Agency in and Around Videogames

Bettina Bodi

Thesis submitted to the University of Nottingham for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy

October 2020



Abstract

This thesis conceptualises player agency in avatar-based videogames as an affordance
of game design (Gibson 1979). By examining how agency is discussed in different
discourses surrounding videogames, such as those of game studies and game design,
it puts forward a multidimensional heuristic framework for conceptualising agency in
avatar-based games. Game studios with a particular design focus that draw on ‘game
design lineages’ (Bateman and Zagal 2018) feature as case studies to demonstrate the
analytical power of this framework, examining how agency is designed, and how
developers discuss how it is designed. The combined methods of textual and
paratextual analysis provides insight not only into how game designers think about
agency but also into how design intentions can translate into features of the released
game. Such an approach facilitates a way of looking at agency as designed, which is
informed by the vocabularies of academic discussions concerning videogames, as well
as the language used to refer to these phenomena by industry practitioners, thereby

grounding abstract theory in production practices and discourses.
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Introduction

We have developed methods for capturing sights: drawing, painting,
photography and film. We have developed methods for capturing sounds:
written music, recording technologies, and wooden duck calls. We have even
developed methods for capturing sequences of action to be performed—
cookbook directions, dance choreography, and stage directions.

Games are a method for capturing forms of agency.

C. T.Nguyen 2020: 18

Technological advancement makes it possible for videogames! to offer increasingly
complex gameplay experiences (Dovey and Kennedy 2006: 51; Kerr 2017: 29-30).
This is perhaps even more powerfully felt now that we are on the doorstep of the next
console cycle, with PlayStation 5 and Xbox Series X set to launch in late 2020, and
Microsoft Flight Simulator 2020 (Asobo), a game which recreates Earth’s detailed
geography, live traffic, dynamic weather, and its every airport using Bing Maps and
Microsoft Azure’s Al, having come out to PC in August 2020. With more
sophisticated hardware and software comes more complex content, and the more
power the player is promised to have over said content, the more attractive and
marketable the product is—as seen, for example, throughout the marketing campaign
leading up to the release of The Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild (Nintendo 2017),
which offers the vast open world of Hyrule, the biggest and most homogenous one in
the franchise yet.2 This tendency to aspire for games offering more agency is ever so
apparent when looking at the kinds of products videogame publishers have been
favouring over the past decade or so: The Witcher (CD Projekt Red 2007-), Assassin’s
Creed (Ubisoft 2007-), Elder Scrolls (Bethesda 1994-), or Red Dead Redemption
(Rockstar 2010), just to name a few, are all videogame franchises with numerous

instalments, all designed as open worlds where the player has more freedom to do as



they please compared to other, more restricted videogames. Recent installations of
long-standing franchises offering linear gameplay also embraced this trend. For
example Call of Duty: Modern Warfare’s Spec Ops mode (Infinity Ward 2019) and
Call of Duty: Warzone (Infinity Ward 2020) both feature more player freedom than
previous instalments of the franchise, as does Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain
(Kojima Productions 2015). This thesis will look into how this freedom to act is
discussed by designers, and how that in turn reflects in their design principles. It will
explore salient case studies to discover what these discourses around player action

reveal about the nature of agency and game design.

Game studies is a vast interdisciplinary field, with clusters like education,
humanities/social sciences, or computer science (Karhulahti and Koskimaa 2019;
Martin 2018). That being said, as Deterding (2017) points out, a divide seems to be
emerging, as human-computer interaction and communication researchers are
increasingly favouring their respective disciplinary outlets. This observation is
supported by the findings of two recently conducted meta-analyses into the state of
digital games research, where the more technically oriented survey (Nguyen et al.
2018) and a more humanities and social sciences oriented one (Quandt et al. 2015)
both pointed out that the other was notably missing from their datasets. Such a growing
divide reduces the opportunities for knowledge exchange. Valuable and useful critical
observations about how game design works, or could work, can be made from a
perspective not necessarily informed by the observer’s own design practice. Collins
(2004) calls this ‘interactional expertise’, or ‘the ability to converse expertly about a
practical skill or expertise, but without being able to practice it, learned through

linguistic socialisation among the practitioners’ (ibid. 125). My ‘interactional



expertise’, cultivated over the years by playing and talking about games, reading
design textbooks and forums, and attending the Game Design Workshop at GDC 2016,
give value to my contribution to the scholarship not as a designer, but as a consumer
of design. As such, this thesis will demonstrate that there is a space for non-practical

expertise in better understanding game design.®

There are numerous different ways in which games and the industry that makes them
can be studied, such as looking at the games themselves, how they are structured, or
how they convey meaning (see, e.g., Atkins 2003; Juul 2005; Ryan 2006; Wardrip-
Fruin 2009); observing players to see how they make sense of games, or what playing
means for them (see, e.g., Gallagher 2017; Taylor 2006, 2018); or asking questions
about how games are made, and what impact circumstances of production have on
gameplay experiences offered (see, e.g., Benjamin and Keogh 2019; Deuze 2007:
123-144; Dovey and Kennedy 2006; Kerr 2006, 2011, 2017). This thesis pursues a
design-oriented approach towards studying videogames and is concerned with better
understanding player agency from this perspective. As such, it follows in the footsteps
of similar studies that link agency to game mechanics (see, e.g., Boonen and Mieritz
2018; Cheng 2007; Habel and Kooyman 2014; Harrell and Zhu 2009; Jgrgensen
2003a; King and Krzywinska 2006; Sicart 2008), as opposed to approaches with a
more narrow understanding of agency as a player’s ability to change the course of a
videogame’s story (see, e.g., Domsch 2013; Hammond et al. 2007; Stang 2019;
Tanenbaum and Tanenbaum 2009, 2010). That being said, several of the above listed
contributions at least acknowledge, if not explicitly draw on, Janet Murray’s widely
cited definition of agency as the ‘the satisfying power to take meaningful action and

see the results of our decisions and choices’ (Murray 1997: 126). This definition, | will



argue, and the broader discussion within which it sits, frames agency as a concept
relevant to videogames’ narrativity, and is therefore somewhat limited. However,
Murray does make some observations in the broader discussion of agency which are
concerned with what she calls different parts of the ‘game structure’ (ibid. 129-140),
and this will be the starting point for the multidimensional conceptualisation of agency

presented in this thesis.

My conceptualisation of agency draws on J. J. Gibson’s affordance theory, and frames
agency as an affordance of game design (Gibson 1979). The aim is to examine how
agency is conceptualised in different areas surrounding digital games, focusing on
game studies and game design discourse, and to synthesise the findings to create a
multidimensional heuristic framework for conceptualising agency in avatar-based
games. In order to demonstrate its analytical power, as well as to explore how applying
the framework to specific examples can bring added value to its foundations, | will
look at three case studies. They will focus on individual games, the first two being part
of franchises, and the last one being a stand-alone title, created by game studios with
a particular design focus that draws on ‘game design lineages’ (Bateman and Zagal
2018), i.e. traceable lines of inspiration and evolution in game design practice over
time, as enabled by technological progress and player practices. As such, the case
studies, in part, offer a historical narrative of studios keeping such game design
lineages alive, reconstructed primarily using the respective studios’ communications.
By framing the case study games and the studios that produced them as exemplifying
game design lineages, rather than describing them in terms of genre, which tends to
lack connotative consistency, | can observe not only how the games as artifacts afford

and limit agency, but also why that may be.



The method | chose for this contribution is twofold. First, a paratextual analysis is
conducted to establish what I call the design ethos of each studio. The word éthos is
of Greek origin and can broadly be translated as the character of a person, a
community, or an ideology.* In this vein, this thesis posits that we can reconstruct the
design ethos of a game studio by looking at how the studio in question communicates
their professional and artistic identity, what the aesthetics are of the games they
produce over time, and how these are reported on in trade press and in journalistic
outlets. Although such texts are often generated with promotional® intent in mind, and
therefore need to be considered with a proverbial pinch of salt, the videogame industry
is notoriously secretive (see, e.g., Foxman and Nieborg 2016; O’Donnell 2014), and
S0 turning to sources like game reviews is a productive way around the invisible wall.
Journalistic coverage of videogames often features suggestions for best play practice,
and also speak to socio-historical context, state of the industry, technology, and trends,
as well as containing recommendations for improving design, and hypotheses about
design intention which exhibit various degrees of educated guessing, as found by for

example Zagal and colleagues (2009: 221).

In this thesis, I will use ‘paratext’ to refer to such materials generated around the actual
videogames themselves. The term ‘paratext’ was coined by Gerard Genette (1997a
[1982]) to refer to materials that surround a literary text, created by the author, the
editor, or others partaking in the publishing of a book.® While this notion has certainly
appeared in game studies before (see, e.g., Aarseth 1997; Consalvo 2007; Jones 2008;
Newman 2008), and neighbouring media disciplines, such as film and TV studies,
have long embraced the analytical value of such sources (see, e.g., Caldwell 2011;

Grainge and Johnson 2015; Gray 2010; Hesford 2013), it has only been in recent years
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that the notion of ‘paratext’ has begun to creep in from the periphery in game studies
(see, e.g., Booth 2015; Consalvo 2017; Dunne 2016; Fernandez-Vara 2015; Svelch
2020; Vollans et al. 2017; Wright 2018), with some scholars still opting for alternative
terms (see, e.g., ‘additions’ in Chapman 2016: 269). So how does this thesis

conceptualise paratexts?

While Genette’s original work did elevate previously dismissed and ancillary
materials to the status of worthy subject of critical inquiry, he still suggested a
hierarchical relationship between the text and what surrounds it, and insisted that the
author needs to authenticate such addendums, or else they cannot be considered
paratexts (Genette 1997b: 9 [1987]). This hierarchy was reversed in game studies,
most notably, by Consalvo (2007), who argued that paratexts shape gameplay
experiences ‘regardless of the actual game itself” (ibid. 8). Consalvo expanded the
meaning of paratext in the context of videogames to encompass everything that
surrounds games, such as magazines, strategy guides, and conventions, arguing that
there is a paratexts industry that generates and manages such ancillary materials (ibid.
22-39). This expansion was not without risk, and, as Svelch (2020: n.p.) points out,
the concept of videogame paratexts got so over-inflated that some even used it to
describe such things as tie-in novels and web series. In this thesis | understand
paratextual evidence as primarily including journalistic coverage (both subject
specialist and more general); the trade press; conventions, conferences, and other trade
events; analogue and digital marketing and advertising, such as packaging, TV spots,
and trailers; developer, or ‘dev’ blogs; and official websites, blogs, forums, and
verified social media accounts of games, studios, publishers, individual developers,

and other participants in the production and distribution of videogames such as



hardware and software companies. This way, my understanding of paratextual
materials is somewhat more expansive than Genette’s original definition but is also
not so broad as to include all related materials that would venture over into other
realms, such as transmedia expansions.’ By using paratextual analysis, this thesis takes
into account the technological, economic, and socio-cultural context within which

decisions about player agency are made.

Second, having established the design ethos of the studios in question, in the respective
case study chapters I move on to look at how the latest (at the time of writing) games
from the selected studios afford and limit player action, using the method of ‘textual
analysis’. In general, such qualitative study of videogames is an established
methodology, though often deployed under different monikers (e.g., ‘action analysis’
in Jorgensen 2003a; ‘close playing’ in Bizzocchi and Tanenbaum 2011). Although
‘textual’ has been, on occasion, used to describe specifically components of games
that are literally represented via written word (see, e.g., Newman 2008: 48),
conceptualising a videogame as a whole as ‘text’ in a broad sense, and therefore
critical engagement with said whole as ‘textual analysis’ is not novel (see, e.g.,
Consalvo and Dutton 2006; Kennedy 2002; Krzywinska 2003). In this thesis | will use
‘textual analysis’ as applied to the study of videogames by Fernandez-Vara (2015).
More specifically, the textual analysis conducted here focuses less on the meanings
videogames create and how those meanings could be interpreted by different
audiences, and more on how the elements that have the potential to generate meanings
are arranged. In other words, it is interested in what Fernandez-Vara calls the ‘formal
aspects’ (ibid. 117-172) of the videogames in question, such as game mechanics or

level design, which afford and constrain the possibility space for player action.®



The thesis is structured into four chapters, with Chapter 1 dedicated to the proposed
theoretical approach, and remaining chapters to a case study each. Chapter 1 begins
with a survey of game design and game studies literature, focused on how agency has
been used, defined, and debated over the past decades. | will highlight the common
denominators within respective traditions, in order to articulate a conceptualisation of
agency that speaks to the threads that emerge. This chapter will also present my
conceptualisation of agency as the possibility space for avatar action as afforded and
constrained by game design. | will then, relying on both game studies and game design
discourses, map the four dimensions in which | argue player action can be most
prominently realised in. In simple terms, I will distinguish between agency in space,
in time, by allowing customisation of the avatar and its surroundings, and over
narratively charged content. This chapter will 1) identify and evaluate prominent
perspectives on agency across disciplines; 2) extract common themes that appear
across literature to be used pillars for a conceptualisation of agency and 3) distinguish
between multiple dimensions across which player agency as expressed via avatar

action can manifest during gameplay.

The following Chapters 2, 3, and 4 are dedicated to case studies of game studios that
make avatar-based videogames, to examine how dimensions of agency support and
undermine each other, and also to explore how individual contexts enrich the
foundations of the heuristic framework. Naughty Dog, and their Indiana-Jonesian
action-adventure game Uncharted 4: A Thief’s End (2016) in Chapter 2 is the first case
study of this thesis because it exemplifies a very high degree of designer control over

player action, and subsequently, player progression. As such, the application of the



conceptualisation of agency proposed in this thesis, along with the multidimensional
heuristic framework, onto a game that may at first seem so devoid of player agency
highlights the analytical power of both. Exploring the studio’s design history of the
studio and the Uncharted franchise allows me to consider how the player’s ability to
act is discussed by developers coming from a fairly standard videogame production
environment and adhering to a traditional press cycle, where the studio’s design ethos
and the franchise’s brand identity remains relatively intact over the years. It also
enables me to examine in what dimensions player action is afforded or constrained in
the traditional 1990s genre of platforming, and trace how this design lineage evolved
over the past two decades. This case study chapter will also introduce the notion of
cinematic design, survey how this quality is conceptualised by developers, what this
means for agency across dimensions, and compare these discussions to how a

cinematic quality is achieved in the final product.

Chapter 3 is dedicated to the second case study of BioWare and their action role-
playing game in a science-fiction setting, Mass Effect: Andromeda (2017). It is a
counter example to the previous chapter, whereby both the design ethos of the studio
and the brand identity of the franchise changed over the years. This chapter shows
how changes in the composition of development and leadership teams, publishers,
production pipelines, and technologies can impact player agency, and what
consequences that has on the identity of the franchise. Moreover, it traces the evolution
of the design lineage of role-playing games, and their subsequent merging with action-
adventure design principles particularly in the AAA market, in terms of agency
dimensions. By looking at an open world game whose gameplay is characterised by

comparatively less salient designer control than the previous case study, this chapter



demonstrates the dynamic nature of agency dimensions and how they support each
other, but it also shows how they can undermine each other and therefore obstruct

meaningful play.

The final case study in Chapter 4 focuses on System Era’s sandbox survival crafting
game Astroneer (2019) and expands the scope of my inquiry by applying the heuristic
framework to not just a different game design model, but also a different production
context. As the studio was founded by former AAA developers who went independent,
this case study is an opportunity to show how differently, compared to the other case
studies, the game is produced, and how differently design intention is communicated
with regards to player action. In this way, this case study is a good contrast to the
previous two case study examples, which were both AAA games. Since System Era is
a relatively young studio and, as such, there was not much in line of a design history
to examine, this example instead allowed me to discuss what independence means in
the context of videogames, and what implications that has for player agency. At the
same time, the game exemplifies a game design lineage of survival crafting sandbox
games stemming from Minecraft. The relatively few constraints that such a game
places on player action make this an illustrative final case study that affords agency

across dimension.

The ways in which videogames afford agency changes with the evolution of
technology and diversification of production practices. This thesis contributes to our
understanding of agency in videogames by offering a conceptualisation informed by
game design and an analytical framework that speaks to multiple dimensions in which

avatar action can be realised, and as such is flexible and could adapt to this

10



diversification. It provides a detailed examination of agency within a particular slice
of the current videogame landscape, by tracing how different production contexts
communicate design intention over time, and also how now-ubiquitous models of
game design evolved in terms of how they afford and constrain player action. By doing

so, this thesis brings to light agency dynamics in and around videogames.
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Chapter 1. Heuristic Framework for
Analysing Player Agency in Avatar-based
Games

Understanding Agency
The notion of agency is generally understood to refer to our ability to act in the world,

within the societal context that prescribes our everyday life. As such, thinkers
interested in the human condition, such as philosophers, sociologists and
anthropologists, have long been preoccupied with the meaning and impact of the term.
Martin Heidegger (1977 [1932]) wrote that in the new technological age everything is
either a representation (or picture), or a spectator of said representation, and therefore
human agency is manifest in this cycle of expression and spectatorship. Michel
Foucault (1982) saw agency as only ever existing as determined by power relations
and argued that it is therefore conditioned by these relations. Sociologist Anthony
Giddens (1984) famously argued for something similar in his ‘structuration theory’,
where he attempted to reconcile a tension between whether it is societal structure, or
human agency which moulds our behaviour. Within the context of science and
technology studies, Bruno Latour (2005) expanded the notion of agency as part of his
Actor-Network Theory, when he argued that not only human actors, but nonhuman
actors, too, can be part of networks within structures of society and natural ecology.
The concept of empowered ability to take action is also ubiquitous in media studies,
not only with regard to media reception (e.g., ‘interpretive inference’ in Bordwell
1989; ‘participatory culture’ in Jenkins 2012 [1992]) but also with regard to medial
representation (e.g., Meyers 2008 on women; Downing and Husband 2005 on race;

Mukherjee 2017 on postcolonialism). However, ‘agency’ as understood in this thesis

12



is not so much about any of the above. Instead, | propose to take a step back and think
about agency in videogames in terms of what creates the possibility for it to manifest

in the first place.

Part | of this chapter consists of two sub-sections. The first will review prevalent ways
in which the relationship between player and game broadly, and agency more
specifically, have been theorised before, and will also be the place where | position
my research within and against these traditions. The second part will then forward my
conceptualisation of agency which, put simply, | frame as the possibility space for
avatar action, as afforded and limited by game design. This conceptualisation is
drawing on game studies scholarship as well as game design theory, so the second
section of Part | will dive more deeply into such writings. Part 11 of this chapter will
then unpack my multidimensional heuristic framework for analysing agency, also
drawing on how game studies and game design have theorised different dimensions in
which player action can be realised as afforded or constrained by design. Part 11 will
be split according to the four dimensions | propose, which zoom in on agency in space,
time, in terms of customising the avatar and its surrounds, and in terms of narrativity.
As part of unpacking these dimensions, I will include a number of brief analyses of
avatar-based videogames from different time periods, in different genres, and on
different platforms, in order to illustrate the nuances of each dimension. These will be
brief discussions of individual examples to support the theoretical arguments made,

and the remaining chapters in the thesis will be more detailed case studies.

Agency in Game Studies
Since my conceptualisation of agency stems from understanding it as emerging from

the process of interaction with the game systems, | will first review terms and concepts
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used to describe the relationship between player and game, such as ‘interactivity’,
‘agency’, and ‘player effort’, especially in the early years of game studies scholarship,
in order to position my research in relation to these traditions. We can find three rather
different approaches of these. First, agency is discussed in terms of diversity,
representation, and community participation in and around videogames (e.g., Banks
2013; Gray and Leonard 2018; Joseph 2018; Ruberg and Shaw 2017; Shaw 2014;
Sotamaa 2007), Second, we have narratologically oriented approaches which
understand agency as a player’s ability to change the course of a videogame’s story
(e.g., Domsch 2013; Hammond et al. 2007; Stang 2019; Tanenbaum and Tanenbaum
2009, 2010). These are mostly influenced by Murray’s definition of agency. Third, we
have a linking of agency to game mechanics, platforms, and the material affordances
of videogames (e.g., Boonen and Mieritz 2018; Brock and Fraser 2018; Cheng 2007;
Habel and Kooyman 2013; Harrell and Zhu 2009; Jargensen 2003a; Keogh 2018a;
King and Krzywinska 2006). My research sits closer to the latter group, and I will
engage with these sources in more detail in the section dedicated to establishing my
conceptualisation of player agency. But before I do this, | will (1) review the prevalent
narratologically oriented approach to thinking about agency and the advantages and
disadvantages it has, and (2) identify some (other) early texts which paved the way for

a broader conceptualisation of agency as avatar action.

The long conceptual history of agency in game studies is intertwined with the tides
that have defined the field so far. First, and perhaps most fundamentally, the question
of whether games are stories or not, and if so, how. In the early years, Murray (1997)
and Aarseth (1997) spearheaded two rather different approaches to games and

narrativity. Murray found computer games to be the next step in the evolution of
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narrative, one that offers interactivity in a way literature and film do not, while Aarseth
argued that we cannot simply regard games solely as derivative of literary texts and
therefore we should study them with a new disciplinary approach. For a while, this
opposition was referred to as the ‘ludology/narratology debate’, with further entries
(e.g., Atkins 2003; Eskelinen 2001b; Frasca 1999; Jenkins 2006; Murray 2005a;
Pearce 2004) complicating the issue even more.® However, most parties have since
dismissed that there was ever much of a debate, and agree that it was a matter of
misunderstanding and misinterpretation (Frasca 2003a; Aarseth 2014, 2019). There
now seems to be, as Lisbeth Klastrup puts it, ‘a common agreement that most games
project some form of fictional world, however limited it be’ (2003a: n.p.). These
widely different approaches show that we can theorise the relationship between game
system and player in many ways. In the following, I will review the most prominent
ones, in order to outline the gap my research addresses, as well as to identify the

traditions it draws on.

I first want to discuss a buzzword a lot of scholarship revolved around: ‘interactivity’.
Carr et al. (2003) discuss interactivity in relation to games-as-texts; Klastrup (2003b)
sets up what she calls a ‘grammar of an interactive piece of work’; and Ryan (2006)
offers a typology of different kinds of interactivity. I will zoom in on Ryan’s approach
in more detail because her work marks an important milestone in the evolution of
thinking about player action and the videogame object, and highlight two concepts in
particular. First, Ryan uses ‘interactivity’ to describe the many relationships that can
exist between ‘a user and a text’ (ibid. 107), and identifies player (or rather, in her
words, user) choice at the heart of the process. Second, while Ryan does cite game

designer Chris Crawford on choice being a fundamental criterion of interactivity, this
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observation is woven into an argument for choice being narratively relevant action
when she argues for different ‘textual architectures’, or ‘structures of choice’ (ibid.
99). ‘Textual architectures’ are both traditional and interactive architectures, which
Ryan splits into story (or plots) as predetermined, and discourse as individual runs of
the story/plot.X® These come in many forms and can impact the narrative experience
in digital media in various ways (see Figures 1-2) and are an important reference point
in the development of thinking about agency, because although they primarily
highlight the narrative potential in interactive media, they can also be seen as strategies
for how player action could be manipulated by design. Metaphors like ‘network’, ‘sea-
anemone’, ‘tree’, or ‘maze’ are to this day recurrent when making sense of, as well as

designing, progression in videogames (see, e.g., Adams 2010 [2006]: 171-175).

a. Network b. Vector with side-branches

S

All nodes connected to the central one

c. Sea-anemone d. Track-switching

Figure 1: Interactive architectures affecting discourse (Ryan 2006: 103).
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C « Nonbranching events

b. Flowchart

Figure 2: Interactive architectures affecting story (Ryan 2006: 104).

The nodes above represent choices a user/player can make, which then in turn
determine what happens next in the story, the discourse, or both. Ryan goes on to
propose different interactive architectures for different arrangements on the story and
the discourse level, which inform different types of interactivity (ibid. 107-108).
Although all her observations recapped here are primarily interested in games as
interactive narratives, the points she makes about structure and the different kinds of

player input are an early take on capturing how design can manipulate player agency.!!

Another way to theorise player experience as afforded by the game is known by many
names: ‘nontrivial effort’ (Aarseth 1997: 1-2), ‘player effort’ (Juul 2005: 36-43),
‘configurative action’ (Eskelinen 2001a: n.p., 2012: 275-293), or ‘player
performance/playformance’ (Frasca 2007: 136-179). These approaches are in some
ways different, but they concentrate less on meaning-making, and more on the
mechanics of interaction between player and game systems. In this vein, they could be
seen as a kind of formalist approach. When dissecting the aesthetics of ‘ergodic

literature’, that is, a combination of a text and a machine that can produce multiple
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manifestations of said text, Aarseth writes that ‘in ergodic literature, nontrivial effort
is required to allow the player to traverse the text’ (Aarseth 1997: 1-2). This, Aarseth
argues, is different from non-ergodic forms of literature, where trivial effort, such as
eye movement, is required. This nontrivial effort is triggered by a text’s ‘traversal
function’, which is ‘the mechanism by which scriptons are revealed or generated by
textons and presented to the user of the text’ (ibid. 62).12 Aarseth conceives of the
traversal function as an object-property, thereby relocating the subject of query from
the reader (or, rather, player) to the object (which to Aarseth in 1997 is the text). In
this vein, | propose to think of agency as afforded by the mechanisms of the
videogame. This, then, allows us to look at how a game’s design allows for interaction

in order to better understand how player agency can manifest during gameplay.

Building on Aarseth’s notion of nontrivial effort, Juul speaks of ‘player effort’ which
is exerted ‘in order to influence the outcome’ (Juul 2005: 36) of a game. Since most
games include rules that prescribe how player action influences both the game state

and the final outcome, he argues that player effort is part of the game (Figure 3).

Table 2.3
The classic game model and the game, the player, the world
The game
The game as I'he player and the rest
formal system | and the game | of the world
I. Rules
, 4 I8 = z
2. Variable and
quanufiable
utcome
3. Value assigned
to possible
outcomes
4. Player effort

5. Player attached to
nmtcome

6. Negotable

consequences

Figure 3. Juul’s classic game model (2011: 37)
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Besides ‘rules’ and ‘variable and quantifiable outcome’, Juul lists ‘player effort’ as a
property of ‘the game as a formal system’, thereby making player effort the property
of the game on an artefact level. From this review we can so far see that both Aarseth
and Juul thus propose a way to think of player action as a possibility already prescribed
into the game systems. This may go without saying, but it is important to emphasise,
for it enables us to ask questions about agency not of the player, but of the videogame,

which is what the heuristic framework presented in this chapter proposes to do.

Lastly, the term ‘agency’ was also used in early theorisations of the relationship
between player and game, reader/user and text. Most prominently, Murray’s definition
of agency as ‘the satisfying power to take meaningful action and see the results of our
decisions and choices’ (Murray 1997: 126) is widely cited in game studies and game
design discourse.*®> Murray states that agency is a more precise concept than
interactivity because ‘[a]ctivity alone is not agency’ (ibid. 128). She argues that
agency is better understood as ‘aesthetic pleasure’ which takes place in the mind of
the person reading/playing (ibid. 128). This approach is quite problematic because it
conditions the experience of agency with a ‘narrative satisfaction’ (ibid. 140), thereby
narrativising the entire gameplay experience. It also implies that agency can only be
achieved as a positive experience, so emotions like frustration (as triggered by a
challenging in-game situation) or fear (the primary component in playing horror
games) are not part of it. While videogames can certainly be considered as narratives

in many ways which I will touch upon later, they are not exclusively that.

This being said, Murray does make two points | want to draw on. First, she argues that

agency is more than mere interaction because it is ‘meaningful’, but this
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‘meaningfulness’ needs further qualifying, which is what this thesis intends to do.*
Second, while all of Murray’s points focus on how best to create a ‘compelling
narrative structure that builds on these game structures without being diminished by
them’ (ibid. 129), she does distinguish between different parts of what she calls the
‘game structure’, such as a virtual landscape offering spatial navigation (ibid. 129—
137), or the problem solving challenges different spatial arrangements afford (ibid.
137-140). These are obviously not only narrative features and will be discussed later

in this chapter.

As already stated, framing player agency as narratively meaningful action has
permeated academic thought since Murray’s definition. I will zoom in on Domsch’s
(2013) approach in particular, because it illustrates how over-used and under-defined
the notion of agency can be within the discipline. Domsch links the concept of nodal
structures (not at all dissimilar to Ryan’s textual architectures in interactive narrative)
specifically to modern videogame agency. Drawing on Bode’s notion of ‘future
narratives’, which Bode defines as potential narratives that can emerge from ‘nodal
situations’ (Bode and Dietrich 2013: 1), Domsch argues that agency is narrative
choice, insofar as a narrative is understood as what ‘happens in the mind of those who
experience it” (Domsch 2013: 99). He follows in Murray’s footsteps in that he rejects
mere interaction as a true realisation of agency, and in that he regards narrative

repercussions as a means to attribute meaningfulness to player action (ibid. 60-61).

There are two main limitations in Domsch’s approach. The first one is that he does not
clarify what he means by terms with complicated conceptual histories, such as

‘games’, ‘rule’ and, perhaps most unfortunately, ‘agency’.’® The second one is that
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there is little critical engagement with previous scholarship on agency in game studies
and game design discourse.® Despite these issues, he does make some points that, as
we will see in my approach to agency discussed later in this chapter, outline interesting
conceptual distinctions. Most saliently, while maintaining that ‘choice situations’ are
communicated via ‘narrative forms’ (ibid. 31-34), he uses the notion of ‘existents’’
to refer to building blocks of the gameplay experience which narrative does not
account for. He lists game spaces and their qualities, non-player characters populating
game spaces, and ‘the options available to the player in any given situation as well as
the consequence of each action’ as such existents (ibid. 61). These, he argues, allow
for different ‘choice situations’ which are not always narratively made sense of, such
as ‘reflex choices’ in response to time-critical challenge (Domsch 2013: 117-120).
Almost self-contradictorily, he therefore underscores the importance for agency (as

afforded by a ‘choice situation”) not only of content that can be qualified narratively,

but also of other kinds of content which is somehow different.®

This initial review of game studies has focused on sketching broadly how player action
was theorised as interactivity, player effort, and agency, and also showing that agency
understood as narratively relevant choice is restrictive in many ways, which is a gap
this thesis will address. Generally speaking, I will use Murray’s definition of agency
as a starting point in my theory, but | will also take into account broader
conceptualisations of player action as afforded by the game. My approach to thinking
about agency is drawing on a number of traditions within game studies by combining
textual analysis of games as objects, considerations of design, and the paratextual
surrounds of videogames. As such, it is an approach invested in better understanding

game design. Next, I will review how game design theories have discussed the role of
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design in influencing player action broadly, and the concept of agency more

specifically.

Agency in Game Design
As | will discuss in more detail throughout my case study chapters, the videogame

industry saw an exponential growth from the late 1980s onwards. While some
designers argue that the game development landscape is too fast-paced for there to be
any consistent recording of design theories (see, e.g., Dille and Platten 2007), in
parallel with the size of the industry grew a need for compiling knowledge of good
design practices. Recognising this need, game designer Chris Crawford organised
what would be known as the first Game Developers’ Conference, or GDC, in his living
room in 1988 (Campbell 2013). This spawned a new era in game design, where more
and more effort was put towards creating a knowledge bank of design practice. In the
early years, the most typical approach was to put one’s own experiences into writing,
usually without much reference to other designers’ work, or existing theories.® An
important first milestone in this journey is Costikyan (2005 [1999]), who does not
discuss agency explicitly, but does identify the role of the designer as manipulator of

player action.

Costikyan defines the computer game as ‘a form of art in which participants, termed
players, make decisions in order to manage resources through game tokens in the
pursuit of a goal’ (ibid. 196). The four factors he identifies as playing part in decision-
making are goals, opposition, resource management, and information — we will see
that all of these form fundamental parts of most subsequent discussions on how game
design can enable player action. Most relevant for us, however, is how he theorises

the relationship between player and game, which can be seen in a series of questions
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he argues every designer should ask themselves as they work: ‘What are the players’
goals? Can the game support a variety of different goals? What facilities exist to allow
players to strive toward their various goals?’ (ibid. 197). By asking these questions,
Costikyan, like Aarseth or Juul, also recognises the importance of ‘facilities’ that the
designer can create in order to enable players ‘striving towards their various goals’.
As such, this shows that at a time when critical discussions around games were mostly
pre-occupied by whether they are narratives or not, and by extension, whether agency
is narratively validated player action or not, there were still some common truths
acknowledged by both scholars and designers, namely that it is the entirety of game

systems which facilitate player action in the first place.

What followed was an avalanche of game designers creating analytical models to
better understand how the games they create facilitate play (e.g., the ‘400 Project’ in
Falstein 2002; ‘Formal Abstract Design Tools’ in Church 2005 [1999]; ‘dramatic
game dynamics’ in LeBlanc 2005; ‘neo-Aristotelian theory of interactive drama’ in
Mateas and Stern 2005%%; ‘game design patterns’ in Bjork and Holopainen 2005; the
‘5 dimensions of play’ in Vandenberghe 2012). | want to unpack two contributions
from this list in particular: Church for his foundational conceptual work which many
draw upon in the following years, and Bjoérk and Holopainen whose methodological
approach | share. Others, such as Mateas and Stern (2005) and LeBlanc (2005), will

be engaged with in more detail later in this chapter.

One of the ‘Formal Abstract Design Tools” Church proposes is called ‘intention’ and

he defines it as a
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process of accumulating goals, understanding the world, making a plan and
then acting on it [...] intention can operate at each level, from a quick plan to
cross a river to a multi-step plan to solve a huge mystery.

(Church 2005 [1999]: 372)

Unfortunately, Church does not unpack these tools much further, leaving a lot of
stones unturned. He does introduce, however, another tool he calls ‘perceivable
consequence’, which is a ‘clear reaction from the game world to the action of the
player’ (ibid. 373). This foregrounds ‘intention’ as realised in dialogue with feedback
from the game systems — an approach that shares a lot with Murray’s definition of
agency discussed earlier in this chapter. However, Church makes it clearer that
intention is not a yes or no question, but a matter of degrees, and he also underscores
the role game system feedback plays in this in ways that Murray does not. Thus,
Church grounds Murray’s theoretical observations in more practice-oriented writing,
thereby shifting the emphasis from narrative meaningfulness to the importance of all

aspects of game design.?

Second, | want to focus on Bjoérk and Holopainen (2005), who forward a way to
analyse games, identify problems in design, and find solutions for them.?? This text is
especially relevant for my work because my multidimensional conceptualisation of
agency follows closely in their footsteps when it comes to analysis and theory work.
First, they propose the concept of ‘game design patterns’ to capture commonly
recurrent formations, and a ‘component framework’ that these can be compiled into,
which then, in turn, can be used to better understand individual iterations of game
design. This is similar to how my heuristic framework for analysing agency is

constructed: | propose analytical dimensions, which then can be used as a lens to look

24



at games with. Second, they argue that asking questions about gameplay can be done
not just by collecting data from actual players, but also by studying the games

themselves:

As a rule-based activity, however, games have explicit requirements and more
clear-cut boundaries than other activities; their explicit formality makes it
possible to study gaming activity in a detailed way without having to observe
the people who play games, making it easier to focus on the activity itself
instead of the people.

(Bjork and Holopainen 2005: 422)

While this approach to analysis was implied in many of the texts I discussed in the
review of game studies (e.g., Aarseth 1997; Juul 2005, Murray 1997), it is in game

design writings that we find it articulated ever so clearly.

Somewhat overlapping with this early period of game design theorisation discussed
so far was a time of game design programmes at colleges and universities being
launched, predominantly in the US. For example, the Game Design and Development
Program at Michigan State University launched in 2005 (msu.edu), the MIT Game
Lab launched in 2006 (Whitacre 2012), as did the Computer Games Design
programme at UC Santa Cruz (Stephens and McGirk 2019). As a result, there was an
increasing need to create a systematic curriculum for game design students. This
spawned the publication of several influential game design textbooks. Most of these
offered detailed examinations of all aspects of game design (e.g., Adams 2010 [2006];
Fullerton 2014 [2004]; Rogers 2010; Rouse 2005; Salen and Zimmerman 2004; Schell
2015 [2008]), while others approached it from a very specific topic, such as dissecting

what the notion of ‘fun’ means (Koster 2004), game character development (Isbister
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2006; Sheldon 2004), or the elusive experience of good ‘game feel” (Swink 2008).
There was also a growing number of anthologies and more traditionally structured
textbooks with multiple contributing authors who were typically a mixture of
designers and scholars (see, e.g., Bateman 2007, 2009; Harrigan and Wardrip-Fruin
2004, 2007, 2009). Throughout this chapter I will draw on these works in various
degrees of detail. For now I will limit my discussion to two in particular, in order to
showcase two widely different definitions of agency doing the rounds in game
designer discourse: Boon (2007) and Adams (2010 [2006]). By doing so | will show
that there is a need not only in the realm of game studies, but also in game design, to

have a more cohesive theory of agency, which my thesis aims to fulfil.

In Bateman’s 2007 textbook about game writing, a chapter by designer Richard Boon
sketches an approach to agency similar to what | propose: as player action determined
by designer-implemented rules. He writes: ‘[a]gency refers to the capacity for a player
to effect meaningful changes in a game world, or at least the illusion that the player

has this capacity’ which he also thinks about in terms of player action:

the rules of the game determine the possibilities for player agency; in totality,
these rules create the game-space within which the player can act.
(Boon 2007: 63)

Although what ‘meaningful change’ means is not specified, it is implied when he
argues that the main way to deliver narrative content that is meaningfully crafted is ‘to
respond to the player’s actions within the game-space’ (ibid.). Again, although the
notion of what constitutes a ‘game-space’ is not specified per se, the main point to take

away is that player agency is facilitated not just by one game design feature, but in
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collaboration amongst the many elements as determined by the rules of the game.
Boon’s approach echoes what has been surfacing in game studies discourse around the
time, in particular represented by Jargensen (2003a), King and Krzywinska (2006) and

Sicart (2008).

A different definition of agency is offered by Adams (2010 [2006]), and it is one
entirely restricted to narratively relevant player action. The keyword to Adams’ work
is ‘player-centric game design’, or ‘an approach to game design that requires the
designer to empathize with the player and concentrate on entertaining the player’ (ibid.
518). As part of this approach, he defines ‘agency’ as ‘[t]he power to change the
direction of the player’s path through the plot, and perhaps the story’s future events’
(ibid. 213). Later, the idea of agency as ‘letting the player influence the plot and
change the outcome’ is reiterated (ibid. 221). While he argues that interactive stories
include three kinds of events, namely ‘player events’, ‘in-game events’ and ‘narrative
events’, the example given to illustrate this suggests that we can only talk about agency

if player action is validated narratively:

Consider a situation in which a player must find a way to get past a security
guard to enter a building. You can give the player several ways to accomplish
this: through violence, or trickery, or patience — waiting until the security guard
goes off shift. No matter which approach the player chooses, he still enters the
building through the same door and encounters the same things on the other
side. If his decision does not actually affect the future events of the story, he
has no agency. But his decision about how to get through the door contributes
to the plot; his own actions are part of his experience of the game.

(ibid. 160)

27



In a somewhat contradictory manner, however, he also recognises what he calls
‘emergent narratives’, such as the many player stories generated by the game
mechanics of The Sims (Maxis 2000), to allow for more player agency as afforded by

the ‘core mechanics’ of the game:

The chief benefit of emergent narrative is that the sequence of events is not

fixed by a linear or branching structure, so the player enjoys more agency. He

can bring about any situation that the core mechanics will let him create.
(ibid. 176)

The only difference between the ‘violence, trickery, or patience’ tactics as afforded by
the three paths to neutralise the guard in Adams’ first example, and the ‘core
mechanics’ of building different houses or choosing between career paths in The Sims
is the volume of options. Adams’s definition of agency therefore would have
benefitted from a more in-depth discussion of games’ narrativity and their relationship

to other game mechanics, which is what my heuristic framework will do.

That being said, although Adams regards agency as only expressed when the player
can change the course of a game’s story, he does talk about various other ways in
which agency can be expressed. The problem is, he does so always in relation to said
story, which is rather restrictive as it does not account for any other dimensions in
which player action can manifest. He frames game mechanics as ‘mechanisms for
advancing the plot’, and they are: when a player ‘meets challenges or makes
decisions’; ‘the avatar’s movements trigger the storytelling engine’, and when ‘the
core mechanics don’t send triggers to the storytelling engine to advance the plot;
rather, the storytelling engine advances the plot on its own and sends triggers to the

core mechanics to indicate when it’s time to offer some gameplay’ (ibid. 180-182). In
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other words, these are the internal clock of the game (determining both challenges and
predetermined story progression), and spatial navigation of game spaces. Such a
framing of game mechanics implies a primacy of narrativity in videogames, which is
only one lens through which videogames can be looked at. At the same time, Adams’
‘mechanisms for advancing the plot’ offer a way to break down possible player action
into different dimensions. Others who theorise player action similarly both in game
studies and in game design (see, e.g., Calleja 2011), and I will engage with them later

in this chapter.

With the proliferation of the internet, expertly curated online resources also became
widely available, such as the GDC Vault, which is an online library of talks given at
all Game Developers’ Conferences to date, or Gamasutra, a website offering
videogame-related news, job ads, blog posts, podcasts, and many more. Both
showcase a mixed bag in terms of designers conceptualising agency. We can find talks
and essays where developers define agency regarding overall game design (see, e.g.,
Casteel 2015; Costiuc 2018; Taylor 2017; Worch 2014). But there are also many who
zoom in on narrative relevance (see, e.g., Bycer 2015; Leone 2019; Marchal and Yorke
2018). These two short lists represent what is broadly the case both in game studies
and in game design: that, besides the more player-focused scholarship briefly
mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, there are two main approaches to framing
agency. One which frames it as having the power to change the development of a
story; and one which argues that agency is something afforded by a broader variety of
game components. In the following, | propose a multidimensional conceptualisation
of agency which speaks to the many ways in which player action can be deemed

meaningful.
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Toward a Conceptualisation of Agency
As the brief survey of agency in game studies and game design above showed, there

are different ways in which player freedom and strategies for constraining it can be
framed. In this thesis | propose a multidimensional framework that aims to capture
this variety. But before | can develop said framework, | need to first establish what |
mean by player agency. I am deliberately avoiding the term ‘define’, because a
definition implies exclusivity, and by no means do I think in these terms, or want my
argument to seem exclusive. What | want to propose is one way of thinking about
agency, rather than a golden measure. Although there is danger in a conceptualisation
being too loose, there is value in this flexibility: by steering away from solid
definitions, the conceptualisation of agency and its multiple dimensions proposed here
maintain the possibility for adapting to the constantly evolving medium of
videogames. How, then, can we begin this process? Videogames being an interactive
medium (in the sense Ryan understands the term), one could assume that they afford
full agency, as that is the direct consequence of interactivity: I can only feel like | have
a say in what happens on screen if | can, actually, do things on screen. Some scholars
raised that that is not quite the case (e.g., ‘reactive agency’ in Arsenault and Perron
2008: 119-120; “illusory agency’ in MacCallum-Stewart and Parsler 2007: 6; ‘illusion
of agency’ in Charles 2009). My conceptualisation of agency maintains that it could
manifest to a very low degree, or indeed, be constrained altogether, but that it is
equally as productive to explore how it is thus reduced or constrained as it is to point

out how it is afforded.
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| argue that agency can be conceived of as a matter of degrees. This approach is drawn
from Ryan’s (2009) conceptualisation of interactivity similarly being a spectrum. As

such, | propose that, in the context of avatar-based games,

player agency can be conceptualised as the possibility space for meaningful choice
expressed via player action that translates into avatar action, afforded and

constrained by a game’s design.

Below I build my conceptualisation of agency broken down into five statements. They
draw on themes and concepts which surround agency in game design and game studies
discourse: meaningful player choice, player/avatar action, affordance of design, being

designed, and possibility space.

AGENCY IS MEANINGFUL PLAYER CHOICE
As Murray points out, ‘activity alone is not agency’ (Murray 1997: 128). Therefore,

to argue that all player action is a manifestation of agency is problematic, as doing so
would raise the question of why not just use ‘interactivity’ instead of ‘agency’ to
describe this elusive phenomenon. But meaningfulness of action does not only come
from narratively relevant consequences of said action. As discussed earlier, Murray
attaches the notion of meaningfulness to that of agency, but proceeds to qualify agency
as narratively meaningful later on, thereby reducing the concept’s general
applicability. Murray’s definition is an important starting point, however, there are
other ways of thinking about meaningfulness which speak to more than a game’s

representational qualities.
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Notably, Salen and Zimmerman advocate for meaningful play to be ‘the goal of
successful game design’ (Salen and Zimmerman 2004: 37), and offer two definitions:
one ‘descriptive’, and one ‘evaluative’. I am including both in full below, as they form

a core part of my conceptualisation of agency:

The descriptive definition of meaningful play: Meaningful play in a game
emerges from the relationship between player action and system outcome; it is
the process by which a player takes action within the designed system of a
game and the system responds to the action. The meaning of an action in a
game resides in the relationship between action and outcome.

The evaluative definition of meaningful play: Meaningful play is what occurs
when the relationship between actions and outcomes in a game are both

discernible and integrated into the larger context of the game.

Discernibility means that a player can perceive the immediate outcome of an
action. Integration means that the outcome of an action is woven into the game
system as a whole.

(Salen and Zimmerman 2004: 37, orig. emphases)?

There are two key take-aways from this. First, that meaningfulness of play emerges
from the interaction between player and system, and therefore is not an inherent
quality of either alone. It does not exist in and of itself, but emerges in the feedback
loop between the two, one triggering the other. Second, for meaningfulness to
successfully emerge, the impact of player action on the game system needs to be
palpable and relevant within the game itself. Not only must there be a feedback loop,
the points of interaction within the loop must be at least perceptible if not obvious to
the player, and relevant within the context of the action. For instance, in a shooter

game, the avatar may have a gun, and so the player may be able to make the avatar
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shoot at an in-game object, such as a wooden crate. However, if the crate does not
explode with a loud bang and cracks, if there are no splinters flying everywhere
injuring the avatar, or if no non-player character comments on this mayhem, did they
really shoot that crate? Was the action meaningful? This is what Salen and
Zimmerman mean by ‘discernible’ and ‘integrated’ relationship between action and
outcome, and this is how meaningfulness is understood in my conceptualisation of

agency.

In a similar vein, | argue that player choice is meaningful choice about what action to
take in the game. Game designer Jesse Schell draws on Salen and Zimmerman’s notion

of meaningfulness when he writes:

[a] good game gives the player meaningful choices. Not just any choices, but
choices that will have a real impact on what happens next, and how the game
turns out.

(Schell 2015 [2008]: 179)

Meaningfulness is also at the heart of Jargensen’s (2003a; 2003b) definition of agency:
‘[w]hen the player is able to solve the problems by finding solutions and executing
them and thus initiate game progression, this is an example of computer game agency’
(Jergensen 2003b: 1, orig. emphasis). Drawing on philosophical theories of action, she
further adds that, ‘for an action to be labelled agency, however, it must be intentional,
meaningful and have a certain effect, but the effect does not need to be expected’
(Jorgensen 2003b: 2). In a later contribution specifically theorising the many roles of

interfaces in gameplay, she adds:
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As long as game-system features provide appropriate information for

meaningful gameplay, they are not alienating but create a sense of engagement

and attachment by giving the player agency within the gameworld.
(Jergensen 2013: 3)

Jorgensen’s arguments are useful insofar as they ask questions about agency as an
ability to take action, rather than meaning-making as triggered by said action.
However, there are two ways in which her approach differs from the one I pursue here.
First, Jargensen is focused on the player, and | want to focus on the design of the game,
because that allows me to look at many more possible iterations of player action than
observing the few that take place in individual game sessions. Second, especially in
her later work she draws largely on Nitsche’s (2008) understanding of videogames
according to spatial planes, and analyses the gameplay experience in terms of the
spaces it takes place in, whereas | want to expand my conceptualisation beyond a

spatial dimension.

In summary, so far I have established that my conceptualisation of agency is concerned
with understanding, in crude terms, not only whether agency is there, but also whether
it is not, and how. | also echoed others in saying that interactivity alone is, indeed, not
agency, but that player action needs to have a quality of meaningfulness. The above
has also clarified that meaningfulness in the conceptualisation forwarded in this thesis
is understood not just in a narrative dimension, but more broadly when looking at the
interaction between player and system. In avatar-based games, this most typically

happens via an avatar, and this is what the next pillar is dedicated to.
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AGENCY IS PLAYER/AVATAR ACTION
In an isometric strategy game such as Age of Empires Il (Ensemble 1999) or in god

games such as The Sims (Maxis 2000), the player gets to control multiple in-game
entities, thereby exerting their capacity for meaningful action not just over one or two
characters, but over entire families, or armies, while also getting to alternate which in-
game entity they control at any given time. In avatar-based games, player action
translates into the game via the actions of the avatar.?* They interact with the
gameworld® through that one entity, whether that is an actual human, like Gordon
Freeman in Half Life (Valve 1998), animal, like Donkey Kong, or neither, like a
strange sticky ball in Katamari Damacy (Namco 2004). The qualities of this in-game
manifestation of the player, and the implications these qualities have on the overall
experience, have been approached from different angles in gaming-related discourses
(see, e.g., Blom 2019, Linderoth 2005, Meretzky 2001, or Willumsen 2018 for avatars
in design; Isbister 2006 on a psychological approach to character design; Westecott
2009 for avatars and performativity; Bayliss 2007 on player engagement; and Klevjer
2006 or Vella 2015 on avatar as a phenomenological entity). A common thread in
many, though not all, of these approaches is the differentiation between what a

character is versus what an avatar is.

Generally speaking, an avatar can be described as a kind of ‘visual and [...] audial
representation of a player within the digital game environment’ (Tyminska 2016: 102).
Avatars can also be framed as a ‘vicarious body’ used to interact with the game system
as well as its representational world (Klevjer 2006: 95-96). In a later publication,
Klevjer emphasises a distinction between avatar as ‘playable character or persona’ and
avatar as a vehicle for the player’s ‘embodied agency and presence’ (Klevjer 2012:
17) in the game. Vella draws solid lines between the avatar and character when arguing
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that they are two elements of what he calls the ‘playable figure’ (Vella 2015: 221). He
argues that besides its representational significance, the avatar, insofar as the game

system is concerned, serves as the translator of player action to in-game action:

The player acts on the other components of the game system through the
avatar, making it the singular point of origin of all the lines of action the player
directs towards the components of the game system.

(ibid. 225, orig. emphasis)

This dual function of the avatar will be discussed in more detail when unpacking the
dimensions of the heuristic framework. For now, it is sufficient to stress that indeed,
as Vella argues, agency can be a kind of ‘capacity to act upon a gameworld’ (ibid.
167). Accordingly, avatar action is an important part of deconstructing agency, as it
translates player choice into the game system. Looking at what the avatar can and
cannot do therefore is indicative of how player action and from that, player choice, is
allowed or constrained. This brings me to the next quality of agency: something

afforded and constrained by game design.

AGENCY IS AFFORDED BY DESIGN
So far, | have established that agency can be framed as meaningful player action

expressed as avatar action. It follows that we need to consider how a videogame allows
said action. Atkins and Krzywinska (2007: 6) argue that ‘the parameters of what player
can and can’t do are scripted into a game’. Wardrip-Fruin and colleagues (2009: 7,
orig. emphasis) point out that agency is a phenomenon ‘that occurs when the actions
players desire are among those they can take as supported by an underlying

computational model’. Although there have been a variety of terms used to refer to the
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building blocks of videogames (e.g. ‘unit operations’ in Bogost 2006: 42; ‘ludemes’
in Browne et al. 2019), this support can be better understood with the help of Juul’s

description of rules.?® These, he argues, do two distinct things:

rules specify limitations and affordances. They prohibit players from
performing actions such as making jewellery out of dice, but they also add
meaning to the allowed actions and this affords players meaningful actions that
were not otherwise available; rules give games structure.

(Juul 2005: 58, orig. emphasis)

‘Affordance’ is a term introduced by psychologist J.J. Gibson in his seminal work The
Ecological Approach to Visual Perception (2014 [1979]) and refers to an object
property which enables interaction: for instance, the ‘grasp-ability’ of a handle, the
‘tie-ability’ of rope (ibid. 125). In other words, an object can afford some kinds of
interaction by means of limiting others. Designer Donald Norman reiterates this in his
similarly influential book The Design of Everyday Things (2002 [1988]): ‘the
perceived and actual properties of the thing, primarily those fundamental properties
that determine just how the thing could possibly be used’ (ibid. 9). Talking about the
relationship between game rules and meaningful player action, Juul’s argument cited
above underscores the importance of acknowledging that an affordance can also be

considered a limitation.

Specifically with regards to agency, Mateas and Stern (2005) forward what they call

a neo-Avristotelian theory for analysing game, as part of which they propose a

prescriptive, structural model for agency. A player will experience agency
when there is a balance between the material and formal constraints. When the

actions motivated by the formal constraints (affordances) via dramatic
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probability in the plot are commensurate with the material constraints
(affordances) made available from the levels of spectacle, pattern, language,
and thought, then the player will experience agency. An imbalance results in a
decrease of agency.

(Mateas and Stern 2005: 654)

| want to draw attention to two crucial points made here. First, Mateas and Stern, like
Juul, use the term ‘affordance’ to refer to ‘formal and material constraints’ of a game.
Second, they link the notion of agency to these affordances. However, Mateas and
Stern only limit their observations to interactive drama, and as such, they do not
discuss further the many types of ‘formal’ and ‘material constraints’ which are not
primarily there to serve a narrative purpose.?’ Elsewhere, Salen and Zimmerman argue
that ‘rules limit player action’ (Salen and Zimmerman 2004: 122). Eskelinen (2012:
275) points out that ‘the behaviour of every necessary element of the game, including
its players, is controlled and constrained by rules’. Despite their many differences, all
of these theorists seem to be in agreement that it is rules that afford action. But rules
are a rather narrow category, as videogames are made up of much more than just rules.

How can this be broadened out?

It is beyond the scope of this thesis to address the many ways in which the question
about what a videogame is can be answered. Equally, there are numerous contributions
to game design theory which propose different frameworks to better understand the
structural components of games. For example, Hunicke and colleagues (2004) break
down games into three distinct components of ‘rules’, ‘system’ and ‘fun’, which they
then link to the design concept of ‘mechanics’, ‘dynamics’, and ‘aesthetics’.
Additionally, as discussed in the literature review, Bjork and Holopainen (2005)

propose a component framework and design patterns which are commonly found
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combinations of said components. Indeed, there is no shortage of terms used to analyse

and classify what videogames are comprised of.

Since the conceptualisation of agency presented here attributes meaningfulness to the
interaction between player and system, I am going to follow Sicart’s approach who,
when defining what game mechanics are, argues that they are ‘methods invoked by
agents, designed for interaction with the game state’ (Sicart 2008: n.p.). The notion of
game mechanics is an often discussed one, with designers and scholars alike trying to
pin down the relationship between rules and mechanics with various degrees of
complexity (see, e.g., Jarvinen 2008; Jargensen 2013; Rouse 2005). It is important to
acknowledge the variety of definitions offered, but instead of the details of
terminology, such as the relationship between rules and mechanics, what helps more
with understanding how avatar action is afforded is the emphasis on the relational
dynamic between the player and the game — in other words, the invocation, the act of
affording or constraining in a broader, more holistic sense. As Gregersen and Grodal
observe, ‘[t]he extent to which an embodied sense of agency, ownership, and personal
efficacy is fostered by games is very much a question of overall design’ (2008: 67, my
emphasis). | will therefore use the umbrella term ‘game design’ to refer to that which
affords avatar action within the software, as created by developers.?® As such, we can
understand more about player agency by looking at how it is afforded by the design of
a game, both on an algorithmic level, as well as on the level of audiovisual rendering

of its governing rules.
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AGENCY IS DESIGNED
Having framed agency as afforded by the game’s design, I emphasised that it can be

viewed as an object-property, in the veins of Aarseth and Juul’s approach discussed in
the brief survey of game studies literature above. In doing so, I slightly repositioned
the emphasis from asking ‘what’ is enabling agency to ‘who’. This may seem like
splitting hairs, but it has important methodological consequences when it comes to
applying this conceptualisation of agency, especially in the case of a medium where
creative collaboration and fan labour are very common.?® Developers are very much
aware of their role in setting into stone what players can and cannot do. For example,
Lankoski and colleagues (2003: n.p.) observe that ‘by setting goals, scripting pre-
defined actions and choosing what kind of actions to implement, the game designer
can restrict the player’s freedom’. Hunicke and colleagues (2004: 1).say this, too: ‘[a]ll

artifacts are created within some design methodology’.

Indeed, as Costikyan’s (2005 [1999]) essay demonstrates, designers have
acknowledged that part of their work is ushering players in certain directions from
early on. Following this line of thought, and what | already established about agency
being afforded by game design, we can frame agency as designed. However, as, Salen

and Zimmerman point out, design can only ever prescribe player action indirectly:

As a game designer, you are never directly designing the behaviour of your
players. Instead, you are only designing the rules of the system. [...] Game
designers create experience, but only indirectly.

(Salen and Zimmerman 2004: 168)

This emphasis on the fact that gaming activity will always be designed, and always

indirectly, is reiterated by Bjork and Holopainen as well:
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Unlike many other activities, gaming activity is designed. As such it can be
treated as an objective material to be shaped by the designer. Since the actual
interaction cannot be designed, but rather artifacts and rules that encourage or
discourage interaction, this view of game design has been called “second—
order design” (Salen and Zimmerman, 2004).

(Bjork and Holopainen 2005: 422)

Similarly, Schell calls design affording player action ‘indirect control’ (2015 [2008]:
284-298). In other words, game designers are only ever partially responsible for how
the gaming experience unfolds. That being said, while acknowledging that there can
never be direct control, Schell proposes a way to think about how player action can be
designed. I will reconstruct his approach in some detail, because the terminology in
his work is widely used by designers, as seen in their recurrence throughout the case

study chapters to follow in this thesis.

At the core of Schell’s theory is a specific understanding of space, which to him is a
mathematical construct characterised as discrete and continuous, with a number of
dimensions, containing bound areas which may or may not be connected (ibid. 131).
This space is populated by ‘objects’, which are the nouns of game space. They have
‘attributes’ and ‘states’, which are the adjectives, such as their position in said space
(ibid. 136). He then ranks layers of ‘knowers’ according to how much of the attributes
and states are revealed in the game, arguing that these dynamics are crucial to

gameplay and game design:

Game playing is decision making. Decisions are made based on information.
Deciding the different attributes, their states, and who knows about them is

core to the mechanics of your game. Small changes to who knows what
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information can radically change a game, sometimes for the better, sometimes
for the worse.
(ibid. 140, my emphasis)

Schell argues that this decision-making translates into play via action. Actions are the
verbs of game mechanics, and they answer the question ‘What can the player do?’
(ibid. 140). The more verbs there are, the more objects they can act on, the more ways
there are to combine operative actions into resultant action, the more subjects there are
to implement action, and the more emergent gameplay becomes (ibid. 142). Frasca
(2007: 123-125) and Jarvinen (2008: 263-265) also talk about mechanics described
as verbs, but what they only imply about agency being designed, Sicart makes explicit:
‘[a]gency is designed, too: designers think about ways for players to experience the
game’ (Sicart 2013: 50). Building on these approaches, I argue that agency as
expressed via avatar action can be considered as the enactment, the realisation of these
verbs. Therefore, agency can be thought of as designed, and we can therefore analyse
a game’s design in terms of agency to understand more about how it affords or limits

player action as expressed via avatar action.

AGENCY IS POSSIBILITY SPACE
A notion that links all the aspects discussed so far is that of ‘possibility space’, which

can be described in terms of the affordances and limitations of game design. Framing
videogames as systems that create, or withdraw, possibility for action has a long
history in game studies and game design discourses: Aarseth (1997: 3) argues that
‘inaccessibility [of paths] does not imply ambiguity but, rather, an absence of
possibility’; Murray (1997: 152) acknowledges that ‘interactors can only act within

the possibilities that have been established by the writing and programming’; Jarvinen

42



(2008: 254) frames game mechanics as a ‘means to guide the player into particular
behaviour by constraining the space of possible plans to attain goals’; Bogost (2008a:
120 also says that the ‘possibility space of play includes all of the gestures made
possible by a set of rules’); or, somewhat more poetically, Jensen (2013: 76) writes
‘[pJossibility spaces are sites of constant conflict between order and chaos, between
constraints and open-ended play’. My conceptualisation of agency as a possibility
space taps into this tradition of describing the videogame artifact as a container of
possible, yet unrealised player action. More specifically, and going back to the very
core of how my conceptualisation of agency draws on the notion of meaningful action,

Salen and Zimmerman forward a fitting definition:

[a possibility space] is the space of all possible actions that might take place in
the game, the space of all possible meanings which can emerge from a game
design [...] The space of possibility is designed (it is a constructed space, a
context), it generates meaning (it is the space of all possible meanings), it is a
system (it is a space implied by the way elements of a system can relate to each
other), and it is interactive (it is through the interactive functioning of a system
that the space is navigated and explored).

(Salen and Zimmerman 2004: 67)

Taking into account all of the above, and to conclude this section on theorising agency

in avatar-based videogames, let me reiterate my conceptualisation of agency:

player agency can be conceptualised as the possibility space for meaningful choice

expressed via player action that translates into avatar action, afforded by a game’s

design.
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How can we put this to action? This framing of agency yields a fairly accessible and
feasible methodology: we can better understand how player agency can manifest by
analysing a game’s design. What follows is a heuristic framework offering analytical
distinctions between main ways in which affordances and limitations of avatar action

can manifest.
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A Multidimensional Heuristic Framework for Analysing Player
Agency

There are many components to the design of a videogame, which means there are
many ways in which agency can be afforded or limited by said design. As Carr and
colleagues (2003: 150) note ‘different forms of agency operate in and around players’

engagement with the games’. King and Krzywinska also point out early on that

expressions of agency may be gameplay/goal-directed — puzzle-solving,
shooting/killing, interacting with weapons, equipment, obstacles, or gateways
— or free-form and paidea-oriented, such as the capacity to shoot up the
environment in Half-Life.

(King and Krzyswinska 2006: 119, orig. emphasis)

How can we group these different forms? In the following, I combine game studies
and game design theory to create a multidimensional analytical framework for

examining how player agency unfolds in avatar-based videogames.

Approaches to videogame agency that acknowledge multiple layers or dimensions are
not new (see, e.g., ‘personal, proxy, and collective agency’ in Schott 2006). I will
reconstruct two such frameworks in some detail, as they both propose conceptual and
terminological solutions my approach will draw on. Harrell and Zhu (2008) propose
to think of agency as a ‘set of actions allowed (by the system) to be executed by the
user’ (ibid. 48). They highlight that agency phenomena have multiple dimensions, and

break down the process of agency manifestation:
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Figure 4: Harrell and Zhu’s (2008) dimensions of agency play, where the arrows indicate

direction of influence.

They argue that user input influences a system’s reaction (which they term ‘Agency
Scope/Agency Dynamic’), which then in turn creates a co-dependency between user
and game system (‘Agency Relationship’). The introduction of agency dimensions is
an important step forward, but there are two areas where Harrell and Zhu’s model
could be specified further. First, their model works towards facilitating narratively
meaningful engagement in a gameplay session and is therefore in many ways
restricting agency to only be narratively relevant. Second, it implies that there is
unidirectional movement between these layers, based on cause-effect relationship
between them. In a similar vein, Boonen and Mieritz (2018) introduce what they call
the ‘Agency Parameter Model’, which also hierarchifies the relationship between the
characteristics in game design which manipulate agency. | suggest that due to the
constant feedback loop between player and game systems, a less rigid framework that

emphasises mutual influence between dimensions is better suited.
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Another multidimensional model is offered by Calleja (2011), who describes the
different kinds of ‘player involvement’ that videogames facilitate. His six dimensions

are:

control and movement (kinesthetic involvement), the exploration and learning
of the game’s spatial domain (Spatial involvement), co-presence, collaboration,
and competition with other agents (human or Al) that inhabit it (shared
involvement), the formation of an ongoing story and interaction with the
scripted narrative written into the game (narrative involvement), the affect
generated during gameplay (affective involvement), and the decision making
undertaken in the pursuit of both game and self-assigned goals (ludic
involvement).

(ibid. 4, orig. emphases)

The three key things to take away from Calleja’s model are that involvement occurs
in multiple dimensions; dimensions are not necessarily simultaneously present to the
same degree; and dimensions cooperate fluidly during gameplay (ibid. 35-45). | argue
that these three observations can be adapted to agency, because player action is, in

many ways, a pre-requisite to involvement.

That being said, as detailed as Calleja’s model is, it is not directly applicable to an
analysis of videogame agency. First, Calleja’s analytical focus is the experience of
play itself, rather than what the game affords. In contrast, |1 frame agency as a
possibility space of the videogame’s affordances and limitations. As such, my
conceptualisation does not capture how players interpret said affordances, but takes
into account a broader range of different gameplay iterations. Second, and more
importantly, Calleja mentions ‘choice’ and ‘agency’ only in the context of specific

dimensions. ‘Choice’ is featured as part of ‘ludic involvement’, but arguably, all
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involvement has choice expressed via action as its prerequisite. ‘Agency’ is
specifically discussed in terms of ‘kinaesthetic’ and ‘spatial involvement’, where he
links the notion to movement and control (ibid. 55-71, 75, 91). At the same time,
‘agency’ elsewhere is used as a synonym for empowerment (ibid. 198-199), resulting
in inconsistency. In summary, Calleja’s multiple dimensions are exhaustive and apt in
accounting for various iterations of gameplay, and it may well be that my model for
agency feeds into his model of involvement. However, this thesis is not dedicated to
understanding immersion and affect, it is concerned with how the possibility space for

player action can be better understood.

This is what my multidimensional heuristic framework for analysing player agency
sets out to do. Each of the dimensions draw on themes emerging from how game
studies and game design discourse discuss player action and avatar action. In the
section on agency being afforded by design, | mentioned the importance of the support
for action provided by ‘an underlying computational model’ (Wardrip-Fruin et al.
2009: 7). What I did not mention then was that Wardrip-Fruin and colleagues add that
a designer’s task is to incentivise players towards satisfying experiences, such as
‘traveling across space, managing resources, engaging in battle, or making
conversational moves’ (ibid.). In many ways, the four dimensions proposed below tap

into this seemingly throwaway list.

Regarding methodology, the framework proposed is not a map of how agency is
manifested in all avatar-based videogames, but it is designed to be used in asking
interesting questions about such videogames. It is not so much a typology, or a

‘grounded theory’ as per the social sciences tradition, where a framework is generated
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solely from data collection and analysis (Creswell 1997: 55-58), although the case
study analyses did help qualify certain aspects of the dimensions. It is built as a toolbox
of terms and concepts that can be used to analyse agency in avatar-based videogames.

In this sense, it is a heuristic approach, which

suggests ways of looking at the problems and of categorizing them; it provides
possible relations between statements, sets of statements, and the like; it
facilitates seeing the consequences of proposed solutions; etc.

(Batens 2013: 61)

This approach was chosen for several reasons. First, the terms and concepts dealt with
are rather complex in and of themselves, but also in relation to each other. Therefore,
the kind of extensive conceptualisation of agency proposed here is better suited to
acknowledge these complexities than definitional work.3! Second, definitions tend to
imply locked-in boxes, and would not allow for the flexibility that is necessary when
analysing games due to the idiosyncrasies of the medium, such as the inherent
ephemerality of each play session; the sheer volume of games, game genres, and genre
mixes within the avatar-based spectrum; or games simultaneously catering to different

individual playstyles.

The heuristic framework is designed to ask the seemingly simple question: what can
the avatar do? More specifically, on what terms does the game’s design allow or
constrain the player’s freedom to act via the avatar? I argue that, at its conceptual core,
agency can be afforded in space; in time; in terms of how much the avatar and the
gameworld can be tailored to players’ preference; and in the development of a story.

Below, I will unpack each of these dimensions.
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Agency Afforded in Space: The Spatial-Explorative Dimension
This analytical dimension zooms in on how the spaces that surround the avatar in

videogames afford or constrain avatar action. Agency thus can be understood in terms
of different ways of describing space in videogames. Fortunately, spatiality and its
relevance to videogames has been theorized extensively and from early on, producing
detailed categorisations (see, e.g., Aarseth 2000; Arsenault and Perron 2008; Juul
2005: 164-167; Klastrup 2003b; Nitsche 2008; Wolf 2001b). These approaches are
typically concerned with how to describe various spaces within games, such as
dimensionality or interface, but they rarely expand on how these spatial arrangements
affect player agency.®? The spatial-explorative dimension of agency presented here
aims to do that by identifying game spaces according to functions the avatar can
perform, allowing for a more fine-grained analysis of the many ways in which the

spatiality of videogames affords or limits the manifestation of player agency.

A commonly used term to describe videogame spaces is ‘game world’ or ‘gameworld’.
It typically refers to a totality of game spaces (see, e.g., Bartle 2004; Klastrup 2009;
Klevjer 2006: 58; Wolf 2012), including interfaces (Jergensen 2013: 56-58). At the
same time, ‘gameworld’ sometimes d