproach, Anger

Fortunes-of-
others (events): 
Happy-for/Sorry-
for, Resentment/
Gloating

Well-being /
Attribution 
compounds

Degree of 
desirability for 
oneself / other, 
deservedness, liking 
of others; degree of 
undesirability for 
other / oneself, 
undeservedness, 
unliking of other

Contexts-of-system The contexts of the 
gaming encounter

The place and time where 
the gaming encounter 
takes place, and various 
other possible factors that 
the context brings to the 
gaming encounter 

jubilant, pleasantly 
surprised, happy, 
euphoric, 
delighted / 
depressed, 
dissatisfied, grief, 
regret, upset, 
unhappy

Well-being /
Attribution 
compounds

degree of 
desirability / degree 
of undesirability

Eliciting conditions of game elements according to emotion types

As a summary of the table, let us see which elements are likely to afford which emotion 

types, i.e. take part in constructing respective eliciting conditions:
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! Prospect-based emotions: Goals-of-self, Game mechanics-of-self, 

Information-of-self/other/system, Interface, R uleset procedures, Context-of-

self/other

! Fortunes-of-others emotions: Goals-of-others, Game mechanics-of-others

! Attribution emotions: Character-of-self/other/system, Environment, 

Component-of-system

! Attraction emotions: Component-of-self/other/system, Environment-of-self/

other/system, Information-of-self/other/system

! Well-being emotions: Character-of-self/other/system, Players (self/other/

system), Context-of-system

It is worth pointing out the pervasiveness of goals in light of player experiences, once 

again: to whatever game element goals become embodied, it is that element that will 

elicit prospect-based emotions. For example, if the goal is to capture a certain space in 

the game environment, the environment element becomes to embody to prospect of 

having its ownership, even though the actual capturing will happen by performing a game 

mechanic designed for that purpose. Nevertheless, the combination of game mechanic and  

its rule-bound relation to the environment embodies also subsequent (as of yet potential) 

attraction emotions towards the environment, especially if another goal is to substitute 

the preceding instrumental goal of capturing, i.e. the goal transforms into a preservation 

goal of retaining ownership to the space (with subsequent game mechanics for attaining 

this goal). 

This example serves to show that it is difficult to categorize the eliciting conditions 

between game elements unambigously, as they take part in the dynamic whole of the 

game system. Therefore it is relevant to understand also how eliciting conditions combine 

into dynamic wholes, in game states.

Next, it is necessary to turn the tables, so to speak: I will present a number of 

examples how the above emotion types and their corresponding emotion-eliciting 

embodiments can be found in existing games.
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Examples of eliciting conditions specific to game elements and game 

states

This time we will move from the behavioural elements towards the systemic ones. Thus we 

will move from compound emotions to more specific emotion types. Finally , I will present 

examples of game states where the individual game elements combine into particular 

eliciting conditions:

Context-of-system eliciting well-being emotions

As was established earlier, the context of a game system and its gaming encounters can in 

theory be expanded endlessly. Thus the numerous contexts can bring various emotion-

eliciting potentials to an individual gaming encounter . In general, however , the context 

can support the more abstract well-being emotions of joy and distress by its familiarity or 

unfamiliariaty , for instance. A traditional, well known game with a lengthy historical 

context of providing social interaction, such as Backgammon in the street cafes of 

Instanbul or Petanque in the parks of Barcelona, may thus privilege well-being emotions 

where the gameÕs main role is the facilitation of the social event (a focused gathering) 

rather than in eliciting more specific prospect-based emotions, for example.

Other players eliciting well-being/attribution compound emotions

Relationships between players are bound to elicit emotions, and especially through players  

as agents, and through the events they are associated with. The reality television show  Big 

Brother can be seen as fundamentally dependent on this emotion type, i.e. that emotions 

of appreciation, reproach, gratitude, anger , and even love or hate emerge among the 

participants. In the game, due to its long duration, these emotions arguably function as 

constituents of long-term moods, but also dispositions towards others. 

However, less intense and more circumscribed emotions can be found in gaming 

encounters of lesser scale than a game broadcast via television. In general, continuous 

appraisals of other playersÕ performances and choices, and vice versa, appraisals by other 

of the choices and performance of oneself, elicit well-being and attribution emotions (with  

their relevant local variables) in any gaming encounter . 
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Goals-of-others eliciting fortunes-of-others emotions:

The emotion-eliciting potential of goals-of-others is especially important in gaming 

encounters where players are organised into pairs or teams, and especially if the members  

have different goals. For example, in football, the preventing goal of the goalkeeper has 

high relevance for field players, and the field playersÕ  achievement goals of scoring to the 

other end are as relevant to the goalkeeper . Both are potentially delighted for the other , 

or feel sympathy for the other Õs performance. Generally the attribution emotions between  

players can be seen to affect fortunes-of-others emotions: if one feels respect for a fellow 

player, even in case of an opponent, feeling sorry for his/her bad luck, for example, is a 

potential emotion.  

Information elements eliciting attr action and prospect-based emotions

An obvious attraction-eliciting example of information element would be jackpot 

information of casino or lottery games. The appealingness of large sums of money is bound 

to elicit attraction. In a game context, however , the ownership of the information, or 

components corresponding it, is conditional. Thus it presents a goal, which leads to the 

path of prospect-based emotions. 

An attribute value of a card can also elicit attraction, due to its scarcity within a 

game, or again, due to its location or existence being unknown. An ace or a trump card in 

card games presents an example. In the television game show Deal or No Deal , briefcases 

withhold information that correspond to sums of money . In the beginning, the player 

chooses one briefcase for himself, and this kind of ownership makes it an object with 

atrraction-eliciting potential, especially as its worth (in money) is not known. Once again, 

all the briefcases and the unknown information they contain provide prospect-based 

emotions.

It is possible that the information attribute is known, but it elicits attraction by 

marking the player Õs ownership to components or environment. This is the case in board 

games such as Carcassonne, or Ticket to Ride , where components do not carry any other 

importation than a specific colour , but the colour assigns them as components-of-self for a 

particular player , who should harbour emotions of attraction towards them if she enjoys 

the game and is willing to win.
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Game mechanics eliciting prospect-based emotions

When a game has a number of game mechanics for attaining the same goal, they expand 

the choices available to players -- which game mechanic could be the best for the 

prospect to be confirmed in a positive resolution? Choices like these elicit emotions. For 

example, choices between various submechanics thematized into the form of different 

weapons, as in many digital games with a war theme, present different propositions 

regarding attaining the goal.

Environment elements eliciting attr action and prospect-based emotions: 

If the ownership status of game environment, or parts of it, is in question -- i.e. it 

embodies a goal, then it is potentially attractive and as long as it is not in the player Õs 

possession, it presents a prospect. Go and Carcassonne present game environments that 

elicit emotions of attraction and prospect.

A specific location in the game environment might elicit emotions by embodying a 

specific rule, and thus also embodying a prospect. In race tracks, a finishing line is such a 

special location that embodies both victory and end conditions of the game. In basketball 

and football (and many other similar games), there are specific areas in the game 

environment that can be seen to elicit more intense goal monitoring than other areas: in 

football, the penalty area and goal mouth, and in basketball, the three-second area and 

the three-point perimeter . Then again, Monopoly  (as many other board games) elicits 

attraction and prospecty-based emotions through the distribution of its real estate: the 

high-rate areas and generally hotels emerge as such Ôhot spotsÕ of eliciting conditions as 

the game goes on.

Component elements eliciting attribution emotions: Char acters

Components elicit, through their material form and information attributes, attraction 

emotions, but they also embody eliciting conditions for attribution emotions, especially 

when they are thematised as characters, whether in the ownership of self, other , or 

system. With their advanced means of simulating behaviour , especially digital games have 

exemplified design of characters that elicit emotions such as appreciation and reproach. In  

the case of Nintendogs , for example, pride towards oneÕs virtual dog, or pride towards 

oneÕs sims in The Sims, is not out of the question either . Lara Croft of Tomb Raider  
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presents more obvious popular examples of character-of-self that elicits admiration not 

only through her virtual presence but by her simulated actions.

Other examples of how the use of simulated gestures and expressions function as 

emotion-eliciting features of components include the Yorda character of Ico. An interesting  

example is the game September 12th (Newsgaming.com, 2001), which uses weeping 

gestures and sounds of animated Iraqi civilian characters (as components-of-system) to 

convey the emotions of loss and anger to the player . 

However, the ability to elicit emotions through components as caharcters is arguably 

not a privilege of digital games. Figurines in board games reach for the similar emotion-

eliciting effects. Furthermore, they do not have to be detailed miniatyres, if the theme 

itself is familiar and influential enough: The simplified Sauron prop in Lord of the Rings: 

Board Game is an example of this. Marvel Heroes (2006) presents another kind of 

implementation (see image below), but nevertheless draws from the popular Marvel 

Comics universe. With Chess, the tradition of the game has assigned the K ing component 

such a lasting status, a father of all victory conditions so to speak, that it is bound to elicit  

emotions, however simplified its material presence.

Game states: Particular relations of game elements into emotion-eliciting 

configur ations

As the above examples already show, the emotion-eliciting feature of an individual game 

element is largely conceptual, as in player experiences the elements combine into 

sequences of emotions, the origins of which might be hard to distinguish individually . If 

there is a discernable object of study , it is a game state in a given moment of time with 

the elements configured into certain constellation. Therefore I will briefly discuss some 

examples of game states with particularly interesting consequences for eliciting 

conditions.

First, let us consider a typical slot machine game, with the victory condition of three 

of the same symbols on a horizontal line. Now , the symbols (fruits, numbers, or something 

similar) are the components-of-system, and they have been mapped to the environment 

element, which in this case is the three wheels which rotate once the handle (or ÔarmÕ) of 

the machine, i.e. the interface, has been pulled. As the victory condition is based on a 

three components aligned to a certain geometrical relations, an individual component as 
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such really does not have a significant emotion-eliciting value -- unless it appears as the 

second, and is the same as the first. In any case, the final and third component-of-system 

has the highest emotion-eliciting potential, as it decides whether there is a win or not. In 

fact, when the aligned combination of three is completed, it becomes a collective 

component-of-self for the player , as it will be compared to the combinations of three 

defined in the prize table. In other words, the moment when individual, and relatively 

meaningless individual components make a combination that has significance in light of 

the victory condition, is the most significant one. It constitutes a particular game state 

which triggers the inspection of victory condition, and therefore it is also the game state 

that embodies the resolution to the suspense provided by the rotating wheels. This means 

that the game states during which each symbol is unknown, and in the process of 

becoming known, i.e. the states when the wheels are rotating between each symbol 

stopping at its final position, are potentially more emotion-eliciting than the actual 

resolutions before the final and third one.  

Next, another interesting game state in the context of eliciting conditions for 

emotions is found in football. It is the penalty shot. As the ball is placed on the spot within  

the penalty area, the focus centres around only two players, when normally there are 

almost always more involved. In terms of the theory of game elements, components-of-

self and other get reduced, and the ownership status of the component-of-system (ball) is 

not under contest. The fluid continuation of one game state to another is suspended -- as 

it is during goal kicks, throw-ins, and corner kicks, but in the case of a penalty shot the 

possibility space regarding the following game states is dramatically reduced to two 

possible outcomes: goal or no goal. The game state thus embodies more predictable 

emotional outcomes than a random state during the game, and thus the local variable 

affecting the intensity of resulting emotions (from the suspense of hope + fear + 

uncertainty to satisfaction/fears-confirmed) is strengthened. The inevitable temporal 

delay that precedes the penalty kick also intensifies the prospect-based emotions by 

heightening arousal, as there is more time to consider the possible outcomes than in most 

ÔliveÕ scoring situations. The first game state in 100 meter sprint in athletics, combined 

with the Ôready-set-goÕ game rhetoric device, produces similar arousal and emotions of 

expectancy and suspense.
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In light of the penalty kick example, it is interesting to consider similar examples 

from other realms of games. In my interpretation, the choosing of briefcases afforded to 

the player in the television game show Deal or No Deal is rather similar . If the game show 

would reach a final game state where 1 cent and a million dollars would remain, when the 

following ruleset procedure would be to open the player Õs briefcase, the situation would 

be comparable, in its eliciting conditions, to the deciding kick of a penalty shootout of the  

World Cup. The ultimate game state in this category would be, of course, each round of 

Russian Roulette -- where the possible resolutions are polarized to the extreme: life vs. 

death.

Interesting configurations of game states do not have to be as grand in scale as the 

preceding examples. In games like Bejeweled, Texas HoldÕem Poker, Go, and Tetris, there 

are numerous game states where the combination of components and their configuration 

on the game environment leave a prospective space open for future components to be 

placed on. 2 For example, in Tetris an individual space open on a near-complete row , or in 

the above slot machine example an alignment of two of the same symbols awaiting for the  

third, would present instances of such game states which have particular emotion-eliciting  

potential. They signal prospects for game mechanics, as they highlight a promise of an 

attained goal. 

The above examples were meant to give evidence of the emotion-eliciting potential 

and power of game elements and their configurations into game states across the realm of 

games. We will encounter more of similar findings in P art V, where specific case studies 

with similar research questions are put forward. 

Conclusions for the theory of player experience

For the sake of analysis it is relevant to study player experiences as sequences of 

emotions, which transform into one another as game states, game elements, and gaming 

encounters transform  during the behaviour of the game system. This means that the ways 

in which compound elements, such as game mechanics, combine game elements into 

another present essentially also combinations of emotion types, their eliciting conditions, 

and action tendencies. First, this is in line with the generally accepted phasic nature of 
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emotions. Second, it is the transformations (from hope to fears-confirmed, etc.) that 

produce emotionally involving player experiences.

Thus we need to dissect the emotional sequences, because it enables us to distinguish  

different generic principles -- or , patterns --  regarding how games afford emotional 

experiences. Focusing on these combinations also allows us to pay closer attention to the 

global and local variables that affect their intensity , and treat them in game-specific, 

ludological manner. As a result, I argue that we are able to analyse also how the variables 

are embodied into game states (including players & contexts). The question for the 

analysis becomes:  How are the variables, global ones such as unexpectedness and 

proximity , and local ones such as degree of desirability  with likelihood  affecting the 

intensity of hope, ÔtranslatedÕ into the ruleset of the game, and soforth its embodiment 

into game elements and their configurations in a game state. The question for design 

becomes: How could one set combinations of such variables as Ôdesign driversÕ -- i.e. 

conduct emotion-centred design that proceeds from psychological principles to design and 

implementation of game elements and their interaction.

Another challenge concerns interpreting game elements in light of the three-fold 

distinction to events, agents, and objects. For example: Should the information element 

be treated as an object, agent, or an event? Information is of no use in a game, if the 

player or the system can not use it for a specific purpose. Thus information as a compound 

game element always implies agency, i.e. it is used for some purpose in an event by an 

agent. Because of this practical function in relation to goals, it does have value that 

affords object-related emotion types as well. In fact, it is the aspect of game elements as 

affordances, through their embodiments of rules, that they always and already imply 

agency, i.e. what they afford the player to do -- or by negation, prevent the player from 

doing. In conclusion, the overall player experience emerges out of sequences of game 

system behaviour, rather than isolated game elements.
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