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Introduction


The happiest moments of my childhood were spent in abandoned fortresses around Malta, slashing away at my father with a wooden sword. My swings were puny but purposeful. I was not merely pretending to hit my dad; I was trying to knock off hit points by getting past his guard to defeat whatever creature he was standing in for on my way to the next part of the quest he had designed for me that day. This wasn’t idle play but an adventure structured according to mechanics that a five-year-old could follow. The fortresses and their overgrown grounds, ruined chambers, and cellars were transformed, in my imagination, into fantastical worlds inhabited by the characters my father created and acted out.

Back home, my imagination was structured by stricter rules. The gridded board covered in plastic that was the site of countless battles and sieges would be doodled on with chinagraph pencil to mark rivers, roads, and castle walls, and miniature trees and bushes would be placed on it to set the scene. Then came the exciting part. Dad would reach into his glass case crowded with painted lead miniatures and pick out two armies that would feature in the evening’s battle. Accompanying all of this would be one of the many historical reference books that my dad used to guide him when painting miniatures. He would go on to set the scenario, giving a brief overview of the military units involved, assisted by the colorful illustrations in the reference books, and then explain the rules we would use to determine engagements. These rules were simple at first but grew in complexity when we shifted from skirmishes to regular formation battles and eventually sieges. As complexity rose, randomness decreased. These systems transformed the miniatures into clashing troops in my mind, with the more dramatic moments of the conflict, like a unit of cavalry charging down from a wooded hill onto my dad’s heavy infantry, firing my imagination with a vivacity that free-roaming fantasy could not come close to.
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When I got the hang of these battle systems, Dad started giving me a particular scenario to simulate, giving me free rein with the troops in question and the relevant illustrated reference book. I would then go off and design a simple set of rules for us to use in our upcoming game. Fantasy scenarios were my favorite. The endless possibility that magic brought to the design space thrilled me to no end. I started designing systems for all sorts of games on my own, from bank robberies to nuclear wars. Soon enough, I moved on from individual, stand-alone scenarios to multipart campaigns.

It quickly became apparent that these flights of ongoing fantasy, sometimes extending for months on end and occupying my thoughts for every waking moment, needed an upgrade. They needed a system and some form of randomizer to make them more real. Every toy I owned became a prop in an evolving system I tinkered with. My collection of metal Matchbox cars, for example, ended up with bits of plastic and metal glued onto them and turned into rival gangs dueling each other across the postapocalyptic wasteland that was our furniture-crammed corridor. Their journeys across the treacherous landscape were simulated by my flinging them down the corridor, noting damage to their armor and hull when they knocked into terrain or rammed each other. Shooting was resolved by means of a die roll depending on the weapon, and the range was counted according to the grid of old cement floor tiles. I transformed as much of my lived experience as I could into imagined stories structured by rule-based systems, and I loved it.
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The problem came when I went to school for the first time. I had prepared a simple d6-based battle system and packed a few plastic miniatures along with a sheet of grid paper. I had assumed that all the other kids spent their days playing similar games. My world collapsed when it dawned on me that the other kids had never seen a Viking foot soldier or played any sort of role-playing game or wargame. Even worse, they didn’t even have any interest in doing so! Thinking that school was an optional affair, I packed my things into my brown leather bag and left during the first lunch break by squeezing through the loosely chained gate. When my mother came home from work hours later, she found me waiting outside our apartment door. My response was a simple statement: “I’m not going to go to school any more. All the kids are dumb, and the teacher didn’t even know who Conan is!” My world crumbled a second time when my parents slowly explained that I had to go to school.

My only respite from the horror of being in a room with a bunch of kids who failed to understand the most basic of battle systems was my regular Saturday visit to the gaming club my father and his friends had set up to engage in complex battles and sprawling role-playing game campaigns. Since my dad game mastered the long-running main campaign there, from my earliest years I had grown used to being dropped on their giant gridded table, given some dice and miniatures, and instructed to play the simplest of racing games until I could follow the ongoing campaign without annoying the living goblins out of everyone with my incessant questions. Soon I was allowed to roll dice for nonplayer character skill checks and ask some rule questions. At the age of eight, my life changed when I was finally allowed to make my first RuneQuest character and join the ongoing campaign.1

RuneQuest, or more precisely my father’s heavily tweaked version of RuneQuest that attempted to simulate whatever you could imagine happening in a fantasy world, blew my mind. This was the Sistine Chapel to my awkward crayon doodle of a wonky house, The Silmarillion to my Ladybird Children’s Classics.2 From that point onward, everything I experienced around me, every fantastical story I made up, offered an opportunity for systemic simulation. That RuneQuest campaign would lead me on a lifelong journey into imaginary worlds powered by game mechanics that have led to the writing of this book.

Unboxed is about the experience of playing board games. In this book, I delve into the more salient aspects that make up that experience, along with the design considerations that go into creating these moments of rule-mediated, imagination-fueled sociality. By exploring the nature of play, attention, rules, sociality, fiction, narrative, materiality, and immersion in the context of board games, I outline a theory of board game experience and a model for understanding board game involvement that can be used in the analysis, criticism, and design of board games. Throughout this process, I question existing terms that relate to the experiential side of board game play, and provide a series of clear and robust concepts that I hope will allow for more nuanced discussions on the subject.

To arrive at this model of board game experience, I interviewed thirty-two leading board game designers and critics, using a semistructured interview approach. The book’s primary focus is on understanding and designing for player experience, which made it crucial, for reasons I will explain, that the designers interviewed should be veterans of their craft. Having a nuanced understanding of experiential issues such as agency, sociality, and affect, among others, is challenging in and of itself; adding to that the ability to sculpt board games that elicit particular configurations of those concerns in a self-aware manner sensitive to the demands and vagaries of the medium and its followings tends to come after years of design and publication experience. Mindful of this, I established a set of criteria that would yield a pool of designers from which I could recruit interviewees for this project. The first criterion was that the designers in question needed to have published at least five games over a span of five years or more. Second, at least one of these titles needed to be in the top two hundred games listed on www.BoardGameGeek.com.3 While that website is not necessarily an incontrovertible determiner of quality, the fact that its exhaustive database of board games includes a rating system was at least a useful pointer in the recruiting considerations.4

Parsing the resultant pool of potential designers to interview led to a discomfiting realization. It quickly became clear that there was a glaring issue with diversity in the selection, in terms of both gender and cultural representation. At the time of recruitment (2016–2017), next to no women were represented in the potential interviewee list. This is emblematic of the larger board game world, which has seen a seriously disproportionate ratio of men in relation to women designing and publishing games. The situation on this front has improved considerably in the last few years, with an increasing number of women both designing and publishing acclaimed titles. Shining examples include Elizabeth Hargrave and her award-winning Wingspan,5 Sophia Wagner, Inka Brand, and Nikki Valens, among others. The disparity is, however, still glaring.

When it comes to cultural representation, most of the candidates similarly reflected the overall situation in the board game world, with the majority of game designers being of North American, European, and Australasian origin. While this is partially understandable given that these regions are where contemporary hobby board games are by far the most popular, the markedly—indeed, staggeringly—low representation of ethnic minorities in these regions is undoubtedly problematic and deserves a dedicated study that would focus, with due deliberation, on the questions that arise there. Encouragingly, as is the case with gender representation, recent years have seen the situation improve slowly, with increased sensitivity to inclusiveness with regard to ethnicity starting to characterize the board game world. It is worth mentioning, for instance, that game critics such as Shut Up & Sit Down, So Very Wrong about Games, and No Pun Included, among others, along with a number of outspoken game designers, have been instrumental in accelerating this belated process.

In the pages that follow, I have tried my best to reflect and further this trend and to offer a breadth of cultural perspectives in the selection of designers interviewed. Nevertheless, the medium’s own history and development, along with the pragmatic challenges of recruitment such as access to interviewees and their willingness to participate, particularly where the longest and most influential repertoires of expertise are concerned, meant that the regard for diversity I was able to put into practice came up against a run of constraints. The designers interviewed represent a broad range of cultural and national perspectives—admittedly, almost entirely within the geographic distribution described earlier. However, they almost invariably represent dominant cultural identities within their respective national contexts, rather than minorities therein. There is an irony in this that I am ruefully aware of. To strike a personal note, I know about undiversified representation all too well, coming as I do from a tiny postcolonial island nation precariously positioned, geographically and culturally, between North Africa and Europe, with the constant challenges that sets.

The rich trove of observations that resulted in these interviews was filtered through two decades of academic research and publications on various topics related to player experience. The thoughts and theories contained in this book are heavily informed by the growing body of work in (primarily digital) game studies, but a lot of this work needed considerable adaptation to make it applicable to board games.

Another source of knowledge that informed both my interviews with designers and my observations here is my own experience in designing and publishing board games, which I have been doing professionally for the past five years. While I am an absolute beginner when compared to the inspiring veterans cited here, the experience of designing board games from scratch, and managing their development, production, publication, and distribution, has given me invaluable insight into every aspect of the process of bringing a board game from the initial idea to its delivery to retailers and players around the globe. While I do not claim to be an authority by any means, this knowledge has given me a literacy that allowed for more nuanced conversations with the experts I interviewed than would have been possible had I approached this project from a solely academic perspective.

The past ten years have been a roller coaster of development and growth in the board game industry, in terms of both creative innovation and financial strength. This board game renaissance has beckoned many to ask why these artifacts of a bygone era are making such an explosive comeback at a time when digital games have taken over the global mediascape. One can only provide tentative answers to this question, but I believe that this renaissance came about because of three main factors.

First and foremost, board games offer a powerful antidote to an increasingly ubiquitous lifestyle of digital hyperconnectedness that does not provide us with the sense of togetherness that is essential to our mental and emotional well-being. Second, the art of board game design has evolved greatly over the past decade. The scene is brimming with innovation, and designers have made considerable efforts to reduce barriers to entry for new players, such as overly complicated rule sets and prohibitively long games. The range of board games available in the contemporary scene also offers a more varied and generally appealing range of fictions to a wider audience than was the case earlier. Finally, board games allow us to indulge in the kind of sustained imaginative activity that is steadily being undermined by a rise in the frequency, intensity, and immediacy of sensory stimulation and the culture of instant gratification and attention fragmentation that follows. While literature is just as rich a launchpad for exercising the imagination, it has fallen victim to the diminishing attention spans that digital media, particularly social media, are cultivating in most of us. Board games engage us in the kinds of feedback loops that we are accustomed to through the prevalence of digital technologies in our daily lives, reinforced by the presence of others, and provide a healthy workout for both our problem-solving and imaginative faculties.

Chapter 1 introduces readers to different conceptions of play through time. It explores the nature of play and the role it fulfills in our everyday lives. In so doing, the chapter examines play on two levels: the experience of play as it occurs in the moment, and a broader, existential perspective on play. The chapter outlines the core characteristics of play and advances a definition of play specific to board games. This chapter is purely conceptual, so designers reading this book for more pragmatic design insights might want to skip to the second chapter.

Chapter 2 discusses the structure of board game playing experience, starting with an overview of the nature and role of attention. Attention is a prerequisite for experiencing involvement. Involvement describes the quality of experience when attentional resources are directed toward an aspect of the board game playing activity. The chapter then considers some of the main challenges to board game involvement, including setup time, rule complexity, and downtime, or the time that players spend waiting for others in between turns.

Chapter 3 tackles the most prominent formal element of a board game: its rules. Here I consider the difference between restrictive and generative rules. Once this distinction is established, I move on to describe how clusters of generative rules come together to structure the player’s interaction with the game world. While rules outline the possible actions and thus the game’s possibility space, mechanics emerge from these rules and allow for interaction with the game system and other players. The chapter ends with an overview of the goals that incentivize players into acting, and give meaning to many of those actions.

Chapter 4 takes a deep dive into one of the more attractive aspects of board games: sociality. A common observation about board games is that they are excellent at fostering a sense of togetherness, yet what this phenomenon means is rarely answered. In this chapter, I consider the broader social context within which board games are situated, and argue that the rise of networked social media is creating a problematic state of what Sherry Turkle has called alone together, or the sense of being connected to many others through social media while experiencing loneliness owing to a lack of face-to-face togetherness.6 This chapter outlines a framework of social interpretation and interaction based on the work of Randall Collins, Émile Durkheim, and Erving Goffman. I use this framework of social interaction to arrive at a perspective on the nature of togetherness, and on how board games enable it in such a consistent manner. I then address the thorny and oft-discussed topic of player interaction, providing a perspective on what this means, informed by input of the game designers interviewed. Finally, I consider the forms of social involvement that are enabled through cooperation, collaboration, and competition.

Chapter 5 considers the topic of imagination and how it applies to board games. Here I argue that the term theme, which is commonly used to account for a game’s setting, fiction, story, and general imaginative content, is problematic and undermines a clear understanding of this crucial part of the board game playing experience. I suggest that fiction is a better term to use to express these elements, and I delve into an overview of how imagination and fiction have been characterized in various fields, drawing out a conceptual tool kit that can be applied to board games. The chapter ends with an outline of the main elements that make up fiction in board games, laying the groundwork for the subject of the next chapter: narrative.

Chapter 6 tackles the challenging concept of narrative, arguing for a rethinking of what this term means in the context of games. I make the case that a consideration of narrative in board games requires a split from traditional theories on the subject that originated from media like literature and film. The chapter establishes a definition of board game narrative and, on that basis, builds toward an outline for a framework of board game narrative.

In chapter 7, I consider the materiality of board games, and how this aspect of the board game object engenders aesthetic experience. A good part of the chapter is dedicated to establishing an understanding of tactility and the factors that influence it. Material aesthetics are considered on two levels: the immediate, affective reaction to encountering the physical object, and issues of usability that come into play when its material components are considered in relation to its situated usage.

Chapter 8 homes in on the elusive experience of immersion in board games. As is the case in discussions on the subject in relation to digital games, immersion is a challenging experience to analyze, happening as it does outside of conscious awareness. This chapter considers existing theories of immersion discussed in both digital games and board games and formulates a definition of board game immersion that is based on the blending of the forms of involvement outlined in the previous chapters.

Chapter 9 considers the board game experience as a whole, looking back at the concepts developed in the previous chapters and outlining how the forms of involvement described in those chapters come together in the moment of gameplay. The chapter also considers how the combination of these forms of involvement shapes the flow of player affect during the course of the game session.

The scope of this book is thus to give a holistic view of the board game playing experience by outlining the main forms of involvement that board games provide, and by describing how each form functions in general and in the specific moment of gameplay. Throughout the book, I consider the subject of each chapter in relation to our general lived experience, before adapting the concepts developed to board game analysis and design. In so doing, I hope to give a broader context to the role that board games play in our everyday lives. In many ways, our contemporary sociocultural moment structures our lives in such a way as to leave us with a great need for play, imagination, and sociality, and it is precisely these experiences that board games are particularly great at fostering.


Notes


	1.  Steve Perrin et al., RuneQuest (Chaosium, 1978).


	2.  John Ronald Reuel Tolkien, The Silmarillion (George Allen & Unwin, 1977); William Murray and Joe McNally, 1a: Play with Us, Key Words Reading Scheme (Ladybird Books, 1964).


	3.  www.BoardGameGeek.com is the most prominent board game site on the internet. It is a giant database of all published (and many unpublished) board games, with user ratings, images, rule manual uploads, reviews, and forums where players discuss every aspect of the game, from rule questions to player reviews, component discussions, suggested house rules, suggested expansions, fan fiction, and more. I refer to the site as BoardGameGeek throughout the book.


	4.  The ranking system privileges games that have been rated by a critical mass of people, and thus games with smaller print runs are at a considerable disadvantage here. Thus one could argue that BoardGameGeek’s ranking system is partly an indicator of quality, but more so an indicator of popularity. Nevertheless, outside this system, determinants of quality for the sake of the recruitment would have needed to be made solely by my subjective judgment, which, as I discuss throughout the book, would have been problematic, given the role that individual expectations, preferences, and social contexts play in one’s assessment of a game’s quality.


	5.  Elizabeth Hargrave, Wingspan (Stonemaier Games, 2019).


	6.  Sherry Turkle, Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and Less from Each Other (New York: Basic Books, 2011).







 



1    Play



“Play is important to me because it is such a large part of making me happy and it’s an important part of me enjoying my friend’s company. It would be sad to lose it. I think it’s important because it’s such an easy way to be happy and you know, why are we on this earth if not to be happy? Why do we do anything other than to be happy?”

—Quintin Smith, Shut Up & Sit Down



Never in human history has the presence of games been so pervasive, yet play so sorely missing, from our adult lives. That might seem like a contradiction. Surely the ubiquity of games means that more people are spending their time playing them, and thus, if anything, too much time is being invested in play. We carry a plethora of game worlds in our pockets everywhere we go: phones, tablets, laptops, desktops, and game consoles, all acting as gateways to games ranging from brain-crunching abstract puzzles to vast, simulated worlds to explore. Yet firing up a game does not necessarily engender a play experience.

Play is a mode of being that transcends any particular activity, a way of experiencing the world. It is the spontaneous movement between rigid structures, oscillating between order and chaos. Play thrives in spontaneity, fueled by imagination and colored by uncertainty. Most importantly, play roots us in the present moment. When that playful moment is shared with others who are deeply engaged with the play world, it has the potential to envelop us in a bubble of togetherness.

Contemporary networked life is increasingly reducing the conditions that enable play. More specifically, the union of ubiquitous internet-connected smartphones and social media platforms has created a constant stream of distraction whose draw is increasingly more difficult to resist. Platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram have been designed to hijack our attention when we’re idle or bored or when we bump into a challenge during our workday. The result is an inversion of our relationship with the internet: our default state is now one that is predominantly online, with breaks away from being connected, rather than the other way around.

We have entered a state of hyperconnectedness, where the feedback loop with technology is accelerating to a point where it is becoming increasingly difficult to have a sense of being in the moment, to steer our focus without distraction, and to allow our imagination to roam freely. Our experience of time is becoming increasingly compressed, marked by what Douglas Rushkoff calls overwinding: the attempt to speed up activities and events and cram them into shorter timescales than necessary.1 All of this points to a state of being that is contrary to the state required to experience play.

Play entails a focus on the present moment and an engagement with our surroundings, activities, and thoughts. In so doing, play offers a perfect antidote to the strenuous effects of hyperconnectedness and overwinding. This state of affairs has created a situation where play experiences are yearned for but difficult to come by. Yet play can be found in any aspect of our everyday lives, as long as we have the mind-set for it. Play accompanies us on a walk in a forest, idly kicking a stone ahead of us with every other step. Play lightens our day at the checkout counter with a witty twist of language that makes the cashier smile. Play sends butterflies darting around our chest when a flirtatious look is reciprocated. Play fuels the warmth we feel when we wrap up a board game evening with a last-minute group triumph against all odds.

In this chapter, I will be delving into the nature of play and the role it plays in our everyday lives. This will lead to a consideration of play on two levels: the moment-to-moment lived experience of play, and a broader, existential perspective on play. Once this contextual discussion is in place, I will proceed to outline the characteristics of play, looking briefly at the nature of these characteristics and how they relate to board games specifically.


An Ontology of Play

One of the most influential writers on the subject of play is Johan Huizinga. In his seminal work Homo Ludens, Huizinga argues that play is a defining aspect of humanity, and a cornerstone of culture and civilization.2 He outlines the essential characteristics of play, resulting in a definition. This definition becomes a template for examining the relationship between play and various forms of cultural expression, including war, law, ritual, poetry, art, and language, with the goal of proving that all of them embody play:


A free activity standing quite consciously outside “ordinary” life as being “not serious,” but at the same time absorbing the player intensely and utterly. It is an activity connected with no material interest, and no profit can be gained by it. It proceeds within its own proper boundaries of time and space according to fixed rules and in an orderly manner.3



This definition has been highly influential in play research in general and in game studies in particular. Contemporary game researchers such as Jesper Juul and Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman have adapted Huizinga’s definition to suit contemporary games.4 While in game studies this formulation of play has too often been taken on board uncritically, play researchers in the humanities and social sciences have been critical of aspects of Huizinga’s work. The most prolific play researcher of our time, Brian Sutton-Smith, for example, criticizes Huizinga’s idealization of play, along with the defining characteristics that Huizinga identifies as being fundamental to his play definition:


These “essentialistic” statements not only contradict many of his own exemplars of play as nasty, brutish, and short but are also themselves conditions of play only in limited circumstances. There are some conditions of play life that approximate these specifications, but many that do not. If one substitutes the words music or painting or novel writing for play in the above statements, the one-sidedness of the supposed defining characteristics becomes even more apparent. By making the “truly understood conditions of play so pure,” Huizinga has, in effect, confirmed its puerility and triviality.5



At the heart of Huizinga’s project on play and culture is a drive to keep play and related cultural phenomena as ordered domains that are set apart from the chaos of the real world. This view of play as an activity that is separate from our ordinary lives is most evident in the concept of the magic circle. Initially used by Huizinga in Homo Ludens as one example of many forms of activities that exist outside ordinary life, the metaphor of the magic circle has been widely adopted by game studies theorists6 to articulate the spatial, temporal, and psychological boundary between games and the real world:


All play moves and has its being within a play-ground marked off beforehand either materially or ideally, deliberately or as a matter of course … The arena, the card-table, the magic circle, the temple, the stage, the screen, the tennis court, the court of justice, etc., are all in form and function play-grounds, i.e., forbidden spots, isolated, hedged round, hallowed, within which special rules obtain. All are temporary worlds within the ordinary world, dedicated to the performance of an act apart.7



The separation of play from the ordinary world is a defining element of play, to which Huizinga returns frequently. For Huizinga, play is a “stepping out of real life into a temporary sphere of activity with a disposition all of its own,”8 and manifestations of play have rules that create order within the magic circle.9 The magic circle is defined by the rules that sustain it, creating “an absolute and peculiar order” within its boundary.10 The relationship between order and play is necessary for Huizinga’s vision of play as the ideal of organized human social structures.

Huizinga’s idealization of play can be traced back to his 1919 book The Waning of the Middle Ages.11 In this early work, Huizinga argues that despite the unattainable nature of chivalric ideals, chivalry survived long after the sociocultural contexts that gave rise to it had died off. Huizinga attributes the survival of chivalry to its play-like qualities. Later, in The Shadow of Tomorrow, Huizinga argues that the crisis the world was in at the time of writing was symptomatic of a culture that had perverted the ideals of play.12 Homo Ludens is the culmination of his project of diagnosing the degeneration of Western culture, and it emphasizes the importance of a bounded space in which order reigns: “Here we come across another, very positive, feature of play: it creates order, is order. Into an imperfect world and into the confusion of life it brings a temporary, a limited perfection. Play demands order absolute and supreme.”13

For Huizinga, then, the magic circle marks the boundary between order and chaos, between the idealized ritual of play and the mess of ordinary life. As Robert Anchor points out,14 the notion of a distinct boundary between play and the real world becomes the cornerstone of a model of play against which higher forms of culture are measured, as Huizinga does in Homo Ludens.

Jacques Ehrmann criticizes Huizinga for conceiving of ordinary life or reality as a stable entity that can be compared with, contrasted to, and measured against play.15 Huizinga takes for granted the existence of a reality, perpetually escorted by the hesitant presence of quotation marks, that can, in some nonspecified manner, be divorced from culture and play. Ehrmann instead argues that there is no reality outside the culture that constructs it. Reality does not contain play but is manifested through it. He further argues that Huizinga wrongly portrays reality in much the same way as he portrays culture—as a fixed and preexistent element that serves as a frame of reference for evaluating play. Ehrmann concludes his critique of Huizinga with a statement that is in line with the ontology of play that I use as a foundation for the rest of this book:


To define play is at the same time and in the same movement to define reality and to define culture. As each term is a way to apprehend the two others, they are each elaborated, constructed through and on the basis of the two others. None of the three existing prior to the others, they are all simultaneously the subject and object of the question which they put to us and we to them.16



This view is echoed by anthropologists and sociologists researching games such as Thomas Malaby and T. L. Taylor.17 Taylor argues that essentialist perspectives on play such as Huizinga’s—in particular, the idea of a separation of play from reality—ignore grounded ethnographic research of play, which paints a different and far messier relationship between play and other aspects of players’ lives.18

My perspective is that the notion of games as activities that are separable from the everyday real world not only misrepresents actual game situations but also lays an unstable foundation for any other observations or frameworks to be built on. Admittedly, it is true that many play contexts like board games do offer socially agreed-on conventions for acting and interpreting the actions of others that can alter or relax the strictures of everyday social conventions. For example, I might be more comfortable jokingly teasing someone I just met at a game of Codenames than I might be if I had just met that person at a friend’s dinner or an art gallery opening.19 Similarly, if I am playing a game of Risk with a group of my students, they might be more comfortable engaging in friendly banter that might be seen as rude outside that context.20 Some games might even actively encourage offensive behavior as part of the social convention their rules enact. However, these variations on accepted social rules do not mean that the game is separate from the everyday world. It simply means that like every other social situation, games inform how we interpret and act in the social contexts we find ourselves in.

In short, the experiential and social contexts of play have no perimeters as discrete as those implied by the magic circle; there are only layered contexts and their respective interpretive frames. With this in mind, it would be more useful to adopt the conceptual framework developed in Erving Goffman’s Frame Analysis as a lens through which to explore the complexity of the gameplay situation, instead of the idea of the magic circle.21 The metaphor or model we use to understand the nature of play influences every other interpretive level we layer on top of it, so it is crucial to take a stance on such foundational concepts. I delve deeper into Goffman’s work when discussing the situated social context of board game play in chapter 4.

In the realm of board games, the notion that the game session is somehow separable from the everyday lives of the players is problematic. Going back to my example of Risk, if I form an alliance with a player and then attack that player when he leaves his borders unguarded, it would not come as much of a surprise to know that his general opinion of me, not just his opinion of me as a player, was colored by the in-game situation. Now let’s say I repeat that action to the same player three games in a row. In such a situation, it would be understandable that at least someone around the table would start conflating my actions as a player with their judgment of me as a person overall. A similar argument can be made about the difficulty of confining value judgments and emotional reactions within the time and space circumscribed by the game. Strong negative or positive emotions engendered by the game do not stop abruptly because the game has ended and the magic circle is dispelled. They persist through time and may even affect the general sense of self-worth the player has, if the emotional reaction to the player’s engagement with the game was strong enough.

In this light, I do not consider play to be a separate activity from the everyday world, as a number of theorists who follow Huizinga’s perspective, such as Caillois, Juul, and Salen and Zimmerman, have argued.22 I will instead treat play as a mode of experience with particular characteristics (outlined at the end of the chapter) that gives an interpretable context in much the same way that other social and mediated experiences do. Play situations can thus be seen as nodes in the interrelated network of social, mediated contexts that together form our everyday reality. In other words, there is no such thing as a real or everyday world outside this network of interpretive frames that play can be contrasted to.



Play as a Mode of Experience

A common assertion made by players and researchers alike is that people play games because they are fun.23 Many take this as a self-evident truth: if games were not fun, why would people play them? This line of reasoning has two problems. First, as Malaby argues, associating games with fun imbues them with a normative status that ignores the complex and varied experiential states that make games engaging.24 This does not mean that games do not provide the kind of positive affect that the concept of fun is used to denote, but contrary to what is often believed, this kind of positive affect is not an inherent characteristic of games. Fun does not denote a specific experiential phenomenon but spans a whole series of emotional states that vary according to context and individual. As Taylor states, pinning motivation for game playing on the notion of fun risks missing important aspects of the game experience:


The notion that people play differently, and that the subjective experience of play varies, is central to an argument that would suggest there is no single definitive way of enjoying a game or of talking about what constitutes “fun.” We need expansive definitions of play to account for the variety of participants’ pleasurable labor and activity. Those definitions must encompass both casual and hard-core gamers. Suggesting that games are always simply about “fun” (and then endlessly trying to design that fun) is likely to gloss over more analytically productive psychological, social, and structural components of games.25



Fun is too vague an experiential category to be of analytical use. It merely implies a clustering of positive emotions surrounding an activity. It does not describe what those emotions are or where they derive from. This is as unhelpful to the designer as it is to the analyst. Both these perspectives need a nuanced understanding of player experience, not a simple catchall category.

The claim that the word fun cannot be further broken down analytically is merely an acknowledgment of the vague function it fulfills in language. If there is an experience that both designers and players desire in games, it is that they are engaging (or its synonym, involving). The difference between claiming that games are meant to be engaging and that they are fun is that the former addresses the direction of attention toward the game, while the latter determines the nature of affect resulting from such a direction of attention. Some degree of involvement is required for the game as a process to take place. If players are disengaged enough from the game, the feedback loop between players and system will simply grind to a halt, and the activity stops.

To be clear, I am not claiming that fun, or positive affect, is not a desired outcome in board game sessions, but proposing that emotions other than fun or general positive affect can dominate a game session. This is particularly the case when we consider that different players have different experiences during the same session. One player might experience various forms of positive affect, while another feels frustrated. Engaging with a game does not guarantee a specific experience, even if such an experience was intended by the designers.

Malaby argues that the a priori association of play with fun stems from the commonly held assumption of play as the opposite of seriousness and work, in the vein of Huizinga and Caillois.26 Defining play through a particular form of experience, in this case fun, creates a serious problem for a robust ontology of play: “If by “play” we are trying to signal a state or mode of human experience (something like Csikszentmihalyi’s “flow” [1990])—a way of engaging the world whatever one is doing—then we cannot simultaneously use it reliably as a label for a kind or form of distinct human activity.”27

In other words, it would be illogical to claim that play is a type of experience while also claiming that it is a specific type of activity (a game). This deterministic approach does not represent actual experience. If we identify positive affect as a characteristic of play, we cannot also claim that every time we play a board game, we are going to experience positive affect.

For the sake of clarity, then, when I use “play” as a noun in this book, I am referring to play as a mode of experience.28 As I will show in the rest of the chapter, understanding play in this sense is important, especially when we consider play beyond its application in game contexts. Play has important connotations for our being in the world that, when applied to the specific context of gameplay, yield important insights into the deeper existential motivations that drive our engagement with board games. This requires us to take a step back from viewing play in the context of games and consider first its broader role in our lives.



Play as Being in the World

In his seminal work The Ambiguity of Play, Brian Sutton-Smith points out that most human activities can involve play, and thus it is almost impossible to define or even study it consistently.29 Sutton-Smith’s solution to this problem is to investigate play through seven rhetorics, or dominant narratives, about play. Together these rhetorics make up different perspectives on play that are current in our culture. When we consider play in its varied possible manifestations in everyday life, as Sutton-Smith does, it is indeed challenging to define it. Miguel Sicart, in Play Matters, similarly acknowledges the difficulty of defining play.30 Like Thomas Malaby,31 Sicart emphasizes the need to decouple play from games and focus on what he finds to be the crucial contribution play can make in contemporary society and culture. Sicart proposes an additional rhetoric to the seven outlined by Sutton-Smith: a rhetoric of romantic play, which considers play as an act of creation rather than consumption, and as a form of resistance to a contemporary existence dominated by mechanical efficiency and technical determinism. Sicart thus provides a conception of play as a means of engaging and being in the world:


We play because we are human, and we need to understand what makes us human, not in an evolutionary or cognitive way but in a humanistic way. Play is the force that pulls us together. It is a way of explaining the world, others, and ourselves. Play is expressing ourselves—who we want to be, or who we don’t want to be. Play is what we do when we are human.32



For Sicart, play acts both as a lens through which to view the human condition and as a creative means—one that resists the strictures of established sociotechnological norms and structures—for exploring and interacting with the world. Importantly, Sicart points out that while games can facilitate play, the phenomenon of play is much larger than games. He takes a different stance from theorists like Johan Huizinga and Roger Caillois, positioning play as a pervasive and transformative force in human culture that is anything but ordered.33 Sicart characterizes play as existing between order and chaos, creation and destruction. His perspective recognizes that while Huizinga was right in ascribing importance to play in its role in culture, he did not go far enough in acknowledging the impact of play on the totality of everyday being in the world: “Play is being in the world, through objects, toward others. We play not to entertain ourselves or to learn or be alienated: we play to be, and play gives us, through its characteristics, the possibility of being.”34

Eugen Fink similarly considers play from this perspective of being in the world.35 Fink builds a compelling argument positioning play as one of the key elements that contribute to our well-being and happiness. He starts with a consideration of the human condition, highlighting how, as beings with an ability to remember the past and simulate the future, we are marked by a preoccupation with death and cursed by the ability to examine our own existence without being able to understand it beyond fleeting flashes of insight that elude a holistic picture or answer.

Fink argues that we are constantly in the process of becoming, but never quite getting there, and he associates that sense of becoming with happiness. Happiness, according to Fink, is the goal of our existence, and we constantly strive for it without knowing what it actually is. This creates a constant sense of unrest that both propels us forward and frustrates us. In chasing happiness, we paradoxically push it farther from our reach. Fink argues that this creates a constant focus on the future, with the present moment being experienced as but a stage of preparation. The worst part is that we are unable to process and verbalize our final purpose and, thus, true happiness. In this way, happiness lies beyond the reaches of cognitive understanding and language. And it is here that play enters to give us respite from this existential struggle. Quintin Smith, a critic and founder of the popular site Shut Up & Sit Down, similarly emphasizes the link between play and happiness:

Quintin Smith:  Play seems important to me because it is such a large part of making me happy and content, and it’s an important part of me enjoying my friends’ company, and I feel that it is sad to lose it. Einstein said that everyone has a spark of madness that they should try and keep alive, which I agree with. Some people in the board game community would tell you that board game play is completely different to the way children play, and I think that’s not true at all. I think that we imagine, compete, and solve puzzles in the same way that kids do. I think it’s important because it’s such an easy way to be happy, and why are we on this earth if not to be happy? Why do we do anything other than to be happy?

Both Smith and Fink thus place play at the heart of being human. Fink further elaborates that play is one of the core aspects of being human. He also argues that one of play’s key features is that it is not focused on the future but has “self-contained sense,”36 and it thus provides a respite from future striving by being wrapped up in the present:


Play is a fundamental phenomenon of existence, just as primordial and independent as death, love, work and ruling, but it is not directed, as with the other fundamental phenomena, by a collective striving for the final purpose.… Play is a strange oasis, a dreamy resting point for restless wandering and continual flight. Play gives us the present. Not, to be sure, that present where we, having become still in the depths of our essence, hear the eternal breath of the world and behold the pure forms in the stream of transience. Play is activity and creativity and yet it is near to eternal and tranquil things. Play “interrupts” the continuity and context of our course of life that is determined by an ultimate purpose.37



Fink and Sicart position play as a crucial aspect of the human condition that shapes our way of being in the world.38 This broad, macro perspective on play informs the more situated instances of play in various activities, including games. The macro-level human motivations and needs that macro-play address can be found in these situated instances, but this depends on the individual’s experience and the social context that inevitably informs that experience. Thus, for example, if play satisfies our conscious or unconscious desire for being more present in the moment, a game of Arboretum, with its streamlined, brain-crunching rule system that beckons deep engagement, might very well address that need.39 It might also remind me of an ex-partner I used to play the game with, and get me thinking about a painful past, instead of engaging me in the present.

Given the book’s focus, I am interested in the ways in which the qualities of macro-play manifest in board games. I argue that the current explosion in the popularity of board games stems from their ability to channel the qualities of macro-play that address some of the core strains and lacks that contemporary networked society is placing on us, or at least making harder to avoid. Before I outline what I believe these qualities to be, it will be useful to look at the aspects of play that games tend to highlight.



The Characteristics of Play

So far, we have considered the nature of play in a very wide sense, as a mode of experience that can pertain to many different activities beyond games. While not every engagement with a board game will be a playful one in this sense, the play experience is one that designers often try to create and players often want to experience. It will thus be useful to outline a definition of play that I will use in the rest of the book. This definition of play applies both to play as being in the world and to play in the specific context of games and is based on the work of theorists discussed earlier. As Thomas S. Henricks, Miguel Sicart, and Brian Sutton-Smith have argued, any characterization of play is going to be biased toward a particular perspective or context.40 In my case, that bias is toward the overlap between play as being in the world and play in the context of games generally and board games specifically.

Play is a dynamic process of interaction with structures that afford a degree of designed uncertainty. Play heightens awareness of the present moment that is fueled by imagination. When others are involved in the play situation, it has the potential of creating a sense of togetherness.

I will first give an illustration of this definition in action by applying it to the board game The Settlers of Catan.41 Then I will look in greater detail at each of the defining elements of the definition, to expand on what they mean and give a brief context of why each is a necessary element in the consideration of board game play.

In The Settlers of Catan, players are competing to reach a certain number of victory points before other players by building roads, villages, and cities. The resources they need to build these elements are obtained from terrain tiles that border their existing villages and cities, and are determined by a random die roll at the start of each player’s turn. The other way that players can get resources is by trading with the game’s bank if they have ports, or by trading freely with each other.

The rule set thus sets up the structure of goals that players can pursue and the ways they can do so. Players interact with the game rules to pursue these goals, but they also interact directly with each other when they trade. Finally, players also interact with each other by blocking paths and nodes, denying other players the possibility to build on them. These interrelated forms of rule-based and social interaction afford player engagement and the resulting forms of affect that come with it.

Another element that keeps players engaged is the uncertainty designed into the game. Players need to adapt their strategies to the resources generated at the start of each player’s turn through the random rolling of dice. This can be frustrating or exhilarating, depending on whether the result rolled generates resources for players or leaves them dry for the sixth consecutive turn. There is also the interesting unknown of what resources other players hold, which ones they are willing to trade, and what they will want for them.

While the game’s fiction is not particularly evocative, players are still provided with the simple image of a newly discovered island they are developing, workers building roads and villages in the formerly unspoiled territory, and so on. In this regard, The Settlers of Catan does not afford the richest of imaginary worlds to engage with, but the fact that there is a shared imagined space that players are interacting with still stimulates the imagination into action. Accordingly, one of the ways in which The Settlers of Catan generates positive affect is through the jokes that players make around the table when the game structure yields results that are entertaining to imagine. For example, one player has two villages on a sheep tile that has been activated a few turns in a row. That player’s land is now imagined to be crowded with flocks of sheep, and often such players will be doing their best to trade off their sheep by offering bundles of them for a single resource that they need: “Three sheep for one clay, anyone? Okay, no one? Fine, then, I’m trading eight sheep for one clay and one wood and building my village.” Since the game’s fiction does not indicate where, or with whom, these sheep are being traded, the situation yields odd mental images of a village made of sheep-shaped bricks and sheep-shaped wooden planks, becoming the basis of jokes that color the game experience.
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Figure 1.1

It’s raining sheep in The Settlers of Catan.


While these situations are not necessarily prescribed by the rule set itself, they become an important part of the play experience that heightens the sense of attending to the present moment and the sense of togetherness board games are so apt at creating. In fact, it is in this aspect that board games shine: the creation of togetherness through play that satisfies our inherent need for warm, face-to-face human connections that are paradoxically harder to come by in a hyperconnected world.


Structured Interaction

Roger Caillois describes the activity of gameplay as a feedback loop between action and response “which is free within the limits set by the rules.”42 This forms the basis of his typology of play, which is based on a continuum ranging from the spontaneous manifestation of the play instinct, or paidia, and the challenges set out by arbitrary rules, or ludus. Paidia exists beyond language, and for this reason its pure form cannot be pinned down by a definition. Caillois describes paidia as a “happy exuberance which effects an immediate and disordered agitation, an impulsive and easy recreation, but readily carried to excess, whose impromptu and unruly character remains its essential if not unique reason for being.”43 An example of paidia would be kicking a ball around on a beach for the pleasure of the activity, without aim or restriction.

We move toward the ludus end of the play continuum when we add rules to that activity and in so doing shift the balance of pleasure more toward an enjoyment of overcoming arbitrary, self-imposed difficulty. Returning to my previous example, if I place a stick in the sand and decide to try to hit the stick by kicking the ball toward it, I have added a rule to constrain play and am now moving toward ludus. A friend joins me, and I decide to formalize the activity into a contest. I therefore draw a line a few meters away from the stick and decide that the goal of the game is to kick the ball from behind the line five times and hit the stick as many times as possible. Whoever hits the stick the most times wins. Now our activity has moved more toward the ludus end of the spectrum while still retaining elements of paidia, like the physical interaction with the ball and environmental effects that exist within the play context (gravity, wind, and the lay of the sand, for example)—which can continue to be pleasurable in themselves even after we impose rules and structure on the play activity.

Caillois then creates a typology of games by cross-referencing the paidia-to-ludus continuum with the four types of play: agon, alea, mimicry, and ilinx. These represent the dominant play form in a particular game. Agon refers to competition with others as well as with the game itself. Alea refers to randomness and luck. Mimicry describes the imagination involved in play and accounts for the player’s taking on of roles during a game session. Ilinx refers to the experience of surrendering to a temporary distortion of reality through movement. While Caillois allows for multiple play types to coexist in the same activity, he does claim that in any play activity, one of these types is dominant.

Caillois’s typology is questionable on many fronts. The types he proposes are highly arbitrary, dedicating a whole category, ilinx, to a specific form of experience such as vertigo at the expense of more obvious types of play such as narrative, exploration, or collaboration. Conversely, while ilinx is found in very few games, agon, the contest against others or the system itself, is found in most games, making it equally redundant.

Another problem with this approach is that most games include at least two, and often three, of these types, in such a way as to make it difficult to say which is the dominant type. Merchants and Marauders, for example, includes agon, alea, and mimicry in equal measure.44 Even if we want to be fair to Caillois and stick to examples that existed at the time of writing, we can focus on tabletop wargames, all the way from throwing marbles at formations of toy soldiers to more simulation-heavy historical wargames that have been around since the eighteenth century. All of these combine the three types of play in varying measures, calling into question the utility of a typology where most categories apply to considerable numbers of games.

These problems result from attempting a typology of a vast domain of activities that are constantly evolving and shifting. As I argued earlier, play in this broad sense is best viewed as a mode of experience, and thus I will avoid formal typologies, focusing instead on exploring this mode of experience in all its multifaceted and fluid nature.

Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman follow Caillois in defining play as the “free movement within a rigid structure.”45 They sidestep a number of problems that arise from basing a definition of play on rules, as Thomas Malaby argues,46 and instead focus on the more general concept of structures, which can stand in for a variety of physical (artificial or otherwise), social, algorithmic, or arbitrary restrictions that both constrain and give meaning to the movement they encompass. While this is quite a broad definition, it does highlight the fact that most instances of play involve an interaction with structures that limit freedom, whether these structures are upheld through code (coded rules and environmental properties in digital games, etc.), social conventions (board game rules, social rules of behavior, institutional rules, etc.), or physical restrictions (weight, gravity, weather patterns, etc.). Board games draw on all three depending on the type of game. Dexterity games like Flick ’Em Up, for example, establish game structures through social and physical means.47 Strategy games like Rising Sun bank on socially upheld structures like the game rules and the social conventions around the gaming table, which, in the case of a game that involves negotiation like Rising Sun, become interwoven with the game rules.48 However the structures are upheld, the job of game designers is to come up with interesting structures for players to explore and move between. These structures give shape to the game’s “possibility space”: the range of possible options that a game’s rules and components allow. The possibility space outlines the range of potential meaningful actions players can take and, in so doing, establishes the breadth of meaningful choices available to the player.

Scott Eberle takes this characterization of play as a dynamic movement one step further by arguing that the essence of play is not a set of static characteristics but an emergent, dynamic process that players engage with and progress through in increments of experiential intensity.49 Eberle describes the relationship between player and play situation as a form of experiential spiral, expanding in possibilities as the interaction develops. This vortex of play has anticipation at its starting point. Eberle places the anticipation to play as the starting point of play, not the formal start of the play session itself. This readiness to act places the player in a disposition to play, which is necessary for play to happen. Part of this anticipation, according to Eberle, is a curiosity to see how events unfold when play actually starts. This is consistent with the assertion by Roger Caillois, Thomas Malaby, and Greg Costikyan, as well as in my own earlier work, that uncertainty is a key element of play, as discussed earlier: it is the uncertainty about what will happen that gives rise to anticipation.50

The next stage is thus the surprise at the outcome of the first actions that establish the opening moves of the play situation. Surprise gives way to what Eberle calls pleasure, which stands for positive affect. Eberle argues that play always results in forms of positive affect, since if this were not the case, players would stop playing. I disagree with such a position, for reasons I have outlined earlier and have discussed more extensively in related work on digital games.51 Aspects of negative affect, such as frustration or disappointment at one’s performance, are just as strong motivators for continued play as pleasure. Once again, it is not fun, or pleasure, but engagement that keeps the player playing.

After the player experiences an emotional reaction to her initial actions, she takes stock of the play situation—hence the next section of the play spiral is understanding. Here the player starts synthesizing the current state of play and, in so doing, prepares for the next cycle of the feedback loop of play. This results in what Eberle calls strength, by which he means the outward expression of competence or honed skill. Finally, the last stage of play involves an experience that Eberle calls poise. Eberle explains that poise is similar to the optimal experience of flow, but adds to it the pride at succeeding in whatever activity is being undertaken, often with the social capital that comes with that.

Not every play situation allows for all these stages to be experienced. The main point I take from Eberle is the importance of seeing play as a dynamic, interactive loop of anticipation, action, emotional affect, and reaction that evolves over time and, in so doing, opens up the players’ possibility space.



Designed Uncertainty

Thomas Malaby places uncertainty, or contingency, at the heart of his definition of play.52 He argues that the main quality that distinguishes games from other forms of rule-based social structure, such as the legal system or academia, is that the rules of the latter institutions are designed to reduce unpredictability, while game rules are designed to create a combination of predictable and unpredictable outcomes for players to explore. Malaby defines contingency as “that which could have been otherwise,”53 relating this quality of play on both existential and game-specific levels:


If we, as humans, are pattern-noticing machines (so to speak), then the unfolding of contingent outcomes in a semibounded domain such as a game is inherently compelling, presenting as it does just the right mix of the expected and the unexpected.… Making a game, then, is about creating the complex, implicit, contingent conditions wherein the texture of engaged human experience can happen.54



Malaby identifies four main types of contingency. Stochastic contingency refers to unknowns produced by randomness. Social contingency accounts for the unpredictability of other players’ thoughts and plans of action. Performative contingency refers to the unknown level of competence that a player will exhibit in a particular outing of a game. Finally, semiotic contingency relates to the unpredictability of interpreting a game’s outcomes.

Uncertainty is a crucial part of board games in the ways that Malaby describes. Designers strive to create various forms of unknowns that attract players enough to keep them coming back to the game. Social contingency is a key element of almost every competitive board game. While this varies depending on the genre a game belongs to and its particular rule set, most competitive board games require players to simulate what is going on in the other players’ minds and factor their opponents’ expected actions into their own plans. Social contingency is also present in cooperative board games. In many ways, in fact, such games can be seen as exercises in minimizing social contingency in the face of constraints designed to increase that contingency, such as limits on the means of communication during certain parts of the game. In cooperative games as different as Hanabi and Gloomhaven, for example, the fact that players have different ways of interacting with the game-state available to them necessitates coordination.55

Performative contingency lies at the heart of games that challenge the players’ abilities enough to call into question their ability to complete the task and, depending on the type of game, prevail over other players or the game system itself. While different board games challenge different types of abilities, cognitive challenges are the most common form of challenge.

Semiotic contingency plays an important role in aspects of the board game experience, since learning and correctly enacting the game’s intended rules require effort and can lead to ambiguity of play, or different players unknowingly playing the game differently enough that their playings become incompatible. Semiotic contingency also relates to the unpredictability of meaning in terms of interpreting game outcomes. Needless to say, designers and publishers generally aim to minimize semiotic contingency so that players experience the game as intended. It is, however, hard, if not outright impossible, to entirely avoid the slippage of meaning common to any form of designed object.

Stochastic contingency is also present in the majority of games—again, to varying degrees. The game designers interviewed for this project had different views on the role of randomness and resulting unknowns. Some designers avoided having randomness in their games, preferring instead to channel uncertainty in the game through social and performative contingency:

Vital Lacerda:  I’m not a fan of luck; I like to control everything in the game. Well, not everything: I have cards, and the cards are not totally controllable, but I try to find ways to minimize the randomness of the cards or the dice. I want to try to have the least luck possible in my games. I want to give players total control in their decisions, because I think that the best player should win the game, so no luck is involved. That is one thing that I usually avoid. I know that I have to have some randomness in the games because I need playability, I need variability in the game, but I don’t like to have too much luck in the games.

Others find the unknowns generated by randomness to be engaging and exciting, giving a sense of a world that has a life beyond the strict intentions of the designer.

Ignacy Trzewiczek:  I’m also obsessed with adding some randomness to the games, because I believe that random situations make you think hard because of some random setup or some random card and you have to figure out how to now get the best out of the situation that you are put in.… I love adding randomness; just throwing the things on the board and telling players: “Okay, here’s the situation, what do you do?” That, for me, is super exciting.

Designers did agree on one thing in relation to randomness in board games: the more randomness a game has, the shorter it should be. This principle is based on the valid assumption that players need to have a sense of agency in the game for them not to get frustrated or disengaged with it. A game with too much randomness that players cannot control will tend to frustrate players. A short game therefore reduces the duration that frustration is experienced for.

Like Lacerda, Caillois points out that uncontrollable randomness can undermine a player’s skill. While this can be frustrating for veteran players, randomness allows newer players to feel as though they have a chance of winning, or at least making progress in the game in ways that would not otherwise be possible if that randomness was absent. Stochastic contingency is therefore a delicate element that designers need to balance carefully.



Imagination

Roger Caillois finds Johan Huizinga’s Homo Ludens lacking when it comes to applying play theory specifically to the case of games.56 To address that lack, Caillois’s Man, Play and Games focuses on the specific qualities of play as applied to games. His ontological foundation is extremely similar to Huizinga’s and suffers from the same conceptual shortfalls discussed earlier. Caillois’s definition, however, does add two crucial elements of play omitted by Huizinga that are an important part of my own formulation of play. These are make-believe and uncertainty.

Make-believe, or imagination, is an important aspect of certain forms of play. While not all forms of play require an active use of players’ imaginative faculties, the majority do. This is particularly true in the case of games, and especially board games. Board games use a combination of rules, illustration, and physical pieces to generate mental images shared with other players. If we set aside abstract games, most board games project some sort of fictional world that players can animate through their interaction with the game system and each other. A number of game designers that I interviewed emphasized the importance of consciously sculpting players’ imagination through the mechanics they worked with:

Vital Lacerda:  Board games need a lot of imagination. If you as the designer do not stimulate players’ imagination, many will complain that the experience you’ve sold them does not match their expectations. So the designer needs to employ that imagination and do a good job in delivering a holistic package so players get the experience they expected.

Imagination is an important aspect of play, and a key part of the board game experience. It is also a complex and ephemeral phenomenon that requires careful unpacking that is beyond the scope of this chapter. Chapter 5 is dedicated to exploring this subject in detail.



Togetherness

Scott Eberle argues that a big part of the satisfaction we get from play is related to the presence of others. Play fosters social connections, strengthening existing ones and establishing new ones. Play, according to Eberle, sharpens our social intuitions and social skills, making us more able actors in our social networks and increasing our standing within in our social groups:


Much of the pleasure we derive from play is social in nature, and play strengthens our social skills. Play propagates itself in our close groups, strengthening old acquaintanceships and rewarding us with new friendships. These bonds shore up our societies with common associations, common experiences, and common purposes. Playing also deliberately rearranges our relationships and so enhances our social wit. At play we learn to read others’ intentions. And by playing we learn to deflect and defuse conflict.… A more confident and more accommodating social self, a stronger self, also makes us more attractive as playmates and partners.57



While we can play alone, the presence of others gives the play situation an entirely different and more complex structural and affective dimension. One of the core attractors of board games is the ability to play with others and experience a sense of togetherness. Many board games include solo modes, and some board games are designed specifically to be played alone, but the vast majority of board game sessions involve two or more players. Board games afford different forms of social experiences, the nature of which is primarily shaped by the game’s rules, and the actions of the players around the table. The nature of board game sociality and the sense of togetherness board games provide is explored in detail in chapter 4.

While there has been a lot of speculation about the reasons for the explosion of board games’ popularity in the last two decades, this has tended to focus on elements such as improved design and aesthetics or on more general, industry-related factors. I argue that the popularity of board games today is better accounted for by the fact that they offer one of the more engaging forms of play, acting as an antidote to the negative effects of overwinding and hyperconnectedness. Board games address similar needs to the ones that intense social media use promises to gratify—engaging, interactive feedback loops, social connection, and the desire for novelty—but they do so in ways that have the potential for healthier emotional well-being. The engagement that board games provide allows us to feel a sense of agency and satisfaction at having unraveled puzzles, formulated plans, and executed them. They allow for a sense of improvement in our skills, a sense of pride at playing well, and the enjoyment of experiencing imagined worlds. Above all, they provide a sense of togetherness that is essential to our well-being.

For all of this to occur, however, board games need to be engaging; they need to capture our attention and lead us from a state of fragmented preoccupation with the past and future to the intimacy of the now. In the next chapter, then, I explore the nature of attention and the forms of involvement that make up the board game playing experience.
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2    Attention



“If a player is deeply involved in the game, they feel that they are there; they feel that they are doing something besides playing a game. So it’s not just playing, it’s a way to extend oneself with a new experience that comes from playing the game.”

—Vital Lacerda



There are as many reasons for playing board games as there are varieties of board games. Some players are fascinated by complex rule systems that provide a platform for performing mental gymnastics while competing with each other. Others might be just as competitive but find that complex rules detract from their enjoyment of the game. Another group is drawn to games that provide rich narrative experiences and give much importance to finely crafted mechanics. Others still are engaged by the beauty and tactile pleasures of the physical components themselves. Some players join a game night for social engagement, without really caring much about what game is being played, or whether or not they do well. Most of the time, players are involved by a combination of these (and other) game elements.

A game cannot guarantee involvement, since it depends on a variety of elements outside the game object, including the setting it is played in, the dispositions of the players involved, and the personal preferences and mood of the individual. Nevertheless, every game designer I interviewed either emphasized or took for granted that a high level of player involvement during a game was a positive thing. Similarly, players expect, or at least hope for, a game to capture their attention and involve them in its systems and world.

In this chapter, I aim to establish a clear understanding of the various layers of board game experience and, in so doing, to establish a consistent vocabulary that will be used throughout the book. I start by giving an overview of two related layers of player experience: attention and involvement. While these terms are often used synonymously, they refer to different forms of experience. In the next section, I give a more in-depth look at different forms of involvement, both during the moment of gameplay and outside the game session itself. The various dimensions of players’ involvement with board games will also form the basis for the rest of the chapters. The chapter ends with a consideration of some of the most common aspects of board games that contribute to maintaining or breaking player involvement, including a game’s setup time, its length, rule complexity, and downtime, or the time between segments of player activity.


Attention

Bruno Cathala:  In my opinion, every player has to stay focused on what happens, even if it’s not her turn. I try to achieve that; I’m not saying I’m successful each time, but it’s something which I keep in mind.

To engage with a board game, a player has to first direct his or her attention to it. Attention is the foundation on which all the aspects of the board game playing experience, and the complex layers of player involvement, are built.

All media require the investment of attention to be experienced. Without attention, there cannot be involvement. While the two are inextricably linked in actuality, for the purposes of analysis, it will help to consider them separately. Attention refers to the willed or automatic direction of our awareness to internal and external stimuli. Whereas attention deals with the functional aspects of cognitive functions, involvement, engagement, and absorption (all three terms can be used synonymously) deal with the nature and quality of our experience of the thing we are directing our attentional resources to. Whereas attention is solely a cognitive function, involvement engages the whole body, including our emotional reactions to internal or external stimuli. Thus we can summarize the difference between attention and involvement in the following way:

Attention describes the structure of cognitive resources we have at our disposal and how we direct these resources while playing. Involvement describes the various forms of experiences we have while our attention is directed toward the game.

Attention deals with the mental resources directed, consciously or otherwise, toward a particular stimulus or stimuli. This involves an assortment of skills, processes, and cognitive states that interact with each other and other brain processes.1 It underlies everything we do, and plays a crucial role in perception, thinking, learning, and performance. When the brain carries out activities simultaneously, the coordination of their execution also involves attention.

In our daily experience, our senses are bombarded with more information than they can process in its entirety. This applies not just to external stimuli but also to internally generated ones. Because of this mismatch between the load of information we encounter in our daily lives and our brain’s ability to process it, we select, consciously and unconsciously, which information to process in more depth. Attention can be characterized either as bottom-up or top-down. Bottom-up attention may be directed to internal or external stimuli that are strong enough to come into awareness automatically without our consciously willing them to. An example of this would be a loud noise in the environment that we cannot avoid attending to. Top-down attention, on the other hand, is a cognitively controlled process that our higher-order executive function directs willfully. Once we hear that loud noise, our automatic attention (a bottom-up process) kicks in, bringing the noise to the fore of our consciousness; then our top-down attention takes over and decides whether to attend to the noise and search for its source or ignore it and focus on other activities. As this example illustrates, the two forms of attention are interrelated, as bottom-up stimuli are influenced by top-down processing.2 Conversely, top-down attention competes with bottom-up attention to retain focus on a given task, such as when players of a board game are trying to form a strategy in a busy board game café and keep having their attention drawn to a loud player at a neighboring table.

While going through life, we are generally not aware of how attention affects our performance, state, or behavior. We become more aware of the nature of our attention when, for example, we are trying to process complex information, learning a new task that requires concentration, or engaging in activities that are unfamiliar to us and thus have not been internalized. In these situations, the cognitive resources needed to solve the task at hand can be greater than what our attentional capacity system can supply.3 Our attentional resources are allocated to the aspects of a task most relevant to us at a particular time. Learning a task requires the ability to attend to all the relevant stimuli; then, as the information is transferred to long-term memory storage and learned, the behavior required by the task becomes internalized and automatic. The learned task will thus require fewer attentional resources, freeing resources that can now be allocated to new tasks.

Players’ attention is an important resource that the game designer needs to keep in mind during the design process. In many ways, what the game designer does is create an object that structures and guides the attention of players through certain experiences, resulting in a particular structure of affect. Seasoned designers tend to develop a feel for the effects that rules and other game elements have on the players’ attention. Every observation or decision that the game requires or encourages takes up a part of the limited attentional resources players have at their disposal. The more decisions and possibilities players have to keep track of, then, the more difficult it is for their attention to keep up. This sense of struggling to make the right decisions in a sea of possible options, all of which affect the game state, lies at the heart of what makes games engaging for some players and designers:

Reiner Knizia:  What I like in a game is sitting there and biting my fingernails in excitement and hoping players don’t block me from what I want to do. It is also that feeling of having three things to do, but I can only do two of those things. This goes back to closing my eyes and wondering whether I can create this situation. That’s exactly what I want. I do not want to sit there and manage a game with lots of pieces, which turns into a form of pseudo-play which is not the real game. I don’t want to essentially just sit there and say, “Okay, I don’t have anything to do” or “What’s the least worst I can do with my turns?” No! I want to sit there and think, “Ah! This feels like life! So many things to do, and I want to do them all!” If you play Through the Desert, you would have experienced this. It burns on all sides. This is the excitement I want to feel in the game.

The overstretching of players’ attention, then, can be a source of excitement in itself. However, the economy of attention needs to be carefully managed. While the attentional resources required during a particular game segment vary from player to player and group to group, designers need to have a sense both of how much attention they require from players at any given part of the game, and of what aspect of experience that attention is going toward. Engaging most of the player’s attention on a particular conscious process, such as forming a thorough strategy, learning a complex rule set, or attempting to extrapolate possible future moves by other players, can very well be involving, but it can impede other aspects of the experience that would rise more spontaneously from the player’s unconscious. To give a concrete example of this process, I turn to one of the games I have designed, Posthuman Saga, and consider how a lack of focus on attentional resource distribution undermined one of my design goals for the game.4

One of the design goals of Posthuman Saga was to create a hybrid of a strategic, Eurogame-style rule system and a rich narrative that drew people into the world while embodying the player in a single character he or she guides around that world. Unlike most games in the adventure genre, such as Merchants and Marauders, Tales of the Arabian Nights, and Fallout, I wanted every aspect of survival in the Posthuman world to be a puzzle.5 Moreover, I wanted all these puzzles to be interrelated. For example, an important part of the game is journeying to a particular location. In other adventure games, traveling involves moving from one point to another on a given map, or exploring hidden parts of the map until the desired location is found. Getting from point A to point B is often a matter of spending a certain number of turns to traverse that space. In Posthuman Saga, completing a journey involves forming patterns of terrain tiles that must be bid for or otherwise acquired from a limited pool that other players are competing for. On top of this terrain-based puzzle, players are awarded points and other benefits if they form patterns of scavenge-worthy buildings placed on these tiles, represented by separate tokens that they must also bid for or otherwise acquire. This makes the simple act of finding your way in the world a puzzle in and of itself. To make matters more complicated, players need to eat, find equipment to help them survive the dangers along the way, and contend with events that crop up in the world. Finally, players have to deal with challenges, both combat and narrative based, by managing a deck of multiuse cards that determine the outcome of such events, which deplete as they are used. Characters get exhausted and go hungry, their morale sinks, and they get wounded through their travels, all of which create a constant attrition of resources that can be recovered by resting. But since a big chunk of the points that players can gain derives from completing objectives before other players, resting also undermines the players’ score.
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Figure 2.1

Journey as puzzle in Posthuman Saga.


These interrelated systems create difficult decisions throughout the game. More importantly, these decisions have consequences that affect future turns considerably. If the game was a purely strategic one, this would not be an issue. The problem is that the game was intended to also generate an interesting narrative that emerges from the players’ actions, and to combine this with snippets of story chunks on mission objectives, landmark locations, and in a slew of prewritten narratives that activate randomly on players’ turns. The foregoing systems tend to have players working at their maximum attentional capacity for the majority of the game, except when they are resting, where their turn is mostly uneventful and only a few decisions are made. Winning the game is tied strongly to the strategic part of the game, and thus the game encourages players to invest their attention there. If these systems were simpler, or at least required fewer attentional resources every turn, players would have enough such resources left to take in the narrative emerging from their actions and other events in the world, especially since hooks for this sort of narrative are embedded in every aspect of the game.

Posthuman Saga’s system does not leave much space for the narrative side of the game to flourish, unless players choose to give little importance to the ludic parts of the game in favor of the narrative and the fictional world that begin to emerge on the table. While this does not make Posthuman Saga a bad game, it deviates from the intention of a hybrid strategic-narrative game, because ultimately I lacked the awareness, during the development and testing process, to recognize that I was placing too high a demand on attentional resources diverted to only one part of that hybrid equation.



Involvement

While attention accounts for the cognitive resources dedicated to a task, it does not describe the quality of the resultant experience. This is where involvement comes in. Involvement accounts for the broader bodily experience that results from our directing our attention to the relevant process—in our case, game playing.

Involvement is a complex experience that is difficult to fully explain or account for, since it involves a multiplicity of experiential dimensions that occur on both conscious and unconscious levels of experience and vary not only from person to person but also within the individual at different points in time. While I am focusing here on the subjective experience of the player, it is important to note that this experience is heavily informed by the particular object being experienced. As I argued in a previous work on the subject, titled In-Game, the material, structural, and semiotic qualities of a medium greatly influence the forms of experiences they enable.6 For this reason, we cannot directly apply frameworks of user involvement developed for one medium to another without adaptation. Espen Aarseth’s Cybertext emphasizes the radical difference between the structures of traditional media such as film and literature and what he calls cybertexts, of which both digital and tabletop games are examples.7 Cybertexts are defined by what Aarseth calls ergodicity, or the need for the player to provide active input to bring the text (in this case, a board game) into being. The player reconfigures the text in question through a feedback loop that runs from the player’s interpretation of the cybertext to her input, which reconfigures that text, which feeds back into the player’s interpretation and leads to new input, and so on.

It is important to note that ergodic forms of engagement, such as playing games, are not limited to direct input but include the interpretation, planning, and readiness to act that are part of that input. When players are planning what to do next between turns, for example, they are still engaged in the ergodic process, since their problem-solving and planning are done with a view to act, and thus to reconfigure the game. Even though no action is visible externally, the mind of the player is still investing game-related effort. In the case of turn-based games, players tend to have some time between turns when they are not acting. Some games require players to stay engaged and follow what other players are doing, since others’ actions affect their own significantly. As Bruno Cathala states in the interview quoted earlier, this form of involvement outside one’s own turn is ideal, since it keeps players engaged and feeling part of the game world throughout the session, not just during their turns. In a game of Tigris and Euphrates, for example, players place tiles to form emerging kingdoms as well as place leaders that will allow the players to score points.8 While the leaders belong to their factions, the grouped tiles representing the kingdoms are not owned by any of the players. Instead players can gain control of an aspect of that kingdom (politics, religion, trade, and farming) if they are the only ones to have a leader attached to that kingdom. As the kingdoms grow and break organically through player tile placement, opportunities for their leaders to take power present themselves, often for a limited time. Since the kingdoms do not have set boundaries but shift with each tile placed, players need to parse the state of the game board for threats and opportunities and keep that mental model updated to do well in the game. This is an excellent way of keeping players involved during other players’ turns and a great example of internal ergodic involvement.

This also happens in the case of real-time games like Zombie 15 or Escape: The Curse of the Temple, where bursts of external player input are punctuated by periods of internal cognitive activity that constitute a readiness to act.9 In Escape, for example, players roll dice frantically to get the results they need to attain their next planned goal, then stop to plan for the next one, or change their plans when the dice don’t go their way. During those moments of pause, the players are still actively involved, even if no outward sign of action is visible. Thus, in the rest of the book, when I refer to player involvement in board games, I will be referring to the entire feedback loop, spanning both internal and external effort.

So far, I have discussed involvement during the moment of gameplay. Another form of involvement that is often overlooked in both design and analysis conversations is the player’s engagement with the game between game sessions. While the majority of this book focuses on the moment of gameplay, I will also consider the forms of engagement that are active while the player is not actually playing, which I refer to as macro-involvement.10 A number of factors shape the player’s opinion and disposition toward a game that derive from thoughts, plans, feelings, and expectations before and after the game session. Examples of these out-of-game forms of involvement include everything from the initial motivation to engage with that particular game because of an interest in its theme to a desire for sociality, encompassing the formation of strategies and plans to be tried in upcoming games, the curiosity of continuing to unravel a game narrative or to explore a newly discovered part of the game world, the ambition to develop one’s abilities and outperform others, or the desire to imagine oneself transported to the particular game world or setting.11 Macro-involvement thus concerns issues of motivations and sustained engagement with games through the long-term (as opposed to immediate) aspects of the various forms of involvement.

Karolien Poels et al. conducted two focus group studies exclusively concerning what they call postgame experiences with digital games.12 Their findings corroborate the importance of not limiting the analysis of involvement to the game-playing session itself. Postgame experiences can range, for example, from the sense of accomplishment derived from completing an elusive game goal to the satisfying feeling of recalling impressive feats of avatar control, or the sense of inner peace after travels in aesthetically moving surroundings. Pregame experiences, meanwhile, give a context to the actual game session. It is harder to describe this form of involvement, since it is guided less by the formal aspects of the game that manifest during gameplay, but this is not to say that the formal characteristics of games are irrelevant for macro-involvement.

Macro-involvement thus addresses longer-term motivations to engage with the game and addresses off-line thinking and activities that keep players returning to a game. However, the core of the board gaming experience remains players’ moment-by-moment involvement during the actual game session.



Forms of Board Game Involvement

Unlike attention, involvement describes not only the degree of engagement with a game but also the quality of the resulting experiences. Once we start exploring the nature of involvement, we face a daunting variety of possible forms, depending on both the properties of the game and the disposition of the players involved. As Laura Ermi and Frans Mäyrä argue in the case of digital games,13 it is important to identify the major types of player involvement, rather than limiting the discussion to the degree of involvement, as several theorists have done.14 It is also important to identify the forms of involvement so as to delve more deeply into their nature and have a nuanced register of terms and concepts for discussing, analyzing, and designing for them.

Chapters 3 to 7 are focused dives into the major forms of board game involvement. Of course, not all games afford all these forms of involvement to the same degree. This does not mean that the game is less engaging but rather indicates that attentional resources are spread over fewer forms of involvement than others. I derived the main forms of player involvement by analyzing the interviews I conducted with game designers and critics during the course of this project, combined with my previous research in player involvement in both digital and tabletop games. These forms represent clusters of focus that my interviewees emphasized when discussing player experience. I will give a brief overview of these main forms of player involvement here and then treat them in greater length individually in the remaining chapters.


Ludic Involvement

Emerson Matsuuchi:  Probably one of the most important things in designing board games is the development of the game’s end state. I’m thinking about how the game is going to end, what are the victory triggers, what are the victory conditions, but probably the part that I spend a lot of time on is player incentives. What is driving the players to do these things I’ve put in the game?

Every board game requires players to learn the rules of the game before they can begin to play. Once players learn the rules enough for the game to take place, attention directed to ludic involvement combines a consideration of the possibility space afforded by the rules, the mechanics that act as a means of interacting with the game system and game world, and the relationship of these mechanics with the structure of goals set by the game and the player. This form of involvement, then, is particular, as it is the only one that is required for the game to happen at all.

The rules of the game are the DNA of the experience. They create a language that enables players to interact with the game and with each other. Rules stipulate what players can and cannot do, while at the same time establishing the nature of the game world. The rules also stipulate the winning conditions, if any are present. It is quite possible to have board games that do not have a win state that is stipulated by the game, often presenting sandbox-like game worlds that are focused on the experience they are aiming to convey, rather than on winning or losing the game as such.

Once a winning condition, and thus an overarching goal, is set by the rules, a structure of subgoals emerges. The rewards of attaining these goals give players incentives that imbue their actions with meaning and allow them to assess how they are faring in the game, whether the game is a cooperative or a competitive one. Rules and goals are thus crucial in giving players a sense of agency, by providing an interpretable structure of interaction with meaningful outcomes that players compete or collaborate (depending on the game type) to achieve. I explore ludic involvement in greater detail in chapter 3.



Social Involvement

Manuel Rozoy:  The game system is like a moderator or a diplomat between people. The system translates the rules for the player, and what does that, I don’t know. I have no clue. For me a magical aspect of board games is when you see players laughing, speaking, and shouting together, trying to work together; or just the fact that they are playing together—it’s magical.

The game designers and critics I interviewed agreed on one thing: the ability of board games to bring people together, and the designer’s role in engineering those experiences, is one of the most exciting things about playing as well as designing games. This is what social involvement is about.

The game system greatly influences the interactions players can have around the game table. Every other form of involvement described here contributes to social involvement, although the game rules and goals have the most profound impact, since they stipulate the ways in which players interact with each other, and the ways in which another player’s actions affect one’s own. A game that allows players to freely target each other without restriction will create a different form of social involvement from one where players are competing against each other through an overall score but cannot directly affect each other’s game states. Similarly, games that allow or even encourage players to deceive each other will tend to create a social dynamic that is more antagonistic than games that encourage players to work together to overcome a common challenge.

Board game experiences can thus be defined by the ways they structure interaction between players. Whether the interaction is competitive, cooperative, or collaborative, the game session has the potential to create a powerful sense of a shared group experience that few other media, aside from certain types of digital games, enable. Part of the reason for this is not just that players are co-located, but also that they are solving problems together by interacting with mechanics and inhabiting fictional worlds together. As Gary Alan Fine argues in Shared Fantasy, this creates a bond between players that greatly deepens their involvement, since each player reinforces that sense of engagement for others, creating a sense of being in the experience together.15 Social involvement thus describes attention directed toward competing, cooperating, collaborating, communicating, and generally interacting with others around the game table and will be the subject of chapter 4.



Fictional Involvement

Corey Konieczka:  I think there’s a lot more opportunity for players to interpret and to use their imagination to paint a bigger picture. The games that we’ve been most successful with at Fantasy Flight are the daring adventures of so-and-so. Players go through this person’s life and all of the things that they encountered, by interpreting the events that happened within the game to tell a compelling story.

Board games rely heavily on the use of players’ imagination. The physical components, text, and images combine with the game rules and mechanics to create a mental image of the game world. The direction of the imagination through a designed object can be referred to as the game’s fiction. In the board game world, the term theme is used as a catchall concept to cover what I am here calling fiction, as well as the game’s narrative, setting, and a number of other things relating to the imagination. In chapter 5, I argue that fiction is a more accurate and productive term than theme.

Fictional involvement is a major attractor for players, especially since the penchant for imagination-rich activities we develop during childhood has increasingly less of an outlet through contemporary popular leisure activities such as movies, television series, and mainstream digital games. While it is always a challenge to dive into an experience as subjective and ephemeral as fictionality, chapter 5 will give a primer on two theories of fiction that are useful for understanding board game experience. Wolfgang Iser describes the relationship between the audience’s mind and the text that guides its attention as a triadic matrix of the fictive, the real, and the imaginary.16 Kendall Walton’s theory of fiction and make-believe, meanwhile, is founded on the argument that our desire for engaging with make-believe does not leave us when we become adults but is instead transformed into an appreciation for various media forms.17 Walton’s theory of fiction is useful, as it depends on elements he calls props that anchor the imagined in a perceivable object, a situation that is pertinent to board game fiction.



Narrative Involvement

Geoff Engelstein:  I think that it’s really important to create the opportunity for moments in a game. Moments being stories that the players tell after the game about the game. So it’s creating those social moments when you saved the day by getting that core breach with half a second left. You have to look for ways to create the sort of interaction that is going to create the story moments, and there are ways to do that.

Fictional involvement is a prerequisite for experiencing narrative. Although narrative is a popular topic in board game discussions, what narrative actually means for board games is not a straightforward issue. Most discussions of game narrative derive their understanding of narrative from media like literature and film. The problem here, however, is that board games are an entirely different medium with very different structural characteristics. Unlike literary or film narrative, board games weave together two forms of narrative: one that has been written into the game, and another that is generated by stringing together causally related mental images that emerge from gameplay. Chapter 6 explores these two forms of board game narrative, which I call scripted narrative and emergent narrative respectively.

While not all board games include strong elements of scripted narrative beyond a framing setting and possibly an overarching narrative, quite a few do afford some degree of emergent narrative. Emergent narrative results from a combination of ludic, material, social, and fictional involvement. It is also a precursor to experiencing a sense of being a character in the world and, in the case of some games, the experience of immersion, which I discuss in chapter 7. Like fictional involvement, emergent narrative can, on the one hand, make it easier to learn the rules of the game and, on the other, transform them from arbitrary ludic structures into the engines that animate the game world.



Material Involvement

Matt Lees:  In a simple game like Diamant, you put the little gems you got in a little box, and that’s functionally exactly the same as putting it behind your little cardboard wall and hiding it, but a cardboard wall is nowhere near as fun. The fact that you get to open your little box and put your treasure into it: that in itself is a really massive part of the experience, not only because you’re hiding something in a box, but because it’s your treasure chest. Stuff like that is just huge.

One of the more attractive aspects of board games for many players is their beauty as designed objects. The experience of material involvement is often bottom-up, in the sense that it does not depend on the willful direction of attentional resources from the side of the player to be experienced but is a reaction to the visual and tactile aesthetics of the game components. The quality and beauty of board game components, in terms of product design, component design, graphic design, and illustration, have improved dramatically in the last ten years. This boost in visual and tactile quality was greatly influenced by the popularity of the crowdfunding platform Kickstarter, which enabled creators to bring games to life with production and development budgets that would have been too expensive for publishers working with traditional distribution methods. The haptic feel of certain game components is a big part of their appeal.

The act of handling beautifully designed game components in materials that are satisfying to pick up and touch plays an important role in involving players in the game, creating the potential for positive affect over and above that provided by other forms of player involvement. Similarly, the stunning visual art that adorns contemporary board games works to create a more affective experience. Visual and material design also contributes to the game’s ability to evoke the imagination, since the world it portrays has a more engaging physical prop to anchor its existence.




Breaking Involvement

So far, I have described the nature of attention and the role it plays in experiencing involvement. I have also outlined the main forms of player involvement in board games. In the last part of this chapter, I will be highlighting game characteristics that can erode player attention and, as a result, diminish involvement. This list is not meant to be exhaustive by any means; rather, it is an outline of the factors that the game designers interviewed have identified as major challenges to retaining players’ attention, which they attempted to mitigate or avoid during the design process.


Setup Time

In an ideal world, players would sit down, open the game box, and start playing. However, players need to do two things first: set the game up on the table and learn the rules at least well enough to start playing.

Board games tend to require setting up components into a prescribed start-of-game state. The amount of setup required varies from game to game and tends to be longer with more complex games. As the design of board games has developed over the last decade, a clear trend toward minimizing both setup time and rule complexity has emerged, at least in certain game genres. Some designers stated that setup time should ideally be proportional to game length:

Jonathan Gilmour:  I also feel like there’s a golden ratio of setup time to play time in a board game. It’s kind of an unwritten rule that the setup time should not be longer than a quarter of the overall play time, and while there are a few games that have a longer setup time that make it worthwhile, I feel that for me personally, that’s a good goal to try to hit. If a game takes half an hour to play but fifteen minutes to set up, that ratio isn’t right, and it’s not going to feel satisfying.

As Jonathan Gilmour states, no hard-and-fast design rule exists, but ideally a game’s setup is no longer than a quarter of the total playing time. This refers to the standard setup time of a game and does not include assembling the game the first time. Assembly is minimal in most games, mostly involving removing shrink-wrap from card decks and punching out components from cardboard punch-boards. Other games may require more involved assembly, such as putting together dials or plastic miniatures, or applying stickers to wooden or plastic components. Although some players enjoy this initial assembly, it is rare to hear of players who enjoy setting up a game before a play session. Players generally regard setup time as a chore they must complete to get to the actual game. As Ignacy Trzewiczek explains, the concern for the game designer is that if the game’s setup is too long, it may reduce the excitement for players to engage with the game, if not put them off altogether:

Ignacy Trzewiczek:  With First Martians we were discussing this problem that setting up around forty cubes takes time in the setup phase, and players might be disappointed, and they’re going to say: “Hey, the setup for this game sucks. We won’t play this game, we’ll play a different game.” So we were literally using a clock and checking how much time the setup actually takes, first with all the cubes and then without some cubes. It was about two minutes to set up cubes. Finally we decided that we preferred to make the setup two minutes longer to improve sixty minutes of gameplay rather than shorten the setup by two minutes but not have as cool a gaming experience. We all want to play the game as soon as possible, and any form of downtime is my biggest enemy. I know that.

As Trzewiczek points out, players want to get stuck into the game as quickly as possible, and whatever impedes that becomes a barrier to involvement. Players tend to accumulate a degree of macro-involvement before the actual game session, whether from having enjoyed earlier sessions with the same game or from having built up anticipation from watching previews and reviews discussing the game. If the game was backed on Kickstarter, macro-involvement will tend to be higher, at least for the individual who backed the game. Kickstarter pages are carefully curated designs that include video trailers, how-to-play videos, narrative and descriptive text, and the most lavish illustrations the publisher can muster, all aimed not just at marketing the game but at conveying the experience of the game world. Anything that delays the playing of the game can thus be viewed as a barrier between involvement during the game and outside it.



Rule Complexity

Another barrier to engaging with a board game is learning its rules. As Elias, Garfield, and Gutschera argue in Characteristics of Games, rules can be viewed as a necessary evil, but an evil nonetheless, in the sense that “one would like to achieve the same gameplay results with fewer rules rather than more.”18 The tolerance for rule complexity varies greatly depending on the experience of players around the table, their expectations of the genre in question, and the goal rewards that the game provides. I explore the nature, types, and complexity of board game rules in greater detail in chapter 3. For the scope of this chapter, it is important to note that the complexity of the rule system has a strong bearing on player attention and involvement. In the first instance, players seldom enjoy the process of learning enough of the rules to run the game. Like setup, learning the rules feels like a chore to all but the most ardent players who enjoy learning game rules for their own sake—a small minority of board game players. Unlike setup, learning rules requires focused attention from all players, which makes it more challenging: it is not simply a chore that requires investing time and following usually straightforward, step-by-step instructions but a chore that can take longer if it is not done well or if most players don’t pay enough attention. There is no doubt that the biggest barrier to attracting new players to board games is learning and understanding game rules.

Learning rules can be sped up if the fiction of the game, and potentially also its narrative, is consistent with the rules that are animating them. Fiction and narrative can help players internalize and remember rules if the rule makes logical sense within the fictional world. In general, the more abstract or divorced from the game’s fiction the rules are, the harder it will be for players to learn them. Reiner Knizia highlights the importance of having intuitive rules that players can learn quickly:

Reiner Knizia:  For me, there’s a great value to having intuitive rules, so that people, once they understand the basics, can just play and let the rules fall into place. I think that’s one of my design “signatures.” A lot of people have different “signatures.” I’m a scientist, so I’m trying to have very few basic rules, and the depth of play comes from applying those rules that should involve players. So if I play with different players, the game is different because the game is not in control, but the game is a tool for the players to be involved with.

Knizia makes an important connection between intuitive rules that combine in complex ways and player involvement. Here he is referring to a double operation of rule complexity. On the one hand, keeping rule complexity low and making rules intuitive reduce the likelihood of losing players’ attention, and thus their involvement. If those intuitive rules also interact in complex ways to create a broad possibility space for players to operate in, the game provides rich potential for ludic involvement. The situation Knizia is describing can be viewed as a worthy design goal in the case of games that rely primarily on rule-based involvement, such as Eurogames and abstract games.



Downtime

The majority of board games are turn-based affairs. This means that there are times when a player is taking his turn and thus actively engaging with the game system, and other times when the player is waiting for his turn and thus is unable to act directly. Unlike most digital games, where players are actively engaged during most of their gameplay session, a big part of the board game playing experience is this nonactive engagement, or nonengagement, with the game. As such, it is important to include this time in our exploration of player involvement, even if, for the most part, it represents a form of noninvolvement. The term generally used to refer to these pauses in active play is downtime. Elias, Garfield, and Gutschera define downtime as follows: “Downtime is time during a game when a player is not actively playing (she may or may not be considering strategies, but she is not making any moves, or even about to do so).”19

The designers I interviewed had slightly different interpretations of downtime. Some followed Elias, Garfield, and Gutschera in viewing downtime as being strictly a time in which players cannot physically act but might still be involved—for example, by considering their future actions. This view links downtime to the inability to exert agency. Other designers, however, viewed downtime as those periods when the player is unable even to formulate plans to act. These designers linked downtime to a lack of involvement, rather than simply a lack of action. This means that players can still be involved during turns where they cannot formally act within the system:

Kevin Wilson:  For me, downtime is a very fluid thing, and context matters a lot with downtime. How much do you care about the other player’s turns makes a big difference in how much downtime is acceptable. So, for example, in a team-based game where the outcome of your other teammates’ turns affects you, then I almost don’t consider your teammates’ turns as downtime. You’re still invested, you’re still paying attention, you still want to know what’s happening, and that’s not an absolute thing.

The first perspective on downtime sees it as a formal property of the game, while the second perspective focuses on the experiential aspect thereof. As a formal definition, Elias, Garfield, and Gutschera’s is the cleaner of the two. When it comes to analyzing or designing for experience, though, the second perspective is more useful, since it focuses on the degree of involvement afforded by the game when it is not a player’s turn to act. Let’s label this state as an off-turn.

A player’s off-turn is not necessarily one without involvement. Indeed, many designers explained how they try to include an element of involvement during off-turns. Antoine Bauza, like Kevin Wilson, assesses the impact of downtime not just in relation to whether players can or cannot act on their turn, but also in relation to whether they have something to engage with at all when it is not their turn:

Antoine Bauza:  Downtime is waiting for your next turn without there being something to do out of turn. So sometimes you have to wait for your turn, but you can think about your next turn. I’m okay with that. I have something to do and will prepare my next turn so that when it comes, I can play fast. I hate it when you have to wait for your turn and cannot prepare or anticipate because your move will depend on the previous player. This creates a big break in your playing experience because it’s not continuous.

Designers can build various forms of nonactive involvement into games. One is thinking about the next turn, in relation to a player’s mid-term or long-term goals. Another is updating the structure of goals based on the changing state of the game, and thus informing the actions taken on the next turns. There is a big difference in the quality of player experience between situations in which players can plan some or most of their next turn ahead of time, and those where the game state changes to a degree where players can only start thinking about their next actions when their turn comes around.

Aside from rule-based involvement, players can also be engaged by other dimensions of the board game experience, such as narrative or social ones. Jonathan Gilmour, the designer of Dead of Winter,20 explains how the design team used narrative cards, called “Crossroads” cards, to engage players outside their turn by having active players draw and read aloud narrative cards to hook the interest of the other players around the table by painting the scene in their imagination through the narrated text:

Jonathan Gilmour:  One of the things that we’re starting to discover more is trying to find interesting ways to engage the players when it’s not their turn. One of the things that we did in Dead of Winter was have the “Crossroads” cards, so that when it’s the player to your left’s turn, you’re reading the Crossroads card and paying attention to that, and also having the secret objectives helps draw you into the game and make you pay attention during the other players’ turn. If you can do little things like that to help keep the player constantly engaged, it helps make the downtime feel better, even though it’s still there. It’s just less obvious.
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Figure 2.2

Crossroads cards in Dead of Winter.


Engagement with game elements that stimulate the players’ imagination, or with prewritten story segments narrated to the players such as Dead of Winter’s Crossroads cards, will tend to depend on the player in question. Some players enjoy such elements, while others either don’t engage with the imaginative aspects of the game or are uninterested in the narrative. As Kevin Wilson explains:

Kevin Wilson:  Some players want to be actively involved constantly in a game. In a game like Rook, for example, there’s no downtime, it’s just “Raghh”; everybody’s doing something constantly, and then the game’s over. That’s one extreme. [Tales of the] Arabian Nights is on a different level. If you don’t care what the other players’ stories are like, there’s a lot of downtime in Arabian Nights, but if you’re interested, if you’re enjoying the stories, there’s not really that much downtime at all, because you’re listening and you’re involved; you’re invested.

Another device for involving players during off-turns is secret objectives and traitor mechanics. Dead of Winter is a great example of blending both. Each player has a unique hidden objective he or she is trying to achieve, and it may happen that one or more players are traitors working against the interest of the group. Games, like Battlestar Galactica,21 that include a traitor mechanic within a larger system (that is, the game is not just the traitor mechanic in a social deduction game, for example) invite players to pay attention to the actions of others, since they can glean information that might lead to uncovering the identity of the traitor, and also to their having good arguments up their sleeve to defend themselves when accused of being the traitor. This is one of many possible mechanics that have the potential for involving players during their off-turns. The function of such mechanics is to make players care about the actions of other players in relation to the game state and how it affects them.

Generally speaking, game designers consider experiential downtime to be a negative characteristic of the game and try their best to reduce or avoid it altogether. Unsurprisingly, no designer argued the opposite. The board game community’s tolerance for downtime has decreased over time, at least outside certain niche genres:

Bruno Cathala:  You want as little downtime as possible. Design is evolving. What was acceptable ten years ago is no longer acceptable today. So it’s difficult to put limits in terms of minutes, but you need to have as little downtime as possible in a game.

In addition to all the strategies I have described for involving nonactive players, designers have thus also striven to minimize downtime by introducing rules such as simultaneous turn taking, microturns, and cooperative gameplay, where the players act as one team and thus need to discuss tactics and coordinate their actions.



As we saw in this chapter, a prerequisite for involvement is attention, which can be seen as a basic resource that designers are working with to shape player experience. Not all forms of involvement use up attentional resources, since the latter are related to conscious rather than unconscious experience. Affect, for example, is often, though not always, a form of unconscious experience that does not take up attentional resources.

The game designers I interviewed all agreed that player involvement is a universally desirable characteristic of a game’s design, and anything that breaks involvement, especially for long stretches of time, should be avoided. When describing the design goals for particular games they had worked on, designers cited an emphasis on one or a few of the forms of involvement, with a general sense of aiming to nurture strong involvement being common to all. In the following chapters, I explore each of these involvement forms in relation to both design and analysis, starting with the way rules and goals structure player experience.
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3    Rules



“There’s something in my core which is mathematical. I enjoy the mathematics of games a lot. It isn’t my sole driver—but it is a fundamental facet of my interest. I think the relationship between the underlying, mathematical, logical structure of games and the overlying implementation and theme of games is something which fascinates me, but I always go back to this underlying game and ask what’s going on there and whether I can understand it.”

—Richard Garfield



Our lives are dictated by rules. Rules govern our social behavior in public, rate our performance within an industry, and subsequently determine our value within the economy. Rules establish norms for flirting, dating, loving, and relationships. Some of us adhere to the standard social rules of love and intimacy, while others create their own, but even these personally negotiated rules are influenced by their broader context. Without such rules, a society simply cannot function. At some point in the history of a social group, rules need to be established for the group to be sustainable.

For game designers, rules are the tools that allow them to sculpt players’ experience. Designers use these tools to establish what actions players can and cannot perform within the game world. Game rules imbue the game world with a structured reality, no matter how abstract that reality is, and in so doing, they combine with illustrations, game pieces, and text to fire the players’ imagination and bring the game world to life. Designers also use rules to stipulate how players can interact with each other, both around the game table and within the game world. In short, the game rules turn a set of images and components into a system and, at times, a fictional world, that players can inhabit and interact with together.

We can think of games as forms of play structured by rules. It is curious that an activity we often assume to offer us solace from the strictures of a rule-based life is itself often defined by rules, at times of a more complex nature than the rules we contend with on an everyday basis. However, I will argue that the reason for our tolerance of rules in the context of games is that the kinds of rules we encounter here tend to be different from those that structure most other aspects of our everyday lives.

This chapter begins with a consideration of the two main types of rules: restrictive and generative rules. The sense of stricture that we experience in most of society’s domains comes from their being defined by restrictive rules. Games, on the other hand, are dominated by generative rules. The difference in the sense of agency each type of rule provides is considerable. In the next section, I describe how clusters of these generative rules come together to enable the player’s interaction with the game world. These clusters are often referred to as mechanics. Since rules and mechanics are often confused, I examine the difference between the two and explore the nature of game mechanics with examples of how game designers use them to sculpt player experience. In the chapter’s final section, I describe how rules and mechanics come together to structure a hierarchy of goals that incentivize player decisions. I will refer to the direction of attention to rules, mechanics, and goals as ludic involvement.


Generative versus Restrictive Rules

Rules are generally associated with restrictions. The function of rules in most contexts is to narrow the range of possible behaviors by determining what is and is not acceptable. Criminal laws are rules that stipulate which actions are not tolerated in society, together with the severity of punishment pertaining to each forbidden action. University regulations similarly outline the rules of conduct and progression through the particular university’s system, which must, in turn, adhere to national rules on education, at least to some degree. There is, however, an important difference between criminal laws and university regulations: criminal laws primarily restrict, while university rules are either restrictive or generative: they both stipulate what students are forbidden from doing if they wish to retain their status within the academic system and also generate a structure of goals and paths toward those goals and the associated rewards. An example of restrictive rules in an academic context would be the inability to maintain full-time employment while being a full-time student at the university. An example of generative rules would be the attainment of a grade average to progress to the next year in a postgraduate program. The former stipulates what the student cannot do, while the latter generates a structure of progression on the path to a higher-order goal (attaining a qualification that is recognized outside the university itself). While the difference between the two might seem trivial in these examples, there are other social domains where the difference is more apparent. Games are one such domain.

As I discussed in chapter 1, following Thomas Malaby, the main difference between game rules and rules in other social domains is that, in the case of games, the rules are designed to create a combination of predictable and unpredictable outcomes, whereas rules in other domains are designed to reduce unpredictability.1 This difference can also be expressed in terms of the ratio of restrictive to generative rules. Game rules tend to contain a higher proportion of generative rules in relation to restrictive rules than systems in other social domains.

Colleen Macklin and John Sharp point out that one of the most fundamental aspects of a game is the range of actions players can take within the game. The actions that can be taken in a game are stipulated by its rules. Macklin and Sharp point out that rules are equally enabling as they are restricting:


In games, rules are a source of player creativity, choice, and expression. This might seem paradoxical because in most cases we think of rules as limiting what we can do. However, the restrictions rules place upon players are also what make games fun. Rules give us opportunities to try new things, develop strategies, and find enjoyment within a play experience.2



As Macklin and Sharp state, rules give meaning to actions and outcomes in the game system. Anna Anthropy and Naomi Clark similarly frame rules as actions, in their case characterizing the most important types of game rules as verbs, or “the rules that allow the player to interact with the other rules in the game.”3 Although Anthropy and Clark are talking specifically about digital games, the notion of rules as verbs, or modes of acting within the game world, applies equally well to board games. A board game’s rules tend to be, for the most part, instructions that outline the actions that players can take both within the game world and around the table.

Jesper Juul relates the generative function of rules to the concept of affordances.4 The term originates from James J. Gibson’s ecological theory of perception and was later adapted to the field of design by Donald Norman to account for the alignment between the properties of the thing being acted on and those of the acting agent.5 We perceive a ball as being throwable because its shape, size, and weight are conducive to throwing, at least in relation to how our bodies function. The affordances of a set of rules thus refer to the actions that those rules enable. For example, the rule that allows me to trade any resource card with any other player during my turn in The Settlers of Catan opens up a range of actions and thoughts that I can now engage in meaningfully. I now care what resources other players need to make profitable trades, and I can generally interact with other players in ways that are validated by the game system, outside the more limited options for interaction allowed on the board. While limitations place barriers to action, affordances link actions and resultant outcomes, outlining goal hierarchies and resultant rewards, influencing players’ emotions and stimulating their imagination as well as encouraging and structuring social interactions around the table. This emphasis on rules affording action is echoed by Elias, Garfield, and Gutschera, who define rules as follows: “Instructions telling players what actions they can take and what the outcome (immediately, in terms of changed game state; ultimately, in terms of winning or losing) of various actions will be.”6

Different game forms emphasize either limitations or affordances, depending on how their structures are made and upheld. Sports, and other games that depend on the physical environment, tend to give considerable importance to restrictive rules, since these physical limitations often become crucial sources of interesting difficulty and challenge. Although football has some generative rules, such as “get the ball into the opposing net to score a point” or “the game is split into two temporal halves of forty-five minutes each,” a good number of the game’s rules are restrictive, curtailing the wide range of actions it is physically possible for players to perform. It is important to stipulate that only the goalkeeper can grab the ball with her hands, or that players can slide feet first to block an attacking player, but only as long as they make contact with the ball first. Physical games like football are defined by such restrictive rules, since they need to bracket a whole host of possible physical actions.

Board games are the opposite: they are dictated primarily by generative, not restrictive, rules. This is because there is no preexisting world that the game’s rules need to limit; instead the designer shapes a world from scratch, supported by an algorithmic structure. Game designers have a variety of tools at their disposal to perform this creative process, with rules being the most important, and arguably the most necessary, of these tools.

While designers varied in how they described the starting point of this process, all of them cited the creation, selection, or combination of existing game rules as a necessary aspect of early development:

Jun Sasaki:  I love science and get little hints about game ideas from science, particularly nature documentaries. When I have a seed or a spark of an idea, I try to think of how I can turn that idea into a game by looking into mechanics that have already been created, like an ocean of possibilities, and pick the one that communicates the idea.

I need a rule to apply to the idea to make it a game and be able to test it. Let’s say I came up with an idea for a game about running. That is kind of fun, but then I have to add rules to make it a game, right? So I have to decide where the player is going and how long they have to do a certain action, and so on, for the idea to turn into a game.

As Jun Sasaki explains, the idea—in this case, a mental image of a specific experience—starts becoming a game when rules are applied to it, shaping it into existence by giving players the ability to perform certain actions. This perspective on the nature of game rules is different from that found in a number of works in game studies that view rules as primarily restrictive. Salen and Zimmerman, for example, outline a set of formal characteristics of game rules emphasizing the importance of their limiting function:


Rules limit player action: The chief way that rules operate is to limit the activities of players. If you are playing the game, think of all the things you could do with the dice in that game: you could light them on fire, eat them, juggle them, or make jewelry out of them. But you do not do any of these things. When you play a game of Yahtzee, you follow the rules and do something incredibly narrow and specific.7



Juul argues that Salen and Zimmerman’s “limitation view of rules only paints half the picture.”8 I would go further and claim that, in the case of board games, Salen and Zimmerman’s perspective is misleading. With physical games, the range of possible actions needs to be constrained, so stipulating limitations is necessary and makes sense. Going back to my football example, one doesn’t need to make a list of rules pertaining to aerial movement, since players cannot fly or levitate; gravity takes care of that. In the case of a board game, though, anything could be possible, so characterizing rules in the negative, that is, in terms of limitations to actions, makes little sense.

Salen and Zimmerman’s Yahtzee example highlights the problem. It makes more sense to characterize the rules of Yahtzee as actions players can take that are imbued with meaning within the Yahtzee environment, rather than a list of things that negates all other possible things you can do with the components of Yahtzee. First of all, a game is not reducible to its components. As Juul points out, some games are transmedial, meaning that the system behind them can be replicated in various media forms.9 This is certainly the case with many board games. Thus what players can do with the physical components that come with a particular edition of a game is only partially related to the overall nature of the game itself. Second, and more important, it is far more useful for both designers and analysts to start with the perspective of a blank space that is shaped into existence by carefully selected clusters of interconnected rules, as Jun Sasaki describes, rather than a clutter of all possible actions that rules limit to arrive at the end product.

In a game of King of Tokyo, for example, players roll a set of dice up to three times, each time keeping any results they wish.10 Each die face has a symbol indicating the action that roll yields. Players can attack the player standing in the position on the board designated as Tokyo, or if they are in Tokyo, they attack everyone else. Other actions represented on the die faces are healing oneself, gaining victory points, and generating energy used to buy ability cards. The rules that stipulate what action each die face does can be viewed as either definitions of what the player cannot do or allowances of what the player can do. It is nonsensical to think of the former, since the list would be endless. The latter, however, not only stipulate the actions the player can do and their effects on the state of the game, but also generate mental images of that action in the game world, create social interactions around the table, and inform progress or otherwise within the structure of goals the player is operating in (if any).

[image: ]
Figure 3.1

Taking an action in King of Tokyo.


That is not to say that many board game rules do not have a limitation factor. The rule that players outside Tokyo must attack the player inside Tokyo obviously limits the target of their attacks, but as in most other board games, the majority of King of Tokyo’s rules perform a primarily generative rather than restrictive function.



Agency

The generative function of game rules thus establishes what actions the players around the table can take, along with their resulting consequences. These consequences are sometimes known and other times not, at times determined by the designer and other times based on a randomizing factor like a die roll or card draw. By enabling and giving meaning to actions, rules create a sense of agency in games. This is a crucial aspect of the game experience that lies at the heart of what makes games unique and, I would argue, highly significant objects in the contemporary mediascape. I use the concept of agency throughout this book, and it is thus worth clarifying what I mean by agency and how it applies to board games. Agency in games is the ability to perform actions through game mechanics that affect the state of the game world and its inhabitants. Janet Murray defines agency as the “satisfying power to take meaningful action and see the results of our decisions and choices.”11 Although we often do see the results of our decisions and choices in board games, this is not always the case. Some games ask us to make certain decisions and then record our choices in some way or other, like placing a facedown card in a particular deck without looking at it, as happens after certain narrative decisions in Detective: A Modern Crime Board Game or The King’s Dilemma.12 Our actions might also have consequences for other players that we might not be aware of, such as when I select an action that blocks other players from taking it in a worker-placement game. The sociologist Anthony Giddens outlines a theory of agency that is based on our ability to act, rather than intended actions or knowledge of consequence:


Agency refers not to the intentions people have in doing things but to their capability of doing those things in the first place (which is why agency implies power: cf. Oxford English Dictionary definition of an agent, as “one who exerts power or produces an effect”). Agency concerns events of which an individual is the perpetrator in the sense that the individual could, at any phase in a given sequence of conduct, have acted differently. Whatever happened would not have happened if that individual had not intervened.13



I find this to be a particularly useful definition of agency for describing the game situation, and it will thus inform my future mentions of agency henceforth in this book.

C. Thi Nguyen, in his book Games: Agency as Art, argues that games are a method for capturing forms of agency and inscribing them in an artifact, thereby allowing us to share them with others.14 Nguyen’s perspective on agency is an incredibly useful insight, since it zeroes in on what is unique about games in relation to other forms of human creations and the roles they play in our everyday lives. Nguyen argues that we use various media forms to capture and record aspects of human experiences. We record stories through novels, poetry, and film, among others. We capture sights through drawing, painting, photography, and film. We capture sounds through music, recording technologies, and other audio instruments. Games continue this tradition of capturing human experience by providing “a way of writing down forms of agency, of inscribing them in an artefact.”15 Taken as a collective, games create what Nguyen calls a “library of agencies,”16 or a selection of encapsulated forms of agency structured by designers so as to allow us to experience carefully curated and specific agential forms in a way that we cannot do in our everyday lives. Our ability to embody different agencies makes games a great tool to practice different forms of agency and, in so doing, enhance our sense of what it feels like to act in certain ways and in certain environments and situations. This is a crucial perspective for understanding the captivating power of games and their role not just as forms of entertainment but as a rich aspect of human lived experience.

It is worth noting that although this chapter focuses on formal aspects of board games like rules, mechanics, and the goals they structure, the real focus for the wider scope of the book is how these formal elements relate to agency and, consequently, ludic involvement.



Rules or Mechanics?

So far we have been discussing game rules. An important and related concept that is often used in the board game world is that of game mechanics. Game researchers and designers in both digital and board game worlds have defined mechanics in varying ways that are often incompatible. Miguel Sicart provides a thorough and productive exploration of game mechanics in a paper titled “Defining Game Mechanics.”17 Sicart gives an overview of existing conceptualizations of game mechanics proposed by game designers and researchers and then proffers his own definition of the term. Sicart distinguishes rules from mechanics by framing rules as the general properties of a game system that are normative in nature. Rules outline and structure the possibility space of the game, as discussed earlier. Mechanics, on the other hand, are the patterns of relations with game elements that determine players’ interaction with the game world: “Game mechanics are concerned with the actual interaction with the game state, while rules provide the possibility space where that interaction is possible, regulating as well the transition between states.”18

Rules establish the state of the game, while mechanics are causally connected clusters of rules, physical components, and any conceptual or symbolic elements they stand for, taking the form of an action or sequence of actions. Mechanics are thus always performative in nature. Sicart defines a game mechanic as follows: “The action invoked by an agent to interact with the game world, as constrained by the game rules.”19

King of Tokyo, for example, employs a rerolling mechanic as the primary way for players to interact with the game world.20 The mechanic is determined by a set of rules (the number of dice rolled, the option of saving results, rerolling any unsaved results, and the outcome of each result), the physical dice they refer to, and the action of rolling they set out. The manifestation of the mechanic follows a sequence: first the player rolls the dice, then selects ones to put aside and rerolls the others, again choosing ones to put aside and rerolling any that remain, before finally applying the effects of the die results.

Players interact with each other by activating mechanics that influence their position with the game state and, sometimes, their character or controlled entities in the game world. Mechanics thus allow for interaction with the game state and, in multiplayer games, with other players through modifications of the game state.

Sicart points out that mechanics are not only performed by human players but also can be performed by any nonhuman agent in the game world. This is a common occurrence in digital games, which is the medium Sicart is primarily addressing. It does, however, also apply to board games. Board games often feature situations where the system activates mechanics through an embodied but non-player-controlled entity, such as a nonplayer character or a game-controlled faction, or as a means for the game to react to a particular game state. In a game of Pandemic, each player draws a number of Infection cards and places a disease cube of the corresponding color on the indicated region.21 If a region contains four or more cubes after placement, an outbreak occurs, which places a further infection cube on each surrounding city, which may well cause another outbreak, and so on. This is an example of a mechanic triggered by the system, rather than by a player. Mechanics can also be activated by the system in reaction to a player’s state. In a game of Posthuman, for example, players accumulate mutation cards from combat and story encounters.22 If a player has three mutation cards, she may let her mutations take over, and transform into a mutant, playing against the other players from that point on. If the player has five mutation cards, she automatically transforms into a mutant. The latter is an example of what Sicart calls a context mechanic—that is, when the game system or environment activates a mechanic in reaction to a player action or state.

Previous definitions of mechanics have all focused on the activity of the player. Sicart’s definition has the advantage of applying to both human players and any other agent in the game, including the game system itself. Mechanics that are performed by the system or nonplayer agents are just as relevant to the game process as those triggered by human players. For this reason, in the rest of the book, I will be using Sicart’s definition of mechanics when referring to the term.23



Core Mechanic

Games are made up of a varying number of mechanics, with more streamlined, and often shorter, games tightly weaving together a small number of mechanics, and more complex, and typically longer, games combining a broader range of mechanics. But even if a game has a sprawling set of interlocking mechanics, it tends to have one or a few mechanics that lie at the heart of the overall system. These are called core mechanics. Core mechanics tend to be inextricably woven into various subsystems that make up the game’s overall system. They also tend to be ones that the players activate on a regular basis. Sicart defines core mechanics as follows: “Core mechanics are the game mechanics (repeatedly) used by agents to achieve a systemically rewarded end-game state.”24

Sicart qualifies this definition by acknowledging that certain games do not have a specific end state, but even in these cases, they do have one or more desired states that players work toward, making the definition equally valid. One modification I propose to Sicart’s definition is broadening the scope of core mechanics to apply also to game states decided on by the players as their personal goals, not just those stipulated by the system.25 I would thus define core mechanics as the game mechanics that agents engage with repeatedly to attain goals set by the agent or the system. While personal goals are more common sources of player involvement in digital games,26 some board games also provide the opportunity for players to engage with goals they set for themselves. In the game Fog of Love, for example, players take on the role of an individual in a couple navigating the trials and tribulations of a relationship.27 At the start of the game, both players generate a character and a set of hidden goals that stipulate how players score in the game, as well as one of several end-game states they are working toward. The game’s core mechanic involves players revealing a card that outlines a situation the couple finds themselves in, with a set of possible reactions to the situation each player can vote for. The systemic outcome of each option is also shown on the card but depends on how the two players vote. While the systemic and fictional outcomes are meant to be aligned, in reality players often find themselves choosing whether to role-play the character they have formed in their minds or to improve their chances of achieving the systemic goal. Basing choices on the fictional dimension of the game creates an altogether different goal for players that is often as enjoyable, if not more so, than following the goals stipulated by the system. This does not invalidate the core mechanics as being such, since these are the mechanics used repeatedly by agents to interact with the game world.
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Figure 3.2

Mechanics creating a sense of character in Fog of Love.


Although Fog of Love is marked in its split between role-playing a character—with the resultant self-stipulated goals—and playing with the systemic goals in mind, other board games also offer the opportunity to follow goals players set for themselves. Board games with stories triggered by certain actions can have players ignoring the systemic goals to experience more of those stories. Rivalries between players, especially in competitive campaign games, can result in the core mechanics being used to block or attack players with complete disregard, or outright opposition to, the game’s systemic goals.

Another situation where the inclusion of player-set goals is useful is in board games that involve multiple linked sessions that are part of a campaign, such as Gloomhaven. Here the overarching end-state goal is so distant that the players do not make an experiential connection during the individual play session. The core mechanics of Gloomhaven are the action retrieval mechanic,28 linked to a deck-building mechanic.29 Players engage with these mechanics in every round of the game, with each round contributing toward the goal of successfully completing the current scenario. This core mechanic does not, however, have a direct or perceivable relation to the game’s overall goal, which is usually completing the campaign—a task involving hundreds of hours of gameplay.

Core mechanics are crucial for critics and designers to consider. Establishing the core mechanic for a game, whether for its own sake or in service of a story or particular experience, is a crucial part of the design process:

Alexander Pfister:  The first step is to make a very simple prototype where I can test the core mechanic of the idea and test if it’s fun and if it works. I know that it won’t be fantastic without all this other stuff around, but if the core mechanic is not fun enough, it’s no use investing more time in the core mechanic.

Most designers explained how the core mechanic is the cornerstone of their design. If the core mechanic is not engaging, it is unlikely that the rest of the game will be. In the following account, Corey Konieczka breaks down how the Battlestar Galactica board game evolved from the core mechanic outward, resulting in a game that is deeply strategic as well as narratively rich. While the account is lengthy, I decided to include it here in full, as it provides such a great illustration both of how the core mechanics addressed the narrative demands that existed in the intellectual property being brought to game life, and of how the core mechanics serve as a cornerstone from which the design process can move outward to build the rest of the game:

Corey Konieczka:  The core mechanic for Battlestar, in my opinion, is the crisis and skill checks. That came from a couple of different things. I like games to tell stories, and in every episode of Battlestar Galactica there are always things going bad for people. There are always situations where somebody sabotaged the water and the colonists would be close to not surviving, or the Cylons are following the mothership and they won’t leave the players alone. The players might not be able to figure out the way the Cylons keep tracking them, and so on. So I decided to use that episodic approach to structure the tension in the game and asked myself: what are all the bad things that are happening in every episode? Then I turned each one of them into a card—a crisis card. Since it’s a co-op game, there needs to be a way to win the game, and there needs to be a way to lose the game. So you win the game in the same way they do in the show, which is get to their new colony; and you lose the game in the same ways humanity would lose in the show. And that got me thinking: what ways could you lose if you’re in the show? Well, if everybody dies, you lose, and so we had a dial on the board that was your population, and I thought: “Well, if you run out of food, then you would also all lose,” and then I’ve kind of invented this other one: morale, which was basically if everybody gives up, there’s no reason to keep moving. Then the last resource in the show, which they’re always kind of worried about, is fuel. If any of those ran out, the players lost.

So once I had the general win/loss condition, I took these crisis cards, which are equivalent to episodes, and used them to be constantly trying to hit you at these different dials. It came to the point where I asked myself: How can the players exert agency? What can players do to try to stop these bad things from happening? I fiddled around with a bunch of ideas, but honestly, I pretty early on came up with the skill checks. I was trying to find a way so that players could work towards passing or failing these crises without the information being completely hidden. The easiest way, in my mind, for that to work was to have players contribute facedown cards. So I had everybody throw in facedown cards, and then, as I played the game, I refined it more. I came up with the idea that if there is a bad card in there, then it came from a player, but that would immediately announce that one of the players played it. So I decided to throw in some random cards as well, so there’s always two random cards that might not have been played by players. Then, after a while, we decided to take these cards and make them in different colors corresponding to different skills. Characters have different skills, so players are drawing different-colored cards. So if there’s a red card that’s in there, you know it came from a player that has red skills or from the mystery pool. It was a lot of iteration and trying different mechanics, starting from throwing in these facedown cards, to see what would end up being the most fun for players and what gave them control; but it also gave them lots of reasons to mistrust their friends. I mean, there are even situations where the two random cards that were drawn would be two high-value negative cards, making it seem like there’s a Cylon, but actually nobody is a Cylon; everybody is on the same team.
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Figure 3.3

Resolving a crisis in Battlestar Galactica.


Konieczka starts with the narrative of the Battlestar Galactica television series he was adapting, considers what the win and loss conditions are, and then homes in on the core mechanic of the game to establish what is often called the core gameplay loop: the actions that players are doing in every turn of the game.30 Many of the designers interviewed echoed this process: establishing the win/loss conditions, and then working out an interesting core mechanic that allows players to make interesting decisions and experience a sense of agency while working toward a particular goal, often, but not necessarily, the overall game goal.

Mechanics and the rules that make them possible are intimately tied to the goals players pursue in the game. During the design process, the first steps in establishing the backbone of the game structure link the core mechanic to the overall game goal, when one is present. That establishes the core gameplay loop that players will engage with and, as a result, the key challenges players will work toward overcoming.



Goals

Pursuing game goals is thus often an end in itself that we take on for the sake of the activity these goals structure. In other words, pursuing game goals is an experience that brings satisfaction through the meaning attributed to the actions within it through the rule-based system of meaning. Players tend to experience frustration when they fail to achieve these goals, and positive affect when they succeed in achieving them. In our everyday life, the goals that are set for us, or those that we set for ourselves, do not guarantee a reward or satisfaction.31 We may strive to have our efforts recognized at our workplace and be rewarded with promotions or bonuses, but factors that have nothing to do with us, such as the company’s economic situation, office politics, or outright favoritism can get in the way of reaching this goal, regardless of our input. Games, on the other hand, are rule-based systems that tend to set up level playing fields and strive for clarity and consistency of rule implementation. For this reason, games give players a much better sense of the possible outcomes of their actions than most situations in their life. Games appeal to our tendency to organize the complexity of our lives into hierarchies of goals, by creating systems in which these goals are explicitly stated and specifically designed to be attainable:


If goals have been accepted as a prominent guiding principle of the human psyche, it is even more relevant to acknowledge their prominence in relation to games. As we will see, games in fact distil the abstract life goals that we struggle with on a daily basis into highly concrete, temporally and spatially circumscribed events, often spiced with fictional aspects that lift them above everyday struggles.32



The structured pursuit of goals is an integral part of the game-playing experience.33 In this last part of the chapter, I consider the nature of goals in general and their role in the board game experience. As we saw in the previous section, it is often the case that the foundational structure of a board game’s design is the connection between its goals and the core mechanics that allow players to pursue those goals. Those two driving elements of the game loop are sometimes deployed to communicate a particular story or experience, as was the case with Konieczka’s Battlestar Galactica example, while at other times the thematic context is just that: a context to explain or justify the game goals and the core mechanics used to reach them. Goals are an important point of contact between the designer’s intentions and the player’s motivations that shape ludic involvement. Although games vary in the degree of openness of their possibility space, their goal structures act as guideposts designers use to incentivize players to follow particular paths in the game.

Emerson Matsuuchi:  Player incentive is what mechanics give to players. Victory points are an example of a player incentive. If the game is all about getting victory points, then anything that gives players more victory points is incentivizing them to go in that direction. If you have different paths to victory, each one has to incentivize the players so that is the way to go.

Gordon:  Right, so it’s a guide to progression toward a desired end state, something like that?

Emerson:  Correct. So a good example of equal or balanced incentive is that you have a choice between, let’s say, something that gives you more income, which will allow you to later on get more victory points, or get victory points now because it’s progressing you toward the endgame. So that’s a form of player incentive choice: I want to increase my income, but I also want more victory points, and I also want to get workers (for instance, in a worker-placement game). Perhaps it could be defined as the path through those microgoals to get to your main goal.

As Matsuuchi explains, incentives are associated with the mechanics that players interact with in the pursuit of goals. Or, to be more precise, the game rules combine with other game elements and provide mechanics that incentivize the players to pursue a structure of goals. Matsuuchi explains how these incentives involve difficult choices for the players, usually by presenting a set of mutually exclusive courses of action with relatively balanced rewards, often organized in terms of a hierarchy of goals connecting a series of short-term goals (what Matsuuchi calls microgoals) to an overarching goal.

The nature of game goals is rather particular when compared to most activities we engage with in our daily lives. In our everyday lives, we tend to pursue activities that contribute to our overall life goals: make money, stay healthy, find companionship, feel safe, and so on. These goals tend to last a long time, if not a lifetime. Game goals, on the other hand, are temporary goals that we take on and, for a short while, care enough about to invest our attention, time, and energy in. As Nguyen argues, we invest ourselves in these temporary goals not for their essential value but for the nature of the activity that is afforded through pursuing them.34 We do not simply adopt these temporary goals, but to properly engage with a game, we need to care enough about these goals to make them dominant in our reasoning, motivations, and general consciousness. A fundamental goal of the game designer is thus to create game goals and wining conditions whose pursuit generates appealing forms of agency for the players to be absorbed in.



System Goals and Personal Goals

Adam Sadler:  The biggest thing is: What’s the goal of the game? What are the players trying to do? You get caught up in all these cool ideas you want to have in the game, then you can start off with the big picture: okay, what are players trying to do? That’s the kind of thing you need to figure out first, but we usually start off with that design document and just both throw ideas back and forth and focus on the ones we like, and if we have a really cool mechanic we want to highlight as the core mechanic of the game, we start focusing on that.

As with Matsuuchi, when Adam Sadler discusses game goals here, he is referring to goals set by the designer and established by the system: if the player builds a village, then she gains two victory points; the first player to reach the temple wins the game; and so on. With system goals, players trigger a particular outcome (usually favorable to the player achieving it) when they meet a condition stipulated by the system. When board game designers, critics, and players refer to game goals, they are generally talking about system goals. However, board games also afford personal goals. Personal goals are goals established by players that are supported by the game mechanics but do not contribute to the overarching goal. At times, personal goals may be rewarded by the game system, while at other times they are pursued entirely out of the player’s personal desire.

An example of a personal goal would be ignoring the victory point scoring in a game of Near and Far in favor of visiting locations that unlock narratives to experience more of the game lore.35 Another would be my attacking a player who attacked me in a previous game in a Risk Legacy campaign just to get revenge on that player, even if that move is detrimental to my achieving a win in the game.36 This can be seen as unsportsmanlike behavior, but it is a legitimate way of playing the game; it is supported by the system and is as important for the individual player’s game experience as systemic goals are. Another example of a personal goal in Risk Legacy would be a desire to open one of the closed envelopes that trigger narrative events and contain new game elements. One such envelope, say, is opened by a player launching three nuclear missiles in one combat. Players have an extremely limited number of missiles (one per previous game win in the campaign), which are only usable once, and thus they are best saved and used sparingly. But a particular player might want to see what happens to the game world if that action is taken, particularly since it implies a catastrophic event.

Open-world adventure games such as Merchants and Marauders and Fallout have a wide possibility space for players, thus affording a wide variety of personal goals affording a wide variety of ludic involvement forms. Players in Fallout may decide to ignore the game’s victory conditions and pursue a particular chain of stories or go around killing enemies without any regard for the game goal. The beauty of these sandbox-style games is that they allow for such flexibility in setting personal goals.37 In general, the more control the designer has on the game’s system goal structure, the more limited the breadth for personal goals is, and vice versa.

Goals can thus be determined by the game system, set by the individual player, or negotiated by a group of players in the case of co-op and team-based games. Personal goals can be separate from those established by the game, and thus their scope depends on the degree of open-ended play allowed by the game system.



The Structure of Goals

Goals can be viewed as hierarchical in nature, both generally and in the specific context of games.38 Researchers in psychology vary in the way they set out and label goal hierarchies, but a common distinction is between higher- and lower-order goals. These are sometimes also called long-term and short-term goals, or primary goals and subgoals. Subgoals can be organized in an incremental hierarchy leading to one or more primary goals.39 Subgoals can also represent achievements attainable in the short term that facilitate achieving other goals more indirectly or improve the individual pursuing them in some way. Roger Schank and Robert Abelson describe these as instrumental goals.40

Aki Järvinen applies the distinction between primary goals and subgoals to games.41 He explains that games contain both primary goals and subgoals, and the latter tend to be followed in an instrumental capacity in the pursuit of primary goals. Staffan Björk and Jussi Holopainen similarly identify a hierarchy of goals as a recurring design pattern in games.42 They state that when players are aware of the way in which the lower-order goals affect the higher-order goals, the former have a greater impact on player satisfaction.

To give an example, in a game of Scythe, I might be playing the Saxony Empire, whose faction ability allows them to gain an unlimited number of stars from completing objectives and winning combat.43 Normally players can gain a maximum of two stars for winning combat. In Scythe, stars both trigger the end of the game and yield points at the end of the game. Playing as the Saxony Empire, then, my primary goal is to win the game by ending it early through aggressive combat. To achieve this primary goal, I plan on building a strong army of fast-moving mechs and using them to engage weaker opponents, hopefully stealing their resources once I win battles with them and racking up stars. To achieve this, I plan on upgrading my deploy action, so that mechs cost me less to deploy and, in so doing, upgrade to make them both faster moving and stronger in combat. To achieve this subgoal, I need to first harvest metal resources from mountain tiles. To harvest metal resources, I need to place workers on at least two mountain tiles. Ideally, I should also upgrade my produce action, to allow me to produce metal on three simultaneous tiles. To get to these mountain tiles, I need to break out of my corner of the board by deploying a mech that upgrades all my mechs, allowing them to move between the mountain tile close to my base and any tunnel on the board. There are other things I need to work on, but for simplicity’s sake, I will focus on this chain of subgoals. In formulating this chained to-do list, I have created a hierarchy of subgoals I need to achieve to arrive at my primary goal. This forms a clear and structured strategy that I can follow without being distracted by all the possible actions in the game. The hierarchical goal structure also gives me feedback on my progress and allows me to take stock of the situation and pivot my strategy if things are not going as well as planned. Generally speaking, in games as in everyday life, the more granular and achievable the subgoals are, the more immediate and clearer the feedback we get from the process, which in turn gives a greater sense of agency, meaning, and satisfaction during that process. Needless to say, when we experience agency, meaning, and satisfaction, we are more deeply involved in the activity undertaken and are more likely to experience positive affect from it.

The distinction between primary goals and subgoals and the structural relationship between them is fruitful for understanding game goal structures, but we can also view the entire game activity as a subgoal of other primary goals, such as feeling better through relaxation, improving one’s sense of self-worth through overcoming other players, and so on. Thus a game’s primary goal tends to be only a subgoal in the larger life of the player. Certain properties of goal hierarchies in life do not translate to the game situation. William McIntosh, for example, states that “a related feature of the goal hierarchy is that goals located higher up in the hierarchy are more abstract than goals located lower in the hierarchy.”44 Though exceptions might exist, this is generally not the case in games, since games are designed to keep players engaged over an extended period and thus benefit from having clearly outlined goals communicated to the player at all times.



Ludic Involvement

This chapter has focused on ludic involvement, or players’ engagement with the game’s rules, mechanics, and the hierarchy of goals they give rise to. The degree of attentional resources dedicated to ludic involvement varies from game to game, but their central role in the game situation means that some amount of attention will, in any game situation, need to be dedicated to ludic involvement. Unsurprisingly, given this central role, ludic involvement is one of the first forms of involvement players will engage in during the game session, since most board games require players to learn the rules to experience the game. Ludic involvement has a special function among the other forms of involvement in that it lies at the heart of the game activity, since rules, mechanics, and goals feed into every other involvement form.

Some board games, like Dominant Species and Vinhos, are complex, requiring a considerable investment of time and effort in learning their rules, which tends to also mean that they require a good amount of attentional resources during gameplay.45 In such games, ludic involvement is the main form of involvement that is engaged. Other games, like Glory to Rome or Imperial 2030, might have rule sets that are far less demanding, making them easy enough to learn, but offering a wider range of investment of attention in ludic involvement.46 These games offer players who want to focus their attention on other forms of involvement, or simply have a lighter cognitive load during gameplay, the ability to do so, while also affording a depth of ludic involvement to players who get the most satisfaction from this form of involvement.

The pervasive nature of ludic involvement makes it present to the player’s awareness during most, or at least a good part, of the game session. As a result, game designers need to be aware that if they want players to experience other forms of involvement, they need to make attentional space for these other forms to thrive. Since adherence to rules and interaction with mechanics are required at every stage of playing a game, their presence needs to be taken into account when designing for other forms of involvement. When the intended game experience requires players to devote attention to several other forms of involvement at the same time as attending to ludic involvement—for example, in a game that conveys a narrative in a fictionally rich world, which strives to engage its players with fictional or narrative involvement (discussed in chapters 5 and 6 respectively)—it really helps if the game mechanics flow well with these other forms. I explore the combination between ludic involvement and other forms of involvement in greater depth in chapter 9.



An important difference between everyday life and games is that, in everyday life, unambiguous feedback is hard to come by. Life rarely lays out a clear system of goals that gives us feedback on our performance in a designed and clearly communicated manner. Another complication comes from the clash between the personal primary goals we set for ourselves and those projected onto us by our friends, family, and society. The goal structures of others or, more problematically, of society at large often do not align well with our own needs and desires. Game rules offer an oasis of structured clarity in the goal structures and rewards we get from following them, even if those rewards are often limited to the individual play session or to our reputation within the group. While these rewards are mostly meaningful within the context of the game, their emotional affect often spills over into our everyday life—which is one of the key attractions of board game play.
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4    Sociality



“I think the renaissance of board games has a lot to do with the social dissection of the world; where everybody has a phone, everybody is by themselves, and there is a social need to come together and experience this togetherness. I think board games play a very important part in addressing that need, and that’s why they made such a comeback.”

—Reiner Knizia



When designers and players are asked to name one thing that draws them to board games above all others, the answer tends to center on the sense of togetherness they create. When we meet up for a game session, we look forward to seeing each other face-to-face in a relaxed setting. We are excited about catching up, sharing not just a game but our favorite craft beers, the spontaneous hilarity that emerges from the game, and the banter around the table. This sense of sociality is not unique to board games, but I will argue that board games are particularly adept at enabling engaging sociality—indeed, most of the designers and critics I interviewed expressed a similar sentiment. Board games give us a context for socializing, anchored by a beautifully designed physical object that projects an imagined world we can inhabit collectively. They present us with challenges we solve together or in competition with each other, giving the social situation a deeper sense of togetherness.

Quintin Smith, one of the founders of the board game review website Shut Up & Sit Down, explains how board games’ ability to bring people together was one of the foundational principles for starting the site and remains a guiding principle:

Quintin Smith:  The most obvious and beautiful thing about a board game night is people laughing or sharing something amazing around a table, at least for me and for my friends. So that was the obvious starting point for Shut Up & Sit Down. When we were creating a board game site that we wanted to be the best, what else were we going to focus on but the best thing about your hobby? So if you’re going to create a board game site, then of course you’re going to talk about social togetherness, because board games are engines by which you can enjoy your friends. Board games enable your friends to step into roles. They enable you to form different relationships with your friends.

Smith’s formulation emphasizes the central role that board games play not just in facilitating social interaction but in enriching that interaction through the layers of meaning, creativity, and identity play that they foster.

In social situations, we strive to present a curated version of ourselves to others. The rise of social media has drastically increased the degree to which we curate our identities. Board games, however, tend to put us in situations that demand most of our attentional resources, making it harder for us to sustain a practiced social self and bringing out a more personal side. By virtue of the way game rules structure interaction, they can also place us in social roles we are not used to occupying—making us engage in deception, for example, or cooperation. In this way, board games not only motivate and facilitate social interaction but also tend to transform the participants of that interaction in ways that vary greatly depending on the players in the group and the situation that emerges from the individual game session.

This perspective on board game sociality has complex implications both for the relationships between players and for our own sense of self in our rapidly changing networked social life. In this chapter, I examine the experience of sociality and togetherness that is formed around the board game table and relate it to the broader network of social relations that board games are a part of. First, I contrast board game sociality with contemporary, technologically mediated modes of sociality. Here I argue that board games provide a respite from, if not a restorative balm for, the negative effects that our always-on, hyperconnected, social-media-saturated existence has on our well-being.

At the heart of the positive social affect that board games provide is the sense of togetherness, which is the more intense form of social involvement and the subject of the following section. While this experience is ephemeral, various works of sociological theory help us get to grips with the nature of the phenomenon; these I will discuss both in terms of general sociality and in relation to board games specifically.

Once these foundational concepts are established, I then turn to the ways game designers foster social involvement in the game design process. This starts with a discussion of player interaction, and the varied conceptions designers have of this core element of gameplay. I follow this by examining the broad forms of interaction in board games: cooperation, collaboration, and competition. I end the chapter by considering the impact of genre expectations on the forms of interaction that are present in board games.


Board Games and Networked Sociality

In his book Revenge of Analog, David Sax delves into the resurgence of analog media in a world dominated by digital technology.1 He observes that analog media are gaining in popularity due to the forms of interaction, personal and social, that their tactile and tangible nature affords. Sax devotes a chapter to board games, attributing their recent popularity to their emphasis on face-to-face sociality. He contrasts this with the information overload of the digital world and the shallow nature of networked social life: “Tabletop gaming creates a unique social space apart from the digital world. It is the antithesis of the glossy, streaming waterfalls of information and marketing that masquerade as relationships on social networks.”2

Sax’s view was echoed by several of the game designers I interviewed, who noted that one of their main motivations for designing board games was to foster the sense of togetherness that the medium is so apt at leveraging. Reiner Knizia, for example, argues that this quality is what makes board games so vital in contemporary times:

Reiner Knizia:  I think that playing board games is probably one of the most valuable forms of leisure we have nowadays because it brings people together. It doesn’t matter what background you have, what race you are, if you are religious, or what age you are. We are simply there, and we are all equal around the table. We play with the same rules, so it brings people together.

The popularity of board games needs to be considered against the backdrop of contemporary networked social life, which connects us to an ever-increasing number of people at the cost of the depth of those connections, and with ever-greater demands on our attention. Sherry Turkle distinguishes between the multitude of shallow connections characterizing most people’s use of social media, and more emotionally and socially nourishing conversations.3 Turkle argues that we have a deep need for social connection that is not being addressed by the shallow modes of relation afforded by networked technologies, no matter how many of them we cram into our day. She points out that the narrower bandwidth and increased frequency of texting condition not just how we communicate but how we think: “As we ramp up the volume and velocity of our online connections, we want immediate answers. In order to get them, we ask simpler questions; we dumb down our communications, even on the most important matters. And we become accustomed to a life of constant interruption.”4

A series of three quantitative studies in online and off-line sociality by Jeffrey Hall corroborates Turkle’s ethnographic findings.5 Hall found that, for the participants in all three studies, the vast majority of what they felt to be meaningful social interactions occurred outside of social media. The social connections made over social media were viewed more as a form of people watching than of social cohesion or togetherness. These studies, then, reinforce Turkle’s claim that “it is when we see each other’s faces and hear each other’s voices that we become most human to each other.”6

Cal Newport, in his book Digital Minimalism, agrees with Turkle’s assertions about social media use, attentional focus, and togetherness.7 Newport argues that networked technology has led to a distracted existence that takes us away from some of the most important aspects of our daily lives: the ability to focus on important tasks that give us satisfaction, the intentionality we employ in directing our attention, necessary social ties, and the sense of peace with ourselves emerging from the mental space and self-reflection found in solitude. To address these negative impacts on our lives, he makes a strong case for radically resetting our use of networked technology and rethinking our relationship to the tools that enable it. In so doing, Newport advocates replacing these problematic, habit-forming apps with activities that engage us in ways that foster our well-being. According to Newport, we derive an essential part of our happiness from having emotionally rewarding leisure time. That time is increasingly being filled by “low-quality digital distractions,” which might stave off the more unbearable forms of boredom but also fail to give us a sense of social and emotional fulfillment.8 He proposes board games as an activity that is both engaging and socially rewarding, referring to them as forms of supercharged sociality—interactions with high levels of engagement, expression, and positive affect that contribute to our well-being and are increasingly missing from our lives.

To some extent, we might grow so used to the networked ways of being that we might start to withdraw from face-to-face forms of sociality. Turkle found that close social interactions with high levels of involvement, expression, and affect—what she refers to as conversation—are being avoided because they are perceived as daunting, largely because they happen in real time.9 Since texting enables us to consider and edit what we communicate before sending it out, it imparts a greater sense of control in our interactions than face-to-face conversations. Turkle argues that once we grow accustomed to this level of control, relinquishing it tends to impart a sense of anxiety. This form of connection, she argues, has an adverse effect on various aspects of our emotional and social life. Our ability to listen to others diminishes, and with it, our empathy. Our more limited knowledge of others, and the constant distractedness we live in, diminishes our ability to reflect on our own lives and increases feelings of restlessness and loneliness, even while we are constantly connected.

The appeal of the idea of curating not just our communications but how we present ourselves to others is explained by Erving Goffman’s work on the sociology of human interaction, particularly in his The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life.10 Goffman argues that we meticulously curate the image of ourselves we communicate through the way we dress and carry ourselves, the verbal and nonverbal cues we employ, and the way we react to others. Goffman sees social life as a form of performance, in which actors are working toward furthering their own goals, whether consciously or unconsciously, through the way they present themselves to others. At one and the same time, we are constantly masking aspects of ourselves we wish to conceal, and scrutinizing others for those elements they are masking. Goffman calls this process the information game.

If we agree with Goffman’s perspective, it is easy to see why Turkle’s research participants, and indeed many of us, gravitate toward social media and texting. Contemporary networked technology enhances the possibilities for the creation of a curated self, enabling us to capture idealized moments of our lives, edit them, and share them with the world, weaving a semifictitious narrative of who we are and what we do with our daily lives. It also gives us the ability to communicate in ways that are consistent with our semifictitious avatar.

Once we become used to that level of editorial control, the unedited nature of face-to-face interactions can become a source of anxiety. When self-presentation and social interaction primarily happened face-to-face, they forced us to have the messier conversations we are now apprehensive of. The effort of presenting ourselves to others used to be made up for by the positive affect we derive from face-to-face sociality. As Turkle argues, this balance is becoming rarer to achieve, while the need for togetherness remains. We thus have an increasing schism between our favored method of presenting ourselves to the world and the experience of the social situations that we yearn for and need, leaving us in a situation that Turkle aptly calls alone together.

The attraction to board games that Sax, Newport, Knizia, and Smith noted can be seen as an antidote to such anxieties. Although this is true of many activities that bring people together, such as team sports, art events, social gatherings, and other group hobbies, board games have the distinct advantage of combining qualities that make each of these activities engaging and socially nourishing. Like sports, board games offer a structure of goals and the power of collaboration and competition that enhances affect and togetherness; we are not just doing something together but coordinating our abilities to overcome a series of challenges, and often an opponent. As is the case in art events, board games are often a source of pleasurable aesthetics that engage their audiences in collective appreciation, a topic I discuss in greater depth in chapter 7. Board games also share the warmth of togetherness that we seek in social gatherings: the conversation, exchange of experiences and ideas, the humor and general sense of connection with others. Most important, the involving nature of board games I discussed in chapter 2 helps to capture the increasingly fragmented attentions that many of us are suffering owing to prolonged social media use. Board games demand engagement and, in so doing, help stave off the perpetual distraction that is affecting so many hyperconnected individuals nowadays.

Aside from this, board games guide players in their interactions, making face-to-face sociality more palatable. Geoff Engelstein, another designer interviewed for this work, similarly points out that board games are effective at creating frameworks for social interactions, which are a boon for people like himself who suffer from social anxiety:

Geoff Engelstein:  If I go to a cocktail party and I have to just talk to some random stranger about whatever and we’re just standing there, that can be really scary to me and a lot of people. But if I sit down at a game table, I can interact with anybody because I’m handed a set of rules which outline how I’m going to interact with these people. Which means that the social dynamics evolve around that base structure.

The rules of the game reduce the anxiety of the messiness of face-to-face conversation by structuring the interaction through the game’s formal and social rules. This contributes to the sense of togetherness games are so popular for. Veteran designers are thus mindful that they are designing a system that guides both gameplay and the social interaction and resultant mood around the game table. Before we explore the various ways in which designers do this, however, it will be worth delving into what we mean when we talk about togetherness, and how it comes about both in general and in game-specific situations.



Togetherness

Quintin Smith:  Humans are overwhelmingly complicated, so I think the answer to the question of “What is so good about sharing an experience with a group of friends?” is as complicated as our brains are and can have as many facets. It’s like a trust exercise inasmuch as you are giving that human being the opportunity to affect you in very strange ways.

The question of human consciousness is a complex one and becomes even more so when considered in a network of relations with other minds. It is indeed difficult to pin down precisely what makes up the positive affect created by successful shared experience in a social group we feel a sense of belonging to.

Before we dissect the socioemotional experience of togetherness, though, it will be good to first adapt a theoretical framework developed in microsociology to account for the structure of relations during a board game session. The framework in question relates to the concept of ritual. In general parlance, we use ritual to refer either to a ceremony tied to a spiritual or religious belief or, more metaphorically, a set of fixed actions performed on a regular basis. Most dictionary definitions stress the fixed or prescribed nature of the actions performed. The concept of ritual has been used extensively in both anthropology and microsociology with a specific meaning that is broader than the nominal use of the term. In anthropology, ritual tends to describe an aspect of societal structure, a tool for maintaining an established order and manifesting a culture’s values.11 Following Émile Durkheim and Erving Goffman, Randall Collins defines the microsociological perspective on ritual as a more general and fleeting structure of focused interaction: “Ritual is a mechanism of mutually focused emotion and attention producing a momentarily shared reality, which thereby generates solidarity and symbols of group membership.”12

Board games fulfill every aspect of this definition of ritual. Collins further elaborates on a specific form of ritual—the interaction ritual—that describes certain types of social interactions. He identifies four criteria for a social situation to be considered an interaction ritual:


	Two or more copresent individuals

	Boundaries to outsiders joining the activity once it starts

	Focused attention on the common object or activity

	Sharing a common mood or emotional experience



As David Chircop has noted, these criteria perfectly describe social involvement in board game play.13 Board games are rule-driven group activities that focus players’ collective attention and affect their emotions through joint participation in a shared reality combining the game fiction and its mechanics. When these elements come together, the players experience a sense of social involvement and, in some cases, a feeling of togetherness. Togetherness contributes to a sense of belonging to a group, especially through repeated plays with members of the same group. Board game sessions perfectly fit the conception of ritual outlined here, and this perspective highlights the qualities that make board games such effective engines for creating a sense of togetherness.

Collins points out how the focused attention and emotional experience criteria—features that are also present in board games—reinforce each other. Accordingly, designers strive first to create an engaging game that holds players’ attention, and then work on steering that attention toward the forms of involvement and in so doing create the intended mood and emotional experience. While the emotions felt at any particular moment will vary from player to player, the overall mood and experience tend to be similar for players who participate actively in the game. So while one player may experience relief at the outcome of an action, and another might experience disappointment or anger, the overall experience is one of, for example, tense decision-making in a dystopian world or, in another game, surprise and wonder at the unexpected twists of fate in a richly narrated fantasy domain. I mention the fiction of the world here because it can sometimes, though not always, have a bearing on the mood.14

If the feedback loop between shared attention and emotion is established, Collins argues, participants tend to have an experience with the following characteristics:


	Group solidarity and a feeling of group membership

	Positive emotional energy

	Symbols of group representation

	Feelings of attachment to group rules and norms



The key positive emotions, then, are “a feeling of confidence, elation, strength, enthusiasm, and initiative in taking action.”15 He comments specifically on games as interaction rituals, arguing that the iteration of game rules and the evolution of multiplayer and copresent games in general are always geared toward creating more collective emotion. Indeed, for Collins, a good game is measured by how consistently and intensely it creates collective emotion. While this perspective makes sense given the model Collins is advocating, it is a limited one that ignores a whole range of other design elements of games, whether we are talking of sports, board games, or digital games. Nevertheless, when considering board games, it is hard to deny that the creation of strong collective emotion is often seen as a mark of quality by players, critics, and publishers.

Durkheim—whose work, along with Goffman’s, serves as the foundation for Collins’s approach—emphasizes the importance of physical copresence for ritual to take place, basing his theory on two interrelated and mutually reinforcing mechanisms.16 During effective rituals, physical copresence creates a sense of shared awareness and communal action, which in turn generates shared emotion. The intensity of emotion is boosted by the awareness of others and the coordination of actions, creating a sense of deep communion:


Movements carried out in common operate to focus attention, to make participants aware of each other as doing the same thing and thus thinking the same thing. Collective movements are signals by which intersubjectivity is created. Collective attention enhances the expression of shared emotion; and in turn the shared emotion acts further to intensify collective movements and the sense of intersubjectivity.17



When these elements fall into place for the group, or at least the majority thereof, participants have the potential to experience what Durkheim calls collective effervescence. This is a form of socially derived emotional energy that contributes to the sense of belonging to a group, which has a powerful motivating effect on its members to repeat the activity and retain membership. When Shut Up & Sit Down’s Quintin Smith comments that “proximity to each other is the most interesting and powerful component that a board game has,” the power he is describing comes from the shared action, awareness, and emotion described by Durkheim. Togetherness is thus the experience of a shared emotional state—a collective effervescence—resulting from participation in a successful interaction ritual.

Geoff Engelstein:  What I think about when I’m designing is the experience that I want the players to have, the emotions that I want the player to have. Actually, one of the first things I try to do is capture, through writing, how I want the players to feel. Not really a vision document, but at least just a couple of lines—almost like a pitch!

This emphasis on emotions being at the heart of a game’s design from the early stages was common to several of the designers interviewed, who argued that what attracts people to board games is this ability to experience positive affect in a face-to-face group setting.

Goffman explains how ritual requires its participants to invest attention in an anchoring object that grounds the experience.18 In the case of board games, this object is the physical game and its rule system. Part of the game’s rule system determines how players can interact around the board game table. These rules of interaction can be equated with Goffman’s notion of ritual rules, which structure the social reality that is created during the course of the ritual.19 Goffman argues that this social reality depends both on the rules for interaction stipulated by the anchoring object, and the presentation of participants to each other, in much the same way as what plays out in any social situation. The main difference here is the added frame of interpretation that the game context provides. It is important to note that, unlike Huizinga’s concept of the magic circle, Goffman does not privilege any particular ritual as standing outside the everyday.20 For him, the everyday is made up of a chain of interaction rituals that we link together.

Chains of interaction rituals make up our social lives and are made real by the collective performances of their participants. As participants create a shared reality through their actions, their sense of self is constructed by the situation they are participating in, and who they wish to project themselves as being within that situation. This projection of presented selves in a social setting operates within the constraints dictated both by the rules of behavior and interaction outlined by the ritual situation and by the constraints of expected behavior set up by the presented selves in their own right. When we combine Goffman’s perspective on rituals with his theory of presentation of self, which I discussed earlier in this chapter, we have a perspective on social life as a set of linked performances that we move through with overarching or ritual-specific goals that we try to attain through our management of self-presentation and scrutiny of others. Rituals set up the rules for interaction of the group, which, when broken, cause negative affect in the individual through group disapproval.



Framing Sociality

In the highly influential Frame Analysis, Goffman homes in on the subjective experience of social interactions.21 Although Goffman touches on this subject throughout his work, Frame Analysis focuses specifically on how we make sense of the contexts within which social interactions take place. For Goffman, the key to the social process of sense making lies in the concept of frames. Frames are the interpretive schemata that organize our experience of a given situation. Goffman distinguishes between two layers of frames: primary frameworks and transformations. Primary frames are established by the larger society the individual is involved with, and they act as the default perspective on an issue that the group sustains. They can be modified by the next layer of frames, which Goffman labels transformations. These take the primary framework and modify it to suit the particular situation or activity. Transformations can be either fabrications, where the individual willfully attempts to instill a false belief, or keys. Keys transform the context of the primary framework, as well as other keys they are layered onto. Goffman explains that each key is layered over previous keys, in a way that retains yet transforms their qualities. So, for example, an actor playing a character on a stage telling a joke has several layers, or laminations, to use Goffman’s term. We have the situation being represented—say, a butler in a Victorian house (primary frame). The butler is not really a butler but an actor playing a butler (first lamination: key). Within the story, the butler makes a joke, saying something he does not literally mean (second lamination: key). Then we get to know that the butler is not really a butler, but a would-be lover of the daughter of the house, pretending to be a butler (third lamination: fabrication).

Gary Alan Fine applies Goffman’s frame analysis to the context of tabletop role-playing games, conducting in-depth ethnographic research in a role-playing community.22 Fine argues that games are quintessential examples of the application of frame analysis, since they constitute a bounded social world with a set of stipulated conventions. Based on this observation, he proposes a model for understanding tabletop game sense making and sociality based on three layers of experience.

The first is the primary frame, which constitutes the individual as themselves. Thus, if I am playing a game of Merchants and Marauders, this frame positions me as Gordon, a particular individual in a particular social context, which, in this case, happens to be a game session. Within this frame, what I say is interpreted as me speaking as myself. Thus, if I tell David, “You’re annoying,” and David interprets what I say according to this primary frame, he might be offended or at least know I have a negative opinion of him.

The second frame is a transformative key of the primary framework: the individual as a player of a game. Here I am experiencing and communicating from the perspective of Gordon the player. Now if I tell David, “You’re annoying,” after an in-game action—say, attacking and sinking my tiny sloop with his mighty frigate—he should understand that what I mean is that he is an annoying player, not necessarily an annoying person. Of course, David might not interpret this correctly, resulting in what Goffman calls a down-keying—in this case, David interpreting my utterance at the primary frame instead of at the first transformative key lamination.

The third frame is a further transformation of the second frame: the individual as a character in the game world. Fine points out that “the character identity is separate from the player identity.”23 Here I am both experiencing the game world and acting from the perspective of the character I am playing in that world. I am not just Gordon the player but Alfonso the intrepid swashbuckler, out to make his fortune in the Caribbean of the seventeenth century. Although Merchants and Marauders does not require role playing, communicating within this frame would have Alfonso tell David’s character Besciamello that he is annoying. Fine associates this frame with engrossment, which he defines as setting aside everyday life and losing oneself in the fictional game world to the point where it becomes the primary point of reference. This experience is often fleeting, but Fine observes that it is the most sought-after experience in the case of tabletop RPGs.

While this experience might not seem as central to most board games, Ignacy Trzewiczek argues that the successful implementation of this frame to both experience and communication dimensions creates a powerful experience that makes players feel as if they are inhabiting the game world.24

Ignacy Trzewiczek:  In Mall of Horror, when the zombies attack a location where players are, players vote which of them will be thrown out of the location, and the player is dead. This rule creates a super immersive experience because we are actually arguing at the table and one of us will die as a result.

Let’s throw Jack! No, no, are you guys kidding me? Let’s throw Katy. No, not Katy. We aren’t throwing Katy out, we’re throwing you out of the location.” This is super immersive. It makes it one of my favorite games, since when I play Mall of Horror, I feel that I am fighting for my life because these jerks at the table, at some point, may outvote me and throw me to the zombies. If the designer can come up with the idea that will simulate the story, we will experience a real story.

In practice, players will shift fluidly between the three frames. Up-keying is the process of moving from a lower-level frame to a higher-level one, while down-keying operates in the opposite direction. If, say, a conversation about local politics breaks out midway through a game session, the experience is down-keyed to the primary frame, while Trzewiczek’s case highlights an example of a successful up-keying. Fine argues that while games can be involving at the player frame, up-keying to the third is always desirable. Although Fine was talking about RPGs, which rely more heavily on the character frame than most board games, up-keying tends to create a more intense and memorable shared experience even in board games that afford the character frame, as we will see in chapter 8.
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Figure 4.1

Negotiating which character will be fed to the zombies in Mall of Horror.


The three frames can be applied to both experience and communication dimensions of gameplay. Fine does not distinguish between the two, since in the case of RPGs, the experience of inhabiting the game world is often connected with communicating in character. While some board games afford the ability to role-play and communicate in character, this is not an altogether common occurrence around the board game table, making the Mall of Horror example quite particular.25 Thus the third frame that Fine describes is applicable to many board games, but more in the shared experience of the game world than as an interpretive frame for in-character conversations.

The three frames that Fine identifies are useful for an analysis of board game experience and sociality. Trzewiczek, with his Mall of Horror example, encourages designers to create rules that work in the player frame but have the effect of up-keying the game situation to the engrossing character frame. The tight connection between the two frames is one of the reasons why designers, critics, and players often point out that a game’s rule system and fiction (which I cover in chapters 3 and 5 respectively) should be tightly woven together. It is worth noting that not all board games support all three frames, but all of them do support the first two. I will hereafter refer to the three frames as the primary frame, the player frame, and the character frame.

One of the main draws of board games, then, is their ability to enable, engineer, and enrich social situations that allow us to experience a sense of togetherness that is becoming more and more sought-after, despite our increasing connectedness through networked technologies. Board game sessions are great examples of interaction rituals that, when successfully executed, have the potential to create an experience of a shared emotional state. Moreover, while the way we present ourselves to others is always a process of curated identity projection and interpretation, board games allow for a much more malleable presentation of self than most domains of our everyday life, thanks to the ease with which they create player and character frames overlaid on the primary frame. Goffman’s frame analysis is an excellent lens through which to understand the social experience of board game play, helping us identify a modular structure of layered interpretive frames that players shift fluidly between. Now that these foundational concepts have been established, I turn to an exploration of key elements that game designers use to shape sociality in board games.



Player Interaction

Board games structure social interaction primarily through the rules of the game. As I discussed in chapter 3, rules outline what players can and cannot do, and how the system responds to those actions. These affordances for action relate to the goals and rewards of the game system. Some games are competitive in nature, pitching players against each other and stipulating a clear way to determine a winner. In such games, the structure of the competition can vary greatly; some games allow players to freely attack or otherwise disadvantage each other, while others lead players to focus on developing their own play area or character without directly affecting other players. Elias, Garfield, and Gutschera call these two extremes of interaction structures brawl and race games respectively.26 In brawl games, players are able to target each other directly, leading to a high degree of direct interaction. In race games, players work to achieve a particular result without the ability to directly influence each other, meaning that a player wins simply by achieving a better result than other players. Many games combine elements of both, with the game leaning more toward one or the other. The Settlers of Catan, for example, is primarily a race but contains elements of interaction using direct targeting, such as the trading of resources between players and the placement of the robber.

Elias et al.’s distinction between modes of interaction rests primarily on the formal properties of the system. Aside from issues relating to the formal, or systemic, part of the interaction, designers commented on the importance of also considering informal interaction. Antoine Bauza, for example, distinguishes between formal and informal interaction:

Antoine Bauza:  Informal interaction is like when you discuss with other players or make an alliance. Formal is direct interaction. This is the richest form of interaction, I think. A lot of people want rich interaction like this, with your move having consequences on others.

Although Bauza equates formal interaction with direct interaction, a game can have forms of interaction that are validated by the system and do not affect other players directly. An example would be occupying a space that blocks others in a worker-placement game. This is a form of formal, indirect interaction, since it is validated by the system, but the effect on other players is an indirect one. Similarly, there are both indirect and direct forms of informal interaction. The latter might be more common, such as an agreement not to enter a certain area in an agreed-on space in a game of Eclipse,27 but it is still possible to indirectly affect a player by nudging others to act in ways that are detrimental to that player without directly affecting her yourself.

We thus have four forms of interaction: formal direct, formal indirect, informal direct, and informal indirect. Formal direct interaction describes situations where players can directly affect each other positively or negatively. Examples would include targeting another character with an arrow shot or healing a fellow character. Formal indirect involves players competing without affecting each other, as in games where players try to reach a certain victory point total before other players by building their own village faster than others without directly affecting them. Informal direct interaction involves players negotiating or threatening each other in ways that will affect the game without the game system validating their agreements, such as forming an alliance in a game of Risk. Finally, informal indirect interaction involves a player affecting others through actions that are not validated by the system. An example would be subtle conversation cues in a social deduction game to avert attention from a player being a traitor or villainous character.

Rules shape not only in-game actions but also the ways players communicate around the table—that is, they determine not only formal but also informal interaction around the game board. Some games force players to communicate with each other directly throughout the game or in clearly marked-out phases thereof. Often this communication is limited in some way. In Codenames, for example, one player on each team is only allowed to state a single word, followed by a number. Any other communication, verbal or otherwise, can be construed as a hint to their team and is frowned on or disallowed altogether. In other games, communication is encouraged but not implemented within the system itself—such as the diplomacy required to negotiate alliances in Risk.

Designers disagreed on which forms of interaction were essential in a game system. While most designers acknowledged that having some sort of player interaction was important to creating social involvement, their understanding of what constitutes valid interaction varied considerably. For some designers, like Kevin Wilson, player interaction encompasses anything from player communication fostered by the game to more direct forms of interaction validated by the game system:

Kevin Wilson:  For me, player interaction is any time that the players at the table are actually connecting with each other in some way, either by talking to each other, or if it’s a more physical game, there’s interaction through each other’s pieces; or the interaction that comes about when players have to adjust their strategies based on what somebody else has done at the table. If the fact that there are other people at the table matters in the game, that’s interaction.

Wilson’s definition of player interaction is fairly broad, encompassing everything from the mere presence of others to direct engagement—social or game systemic—with them. Other designers viewed player interaction as encompassing only what Bauza called the formal aspects of a game. Richard Garfield equates player interaction primarily with direct interaction, though he acknowledges that indirect interaction can be enough to make a great game:

Richard Garfield:  Player interaction I regard as a plus but not a make-or-break element. Many fine games, like Yahtzee or golf, have stood the test of time with very little interaction. There is interaction; it is just low-key and indirect. You press your luck when you are behind.

Like many players and designers, Garfield implicitly equates player interaction with direct player interaction. Emerson Matsuuchi points out that while most board game players tend to view direct interaction as both a necessary part of a game and an indicator of how good the game is, the sales numbers show otherwise:

Emerson Matsuuchi:  I can go on and on about player interaction because I have strong opinions and strong feelings about it. I have very strong feelings about the whole player interaction issue because a lot of players are of the opinion that a game with very little player interaction is a very negative thing. I disagree, and I think the market supports this view. The games that do incredibly well sales-wise are the ones that don’t have as much player interaction. So as a designer, either I try to appease the players that want more player interaction, or I look at the sales numbers and say: “Well, all these games that are selling really well have very little player interaction.”

Matsuuchi is right to critique this black-and-white view of player interaction. It is difficult to create a taxonomy of player interaction, given the infinite forms of interaction possible. Though the distinction highlighted earlier between formal and informal interaction is generally clear enough, most player interactions cannot neatly be categorized as being clearly direct or indirect, and certainly not in such a binary manner.

The criteria by which interactions are described or assessed present a considerable challenge to categorizing forms of player interaction. Matsuuchi makes a crucial point that problematizes the direct/indirect distinction, pointing out that a significant gap exists between players’ perception of an interaction’s impact on the game and its actual systemic impact:

Emerson Matsuuchi:  When we look at the player’s perceptions of interaction, the issue becomes very, very interesting. I try to look at it as analytically as I can. So I compared the perception of interaction in two games: one where the interaction is only in the cards that you draft. The other game allows you to negatively impact other players directly with a specific action. Most players felt that the second one, where you have a direct ability to negatively impact another player, has a lot more interaction than the one where you can deny a player by, say, drafting a card or taking a worker’s spot. But when I looked at the actual impact of those actions, the point swing was much greater in the more indirect interaction than the direct one, so this leads me to believe that player interaction is much more psychological than it is mathematical. Because of this, I have to base my definition of interaction on what players feel, which is: the ability to negatively impact another player intentionally.

When players criticize a game for not having enough interaction, then, they are actually commenting on their perception of direct interaction in the game.

Whether we are considering player interaction from an analytical or a design perspective, it is important to include the whole spectrum of player interaction forms, whether direct or indirect, formal or informal. There is also little utility in claiming that one type of interaction is better than another. Like other aspects of board game design, interaction forms are the tools of the designer’s trade, the goal of which is to create a particular experience for players. Designing for different forms of interaction leads to different forms of social involvement and thus a different affective experience.

In some games, indirect and informal interaction is crucial to the game experience. Secret Hitler, like many social deduction games, leans heavily on creating rich conversations and indirect interactions that have an important bearing on the game state.28 Then again, we can also argue that since the results of the negotiations around the table have such a strong impact on the game state, they are actually not indirect interactions at all but direct ones.

Another problem with the binary categorization of interaction is that indirect actions are far more common and varied than direct ones. This means that the most widespread form of interaction is actually not one type of interaction but a variety thereof. While we can easily identify instances of direct interaction, indirect interaction is far more elusive. We are basically saying that there is a form of interaction we can identify and a whole variety of others that are only identifiable in opposition to that category. This challenge limits the utility of classifying player interaction into direct and indirect forms.

Even if we consider games with little or no direct player interaction, it is neither helpful nor accurate to claim that this is, in itself, a sign of an inferior design. Such games are often called multiplayer solitaire games, a term that has gathered pejorative connotations for both players and critics. As Matsuuchi, Wilson, and Garfield, among others, point out, there is nothing inherently inferior about such games, either from a design or a player experience perspective. It always depends on what players want from the game, and in fact, these games can be highly successful in the market. Greg Costikyan, in his book Uncertainty in Games, similarly argues that the negative perspective on these games misses the fact that they do involve a fair amount of interaction, and the issue is ultimately one of preference of play styles:


Eurostyle board games are sometimes accused (by those more comfortable with directly competitive games) of being “solitaire games played together,” the conceit being that since players cannot injure each other directly, the only real conflict between them arises through endgame scoring. This is, in fact, an unfair claim; rather, Eurostyle games tend to avoid direct attacks because games that permit this are viewed by those who enjoy the genre as being “too nasty.” There is still competition among the players, and a player’s actions are contingent not merely on what benefits them most, but also on how an action will benefit or deny benefits to others.29



Interaction, then, is anything that makes other players’ presence around the table matter. Many types of actions and forms of interaction that enrich players’ experience do not affect the game state directly, nor do they allow players to target each other in a systemically upheld manner. In the rest of the book, I will adopt this broader perspective on interaction, as it is more open to the various types of involvement that different board games allow.



Cooperation, Collaboration, and Competition

Different board games afford different modes of player interaction. At the highest level, perhaps the biggest distinction in terms of forms of interaction relates to whether a game is cooperative or competitive, or one of the various possible combinations of the two. Before we look at these combinations, however, it is worth focusing for a moment on the cooperative side of the spectrum and clarifying the difference, in primarily cooperative games, between cooperation and collaboration.

Zagal, Jochen, and Hsi point out that there is a distinction between a cooperative game and a collaborative game.30 In a cooperative game, players have goals that overlap, but not necessarily fully. Similarly, the rewards for achieving these goals are not necessarily split equally between players. Cooperative games thus involve an element of negotiation regarding both the goals and the rewards achieved, as well as a possibility, if not a likelihood, that individual players will benefit differently from the outcome. In a collaborative game, however, players act as one, sharing rewards and goal outcomes. It is thus in all the players’ interest to work together for the collective good of the team.

The difference is thus primarily whether the game positions the players as a collective team or as individuals with separate identities, goals, and rewards. Pandemic is a great example of a collaborative game, since players work as a single team with two possible outcomes at the end of the game: the team wins, or the team loses. Although each player’s character has a special ability, players do not gain rewards individually or have individual goals. Gloomhaven, on the other hand, is a cooperative game, since each player can advance his or her character differently and has different criteria for attaining the individual character’s goals and retiring them. The group succeeds or fails as a single entity, but the players still work toward individual goals and rewards.

At a foundational level, competition, collaboration, and cooperation involve players through the sense of togetherness they afford. The presence of, and social interaction with, others is in itself a key source of involvement and positive affect, no matter the specifics of the game. However, each form of interaction has its own set of affordances for involvement. While these elements are highly dependent on the individual game system and fiction, it is useful to identify the more prominent forms of social involvement that cooperation, collaboration, and competition provide. For ease of reference, in the rest of the book, I will refer to games where players work together toward a common goal as cooperative games, teasing out aspects of collaboration and cooperation where needed.

One of the big draws of cooperative games is that they can more easily foster that sense of togetherness—what Durkheim called effervescence—than competitive games, since events are happening to players as a group. When things are challenging, the group needs to come together to solve the problem. If they fail, or the situation seems desperate, the group feels frustration or disappointment, but they share that feeling. Similarly, when they triumph against all odds, the elation and satisfaction they feel are shared. As Collins, Goffman, and Durkheim argued, this experiencing of shared emotions can lead to a powerful sense of togetherness, even if the outcome is itself a negative one.31 Several designers, especially ones one create cooperative games, commented on the engaging nature of this experience:

Adam Sadler:  It’s always cool to have players experience similar emotions around the table. Even when you are playing competitive games, for example, someone might be cheering an opponent on even though they are rivals, because they share the same emotion. It’s interesting that when you’re playing a game where you’re all experiencing the same emotion, you’re all cheering together. That’s probably why we play cooperative games so much; just the shared experience of everybody having the same emotions is great.

Another advantage of cooperative games over competitive ones lies in the way they facilitate narrative experiences. In a competitive game, players are separate entities in the world, so if they experience a section of a story written into the game by the designer, the other players are relegated to, at most, the roles of narrator and spectators. There are also considerable limitations on the scope of the story, since each player will experience a separate narrative thread, multiplying the number of stories needed to make the game world feel alive with story. As Antoine Bauza explains, cooperative games have a major advantage here, since the players will often inhabit the same general space in the game, and thus the group represents a single viewpoint, rather than multiple different ones:

Antoine Bauza:  I make cooperative games, because they have a soft spot which allows me to put a lot of narrative and a lot of player interaction because the players are together. When the players are together, they find it easier to interact, as it’s a good form of interaction. It’s easier to have people interact if they are working towards a common goal than for a competitive goal.

Bauza goes on to explain the difficulty of creating a strong narrative experience in a competitive game, pointing out that many tools for creating an engaging narrative in a game work better in cooperative games. An interesting point Bauza makes in this regard is that good stories require drama, and drama entails an imbalance in the state of affairs. For that imbalance to work, it needs to be implemented on both mechanical and story levels, which is a problem for a competitive game. If the system slams one player for story purposes, that player is going to be frustrated. But in the case of cooperative games, the whole group can be hit with a dramatic turn of events that places the whole party in difficulty. Even if the group feels frustrated by such a development, their experience is one of collectively working toward overcoming the challenge, and thus an experience of camaraderie.

One challenge cooperative games have in creating and maintaining player involvement is the lack of a human mind or minds to compete against. In competitive games, as I discuss later, other players present an important degree of uncertainty and challenge that serves as an important source of engagement. To make up for this, cooperative games often create contrived limitations that will challenge players in their cooperative effort. Jose Zagal identifies three main forms of contrived limitations that designers deploy in cooperative games to provide more of a challenge for their players: information and communication, trust, and taskwork.32

Designers can limit the flow of information between players to amp up the challenge. This can sometimes be the main form of challenge in the game, as is the case in Hanabi. In this game, players are trying to create series of ascending numbered fireworks cards, with the aim of completing sets. The game’s main challenge is that players can see other players’ cards, but not their own. The only way for players to communicate is to take an in-game action that allows them to give one piece of information to another player about the cards they are holding.

Other games might not impede communication or sharing of information in such an explicit way but disincentivize players from sharing information by giving players individual winning conditions or tasks that they must perform in secret. The flow of information is also broken when trust in other players is undermined. Since cooperation and trust go hand in hand, sowing distrust automatically creates an incentive to keep some information hidden from other players. The most common examples of this are social deduction games, such as Secret Hitler or The Resistance.33 In these games, two (or more) players, whose identity is revealed only to each other at the start of the game, work toward eliminating the other players, without raising suspicions about their identities. The rest of the players need to decide which player to eliminate every turn, based primarily on negotiation and discussion, but also through scrutiny of the mechanical actions players take, which can allow for inferences to be made about different players’ identities. A similar genre is hidden traitor games. Here a number of players, sometimes starting from the possibility of not having any traitors in the group, start as, or become, agents acting against the interests of the rest of the group. These games tend to pose challenges that the group needs to overcome, with the hidden traitor working to undermine the rest of the group without revealing his or her identity. Battlestar Galactica and Dead of Winter are great examples of this genre.34 These games are similar to social deduction games, but they provide a less abstracted space for players to move in, and a more involved system of challenges to face, often resulting in a richer emergent story, given the wider range of narrative hooks that they provide.

Finally, Zagal discusses what he calls taskwork, or the tasks players engage in during a game, which can range from problem-solving to upkeep tasks like moving pieces around the board. Zagal points out that one of the ways cooperative games introduce additional challenge is to complicate the execution or planning of these tasks. A great example of this is Space Alert, where players are the crew members of a spaceship.35 The players alternate between discussing and planning what they will do in the coming turn and actually executing those actions. The catch is that players need to play a series of actions facedown that they must then execute as played during the planning phase. Since the action cards are facedown, players cannot check how the programmed actions will pan out, creating a considerable barrier to seamless collaboration.

Though an increasing number of board games structure primarily cooperative forms of interaction for their players, most establish the parameters for some form of competition between players. Roger Caillois, in Man, Play and Games, identifies competition (which he calls agon) as one of the four primary game forms and one of the more engaging aspects of gameplay.36 Competing against other human minds is involving for several reasons. I attribute this form of involvement to three main elements of competition: social contingency, dynamic challenge, and the satisfaction of overcoming adversaries.

Social contingency is a term coined by Thomas Malaby to refer to the engaging nature of the unpredictability provided by the thoughts, actions, and abilities of other players:


The unpredictability of never being certain about another’s point of view (and often, resources) is a key component of games such as chess, poker, and countless others. The extent to which (economic) game theory has focused on differences in information is a reflection of the correct recognition of social contingency as a factor in games, but it is never the only source of contingency. It is not simply the challenge of making the right guesses about others’ points of view which is involved, it is acting on those guesses.37



We derive a big part of our enjoyment of the competitive side of board games from wrestling with this unpredictability. I sit across the table from my opponents and, in an attempt to stay two steps ahead of them, try to understand what they are planning to do. I am trying to maximize the efficiency of actions and carry out my plans while adapting to what others might do to interfere with those plans. I am also trying to foresee what they will do to get ahead, and, ideally, stop them from doing so while putting myself ahead. This is an aspect of board game play that tends to engage a substantial part of players’ attentional resources, especially when it comes to more complex Euro and strategy games.

As Greg Costikyan points out, the degree of player unpredictability is related to the game’s mechanics.38 Games that allow players to directly attack each other make the unpredictability of player actions matter more to players. As Matsuuchi argued earlier, a direct action like this might have less of an actual systemic impact than an indirect one, but the psychological and emotional impact of a direct attack tends to be higher than an indirect one, which tends to make players care more about the possible actions others can take against them. Having said that, the engagement provided by player unpredictability in a competitive game is also considerable in a game where players affect each other only indirectly: “Player unpredictability does not depend solely on actions that directly injure or assist others; it can also exist in games that permit one player to take actions that either close off or open up opportunities for others, without affecting them directly.”39

As discussed earlier, competitive games that allow for direct attacks on players also carry the risk of negative affect. Some players enjoy the excitement of attacking each other, but others find it unpleasant, at times to the point of disengaging them from the game. Negative affect in games that allow direct attacks tends to be most upsetting when players choose whom to target. I argue that the majority of negative emotions surrounding being attacked in fact relates to being targeted by another. Some games that involve direct conflict get around the issue by having the game select the target of their attack, as is the case in Cosmic Encounter.40

Matt Lees:  The key thing about Cosmic Encounter, and the rule that I realize makes it work, is the fact that you never get to choose who you’re going to attack. You always draw a card that decides which player you’re attacking, which means alliances are always temporary because you might be attacking them next turn. It also means you’re constantly stabbing each other in the back. You’re constantly lying and trying to convince everyone else you’re not a problem, but every time you’re fighting someone, it’s never your choice. So no one ever says: “Why are you attacking me?!” It never leads to arguments. And that’s such a key thing. Without that, that game would be hell. People would hate it. Lots of people hate it anyway, but people would hate it!

Malaby points out that social contingency is codependent on performative contingency, or our lack of knowledge of our own ability at a particular game.41 Players are engaged by a lack of knowledge not only of their opponents’ thoughts and actions but also of the extent of their own ability. This is more common in physical games, since the outcome of a dexterous action depends on various external physical factors outside the player’s conscious mind; but even in nonphysical games, players tend to not be as sure about their own capabilities until they engage with the game. As discussed in chapter 2, players tend to experience high levels of engagement when they are in the flow channel.42 When I play a single-player game, the game does not tend to adjust to my skill level, so after I have played the game repeatedly and thus improved my skill, the game might become too easy for me, no longer posing a meaningful challenge. Other players, however, do. When I play a game against a friend, we are both (most likely) improving at the game. This means that when my skill level increases, so does my friend’s, and if our skill levels were well matched before, we will remain in the flow channel. Of course, one of us can improve a lot faster than the other, in which case a mismatch in abilities could develop, thus reducing our engagement level with the game, at least if the primary sources of involvement were the ludic and competitive elements.

The third aspect of competitive involvement follows from the first two. If I manage to figure out my opponents’ plans, stay two steps ahead of them, and beat them in the dynamic challenge that ensues, I will tend to experience a sense of satisfaction from the outcome. The stronger the challenge my opponents pose, the stronger my sense of satisfaction and pride at beating them tends to be. This can build up over repeated plays and wins but depends a lot on the personality of the individual and the social dynamics and context around the table.

Cooperative and competitive forms of interaction, then, can both structure forms of togetherness around the game board. However, while games are often classified as being either competitive or cooperative, as Zagal et al. point out, in fact only competitive and collaborative games are incompatible.43 Games that are primarily competitive can also have cooperative elements. Any competitive game that allows for trading between players, for example, has an element of cooperation, since some players can help each other in specific parts of the game by making a mutually beneficial deal. Similarly, games that do not provide for formal cooperation can involve informal cooperation. While Risk is a competitive game overall, players often create alliances, which can be upheld or broken. Some competitive games formalize these cooperative elements to encourage players to cooperate. Rising Sun, for example, rewards players who form alliances in a formal manner. By forming an alliance, players can gain the benefits of actions their allies take. In effect, though the game is fundamentally a competitive one that will end with one winner, not allying with another player is largely disadvantageous.



Genre Expectations

The types of interactions that a game enables are informed by genre expectations. While a designer can come up with endless configurations of mechanics and fictions, expectations of interaction forms commonly depend on the type of game that players expect a particular title to be. Board games that involve the player controlling a single character tend to create expectations of direct interaction between players. This is especially the case in the more popular settings, namely, fantasy, science fiction, and horror. Many of these games, especially the ones that feature narrative, tend to be cooperative games, which often involve a lot of interaction with other players to coordinate actions and overcome the challenges the game presents. Competitive games in these genres are expected to have a fair bit of direct interaction and for players to inhabit a shared world they move around in.

While this is not something that designers commented on, I have experienced it in feedback about my own games from players and critics alike. My first three games, Posthuman, Posthuman Saga, and Vengeance, involved players controlling a single character, each on his or her own journey with some occasional intersections and indirect interaction. In all three games, the fiction and experience I was aiming for required players to feel alone against the world.

In the first two games, players take on the role of an individual survivor in a postapocalyptic world. In Posthuman, they are trying to find their way to a safe human fortress while being hunted by mutants and aggressive bandit gangs. The goal was to make players feel as though they are themselves in the setting provided by the game. The system, in fact, rested on the players creating their own characters, enabling them to have that sense of connection with their characters and feel the sense of solitude, scarcity, and desperation that such a situation would entail. As a result of certain in-game events, players’ characters can start mutating, and at varying points in the game, depending on their character’s state, players will have the choice of either voluntarily joining the mutant side or resisting their mutation and persevering toward the fortress. The mutants play cooperatively, and their aim is to convert the rest of the human players. Thus humans can win as individuals, whereas the mutants act and win as a collective. This tension between individualist and collectivist societies, as well as the ambiguity of whom we view as other, and how we choose to treat them (in this case, the mutants that are both the other and, increasingly, the players themselves), plays a big role in the game. The game allows players to meet up and help each other directly, if they wish, but it does not force them to do so. Players can actually make it easier for each other to not mutate and reach the fortress safely if they avoid rushing ahead alone for the win and instead make an effort to meet other players in the world, trade items, and use skills to help each other. For these reasons, I needed players to go on their own journey and decide for themselves how much they want to cooperate or have contact with others.

The second game in the series is a new, stand-alone system in the same world that explores similar themes and therefore also places players on their own, separate journeys; this time, the idea was to introduce a lot more story to communicate the world and what is going on in it. The most common negative feedback from players and critics for both games was their disappointment with the lack of direct interaction among players, and particularly the lack of moving around on the same space. Going into the second game in the series, I had collected feedback and criticism for the first and changed several aspects of the game, but the cohabitation of space was not one I wanted to change, for the reasons discussed earlier. For better or worse, rather than appease a wider market, I decided to focus on the fiction and emotions I wanted the game experience to foster. My mistake in this case was to underestimate how important this design aspect was for a key design goal of mine in the second iteration of the game: to convey a vivid sense of the world. Without players moving around on the same map and affecting each other directly, some players have a hard time conceiving of each player’s journey and experience as happening in the same world and thus get disengaged from the fiction of the game altogether. This would not have been as much of a problem if the game put players in the role of a leader of a postapocalyptic community building a town, for example, since this operates at a higher level of abstraction that is more often associated with Eurogames, which entail much lower expectations for direct interaction and spatial cohabitation. However, single-character adventure games establish the expectation that players will be together in the same world, and in this sense, Posthuman Saga failed to live up to this expectation.

The third game, Vengeance, places players in the shoes of characters that have been wronged by gang bosses they need to track down and take revenge on. Once again, players are not cohabiting the same space, and direct interactions between them are not possible. My primary design goal was to create a sense of being a downtrodden hero battling nasty characters who deserve what is coming to them against all odds. The sense of satisfaction at taking revenge would not be as powerful if the players formed a group of vigilantes out to collectively exact revenge. The sense of comfort of being in a group undermines the core experience I wanted to sculpt in this game. Revenge movies and narratives tend to feature a lone hero against a multitude of bad guys for a reason, and the trope of the wronged one against the evil multitude is too much of a cornerstone of the genre to be sidestepped.
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Figure 4.2

Hunting down gang bosses in Vengeance.


Like the Posthuman games, Vengeance enjoyed consistent praise for its communication of the fiction it was portraying and the experience it sought to create. This time, the game featured a ton of miniatures and detailed environments drawn from a top-down perspective. These were meant to act as props for the imagination, supplementing the fight mechanics, which were designed to create vivid action sequences in the players’ minds. The game was well received by players and critics in terms of its two main goals: to create the feeling of satisfaction of revenge and the vivid fight scenes in players’ minds that are both staples of revenge movies. Unfortunately, the core contributors to the game’s most lauded aspects also lay at the heart of its main criticism: that it featured too little interaction between players. At first, this was a bit strange to hear, especially coming from critics. Surely it was clear that the reason why the game managed to create such a vivid sense of being in a revenge movie was exactly that it had to be a single hero’s fight against all odds, not a group’s. An option I considered—having other players take on the role of gang bosses during another player’s turn—would require a shift in perspective that would break the players’ alignment with their own character, and having heroes attack or get in the way of each other just went counter to the whole revenge genre.

Then I realized that the feedback about a lack of direct interaction had more to do with genre expectations than anything else. While the miniatures and detailed floor plans might have made it easier for players to imagine they are in the game world, they also created an expectation of either collaboration or, at least, the direct interaction that all other games that feature floor plans and miniatures (often called dungeon crawlers) provide.

On the one hand, I was elated to hear so many players and critics commenting on the vividness of the experiences and the mental images I had worked so hard to create. On the other hand, I was disappointed to run into the same criticism, especially when it seemed to be the other side of the coin of what made the games engaging. At the end of the day, I chalked it up to genre and format expectations. The issue, I thought at first, was that I was presenting single-character games in a way that was different from what players were used to, and this was exacerbated by the use of miniatures in Vengeance.

What I was missing with this assessment was that I was not giving enough importance to one of the key attractors of playing a single-character board game: the sense of inhabiting the game world. Since these types of games align the player’s perspective with that of the character, they are the board games that are most apt at creating a sense of being that character in that world—a feeling reinforced and enhanced by the presence of other player-controlled characters in the world and the possibility of interacting with them. As Gary Alan Fine argued, that sense of inhabiting an imagined world together, what he calls engrossment,44 is the reason why people play tabletop RPGs like Dungeons & Dragons.45 The three games felt jarring for some because they created a strong fantasy but failed to make it a shared fantasy.



Quintin Smith argues that we have no adequate language for talking about the social dynamics and shared engrossment happening around the board game table, along with the interesting relations and identity play they create:

Quintin Smith:  Board gamers work with emotions so much and social dynamics so much, but there’s no discussion or language around that, in the same way that theme is not unpacked. There’s no language around the immersion and hallucination that comes with theme, and there’s no language around the social connections that we’re breaking and creating when we’re playing board games.

In this chapter, I have aimed to provide exactly the kind of language to discuss board game sociality that Smith identifies as necessary but missing. As I have argued, the sense of sociality and togetherness that board games provide is increasingly becoming an experience that is missing from people’s lives, which could be one explanation for the growing interest in board games. An important foundation for this language of sociality is an understanding of what the core experience, togetherness, actually entails. While the experts I interviewed agreed that togetherness is a positive experience, they felt that it was an ephemeral one that could not be unpacked further. I hope to have shown that while the phenomenon is an elusive one, we can tap into conceptual models that help us understand the nature of togetherness.

A unique, or at least uncommon, aspect of board game togetherness is that we often experience it not just through interactions around the table but as a form of collective, shared imagination.46 The next chapter thus delves into the nature of imagination and fiction and the central role they play in board game experience.
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5    Fiction



“The process of game creation is weird. It’s fiction; it’s imagination; it’s like writing a book or comics, or making a movie. Often I know the system, I know what I want to do in this game, but I want to share a certain, specific feeling with the player. How can I translate that into a game?”

—Manuel Rozoy



The earliest examples of board games we have unearthed have been rule-based representations of a particular phenomenon or situation. Whether it is a soul making its way into the underworld (Senet), or a king and his bodyguard ambushed by an opposing army (Hnefatafl), the majority of games can be described as rule-based systems that project images in the mind of the player. Sometimes these representations are highly abstracted, as is the case in chess. At other times, board games aim to meticulously simulate a certain situation, as with Kriegspiel, which implemented a complex rule-based representation of Napoleonic-era warfare. At other times still, the game is entirely abstract and does not stimulate the imagination to construct a particular scene in the player’s mind. This, however, represents a minority of board games around today.

Within the board game world (from players to publishers, designers, and critics), this phenomenon, by which a game conveys a representation of a world or domain of action, is often referred to as the theme of a board game. Games that give priority to the setting and the characters in it are referred to as thematic games.

Until recently, Eurogames have tended to emphasize the robustness of their mechanical systems over the prominence and vivacity of their theme. This is not the case for every Eurogame, of course, but it is safe to say that players, publishers, and critics have not, at least until recently, expected a Eurogame to have a strong theme, or to have that theme strongly integrated with its mechanics. In the last few years, however, it has become increasingly important for games to have interesting themes that are adequately reflected in their mechanics.

Alexander Pfister:  There are many games where the theme is not very special, but the game mechanic is fantastic, and therefore this game is very successful. So even if people like when designers say they come from theme, I think it’s the mechanic which makes a game good or bad. But during the last several years, theme is becoming more and more important, and if you have a game with just a good mechanic, but not a good theme or a generic theme such as a Middle Ages one, these games will have a more average demand. I think the people are looking at the theme now more than they did five years ago, and if a game has good theme and a good mechanic, it will be a fantastic game.

Most designers I interviewed commented on the importance of integrating solid mechanics and an innovative theme, often highlighting this as one of the primary marks of a quality game. The relationship between these two key elements of design and experience is a topic that resurfaces in the chapters to come, and one that requires careful examination.

In this chapter, I explore what the term theme is currently used to describe in the board game world. Following the input of the designers and critics interviewed, I argue that the term has conceptual problems. To resolve these problems, I propose replacing theme with fiction, as the latter is a more accurate and conceptually rich concept. In this formulation, fiction is closely related to imagination. I will give a brief overview of how fiction and imagination have been characterized in humanistic research, identifying the difference between the two and outlining concepts that will help designers, critics, academics, and players alike talk in a more nuanced fashion about issues related to board games and imagination. The chapter ends with an outline of the main elements that make up fiction in board games, paving the way for the narrative model I propose in the next chapter.


One Theme to Rule Them All

When someone asks us what a game is about, we generally answer by explaining the world in which the game is set, and what the game allows you to do within it. If we are talking to a player who is knowledgeable about a wide spectrum of board game mechanics, we might also refer to the core mechanics of the game. For example, we might describe Agricola as having a pastoral theme that involves players building farms using a worker-placement mechanic, or Arctic Scavengers as having players run a gang of scavengers struggling to survive the frozen wastes of a postapocalyptic world using a deck-building mechanic.1 While we can explain what the game is generally about without referring to its mechanics, it would be hard to describe a nonabstract game without giving an idea of the setting, who or what the players are controlling in the game, and what they will be doing in that world. The elements that make up the nonmechanical aspects of this description constitute what is generally referred to as theme in the board game world.

If this explanation feels broad and unsatisfying, it is because a considerable amount of vagueness surrounds the term. While it is commonly used in general conversation about board games, the term covers a list of diverse phenomena that, while certainly related, are not equivalent. This becomes problematic when we need a more nuanced and accurate formulation of the term, either in a design or in an analysis context. As Richard Garfield states:

Richard Garfield:  Theme is definitely broadly and sloppily used in the game industry to mean a lot of different things. For me, the theme is largely about the images players have in their minds when they play the game.

Theme is used to refer to the world, time period, and general environment the game takes place in, also known as its setting. It is also used to refer to the game’s narrative aspects, which can range from scripted stories on cards or storybooks to flavor text on cards and other elements that generate stories. Theme is also used to refer to the visually pleasing illustration or appealing components of a game, such as detailed miniatures or other plastic, wooden, or cardboard representational props. Finally, the term is also used to express player experience of the game world and the places, characters and objects that exist within it, often associating strong thematic qualities with a sense of inhabiting the game world, generally referred to as immersion. Garfield’s quote identifies what lies at the intersection of these various phenomena: the images that players have in their mind while playing.

While it is normal that general parlance about a medium deploys terms loosely, as is the case with terms like narrative and immersion in the world of digital games,2 the employment of loose key terms by creators and critics within the industry becomes problematic both for communication purposes and for providing a clear conceptual tool kit to work with. When asked what they understood by the concept of theme, designers gave a variety of responses that ran the spectrum of the varied uses outlined in the previous paragraph:

Jonathan Gilmour:  Well, to me, theme is mostly the story of the game. And I think that is separate from the experience in a way that when you’re just telling somebody a story, you’re setting up what you feel the world is and the expectation is, and experience comes from letting them explore in it.

Matt Leacock:  I think theme is a fairly narrow term that we bandied about, and it generally means what’s going to drive the way you describe the world within the games.

Jamey Stegmaier:  I would say theme means the setting of the game, the environment, the world of the game, and the feeling players get by playing it. I think that’s intrinsically tied to the theme.

Ignacy Trzewiczek:  Gamers, publishers, and reviewers use theme as illustration, as artwork, as flavor text on cards, as miniatures, and they call these games thematic because they see miniatures with a chainsaw and zombies and they call the game thematic. I don’t find these games thematic.… I believe that the theme is not the components, it is not the artwork, it is not the flavor text, but it is rules that let you be immersed in the story.

Adam Sadler:  That’s hard to explain, but I feel like it’s how you feel immersed in the game you’re playing, whether you’re representing the characters or in a specific environment.

Since the term is so inclusive, these designers all focus on the aspects of theme they prioritize in their design process. This creates a significant problem when working with any of the distinct phenomena that are being subsumed under the single term. Without a clean conceptual separation, it is difficult to share knowledge and evolve our thinking about these phenomena. As Geoff Engelstein points out, this is not just an analysis or communication problem; it also hinders design:

Geoff Engelstein:  I don’t like theme as a term. That’s why I like to use experience-first design; if people ask me if I start with mechanics or theme, I say neither, because an example of theme would be a zombie game. I think that if anybody sits down and says, “I want to design a zombie game,” they’re doomed to failure. That doesn’t help you. You could come up with anything from one person trapped inside a store, fighting off hordes of zombies attacking, and go all the way to a planet-sized thing where you’re playing a country and zombies are rising, you know, overrunning countries. Just saying it’s a zombie theme, which is the way most people approach theme, doesn’t help drive what you want to do. You have to think about the story that you want to tell, which is tied up with that experience of the scale and everything else.

Engelstein’s points are highly relevant to the thrust of my argument in this chapter. Theme highlights properties of the game such as setting, story, and characters by emphasizing their existence as formal properties written into the game. This sidelines the centrality that imagination plays in making these elements come alive. In the next sections, I make an argument for a displacement of theme in favor of fiction, a term that embraces the experiential side of the equation.



Theme versus Fiction

Once a term has taken root in a field or industry, suggesting its banishment or replacement will rarely result in a wholesale shift in its use. Generally speaking, it is advisable to work to sharpen an existing term, unless the term has problematic connotations or implications that obfuscate rather than elucidate a phenomenon. Despite how firmly it is entrenched in discourses around board games, theme is an example of such a problematic term, working against, rather than for, a clearer understanding of a major aspect of board game experience.

When I stand in front of my board game collection and scan the wall of colorful boxes, my mind conjures up images of scenes evoked by each game: the racing cyclists in Flamme Rouge, the warring armies spread across the Greek islands in Cyclades, the mechs towering over the pastoral alternate 1920s landscapes of Scythe, or the streets of Victorian London in Sherlock Holmes Consulting Detective.3 The most important aspect of theme is exactly this: the mental image of a fictional world that the game evokes. Although I might enjoy and admire the mechanics of one game over another, the mental image that most readily comes to mind combines memories or expectations of the environment that the game projects, and the characters, objects, actions, and events in that environment. Relatedly, I might think of everything within the game object that conveys these images: the game’s physical components, the illustration and graphic design that adorn them, and the game rules. I would argue that this mental image is exactly the function that the term theme was recruited into the world of board games for.

However, the term had already accumulated a specific meaning in the context of other media, and unfortunately, this conception of theme is not compatible with its use in board games. The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms defines theme as follows:


Theme, a salient abstract idea that emerges from a literary work’s treatment of its subject-matter; or a topic recurring in a number of literary works. While the subject of a work is described concretely in terms of its action (e.g., “the adventures of a newcomer in the big city”), its theme or themes will be described in more abstract terms (e.g., love, war, revenge, betrayal, fate, etc.). The theme of a work may be announced explicitly, but more often it emerges indirectly through the recurrence of motifs.



If we apply this formulation to board games, we would get a general sense of what the game is about, but in some cases, it would not really be informative about the experience the game promises. Scythe, Memoir ’44, Risk, A Game of Thrones, and Kemet would all have a theme of “war,” with possible secondary themes added in the case of some of these titles, such as “development” for Scythe and “betrayal” or “negotiation” for A Game of Thrones.4 Yet this still fails to give us much of an idea of what the game is actually about, and given the plethora of games that treat the theme of war, we would not benefit much from this use of the term.

The dictionary definition of theme, then, is not sufficient to describe the mental image I identified earlier. The usage of the term in relation to board games instead absorbs other aspects of the imaginative experience that are known by other names in the context of other media. This has resulted in the term being used to refer to a variety of experiences that, although related, go far beyond the scope of the general sense of theme.

While it is perfectly acceptable for a term to migrate from one medium to another and, in so doing, be adapted to the specific context of that medium, the migration tends to be a happy one when the new application is precise and when there are not better terms to apply to the phenomenon in question. In this case, however, there is a term that better represents the mental image projected by a game, and there are other well-researched concepts that account for the numerous elements that are currently being referred to by theme. Let us focus on the key phenomenon: the mental image.

Humanistic fields that examine the experience engendered by various media refer to a mental image generated by a text as the text’s fiction. By text, I am referring to any interpretable object made up of a system or a combination of sign systems. This could be anything from a book to a video game, board game, sculpture, movie poster, or building. Fiction is particularly emphasized in media that require the active use of the audience’s imagination to be experienced. Unsurprisingly, some of the richest formulations of fiction have emerged out of literary theory, given that literary texts depend on the transformation of linguistic sign to mental image. This reliance on the imagination creates a series of commonalities between board games (and tabletop RPGs) and literature that makes literary theory a rich conceptual resource to draw from for both game designers and critics—a resource that has so far been underused, both academically and within the industry. In the rest of this chapter, then, I will draw on literary theory and related fields with the aim of enriching our understanding of fiction for the purposes of board game design and analysis.



Fiction

In his book Half-Real, Jesper Juul describes video games as being made up of rules and fiction:


In the title, Half-Real refers to the fact that video games are two different things at the same time: video games are real in that they consist of real rules with which players actually interact, and in that winning or losing a game is a real event. However, when winning a game by slaying a dragon, the dragon is not a real dragon but a fictional one. To play a video game is therefore to interact with real rules while imagining a fictional world, and a video game is a set of rules as well as a fictional world.5



Juul frames the weaving together of rules and fiction as a phenomenon specific to video games: “In having fictional worlds, video games deviate from traditional non-electronic games that are mostly abstract, and this is part of the newness of video games.”6 This assertion is somewhat odd given that many analog tabletop games not only leverage the imagination to project fictional worlds but are often designed for just this purpose. As Juul himself notes later in the book, imagination plays an important role in the experience of fictional worlds: “Games project fictional worlds through a variety of different means, but the fictional worlds are imagined by the player, and the player fills in any gap in the fictional world.”7 The imagination can, in fact, be seen as the cornerstone of most tabletop game experiences. As such, there is little justification for claiming that board games like Scythe, Tales of the Arabian Nights, or Arkham Horror, among hundreds of others, do not project the sort of fictional world Juul is describing.8

Juul formulates an oppositional relationship between a game’s fiction and its real rules. This conceptualization places a contrived boundary between the fictional and the real, ignoring a more productive perspective that views fictional representation and real rules as aspects of one and the same thing: a shared symbolic system. The represented game world and the mechanical game system that structures its fictional reality both pertain to what Roland Barthes refers to as the “galaxy of signifiers” that cannot be separated from an external real.9

Juul’s conception of fiction, however, is not uncommon in critique about the issue and lies at the foundation of two distinct approaches to the question of fictionality. The first, represented by Juul’s approach, distinguishes the fictional as that which stands in opposition to reality.10 This conception has made its way into popular belief as a form of tacit knowledge.11 This view of fiction has come under fire by theorists who question the tenability of conceiving of fiction as separate from the real, arguing that a text’s fictionality depends on the language that conveys it (here language is used in the broad sense of a codified system or representation in any medium):


Fictionality, I would suggest, functions within a communicative framework: it resides in a way of using language, and its distinctiveness consists in a recognizably distinct rhetorical set invoked by that use.… If fictionality consists in a distinct way of using language, it is not explained by attaching its distinctiveness to some quarantine mechanism conceived precisely to maintain its conformity with non-fictional usage, at the cost of detaching it, in one way or another, from its actual communicative context.12



As Richard Walsh argues here, the qualities of fiction cannot be fully described formally, because they are intrinsically built into the reality of the language that conveys the fiction.13 If anything, enduring fictional worlds, like J. R. R. Tolkien’s Middle-earth or George R. R. Martin’s Westeros,14 are appealing because they draw so heavily on established cultural texts and social contexts.15

The second conceptualization is the one that can more productively be applied to board games. Here fiction is viewed as the process by which an actual text guides the mind of the perceiver to experiencing a mental image. Wolfgang Iser sets up a relationship between the actual text (the real), the mental image of the reader (the imaginary), and the process of fusing the two together (the fictive):


The text, then, functions to bring into view the interplay among the fictive, the real, and the imaginary. Although each component of the triad fulfils a significant function, the act of fictionalising is of paramount importance: it crosses the boundaries both of what it organizes (external reality) and of what it converts into a gestalt (the diffuseness of the imaginary). It leads the real to the imaginary and the imaginary to the real, and it thus conditions the extent to which a given world is to be transcoded, a non-given world is to be conceived, and the reshuffled worlds are to be made accessible to the reader’s experience.16



Iser’s triadic model provides an incredibly useful insight into the foundational experience of board games. Iser describes fiction as an act, rather than a passive marker of unreality. The fictionalizing act performs two simultaneous operations. On the one hand, the creator of the work encodes the relevant situation into signs and, in the case of board games, mechanics, thus dissolving the determinacy of actuality into abstraction. So, for example, Flamme Rouge transforms the notion of an actual bicycle race into a set of mechanics (hand management and spatial traversal), visual assets, and card and plastic components. When the (ergodic) text is experienced, the otherwise fleeting—or, to use Iser’s term, diffused—imagination of the players is anchored to the elements of the game as object. This process imbues the imaginary with an element of reality, since determinacy is a defining element of reality.17 The core function of fiction is thus to fuse together, and in so doing transform, reality and the imagination through the text.



Walton’s Props

Kendall Walton’s theory of fictionality, imagination, and make-believe is another useful body of work to bring to the study of board games. Walton argues that our need for make-believe does not leave us when we leave childhood, but instead is transformed in our appreciation of various forms of artistic representations. He describes our engagement with all forms of texts, from literature to painting to film, as games of make-believe. I will here limit the conversation on Walton’s work to his theory of fiction, which focuses on the relationship between perception and imagination in experiencing various media forms.

Walton is mainly concerned with theorizing an ephemeral yet crucial aspect of our lived experience: the workings of the imagination.18 For Walton, imagination is not limited to free-roaming fantasy but rooted in the experience of everyday objects, as well as works of representation that were designed to affect viewers by way of their aesthetic properties.

The first step in this line of argumentation is Walton’s assertion that certain physical objects boost the potential and vivacity of imaginings associated with them. He calls such objects prompters. A prompter is a physical object that prompts the imagination to perceive it as another object to which it bears some similarity of form. The example Walton uses is a tree stump that resembles a bear and thus acts as a prompter for us to imagine a bear. Walton explains that prompters act as an aid to our imagination, and he specifically mentions their utility for those of us with a lesser degree of innate imagination. They aid us in exploring new imaginative territory by prompting what we would not otherwise imagine.

Prompters partially determine our otherwise free-roaming imagination. They also give our imaginings a sense of immediacy, since they make the projected mental images present to us, in a way that is partly within our control. Walton explains that this frees us from our natural tendency to consciously analyze the imagining, which takes away an aspect of its spontaneity. He also points out that prompters help us share and coordinate our imaginings with others without the need for “disruptive discussion.”19 Following David Lewis-Williams’s work on the origins of representational imagery,20 I would also add that another important function of prompters is the need to fix the internal world of the imagination on a material substrate to give it a stronger sense of reality.21

Prompters are increasingly more present in board games. Whereas three decades ago most board games consisted of tokens with abstract icons moving about on a game board, today the vast majority of board games include a range of prompters that make it easier for players to imagine the characters, objects, and situations depicted in the game’s fictional world. Examples of these are countless, but generally speaking, entities in the world, including both those controlled by players and others inhabiting the game world, tend to be represented by some form of prompter. These range from the basic wooden shapes of meeples to beautifully sculpted plastic miniatures. Prompters also represent resources and objects in the game world, such as the gems in Troll, Captain Sonar’s radio operator player board, the cardboard trees in Photosynthesis, or the plastic trains in Ticket to Ride.22 Kickstarter has been particularly important in raising the bar for the amount and quality of prompters included in board games.

Luke Crane:  A major part of board game design is material design. What components you use, how big they are, the spacing, the movement, and so on. Kickstarter really emphasizes the material design of board games, especially in terms of adding all these bells and whistles. I don’t know if it’s a good thing for this particular influence, but I definitely think it’s there.

In board games, prompters tend to have a function other than just projecting a mental image. Board game components project a mental image that has a status in a fictional world, making them what Walton calls props. A prop is an object that projects a fictional truth based on a set of rules that govern the functioning of the fictional world in question. This could be an agreement between a group of children to imagine tree stumps as bears, or an acceptance on the part of board game players to engage in a fictional world that has been explicitly designed and communicated by the designer and publisher. Walton calls this stipulation of fictionality the “principle of generation.”23 It is important to note that, for Walton, the crucial property of props is their ability to set out principles of generation that dictate what is to be imagined once the context for the game of make-believe is accepted. For example, the miniatures of mechs in Scythe do not just project an imagining of a mech in our minds; they imbue that imagining with a role in the alternate 1920s fictional world established in Jakub Różalski’s paintings and later elaborated by Stonemaier Games in the Scythe game itself.

Prompters and props often overlap, but not always. A prompter describes the relationship between a physical object and the image it generates in the mind of the player. A prop, on the other hand, relates to the status of that object in the fictional world it belongs to. There are thus prompters that are not props. For example, a cloud that projects the image of a face does not have a status within a fictional world unless such a game of make-believe is stipulated. This makes the cloud a prompter but not a prop. Conversely, a prop might not be a prompter. In a game of Lords of Waterdeep, orange cubes represent fighters.24 After reading the rules that stipulate that fictional truth, we are encouraged to visualize a fighter drawn from our general stored knowledge of high-fantasy representations of warriors. If we are familiar with the specific Dungeons & Dragons setting of the Forgotten Realms, where the city of Waterdeep is set, our imagination is channeled to a more specific mental representation of such a warrior. However, outside the fictional world of Lords of Waterdeep, the same orange cube is not a prop but just an orange cube. Having said that, in a board game that involves some element of fiction, no matter how minimal, prompters and props tend to largely overlap.
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Figure 5.1

Cubes as props for fighters in Lords of Waterdeep.


The concepts of prompters and props are incredibly useful in relation to board games, since they are one of the key tools by which designers convey their image of a game’s fiction to the players. Another important function of prompters and props is to provide designers with a means to guide the collective imagination of their players, creating an experience of what Gary Alan Fine has called shared fantasy, which is, as I argued in chapter 4, one of the key pleasures of playing board games.25 Walton emphasizes this advantage of prompters for activities that involve collective imagining:


Prompters are obviously a boon to collective imaginative activities. A toy truck or a well-executed snowman induces all who see it to imagine approximately the same things—a truck or a man of a certain sort. It coordinates their imaginings. The prompter coordinates the imaginings of the participants and also gives them grounds to expect such coordination—both without disruptive discussion.26



Because the majority of prompters in board games operate in a fictional context, they also function as props. For the sake of simplicity, then, I will use the term prop to refer to game objects that enable the experience of the game’s fiction.

Iser and Walton point to the same phenomenon that is central to our experience of board games: the use of props that project a mental image in the minds of players based on the fiction of the game world, where one exists.27 The latter is an important qualifier, since there are games that are largely or entirely abstract, such as draughts (checkers) or Ingenious.28 We can, in fact, chart the strength of a game’s fiction along a continuum ranging from the abstract (no fiction) to the complete. Completeness is a concept proposed by Lubomír Doležel that refers to the degree of detail with which the fictional world is documented.29 Doležel explains that fictional worlds are, by their very nature, incomplete, going so far as to cite this quality as one of their defining characteristics. Efforts at creating such worlds are thus always underwritten by the impossibility of completion. A board game fiction, then, is always incomplete, yet we can identify different degrees of completeness based on the strength of representation and simulation of the elements that make up a board game’s fiction. In the rest of the chapter, I outline these elements of fiction and how they work to enrich players’ fictional involvement.



The Elements of Board Game Fiction

I have so far established that fiction is a more accurate and conceptually productive concept than theme. I explored the two main conceptions of fiction: fiction as a binary opposite to the real or true, and fiction as the process of imaginative creation and experience of a fictional world, which is how I will be using the term in the rest of the book. I considered Iser’s positioning of fiction as the fusing of the imaginary and the real through the physical analogue that projects the fiction.30 Next I turned to Walton, who takes an in-depth approach to this process of fictionality.31 Walton also discusses the use of physical objects that guide the imagination, but he adds an additional dimension that is important for board games: a stipulation on the part of the designer of what each prompter represents in the game’s fiction. That fictional world is always incomplete, and the degree of completeness positions a game along a continuum ranging from abstract to a hypothetical (and impossible) complete fiction.

So far, I have been discussing fiction in general terms, but seeing as I am discussing a specific medium rather than an overall concept across media, as was the case with Iser and Walton, I can now home in on the specific elements that make up a board game’s fiction.

At this point, it is important to make a clarification regarding the relationship between fiction and narrative. In the board game world, theme is often used, among other things, to refer to the game’s narrative qualities. Thematic games are generally considered synonymous with games that have at least some degree of narrative potential. As I have discussed, outside of the board game world, theme and narrative are different things; a nonnarrative text can still convey a theme. In the same way, fiction is not equivalent to narrative. An important relationship, however, exists between a board game’s fiction and its narrative, if a game affords the experience of one. Elements of fiction have the potential, depending on both the game’s design and the players’ disposition, to combine together and form a narrative. I discuss this process at greater length in chapter 6. For the purposes of this chapter, it is important that we establish that elements of fiction are the building blocks of an important type of board game narrative: emergent narrative.

What I am calling elements of fiction here can more neatly be labeled fiction beats. This is an adaptation of the concept of story beats that is most often used among literary and film writers to refer to the smallest unit of a story. While no established definition dictates exactly how small that unit of story is, writers generally agree that a story beat refers to a moment of change in the narrative. In board games, an example of a story beat would be the reading out of a situation that requires a player choice, along with the outcome of the chosen course of action. For example, a character is exploring a ruined tower. Upon turning a corner, she sees the back of an armored guard ahead. The player needs to decide whether to attempt to jump the guard stealthily from behind or to backtrack and avoid the guard altogether. The player decides to attempt to creep up and stab the guard. This sequence represents a story beat. For the purposes of board game analysis, however, it is useful to break story beats down further into an even finer level of granularity into the elements that make up this story beat. This might consist of a text-based description, along with the mechanics for sneaking up and striking an enemy. There might also be an image of the situation on the relevant card or book where the story beat is represented. If the game uses floor plans and miniatures, the relevant miniatures are placed and moved. These forms of representation come together to create a series of mental images that string together to build the story beat. Fiction beats are thus mental images that are generated through interaction with various elements of the game. In the next sections, I give an overview of the key elements that come together to create fiction beats in board games: world, mechanics, and characters.


World

A basic requirement for a board game to have fiction is a world the game takes place in. I am here using the term world in the general sense of an environment that players can imagine inhabiting, without implying a specific degree of completeness, scope, or size. Board game worlds vary greatly in size. A game world can be limited to a small space, such as the racetracks of Flamme Rouge and Pit Crew, or be a more expansive domain, encompassing different places and locations, as in Gloomhaven or Near and Far.32

The ways in which board games represent the worlds they take place in are too varied to describe exhaustively. Some worlds are represented by a fixed game board, such as Pandemic, Merchants and Marauders, or Scythe. Others are pieced together in a modular fashion through sections of space. Some of these generate a map of the world randomly at the start of the game for players to explore, as is the case in Fallout or Burgle Bros,33 while others create the world during gameplay, often as a key part of the core mechanics tied to advancing in the game—such is the case in games like Carcassonne or Kingdomino.34

Some of these representations of space refer to a fictional world that can be traversed by the player-controlled character—as is the case with Merchants and Marauders or Fallout. Others—like Agricola and Euphoria35—are more abstracted representations of the general environment the game takes place in without being traversable as such. In both cases, the game board presents players with abstracted locations that serve both a fictional and a mechanical function in the game, visually communicating the game world through the illustration they contain.

In nontraversable game spaces, the fictional function tends to be applied in service of the mechanical one. As Matt Leacock explains, a game’s world is a great way to both communicate the rules and to help players remember them:

Matt Leacock:  I usually try to find the core mechanism first and then try to find a theme that fits it well, so that I can explain it. I’m not really a story-driven guy. I’m driven by accessibility. I want people to pull the game off the shelf and feel good about teaching it to people without feeling a lot of guilt over boring them with rules. So, for me, the game setting and world are a great way to make all the rules feel natural and obvious.

Moving further toward abstraction, some games do not represent the game world through dedicated components but instead refer to it through text or illustrations on components that have other functions. The world, here, comes in as background landscapes, clothing styles worn by characters, and other elements that depict the world. This is the case in games like Evolution or Arctic Scavengers.36

The fictional worlds of board games can take many different material forms as their analogue. Marco Arnaudo, in his book Storytelling in the Modern Board Game, argues that card games have limited world-building capabilities:


The randomness of a shuffled deck, the sequential way in which cards enter play, and the self-contained nature of each card’s content, tend to give these games a temporal rather than spatial structure. When given the task to create a fictional reality without the aid of a board or a similar structured play area, most card games will generate a very spotty and disjointed landscape.37



It is true that the continuous space afforded by fixed game boards creates fewer barriers to imagining the world and having a sense of inhabiting it, but this does not mean that noncontiguous spaces are necessarily limited in projecting a world. Since board game fiction rests primarily on the players’ imagination, it is the manner in which the cards, tiles, or other components are structured that matters for world-building.

In the case of video games, a continuous traversable space does afford a stronger sense of worldness and presence,38 if the mode of control allows for continuous navigation. As Yi-Fu Tuan argues, real-time traversal of a space transforms that space into habitable place: “When space feels thoroughly familiar to us, it has become place. Kinesthetic and perceptual experience as well as the ability to form concepts are required for the change if the space is large.”39

Board games do not afford a kinesthetic and perceptual experience of a space, because they involve no real-time navigation of the game world. Instead we teleport from one discrete space to another. The teleportation might be done in small increments—a move of three squares representing three meters in a game of Descent,40 for example—or in much larger ones, as in the traversal of a whole region in Near and Far in one move. In this way, it doesn’t make all that much difference if I am teleporting from one point on a game board to another or if I am teleporting from one location on a card to a location on another card with no continuous route between the two mapped out; in any case, the movement is between discrete points, rather than the navigation of a continuous space.

Arkham Horror: The Card Game, to name one example of a card-based game, has been praised by board game critics for its potential to generate emergent story in the mind of the players, which is reliant on the richness of the game’s Lovecraftian world-building.41 Here locations are depicted on cards that are connected spatially via icons indicating which location links to which. These locations have an illustration and a short description. Along with that, each location has two sides, a discovered and an undiscovered one, with the location being flipped from the latter to the former when a player character first moves onto it.
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Figure 5.2

Noncontinuous spatial relations in Arkham Horror: The Card Game.


The Arkham Horror board game, on the other hand, has a set board with locations that players move between in a very similar way.42 It is hard to argue that the board game has stronger world-building potential than the card game simply by virtue of its playing out on an illustrated board. On the contrary, I would argue that Arkham Horror: The Card Game gives a stronger sense of worldness because of the flexibility afforded by having a different selection of locations in every scenario, allowing for more of the world to be explored than is possible in the set board version.

Another example of effective fictional world-building using cards is Escape the Dark Castle.43 In this game, players explore a dungeon made up of a deck of randomly organized locations. Since dungeons tend to consist of a modular arrangement of corridors and rooms, the coherence of the game’s world is not undermined by the random drawing of rooms and corridors.

Gloom of Kilforth is another game that communicates its world through lavishly illustrated cards depicting locations that the players can travel to.44 The locations are arranged on a connected grid, rather than in a spatially continuous manner. If the same locations were placed on a board and visually connected through an illustration of the game world in a continuous manner, the effect on the player’s experience of the world would have been largely the same. The only difference would be the presence of an aesthetically consistent background for the locations to be drawn on.

Tristan Hall, the game’s designer, argues that the combination of effective illustration, descriptive text, and the capacity for location cards to be arranged and rearranged in an emergent manner makes for an evocative means of world-building:

Tristan Hall:  In Gloom of Kilforth, the board is made out of cards. You could fix the cards into place permanently to create a board, but it would only reduce the variability of the gameplay. Whilst game boards can help generate an atmosphere, for me personally, nothing can evoke world-building in a game more efficiently than a gorgeously illustrated card, with elegant graphic design, and imaginative mechanics and flavor text.

The effectiveness of a board game’s world-building, then, or the level of completeness of its world, does not depend solely or even primarily on the type of components used to depict the game. Instead it rests on the way the various elements that affect the construction of fiction are brought together.
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Figure 5.3

Noncontinuous spatial relations in Gloom of Kilforth.


Whatever the level of completeness of the world or the vivacity of its representation, board game fictions benefit considerably from paratextual elements. Gérard Genette defines paratexts as material that is external to the text itself and contributes to fleshing out its storyworld.45 In our case, then, paratexts are elements outside the game itself that contribute to its fiction. Examples of paratexts include the game box; art books that come with the game; design diaries; promotional elements like posters, convention stands, and banners; and Kickstarter pages and videos. Although this concept is applicable to all media, board games benefit greatly from paratextual elements; in the case of some games, they are the main way in which the game world is communicated.

At times, board game designs are inspired by worlds that have already been created for other media. These worlds act as both a source of inspiration for the game designer and a means of channeling the design. Jamey Stegmaier, a game designer who runs his own publishing studio, Stonemaier Games, explains how Scythe was inspired by the art of the Polish artist Jakub Różalski:

Jamey Stegmaier:  Scythe, I think, was the most unique process so far, because Scythe started with the art. I discovered the art for Scythe on a website called Kotaku, and it was just beautiful and evocative and really captured my imagination the first time I looked at it. So I wanted to create a game in that world.

Some of the more complete worlds existing in board games are those that are set in worlds designed for and communicated by other media. While transmedia board game incarnations of existing intellectual properties have been around for a while, they have generally had a negative reputation for a variety of reasons, usually related either to the bad fit between mechanics and the fiction of the relevant world, or to a perceived lack of quality in the game’s mechanics. In recent years, this has begun to change, primarily due to a better integration of mechanics with what Kevin Wilson refers to as the touchstones of the intellectual property in question:

Kevin Wilson:  When I’m working with a known intellectual property, one of the things I look for is what I refer to as “touchstones” of the intellectual property, which are the things that everybody knows about the property, or the things that have to be there for it to feel like the intellectual property.

Needless to say, existing intellectual properties with a developed storyworld provide a ready-made foundation for the richness of a game’s fiction. Battlestar Galactica, for example, evokes the feel of the television series by structuring each round of gameplay to fit the events of an episode. At the heart of each episode is a crisis that the crew needs to contend with, which is mirrored in the game through crisis cards. These present a challenge that the players need to solve collectively. That is all complicated by the presence of hidden traitor players, who are playing Cylons disguised as humans, and whose aim is to sabotage the human players’ efforts to overcome the crisis while not making their true identity known. By recalling the events of the television series for those who have watched it, the crisis cards boost the players’ fictional involvement and transport them to that fictional world as actors rather than observers.

Although existing intellectual properties can act as a source of fictional involvement, they also present their challenges in bringing together the game’s rules and the existing fiction:

Corey Konieczka:  There’s an intellectual challenge to try to find a kind of combination of rules that expresses whatever kind of story and IP that we’re trying to discover, but also brings out an interesting social element with players.

When considering the consistency and completeness of a board game’s world, then, it is not only the representational elements of the game that we need to pay attention to. It is just as crucial to take into account how those representations are brought to life by the mechanics.



Mechanics

Earlier in the chapter, I discussed Jesper Juul’s formulation of games as being made up of rules and fiction.46 This distinction is one that is commonly made in board game discussions, with theme (fiction) and mechanics often viewed as disparate elements that designers sometimes try to bring together through an act of alchemical assimilation. But a more accurate perspective views the two as intertwined to the point where it is difficult to distinguish between them. Geoff Engelstein emphasizes the falsity of this commonly held dichotomy:

Geoff Engelstein:  Theme and mechanics go hand in hand. I mean, sure there are games like Go which have no real theme and work great, but I think for most modern games, they have to work together.

I was talking to Eric Lang over the weekend, and he said if one more person asks him if he starts with theme or mechanics, he’s going to punch him.

Gordon:  Why?

Geoff:  Well, because he feels the same way. It’s a false dichotomy; you have to do both. It’s like asking, “Which is more important in a movie, the plot or the characters?” They’re both important. You can’t have a plot without characters, and characters where there’s no plot are boring. They have to work together.

I will go further than Engelstein and argue that not only do fiction and mechanics have to work together, but certain mechanics are essential to the formation of the game’s fiction. The confusion arises because there are different types of mechanics, only some of which contribute to the formation of fiction. That does not, however, mean that fiction and mechanics are entirely distinct. For example, in a game of Star Wars: X-Wing Miniatures Game, the stats of the different ships are rule-based values.47 An ARC-170 ship has an agility value of 1, meaning it rolls one defense die when it gets shot at. In comparison, a TIE Fighter has an agility value of 3. On the other hand, the ARC-170 has a hull value of 6, while the TIE Fighter has a hull value of 3. Once I learn the rules of the game, these values color the fiction of these ships. When I combine the values with the illustrations shown on the respective ships’ cards, I immediately get a mental image of a slow, clumsy, but hardy ARC-170 and a fast, maneuverable, and fragile TIE Fighter.

Rules, then, are a crucial part of the fictive process. They give otherwise nonergodic representational elements like illustrations, written text, abstract icons, and physical components an underlying structure that gives the fiction a more determinate quality, to use Iser’s term, and makes it feel more vivid to the players.48 If two players are given an illustration and a miniature of the ARC-170 and the TIE Fighter and asked to play with them, without having these elements contextualized in a rule system, they will still experience a fiction projected by those props. However, the fiction lacks the structural robustness afforded by the game mechanics. In other words, the events that take place within the fiction are not structured by an agreed-on set of rules but are entirely free-form. This makes it harder for the two players to share the same fiction.

Some game mechanics give fiction an internal consistency and coherence that help make the game world easier to share with others. The game world becomes shareable because the rules establish a structure that players need to accept to participate in it. As W. Eric Martin, a writer and news editor at BoardGameGeek, points out, at times even the most minimalist of rule sets can project an expansive world when the game mechanics interrelate in a way that evokes the world they are referring to:

W. Eric Martin:  Modern Art works with minimal rules for auctions, and yet it really simulates the environment of this larger idea of a market-based economy where you have hot trends and things to get popular and things that happen. It’s all done with these very simple tools, so it’s this model that puts you in this character and in a different environment that feels bigger than just it being an auction game. It is an auction game, but it creates something more around it.

Mechanics of this kind can result in a highly abstracted portrayal of the fiction, or they can be incredibly detailed in simulating the game’s fictional dimension. A battle between two armies can be whittled down to the most abstracted rules, as in Reiner Knizia’s Battle Line, where the fiction of the ancient battle setting is supported with a rather abstract mechanical system.49 The fiction of a historical battle can also be supported with a complex and detailed system whose aim is to simulate as realistically as possible the fiction it is structuring, as in Bruce Quarrie’s Napoleon’s Campaigns in Miniature: War Gamers’ Guide to the Napoleonic Wars, 1796–1815.50 While these two games have different aims, both provide a common structure for players to act within the same game world.

Another type of rule that contributes to the formation of fiction is the representational rule. I touched on an example of this type of rule earlier when discussing prompters and props in relation to Lords of Waterdeep. The rule that orange cubes represent fantasy warriors does not contribute to a mechanic per se; instead it is a rule that stipulates a fictional truth and thus directs the imagining of that truth about the fictional world.

In this sense, however, this kind of rule is no different—in terms of its relation to fiction—from the rules specifying different ships’ mechanical attributes in X-Wing. As we have seen, those rules also lay out fictional truths about the game world of X-Wing—for instance, that an ARC-130 is slow, and a TIE Fighter is fast. In different ways, then, all the rules we have considered are part of the process of fictionalization that enables a prop to prompt mental images in the minds of players.



Characters

Characters play a prominent role in the fictions enabled by media like film, literature, and theater. In these media, characters drive the action and guide us through the events of the story. The main characters in nonergodic media tend to establish an empathic relationship between viewer and character, though this relationship is determined not only by the text but also by the disposition of the viewer. Main characters also guide the audience’s viewpoint. At times the audience’s knowledge and perspective of the world are tightly coupled with that of the main characters in the text. At other times, the viewer has a more omniscient perspective. Some characters develop as the narrative progresses, while others remain flat. The world also often contains other agents who have minor roles or are simply background characters that enable the action taking place in a scene. In these forms of nonergodic media, the world is populated by characters that have been created by the writer. The audience might add their own interpretations of characters’ internal states, motivations, or even actions, but these are not presented by the text itself. In short, characters in film, literature, and theater have a life of their own only inasmuch as their scripted natures allow through audience interpretation. Otherwise their states and faiths are decided by their authors.

Digital game worlds are also populated by characters, but unlike those in literature and film, most digital game characters have coded behaviors, fixed psychological states, and particular abilities. These properties are not just described or implied by the author but simulated by the machine that animates the representations we experience as players. Player-controlled digital game characters are a fusion of designer-determined affordances for action,51 player agency, and often, though not always, narrative descriptions that flesh out the characters and their history. Nonplayer characters (NPCs) vary in mechanical and narrative complexity, from elaborate characters with narrative depth and a fitting coded behavior, to single-function characters such as quest givers in MMORPGs whose sole function is to dispense tasks to players. The latter defy the basic requirement for a character to be called such: the ability to exert some form of agency in the world the character inhabits. For this reason, it would make more sense to refer to such denizens of a game world as entities rather than characters.

Characters do not play as central a role in the majority of board games. Although several board games embody the player in a single entity whose existence and state are mechanically validated by the system, such as Gloomhaven, Burgle Bros, or Near and Far, a substantial number of board games either do not align the player with a character in the world or do so in a flimsy manner. Players are sometimes cast as nondiegetic characters commanding groups ranging in size from a gang to a nation to a race spread across a galaxy, but these entities tend neither to be narratively fleshed out nor to have mechanics that support their existence in the game world.

NPCs are often similarly devoid of depth, forming instead a mass of anonymous entities such as the armies in Memoir ’44 or the spaceships in Eclipse. Other games feature highly abstract individuals that have no elements of character as we generally understand the term. In Agricola, for example, players move a set of wooden disks representing family members on a farm, but these family members lack any narrative or mechanical characterization other than being markers for the use of game spaces. In other cases, characters are not represented in the space of the world at all but are alluded to by events, as in Twilight Struggle, where political groups might revolt, or historical figures like Fidel Castro make an appearance in the form of an event for the turn.52 Another example is the characters in Tash Kalar, who are summoned into the arena when the correct pattern of pieces is made, perform their effect, and are then discarded, leaving in their stead a generic piece of the commensurate level, rather than the actual characters themselves.53

Many board games do not feature any characters at all. Ticket to Ride, for example, features a map of a region showing its cities and routes and the trains that can populate those routes. There are no active characters whatsoever, yet the game still projects a fiction through its depiction of a world, limited and abstract as it may be. Many Eurogames fall into this category, often focusing on building elements in an environment without depicting its individual inhabitants. The reason for this is, of course, that not every game needs to depict agents acting within it to be a good game, or even a fictional world.

One type of board game character that does warrant specific attention is the player-controlled character. While it may be true that there are many more board games that do not embody the player in a single character than those that do, it is important to discuss the relationship between player and character that these types of games set up. This relationship creates an affordance of experiencing a fictional world in a manner that is very different from other modes of player-world interaction. This difference is not limited to analysis but creates a set of design challenges that are unique to this type of board game.

Single-character games mainly differ from other board games in that they create the potential for players to experience the sense of inhabiting the game world, which has been referred to as “incorporation”54 or “ludic subjectivity”55 in digital game research, a subject I consider in more detail in chapter 8. Single-character games allow the player to shift from being an omniscient, fictionally absent god controlling entities from a detached position to stepping into the game world and becoming a character with agency acting within that world. Various overlapping terms refer to this phenomenon, including immersion, presence, and transportation, and I consider these in greater detail in chapter 8. The experience of entering a fictional world is a strong attractor for engaging with single-character games and tends to be seen as a sign of a game fiction’s quality, as Adam Sadler explains:

Adam Sadler:  Not every board game out there is designed to put you in the shoes of somebody else or role-play somebody, but I think that most thematic games can. They leave the option there: how much you want to get involved, what effort does the player want to put into that theme.

Tim Fowers takes this idea a step further, associating the ability that games have to allow us to experience being a particular character in a fictional world with an unconscious need to reflect on ourselves:

Tim Fowers:  We want a mirror; we want a lens to see ourselves. So even when we choose a different character to play and ask, “Is that me? Am I that character?” we’re looking for insights into ourselves. We say, “I’m going to put this mask on for this game. I’m going to see if this mask fits. Is this who I am?”

And then you say, “No, no, that’s not it; I’m going to play this other character next time,” and sometimes it’s a whole game. I’m thinking, “Is this the game? Do I want to be an agrarian farmer in a medieval setting?” I think that it gives you a taste of that experience and answers questions about yourself. It’s almost like taking a personality test, to a certain extent.

The point worth emphasizing here is that the role and function of characters vary greatly depending on the type of game in question. We have seen that the inhabitants of a game world can range from anonymous entities to nonplayer characters described through text, images, and their mechanical behavior, all the way to player-controlled characters with rich narrative affordances supported by the game’s mechanics. The latter type of character is a complex one to consider, since such characters are a fusion of the fictional and mechanical elements imbued in them by the game and the actions and words of the players controlling them. I address the slippages between the fictional properties of the game character and the actualization of that character through the player’s actions in more detail in chapter 8, where we will dive into the phenomenon of game world embodiment and habitation.



The term theme, as it is used today, lumps too many different phenomena together, making it hard to have a productive conversation without constantly qualifying what specific aspect we are referring to. This not only creates confusion in discussions on the subject but also provides a less precise concept for designers to work with. The concept of fiction solves this problem by focusing on the core aspect of the phenomenon that theme is generally used to refer to, leaving other aspects like narrative and setting, among others, to be considered in more depth using concepts already existing in related fields. This core aspect is the generation of a mental image in the mind of the player that fuels both the individual player’s experience of the game and the way players communicate and share the experience of its world.

Another argument for replacing theme with fiction is that fiction has a long history of academic thought behind it that better informs our understanding of the board game situation. Theme is also a concept that has been borrowed from other media, but in relation to board games, it has been applied far more widely than elsewhere, without justification other than the popular use of the term. The exploration of theme in other media has also been shallower than that of fiction, since it refers to a simpler concept.

The focus on fiction is important because it opens up the conversation about one of the most crucial aspects of board game design and experience: the imagination. Other key aspects of both the creation and the consumption of board games are not only related to but build on this cornerstone of board game experience. Imagination enables the formation of game narrative, allows for the sharing of the experience with others, enables the possibility of experiencing immersion, and strongly influences the emotions that players experience during gameplay. Now that we have established an understanding of fictionality and of the player’s imaginative engagement with the fictional worlds board games can project, the next chapter expands on the connection between fiction and narrative, building a model that challenges traditional notions of narrative derived from nonergodic media like film and literature.
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6    Narrative



“The main difference between games and other media, like for example movies or books, is that the player is part of the story. When you are reading a book, you are reading the story, but you are not inside the story. You can project yourself in it, but when you are playing a game, you are actually acting out the story. You are an actor within the game, and this gives you agency. It’s more closely related to theater. This makes the narrative process in games very special, because as an actor of the story, you can live your own experience.”

—Bruno Cathala



A board game’s fiction evokes mental images of the game world in the players’ minds. In the previous chapter, I considered these mental images in isolation for the sake of analysis, but we seldom experience them as such during the moment of gameplay. Some of the game’s mechanics act as a catalyst that connects these fiction beats in a causal manner to form a string of events in players’ minds. In this chapter, I will argue that this string of causally connected fictional segments constitutes the most prevalent form of board game narrative.

In this perspective, narrative is seen as an experiential phenomenon that is shaped by the text but is ultimately located in the mind of the players. This conception of narrative is aligned with more contemporary narrative theories that cater to a transmedial approach, such as the work of Marie-Laure Ryan and David Herman, but is a considerable departure from narratologists like Seymour Chatman, Gérard Genette, and Gerald Prince, who have dominated the early formation of narratology and place the locus of narrative within the text itself.1 This split between different schools of thought in narrative theory has been inherited by game studies researchers adapting these theories to digital games.

Similarly, in the board game world, designers, critics, and players use the term narrative to mean either the prescribed story written into the game or the series of story segments that players experience when interacting with the game. Sometimes narrative is used to refer to both, while in other cases it is reserved for the prescribed story. As is the case in the digital games sphere, this creates considerable confusion. This is particularly problematic for designers, since a limited understanding of what narrative means for the specific medium they work in limits the potential for creative innovation. Building a solid and usable conception of experiential narrative is challenging, since it deals with the ephemerality of human consciousness. To date, we have no robust model that outlines what the more elusive, player-generated narrative actually is, and how it works. Without this conceptual foundation, we obviously lack a usable heuristic tool to aid design and to help analyze designs, which becomes particularly problematic when designers encounter blocks in the design process.

In this chapter, I give an overview of the different conceptualizations of narrative in classical and contemporary narratology and then move on to see how these have influenced the thorny discussions of narrative in (digital) game studies. On this basis, I establish a definition of game narrative that I will use in the rest of the book. Once this definition is in place, I consider the nature of emergent narrative. In the last part of the chapter, I outline a narrative model specific to board games that is usable by both critics and designers, as well as future theorists working in board game research.


Which Narrative?

One of the great pleasures of reading a good novel is the warm feeling of becoming familiar with the fictional world and its characters. The world might be a grim one, the situations harrowing, but we find pleasure in the experience of an imagined world that takes on a constant reality we return to every time we pick up that book. At first the world is hazy, and the spontaneous mental image requires attention and effort to maintain.2 That effort slowly recedes, and the fictional world, its characters, and the sequences of events happening there remain suspended in stasis, waiting for us to reactivate them into fictional existence.

Board game narrative promises a similar pleasure. Moreover, as Bruno Cathala points out in the epigraph at the start of this chapter, this pleasure is greatly enhanced by the possibility of taking on the role of an agent in the fictional world and living your own experience. On top of that, you can be an agent acting together with others in the same world. The enhancement is threefold: first, as discussed in chapter 4, a fantasy shared with others becomes more real and palpable. Second, the fictional world becomes easier to sustain, reducing its spontaneity by virtue of its being propped up by the imagination of others, along with the validation of the rule system and material props that anchor it. Finally, board game narrative affords the ability not just to witness the evolving story but also to participate in it and, in some cases, shape it. For reasons that I will expand on in the rest of the chapter, these qualities of board game narrative also make understanding and designing it particularly challenging.

Conceptions of narrative tend to be derived from literature and film. Unsurprisingly, notions of narrative developed in relation to these media cater to a situation where an author has curated a story and communicated it in a particular way to an audience. It does not, however, account for the sort of collective, active living of one’s own experience within a designed world that board games afford. That such a notion of narrative is also common in the board game world—from players to publishers, critics, and even designers—is a conceptual difficulty that we need to address.

Considerable variation exists in the types of narrative structures featured in contemporary board games, and these are only becoming more varied with the recent demand for, and drive to create, richer narrative experiences. On the one hand, we have games that are closer to literature or film in their narrative structure. These games contain a prescripted narrative that players activate with a varying degree of flexibility and openness. Examples of such games include Sherlock Holmes Consulting Detective and T.I.M.E. Stories.3 In Sherlock Holmes, players are given a two-page story featuring a client who visits Holmes’s apartment, presenting a case for the players to solve, along with some initial leads to follow. Players then decide where and whom to visit in London by consulting a booklet that yields the location of a particular place or person in the form of a numbered entry in the storybook. Players travel to that location by reading the relevant entry, if one exists, which gives them more information and will hopefully help them piece together exactly what happened. The game is thus a chopped-up, prescripted narrative that players attempt to piece together by following leads. T.I.M.E. Stories is similar in that it has a specific, set story that players piece together and solve by moving around various locations depicted on cards that make up the expanding game world. If the players lose because of a fatal choice in their exploration, they need to start the scenario from scratch and try again until they successfully complete the intended story line.

At the other end of the spectrum, we have open-world games with a light backstory or overarching narrative that gives a basic framework for the events that occur throughout the game without having any sort of set, prescripted chain of narrative events. Examples of such games are Merchants and Marauders, Western Legends, and Posthuman, which I designed specifically to experiment with the affordances of nonscripted narrative generation in board games.4 These games generate narrative through the player’s interaction with the world and, in some cases, the triggering of random narrative events that are not causally connected but flesh out the game world with a closer look at the world and its inhabitants.

A more recent development in narrative board games is a combination of the open-world game with a backbone narrative that players can choose to follow or ignore. This structure is similar to, and potentially inspired by, open-world digital games with an overarching narrative line, like The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim, The Witcher 3, and Fallout 4.5 The Fallout board game, in fact, follows a similar overall structure to the digital game version.6 Players travel around the wasteland performing missions, most of which have a section of scripted narrative. Moreover, players can also be attacked by enemies, visit marketplaces to upgrade their gear, and come across other situations in the world as they travel. Some of the events are scripted in the numbered card deck that contains both the game’s overarching story and random encounters and stories.

Another increasingly popular game format that tends to have a strong narrative element is the campaign game. Campaign games—for example, Gloomhaven, Pandemic Legacy, and Charterstone—link a number of game sessions together through an overarching story that is either completely linear or branching.7 Each game session generally involves a segment of scripted narrative at the start and another one at the end, with the bulk of the game session in between being an interaction of the core mechanics of the game. The latter can often be expressed as the equivalent of a stand-alone game.

It is easy to view games such as Sherlock Holmes Consulting Detective and T.I.M.E. Stories, which are designed around a prescripted story, as narrative games, since they follow the traditional structure of relations between author as creator and audience as consumer. Things are not as straightforward when we consider the other end of the continuum, however. Once we move away from the easily identifiable prescripted narrative, we are in murky waters.

Let us say, by way of an example, that I am playing a game of X-Wing and have one ship left to my opponent’s three.8 One of my opponent’s TIE Fighters maneuvers itself right behind my Defender and lets out a volley at point-blank range. My opponent rolls her combat dice, and she nails three hits, one of them a critical. I roll my three combat dice to try and evade the incoming shots, and I score three evades. In the next round, I attempt a risky maneuver and end up with my enemy in my sights. I unleash a volley that blows up the TIE Fighter!

None of this sequence constitutes a narrative in the traditional sense of the term, but it is hard to deny that the X-Wing system manages to evoke causally connected mental images of what is happening with every maneuver and die roll. Some players will not have that sequence of mental images play out in their heads and will instead view the game simply as a functional, spatial, and mathematical puzzle. Still, the foregoing account will more closely reflect most players’ experience, and I would argue (along with most designers I interviewed) that this systemic generation of causally linked events is not only a viable form of narrative but one that is often sought after. As Jonathan Gilmour points out, players feel as if it is a story they are shaping themselves and thus have a greater attachment to it than a story that has been prescripted for them:
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Figure 6.1

A tense dogfight in Star Wars: X-Wing Miniatures Game.


Jonathan Gilmour:  We are trying to take the creative ways developed by video games and RPGs to include narrative blank spots for players to fill in on their own, allowing them to come up with an emergent narrative where they make a memorable experience for themselves. They don’t do this consciously; they just do it by putting together the things that are on the cards with the things that happen in the game and coming up with this narrative arc of their own, whether it’s the survivors in Dead of Winter or your players in Betrayal at House on the Hill, or your alien race is Twilight Imperium. You know, when you have that experience and you feel like you control the story and it’s this really neat story. That’s a really empowering thing.

The direction of attention to narrative elements, whether they are written into the game by the designers in a scripted manner or emerge through interaction with the game elements, results in narrative involvement.

It is worth noting that narrative involvement is limited to the players’ own experience of narrative as they play the game, not their recounting of the events of the game session to another person. The latter would be an example of a secondary narrative, or a narrative of a narrative. My engagement with the narrative of a Game of Thrones television series episode is an altogether different thing from my retelling of the events of that episode to someone else.9 That person is experiencing a secondary narrative filtered through my experience and memory of the actual episode. In the same sense, I could narrate anything that happens in a particular game session, even for a game like, for example, Azul, which does not convey a fiction at all.10 This, however, would fall outside the bounds of narrative involvement, strictly speaking.

Digital game studies have also struggled with the distinction between the more conventional understanding of a prescripted narrative and the idea of nonscripted narrative and, even more so, with creating a clear conception of nonscripted narrative that does not encompass the entirety of the game experience (making the concept too broad and thus redundant). In other words, where do we draw the line between general game experience and narrative experience? And, particularly important for game designers, how do we design for this form of narrative?

To address these issues, I need to give an overview of what the concept of narrative actually means, and of how it has evolved, by looking at how the field of narratology treats the concept and how it has evolved over time. I will thus trace how conceptions of narrative in narratology were adopted by game studies scholars, and outline how narrative has been treated in the case of digital games. Once this conceptual context is established, I will return to the challenges discussed earlier and propose a solution in the form of a narrative model for board games.



What Is Narrative?

The early days of narratology were marked by a division between two disparate views on the scope of the discipline. Theorists such as Roland Barthes and Claude Bremond held that narratology should develop concepts and frameworks applicable across media,11 while other theorists focused primarily on developing models of narrative that pertained primarily or exclusively to a specific medium. Gérard Genette and Gerald Prince, for example, limited the concept of narrative to the literary medium.12 Genette, in Narrative Discourse, states explicitly that his narrative model is applicable only to literary narrative. Gerald Prince, in A Dictionary of Narratology, similarly defines narrative in a manner that excludes media that do not employ a narrator in their communication of narrative: “representation of one or more real or fictive events communicated by one, two, or several narrators, to one, two or several narrates.”13

Representation is an important concept here, as it emphasizes the Aristotelian distinction between a story that is presented to the audience as it occurs, as is the case with theater, and representation, which involves a retelling of a story that already occurred by a narrator. Prince, in fact, explicitly excludes theatrical performances from being narratives, since they do not involve a narrator but depend instead on the presentation of events as they are happening. While in the second edition of A Dictionary of Narratology, published in 2003, Prince broadens his definition of narrative, he does so with some hesitation, and with the proviso that narratologists with “tradition on their side” should avoid this broader definition in favor of the narrower formulation of narrative as a “verbal representation and involves the linguistic recounting or telling of events.”14

Prince’s labeling the telling of events as linguistic is consistent with the theoretical foundation that narratologists like Genette, Chatman, Bal, and others have taken.15 Here Prince is referencing Saussurean structuralist linguistics, where a sign is made up of a physical, interpretable signifier (for example, the word tree or a drawing of a tree) and the signified, or the mental concept/image that the signifier triggers (in our case, a mental image and all associations we have with tree). The linguistic lineage is also evident in Genette’s narrative model:


I propose … to use the word story for the signified or narrative content (even if this content turns out, in a given case, to be low in dramatic intensity or fullness of incident), to use the word narrative for the signifier, statement, discourse or narrative text itself, and to use the word narrating for the producing narrative action and, by extension, the whole of the real or fictional situation in which that action takes place.16



This approach structures narrative in a binary manner: an actual, perceivable component, often labeled discourse, which is the manifestation of the story in some medium (equivalent to the linguistic signifier); and a virtual component, the story, representing the events that actually happened (equivalent to the signified). As Genette points out, this approach locates narrativity at the level of the discourse, the object within which the narrative is inscribed, and it is this level that is considered primary.

To give an example, the history of fictional events that happened in the world of Westeros presented in A Song of Ice and Fire constitutes the story of the work. The manifestation of some of those events, structured and encoded in writing by George R. R. Martin, makes up the discourse of the book version of A Game of Thrones, the first book in the series.17 The HBO TV series version of Game of Thrones presents many of the same fictional elements and events (with some divergences here and there).18 In other words, it draws from the same story layer but presents them through a different discourse—a visual rather than a verbal one. The TV series selects particular events from the books and portrays them in a manner that fits the visual medium. This makes the book and the TV show two different narratives. The emphasis here is on narrative as a retelling, through conscious structuring and scripting on the part of the author, of events that already happened in the past.

Chatman aims to broaden the definition of narrative and formulate one that is applicable across media.19 His understanding of discourse qualifies that the real, physical object that manifests the discourse does not constitute the narrative object per se. Following Roman Ingarden,20 Chatman argues that the manifestation of a narrative occurs through the aesthetic object, “which comes into existence when the observer experiences the real object aesthetically.”21 A physical book is thus not the literary work per se but a means to make the work accessible to the reader. As Ryan argues,22 Chatman tries to squeeze performative and visual texts, among other things, into a mold that does not quite fit them, simply because the specificities of their media are too different from those of literature, both on formal and experiential levels.

It is worth pointing out that, even when applied to literary narratives, the linguistic approach to narrative found resistance within literary theory. A key criticism stems from the weakness of its binary structure. While the manifestation of the narrative in discourse is something that can be accepted given a broader formulation such as Chatman’s, it is harder to defend the existence of an actual story outside the discourse that constructs it.23 H. Porter Abbott, whose definition of narrative is in line with the linguistic model, preempts this criticism and counters it by claiming that the notion of an objective story that discourse retells is such a common assumption on the part of readers that he is willing to accept it as one of the two pillars of narrative, even though he admits it is ultimately an illusion.24 Abbott concedes that the issue is irresolvable, since story can only ever be known through discourse. What Abbott fails to recognize is that the linguistic model of narrative creates more problems for certain media than others. In media where the narrative is mostly prescripted, the existence of story can seem like a philosophical quibble that is outweighed by the utility, for both writers and analysts, of acknowledging a distinction between the objective story and its presentation in a text. When we try to apply the linguistic model of narrative to other media that do not map as easily onto this model, however, the problems in the binary formulation and the apparently ignorable glitch of the existence of story cause the model to come apart at the seams.

Digital games challenge this model considerably. The reliance of tabletop RPGs and board games on the meshing of mechanics and imagination to experience the game’s narrative further emphasizes the inadequacy of this model when applied across a variety of media.



Game Studies and Narrative

The early discussion of narrative in game studies revolved around two questions: “are games narratives?”25 and “do games tell stories?”26 Although these questions opened up discussions on games in various areas, they are not the right ones to ask when considering game narrative. The first question implies that a game and a narrative are mutually exclusive categories, ignoring the fact that the two have been intertwined long before digital games came about, and if anything, digital games helped fuse one with the other in both directions. The second question is built on the assumption that a narrative involves an activity of (re)telling existing past events. The dominance of literature and film as the primary vehicles of narrative in the last century has made this conception of narrative as something structured and encoded by a creator and communicated to its audience the de facto one.

In game studies, we have two general schools of thought: some theorists adhere to this conception inherited from other media, basing their theories on the linguistic model, while others have attempted to shift the conversation from one of a retelling to one of a generation of a narrative in the player’s mind that is guided by, but not reducible to, the game. I will look into both of these views before proposing my own conception.

Espen Aarseth bases his four-dimensional model of game narrative on the theories of narratologists, like Genette, Prince, and Chatman, who locate the locus of narrative in the object that enables it, in this case digital games.27 Aarseth’s model takes the four constituent elements of narratives—world, objects, agents, and events—and places them along one axis. This is plotted against another axis that traces a continuum between the “narrative pole” on one end and the “ludic pole” on the other for each of the four constituent elements. Aarseth then analyzes games by placing them somewhere in this matrix. A game such as Minecraft is a “pure game” and thus is placed at the bottom of the matrix, with the following properties: open world (the least narrative-rich of Aarseth’s forms of ludo-narrative worlds), “inventable” objects (also low on narrative richness), agents that are “bots” with no individual identity, and events are tagged as “no kernels.”28 On the opposite end is War and Peace, an example of a text that is pure story.29 It has an “inaccessible world,” “noninteractable objects,” “deep, rich, round characters,” and events that are “fully plotted.”

Aarseth attributes narrative richness to authorial determination in each of the four categories. According to this understanding, making your own objects in the game world creates a less narratively rich experience. Similarly, according to Aarseth, spatially open game worlds are less narratively rich than ones with more constrained spaces, because the designer has little control over where the player goes.

In other words, Aarseth is here working under the assumption that, because in nonergodic media narrative flows from the author to the reader or audience, games need to reproduce this structure to achieve narrative richness. While Aarseth claims to offer a robust conceptualization of game narrative, then, he instead creates a typology that plots the border between games and literary works. Aarseth thus takes the linguistic model of narrative as a template for what is and what is not narrative and then argues that anything that falls outside that template belongs to the game part of the game-narrative hybrid, and everything that falls inside it belongs to the narrative part of that hybrid. On this basis, he asserts that what we call games are amalgams of games and classical conceptions of narrative. However, this still does not provide us with an in-depth understanding of how this marriage between these two classes of media objects changes both the respective media and our conceptualization of them. This segregation between game and narrative is consistent with the foundational models Aarseth uses to understand games, but these foundational models were not designed for ergodic and participatory media and thus fail to accurately describe narrative in such media. They are simply the wrong tools for the job. When we look at the process of creation and players’ experience of engaging with games, digital or otherwise, there is no such clear-cut distinction between narrative and game.

Aarseth is not the only one to follow the linguistic model of narrative as the de facto foundation for conceptions of game narrative. Eskelinen, Juul, Lindley, and Schut are just a few other theorists following the same path.30 Eskelinen, for example, mounts an ardent defense of the linguistic model with the goal of separating narrative from game:


Most naïve comparisons between narratives and games usually result from too narrow, broad or feeble definitions of the former: usually it comes down to discovering “plots” and “characters” in both modes—games and narratives. However we should know that’s not good enough, as we can find those events and existents in drama as well, which is clearly its own mode. The minimal definition of narrative derived from Gerald Prince and Gérard Genette states basically that there must be two things or components to constitute a narrative: a temporal sequence of events (a plot, if you want to water down the concept) and a narrative situation (with both narrators and narrates for starters). I think we can safely say we can’t find narrative situations within games.31



Eskelinen wrongly assumes that the linguistic model of narrative developed by Prince and Genette constitutes a “minimal definition of narrative” that must be met for a narrative to qualify as such.32 This is, as I discussed earlier, not the case at all; it merely represents an early model from a specific paradigm (structuralism) among many, not the last word on narrative. The inclusion of narrators as a requirement further shows the narrow view that Eskelinen has on the subject, given the heavy criticism this position suffered within narratology itself—leading to the source that Eskelinen cites, Prince himself, revising his definition to omit narrators in the second edition of the work Eskelinen quotes.

To complicate matters, in the same chapter, Eskelinen argues that “it should be self-evident that we can’t apply print narratology, hypertext theory, film or theatre and drama studies directly to computer games.”33 Eskelinen argues against applying theories from other disciplines, including, specifically, print narratology, to games. Although this makes sense, Eskelinen then goes on to discuss narrative in relation to games by using models of narrative that were not meant to be applied to games. This contradiction undermines Eskelinen’s argument for the separation of games and narrative, in much the same way that Aarseth’s call for game-specific theory is at odds with the linguistic foundations of his model of game narrative.34

When it comes to the broader point that Eskelinen and Aarseth are making, it is crucial to acknowledge the importance of game theorists developing models and theories that are specific to games. This does not mean we discount or ignore research in related disciplines, but it is important to be critical and adapt those theories to the specific case of games. This is exactly the approach we need to follow if we want to better understand our already complex family of games, with its sprawl of different members, and in so doing contribute to their creation.



Scripted and Emergent Narrative

If we follow game theorists like Aarseth or Eskelinen in considering game narrative in terms of narratological theories that were developed for literature or, to a lesser degree, film, we only consider what I have elsewhere referred to as the scripted narrative of a game.35 Scripted narrative encompasses story elements that have been prewritten into the game by its creators. In the case of board games, these would be include the backstory of a world or characters, event cards recounting an occurrence in the world, storybooks with prewritten narratives that players read to each other, or descriptive text on cards (often called “flavor text”).

Scripted narrative does exist in some board games, and it is a useful concept to keep, as long as we acknowledge that it does not paint a complete picture of board game narrative. As a number of the designers I interviewed pointed out, aside from scripted narrative, some board games also afford the generation of ongoing narrative during gameplay:

Brady Sadler:  So there are two different conflicting concepts of story, the ones with the big story that is told to the players, like T.I.M.E. Stories and Arkham Horror, and then there are games that don’t have that big story, but they have a strong theme, but they have thematic mechanics that set the scene for you pretty well, and that’s it.
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Figure 6.2

Forms of scripted narrative delivery.


Adam Sadler:  I think that the biggest differences between those two extremes of story is the reliance upon the player’s creativity and their imagination, because some people can play a game, like maybe tournament X-Wing players, that don’t think about story. They’re just thinking about numbers and odds and geometry. They’re just not thinking the story way. So the Arkham Horror or Mansions of Madness example, where you’re basically just railroading the players on a path, is ensuring that everybody is following the same path. When you’re playing X-Wing, you might have this cinematic vision in your mind, but maybe your opponent doesn’t, which is a big difference.

Brady and Adam Sadler emphasize the importance of considering not only the scripted narrative of a game—what they call big story—but also the narrative that gets generated in the players’ minds by what are essentially a causally linked series of events animating the fiction beats (as discussed in chapter 5). This aspect of board game narrative is a crucial part of players’ narrative involvement, and one that the linguistic model of narrative fails to account for. We thus need an alternate foundation for the conception of narrative that acknowledges the cognitive dimension without decoupling it from the specificities of the text.

The importance of grafting a cognitive conception of narrative to one that focuses on the properties of the text cannot be overstated. The foundation for a cognitivist approach to narrative can be found in the work of Marie-Laure Ryan, who aims to replace the linguistic model with one that bridges textual elements with the perceiving mind of the audience:


Narrative is defined as a mental image, or cognitive construct, which can be activated by various types of signs. This image consists of a world (setting) populated by intelligent agents (characters). These agents participate in actions and happenings (events, plot), which cause global changes in the narrative world. Narrative is thus a mental representation of causally connected states and events which captures a segment in the history of a world and of its members.36



Ryan’s definition thus anchors the cognitive aspect of narrative in the properties of the text in question. She shifts the previously established locus of narrative from the object to the mind of the reader, viewer, or player. Her goal is to formulate a narrative definition that is applicable across media—including games—and she succeeds in providing a theoretically sound and applicable foundation for transmedia narrative. Inevitably, a general definition such as Ryan’s requires refinement when applied to a specific medium. I will thus take Ryan’s definition as a foundation and amend it to fit board games in a more nuanced manner.

One weakness of Ryan’s application of her narrative model to games is the treatment of the role that mechanics play in generating narrative. This is more clearly evident in Ryan’s paper “From Narrative Games to Playable Stories: Towards a Poetics of Interactive Narrative.”37 Here Ryan leverages Roger Caillois’s work on play to make a distinction between narrative games and playable stories:38 “The combination of narrativity and interactivity oscillates between two forms: the narrative game, in which narrative meaning is subordinated to the player’s actions, and the playable story, in which the player’s actions are subordinated to narrative meaning.”39

Ryan cites Max Payne as an example of a narrative game where “the story is meant to enhance gameplay,” and The Sims as an example of a playable story where “the gameplay is meant to produce a story.”40 Interestingly, she places all tabletop RPGs in the category of playable stories. Applying these two categories to board games would include games like Eclipse and Merchants and Marauders in the category of the playable story, since they provide the elements that generate a story through interaction with the mechanics. Sherlock Holmes Consulting Detective and Tales of the Arabian Nights, on the other hand, are examples of narrative games, since here the narrative is the focus of gameplay.

A fundamental problem underlying Ryan’s model, particularly when applied to board games, is the linking of narrative games with ludus and story games with paidia (discussed in chapter 1). While the association of these two modes of narrative structure in games is useful, equating mechanics with a more determinate form of play and paidia with a more generative one underestimates the role of mechanics in generating narrative. We see this also in Ryan’s reluctance to abandon the story-discourse binary. Although her narrative theory is predicated on a shift from locating narrative in the text (and thus the discourse layer) to the mind of the audience (and thus the story layer), she still refers to this binary in her work, even when discussing games. The problem with this approach is that games do not operate solely on a semiotic level but combine the semiotic and mechanical levels. The linguistics-based binary of the story-discourse model is only able to account for the semiotic aspect of narrative generation, not its mechanical part. In the case of the X-Wing example discussed earlier, rolling three hits on three dice creates a fiction beat by considering the signs on the die faces in relation to the game mechanics, and simulating the resulting mental image as a result of the interaction of the two. The concept of discourse fails to account for such a matrix of relations, thus making the linguistic model’s adherence to story and discourse redundant for an understanding of game narrative.

As discussed in chapter 5, mechanics are one of the key elements that generate a board game’s fiction. Brady Sadler, in the foregoing quote, attributes the nonscripted form of game narrative to what he calls thematic mechanics, referring to such fiction-generating rules. Like Brady Sadler, Antoine Bauza identifies mechanics as the primary tool for creating narrative in a game:

Antoine Bauza:  I need mechanics to tell the story, but if I can tell my story without the mechanics, I won’t put those mechanics in. You need them in some areas, but for me, they are a tool. I never start designing with the tool. For example, in Tokaido I want the voyagers to visit Japan and to collect stuff, so obviously I will need some kind of collection mechanism. To tell my story, I need tools, and I look at the tools I have and decide which are good to use.

The role that mechanics play in generating narrative cannot be overstated. In game studies, the two have often been seen as mutually exclusive,41 with narrative requiring authorial control and rules allowing for emergent gameplay that resists that control. This perspective conflates what I am calling scripted narrative with the entirety of a game’s narrative, ignoring the other form of narrative that the Sadler brothers and Antoine Bauza focus on in their comments. Following a number of other theorists,42 I will call this type of narrative emergent narrative.

Penny Sweetser distinguishes between three paradigms according to which games can communicate narrative.43 These are conceived of in terms of how players encounter the narrative, yielding three types of narrative: receiver, discoverer, and creator narratives.

Sweetser’s conception of receiver narrative is very similar to what I am calling scripted narrative. Receiver narratives are units of plot delivered to the player by various devices: text, videos, and so on. The player does not have to work to uncover these plot points per se but progresses through the game and comes across them.

Discoverer narratives are similar to receiver narratives in that they are prescripted and prestructured, but in this case, the player needs to find a way to piece together the plot and uncover the narrative. Discoverer narratives are also a form of scripted narrative. Given the aims of the narrative model I will present later in the chapter, I do not find it necessary to place these two variations of scripted narrative in altogether separate categories.

Creator narratives are those in which players generate the narrative by interacting with the game world and its inhabitants. Here the emphasis is on the narrative journey rather than a goal of discovering a prescripted plot, as was the case with discoverer narratives. Sweetser explains that positioning players as narrative creators yields emergent narrative:


Player as creator narrative is emergent. Some or all of the story is a product of the player’s interactions with the game world, interactions between objects or characters in the game world, and knock-on effects. The narrative is not predetermined and scripted; it emerges from interactions between entities in the game world.44



In the case of board games, the interactions with the world, characters, and objects that Sweetser describes are enabled by rules and interactions with other players. The constituent elements of emergent narrative are thus common to the fiction beats described in chapter 5. For the sake of analysis, I considered fiction beats in isolation, but they are seldom experienced this way during gameplay. More often than not, fiction beats are strung together to generate an emergent narrative during gameplay.

Emergent narrative in board games is thus a series of connected fiction beats that form an evolving cognitive construct of events occurring in the game world. These fiction beats are themselves made up of mental images activated by elements of fiction found in the game object: world, rules, and characters. Narrative involvement thus depends greatly on fictional involvement, since no form of narrative can be experienced without first engaging with the game’s fiction.

This form of narrative can be said to be emergent, since it forms “a pattern in time”45 that is a higher-order manifestation irreducible to the lower-level system that generates it.46 To clarify, the lower-level system is the matrix of game rules, physical components, images, verbal text, and interactions between players that communicate the series of fiction beats.



Opposition to Emergent Narrative

There has been some opposition to cognitive approaches to narrative, and thus to emergent narrative, from narratologists and game researchers who follow the linguistic model. In his book on the nature of narrative, Abbott, for example, considers game narrative with reference to tabletop RPGs and MMOs and asks whether events happening in the moment during an RPG or digital game session can be considered narrative:


If things are happening right now for the first time, do we call it narrative? Do we refer to our lives, for example, as narratives? Do we say things like: I wonder what is going to happen next in my narrative? We might do so, but it sounds strange. Also, it raises a definitional problem. If there is no difference between narrative and life itself, are we not in danger of exhausting the usefulness of the term “narrative” by making it include so much? And how, then, do we distinguish between life and what we have been referring to as narrative?47



Abbott goes on to argue that cases of what we are here calling emergent narrative do not qualify as forms of narrative, since they do not satisfy the condition of being a story retold through discourse. He acknowledges the criticism—which we have already touched on—that story as an objective construct does not exist in its own right in distinction from the text that communicates it; nonetheless he concludes that if the story does seem to exist independently of its discursive presentation, this is enough to uphold the binary structure of the linguistic model of narrative. As with his defense of the story aspect of the binary structure, this argument is weak. This is, of course, an inevitable argument for Abbott, given his adoption of a narrative model that is neither suited to games nor ontologically robust in itself, given the need for one of its two constituent parts to be propped up by a suspension of theoretical disbelief.

A second problem with Abbott’s argument is the equivalence he makes between experiential narrative in tabletop RPGs or digital games and everyday life. There is an important difference between our experience of everyday life and our engagement with a textual storyworld that has been designed to generate narrative, and whose constituent elements afford such a generation. When I walk down a street in a game world with the aim of buying an octopus from a fish shop, I am acting within a designed storyworld imbued with affordances for me to generate such a narrative. The context of it being a text designed for such a purpose matters greatly to my experience. A walk to the fish shop in physical space to buy a juicy octopus is not the experiential equivalent of a similar walk in a game world. The lack of fictional context makes an awareness of my actions within the physical world just that: a self-aware disposition toward my walking down my street. This is not a trivial difference. The framing context within which any form of experience occurs is crucial to the awareness, absorption, and interpretation of that experience.

Aarseth makes a similar argument to Abbott’s against emergent narrative.48 Aarseth critiques cognitive models of narrative such as Ryan’s on the basis that such models broaden the concept of emergent narrative to include all forms of diegetic experience, making the concept useless.49 Aarseth is right to be wary of such expansions of existing concepts. Several game researchers who have tried to account for experiential narrative have stretched the concept to account for situations outside the game, and even outside contexts where an actual storyworld exists. Celia Pearce, for example, outlines six forms of game narrative, one of which, descriptive narrative, refers to the secondary narratives retold by the audience viewing the players playing as a form of game narrative.50 She also includes the production of texts related to the playing of the game as forms of narrative belonging to the game. By doing so, she includes games like tic-tac-toe as plausible sites of game narrative. This is an overstretching of the concept of narrative far beyond the scope of emergent narrative as I am discussing it here, and one that dilutes the utility of the concept.

Similarly, Salen and Zimmerman use the concept of experiential narrative to refer to the actions around the table during a poker match.51 Once again, this fails to fit into both my definition of emergent narrative and Ryan’s definition of narrative more generally, given that the emergent narrative elements Salen and Zimmerman describe do not occur within the frame of a coherent storyworld. In fact, in a game of poker there is no storyworld, much less any characters inhabiting that world, and thus none of the basic elements of game narrative are present and accounted for.

Let us return to Aarseth’s opposition to emergent narrative.52 His main concern is that any form of interaction with a game can be labeled as such. This is not the case. First of all, the game needs to have the minimal narrative elements outlined by Ryan, or in my case, the minimal elements that generate fiction outlined in chapter 5. Aside from this, not every form of interaction or game experience is a narrative one, since narrative experience, as Adam Sadler pointed out earlier in the case of X-Wing, depends on the player’s disposition. A game may create the affordances for the experience of emergent narrative, but since it is a cognitive construct emerging from the properties of the text, it will always depend on how the player approaches the game and what she focuses her attention on. A game can do a lot to nudge that experience in a more narrative direction, but I will discuss this at greater length later.

Richard Walsh argues that the concept of emergent narrative in games has been misused, and he makes an argument that further strengthens the sort of opposition to emergent narrative brought forward by Abbott and Aarseth.53 Walsh begins by highlighting the problem of applying the concept of emergent narrative to any act within a simulated environment, in a similar manner to Abbott and Aarseth. Walsh, however, dives deeper into the matter, pointing out that the problem lies not with the concept of emergent narrative per se but with the way the concept has been applied. The crux of the problem is the lack of distinction between the narrativization of behavior in a simulation and the interpretation of acts in the simulation that have been designed to communicate narrative. Walsh builds on Herman’s distinction between two forms of experiential narrative: narrative sense making, and making sense of narrative.54 Following Herman, Walsh argues that the narrativization of behavior in a simulation is an example of the former, while actual emergent narrative is an example of the latter:


Emergent behavior can be conceived of as systemic behavior that becomes narratable at a higher level; it is conceptualized as such through an effort of narrative sense making. Emergent narrative, on the other hand, is a form of systemic representation that becomes interpretable at a higher level; it is understood as an invitation to make sense of narrative. Or, more succinctly, emergent behavior is narratable; emergent narrative is legible.55



An experiential perspective on everyday life actions, for example, would then belong to the category of narrative sense making. Walsh’s contribution is important because it recognizes the conceptual problems that arise with a loose application of emergent narrative, while acknowledging that such a phenomenon exists and requires articulation rather than throwing it out the window because it does not fit outdated paradigms of narrative. As Walsh points out, the awareness of a narrative paradigm that is intentionally woven into the game with the aim of generating narrative experience for the audience is crucial for distinguishing between emergent narrative and the narrativization of simulated acts.

Walsh’s emphasis on the framing of emergent narrative was echoed by several veteran game designers interviewed. The majority of these designers not only work consciously toward creating emergent narrative but view it as one of the more attractive forms of board game involvement. It is much harder to design for than scripted narrative, and it is even harder to create specific affect in players and control the dramatic arc of a game, but it is nevertheless rewarding when it occurs. Kevin Wilson describes the challenge and satisfaction of designing emergent narrative in Android:56

Kevin Wilson:  There’s a lot of stuff in Android that’s interesting, story-wise. You’re playing detectives, people investigating a murder in a future noir setting, and so there’s Louis Blaine, the crooked cop, one of the characters. Every character has their own set of little stories that’s happening in their lives at the time, because I was trying to really capture a noir movie with it, so there’s the murder itself, but there’s also the conspiracy behind the murder, and there’s also the personal demons of the detective. All these elements are going on at the same time in-game, and the personal demons aspect was the part that I think captured players the best. Louis Blaine is struggling with things like: Does he want to go straight as a cop? Does he want to keep taking dirty money? His wife has recently left him, and he’s trying to get back together with her. Does that work out for him? These little different story elements are important. I’ve seen players actually throw the game in order to get Louis back with his wife. And, to me, that’s a success. I’ve made somebody care more about that character than winning the game. It’s hard because it’s an emergent narrative; it’s not fixed narrative. An emergent narrative is always difficult to create.

While Wilson is right in articulating the difficulty of creating emergent narrative, it is worth pointing out that the challenge is related to the designer’s expectations of control over the narrative experience. Creating a satisfying arc or a specific effect in every playthrough is indeed difficult without a considerable amount of structured, scripted narrative intervention. Designers have commented on the importance of having an overall arc in a game, both in terms of the general gameplay and narrative trajectory. This structure was generally described as a game having a beginning, a middle, and an end, whether this referred to a basic framing narrative, as in Vital Lacerda’s Lisboa and The Gallerist,57 or a more fleshed out ongoing narrative, as in Rob Daviau’s Legacy games. On both ludic and narrative fronts, designers use the general idea of a game needing to feel as though it has an overall story arc:

Vital Lacerda:  I like to have a story arc in the games, like in Lisboa you are rebuilding the city, you are talking with the most important people there to get favors from them and getting richer and richer by helping to develop the city. In The Gallerist I think you have a nice arc, obviously, because you are investing in new artists and exposing their art. So I try to do that.

Rob Daviau:  All of the Legacy games I’ve done, I’ve thought of as a three-act structure. Here’s where you do this and then this happens, which changes your conception of what the game is about, and now you have to react to this new set of information or this new set of rules, but at the same time, you have all the little loops. A game has a beginning and a middle and an end.

Geoff Engelstein:  I think a game needs to have a beginning, a middle, and an end in order to make the players feel like they have some sense of progress and they have some sense of closure when it ends. So I think that that’s important from what I call a narrative arc standpoint; even though it’s not traditionally telling a story, you still have a beginning, a middle, and an end.

The importance of having a sense of progression in a game cannot be overstated. The familiarity of the three-part structure inherited from drama, which later made its way into print and film media, allows designers to address audience expectations of the way the majority, though by no means all, of narratives are structured. It is not, however, necessarily the best lens on game narratives, especially where emergent narrative is concerned. The conception of games needing a narrative arc, often thought of in terms of the classical three-act structure, might be a useful guiding template, but it is a very high-level one that does not tell us much about the actual ways scripted and emergent narratives in board games work together, and how the two can be structured. It is also not especially useful when considering media, like games, that limit authorial control. As Jim Bizzocchi points out, we need to shift our focus from the overall narrative arc to the nested levels of smaller narrative units at various scales that together make up that larger narrative arc, if one is at all present.58 A concept of modular narrative units operating at various scales of detail is an important foundation for forming a model of board game narrative.



The Board Game Narrative Model

The conception of game narrative I have developed here emphasizes the role of player agency and cognition, making it a complex phenomenon that is difficult to pin down. A major challenge comes from the need to account for player consciousness, a domain about which we have theoretical hypotheses but no holistic, scientifically validated understanding of. This places us in a bit of a bind. On the one hand, the elusive nature of a cognitive approach to game narrative needs a degree of structuring and conceptual rigor. On the other, a rigid modeling of any experiential phenomenon is bound to fail owing to the elusive nature of human subjectivity, not to mention a lack of direct access to actual experience. Additionally, this already elusive foundation needs to be considered in combination with the vast variety of different potential configurations of games.

While this equation contains many unknowns, we can begin charting a course through unexplored waters by establishing the building blocks of a modular model of game narrative, combining the known properties of games with their affordances for narrative constructs in the minds of players. The basic building block of game narrative is the narrative unit, so it is with this concept that a model for board game narrative needs to start.59


Narrative Units

I have so far established that game narrative is a cognitive construct activated in players’ minds by the formal properties of a game. In the previous chapter, I described the elements that combine to generate a mental image of an aspect of the game world. I called this a fiction beat, and it is made up of a combination of world, characters, and mechanics conveyed to the player through various types of signs, including verbal text, illustration, physical pieces, and, at times, sound on companion apps.

To begin breaking down board game narrative to its constituent elements, I will adapt Bizzocchi et al.’s properties of narrative units for video games to board games.60 Bizzocchi et al. argue that narrative units have three core properties: they are accumulative, modular, and hierarchical. The first two describe qualities of emergent narrative, and the last describes the structure of the narrative units in question.

Accumulative: Events that occur in a narrative, whether they are scripted or emergent, contribute to an incremental generation of higher-order meaning in the player’s mind. This is in line with our conception of emergent narrative as a series of connected fiction beats that form an evolving cognitive construct of events occurring in the game world.

Modular: Narrative units are modular in the sense that their structure is not predetermined but configurable. The way narrative units are connected varies greatly and is dictated by how the mechanics of the game structure sequences of gameplay that afford narrative. One of the major determinants of modular structures is the way the game handles the passage of diegetic time.
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Figure 6.3

Fiction beats and narrative units.


Hierarchical: Narrative units are hierarchical. They are linked to each other both in how they are presented to the player and in how the player organizes them in her experience. This hierarchical structure applies both to scripted narrative units, which are structured by the game designer, and to emergent narrative units that are structured by both the game and the players themselves.



Temporal Scales

A board game’s narrative can be expressed on one, two, or three temporal scales. Each scale represents different levels of temporal granularity. At the lowest level of temporal granularity, we have the macro timescale. This can represent the passing of a day, a week, a month, or several years between rounds, depending on the game in question. Narrative units on the macro timescale tend to use emergent narrative, at times combined with elements of scripted narrative. This, however, does not mean that all actions on the macro temporal level afford emergent narrative. Terraforming Mars is an example of a game that uses only the macro temporal scale.61 Narrative units are made up of an often-unspecified number of weeks or months where players’ actions affect the overall state of the world and are generally represented on the game board and the player’s faction area. All the events in the game take place on this timescale. A game of Scythe, on the other hand, uses the macro scale as the backbone of emergent narrative events in the world while also supporting events happening at the scene scale. In the case of Scythe, this consists of the emergent narrative of battles and the scripted narrative of character encounters.

The scene temporal scale represents actions over a number of minutes or hours at a time. Scripted narrative units operating on the scene scale tend to describe a scene or situation, giving players multiple courses of action to choose from. Emergent narrative units on this scale, on the other hand, condense several microactions into a single, often abstracted outcome. In Scythe, for example, a battle is condensed into a choice of the number of power points to be used in the battle along with the option of adding combat cards that boost that power level. The whole battle is thus abstracted into this one choice, and the battle’s general outcome results from a comparison of power levels between the battling factions. Needless to say, given its high level of abstraction, this does not evoke a rich mental image of the battle. Games like Twilight Imperium, Merchants and Marauders, and Eclipse feature battles on the scene scale that are more narratively evocative, since they break battles down into multiple steps that have more narrative texture to them.62

While the macro and scene scales represent time in a discontinuous fashion, the micro level represents action as a more continuous form of temporal experience. Here actions represent a few seconds to a few minutes of diegetic time and cover a continuous time frame rather than the more abstracted form of time of the previous two temporal scales. An example of this would be the turns in X-Wing, which simulate the more prominent actions in the game world for the duration of the dogfight.

On top of these three temporal scales, games often have a general framing narrative that gives the backstory and narrative context of the game. This framing narrative is communicated through the game’s art, text-based blurbs on the box and promotional material, and other modes of scripted narrative delivery.



Type

When fiction beats are strung together as a sequence of events, they generate a unit of game narrative at each temporal phase that the game includes. Each temporal scale can be made up of either scripted narrative or emergent narrative or a combination of the two. When the causal connections between a sequence of fiction beats is set by the designer or writer, that sequence can be described as a unit of scripted narrative. On the other hand, when the causal connections between fiction beats are not predetermined, we have an example of a unit of emergent narrative. While we can make a distinction for the sake of analysis, these two forms of game narrative units come together in the mind of the player as a coherent whole.



Focalization

Another parameter that plays an important role in generating narrative in the minds of the players is the perspective through which a board game narrative is filtered. Accordingly, Gérard Genette’s concept of focalization, adapted to board games, will provide the final piece of the conceptual puzzle that will form our frame for board game narrative.63 Genette uses the concept of focalization to refer to how a fictional world is filtered through the perspective of a character or characters within that world. He outlines three types of focalization: zero, internal, and external focalization. In zero focalization, events are communicated to the audience from an omniscient perspective. Internal focalization anchors the information received by the audience to the perspective of a character. External focalization also attaches our perspective to a character, but we view that character from the outside rather than seeing events through her eyes, as is the case with internal focalization.

Genette uses focalization as a limiting function imposed by the author, describing it in terms of a restriction of information. In games, however, focalization performs a generative function. Genette’s perspective implies that there is information that exists in the fictional world that we do not have access to. In games, focalization is another element that contributes to the generation of narrative as a mental construct. To accentuate this shift in the function of focalization, I propose we use different terms to refer to different types of focalization. We can consider three types of focalization in emergent narratives: character, group, and world focalization.

In character focalization, we experience the events happening in the game world as happening to us as a character in the game world. The perspective we take on this level of focalization can be one where the events are happening directly either to us as characters in the world or to our characters as external entities we control. Both these perspectives map to Fine’s character frame of experience, discussed in chapters 4 and 5.64 While games can nudge players toward experiencing events happening to them as characters in the world or as external characters they are controlling, the resultant experience depends on the individual player’s disposition, which often shifts between these two perspectives. In a game of Captain Sonar, for example, players are cast as the crew of a submarine collaborating in real time against another team on the other side of a screen. Captain Sonar requires players to communicate from the perspective of the role they are assigned, creating the sense of inhabiting the fictional submarine. Other games have a less direct alignment of player and in-game character but still afford character focalization if the player adopts such a disposition. In a game of Gloomhaven, for example, players control one character, which they can view either as an external entity they are generating a story about, or as a character in the game world. Because of the fluid flow between these two and the intensely subjective nature of such a disposition, I will group them together in one form of focalization.

Group focalization generates a narrative from the perspective of a group, society, or population. Actions in the world thus stimulate fiction beats about several entities ranging from a small squad to a whole country or planet. The significant point here is that the narrative that is generated is not anchored to a single character, which often creates a more abstracted and removed narrative association with the fictional world than character focalization.

Finally, world focalization occurs when the game narrative does not feature any animate entities or characters whatsoever. Here we might be generating a narrative of a city being built, as is the case in Suburbia.65 While world focalization does afford some degree of emergent narrative, it does not tend to be the richest form, given that it lacks one of the three elements of fiction described in the previous chapter.



Bringing It All Together

Despite the inherent difficulties of developing a model of board game narrative that encompasses both the scripted and the emergent narrative forms, the concepts I have outlined provide a number of anchoring points to structure our conception of board game narrative beyond a general definition. The following model is intended as a preliminary map charting the lay of an unexplored land, which will need updating as new forms of game narratives are designed; but it at least offers a starting point that encompasses both scripted and emergent narrative in a structured manner, and one that can be applied to most, if not all, board games that have some potential for narrative generation. As stated earlier, in the case of abstract board games that afford very little narrative, the model will not be applicable.
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Figure 6.4

Narrative involvement structure.


As I have outlined, board game narrative is made up of a sequence of fiction beats. These sequences can be organized into narrative units that are accumulative, modular, and hierarchically structured. When these narrative units are combined, they result in narrative involvement with the game during the moment of gameplay.

While accumulation of meaning is a general property attributed to all narrative units, the ways in which narrative units can be assembled modularly are difficult, if not impossible, to pin down in a model. The temporal scale, type, and focalization of modular narrative units work together to determine the kinds and structural relationships of narrative units in a board game, the structural relationships between them, and consequently the types of narrative involvement the game affords. To investigate narrative involvement in a given board game, then, we can begin by identifying which temporal scales the game uses (macro, scene, and micro scales). Most games use only one or two of these scales. We can then describe the type of narrative present on each temporal scale—emergent, scripted, or a combination of the two—and finally their focalization: character, group, or world. Combining these parameters allows us to identify the matrix of different narrative units that work together to create a game’s narrative involvement.
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Figure 6.5

The board game narrative model.


Applying this matrix to existing board games gives us a clear and easy way to analyze narrative for both design and critical purposes. It is also useful as a generative tool during the design process, since it gives designers and writers an understanding of the different narrative forms to work with, and how these come together to create narrative involvement. Let us apply this model to a sample of existing board games to get a sense of how it expresses the variety of different types of narrative involvement.

X-Wing operates on the micro temporal scale, representing fast action in turns lasting a few seconds of story time each, and features emergent narrative with relatively high affordances for narrative generation. For the majority of a game, the focalization tends to be on a group, as players consider their squadron as a whole; but given that players control a handful of pilots and their spacecraft one at a time, the game also affords character focalization (the player imagining he is the pilot).
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Figure 6.6

Narrative structure in X-Wing.


Tales of the Arabian Nights operates on two temporal scales: macro and scene. On the macro level, players travel around the world, encountering scenarios in the form of modular, prewritten story snippets at the scene temporal scale that they interact with by selecting one of several options presented. The narrative units on the macro and scene scale contribute to an accumulation of narrative meaning, with the switch between them creating the sense of an epic story spanning years. We get a feeling for the trials and tribulations of an evolving character over time that is not possible to achieve with only one scale—the lack of the macro scale would take away the sense of time passing and the characters evolving, while removing the scene scale would make it challenging to generate the more detailed action that allows us to act in the world, thus breathing life into the character being played.
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Figure 6.7

Narrative structure in Tales of the Arabian Nights.


The scripted narrative sections of Tales of the Arabian Nights are written in the first person, and thus they nudge the player toward character focalization. Nevertheless, the individual player’s disposition may make him or her more inclined toward viewing the scripted narrative events at the scene level as occurring to an external character the player controls.

When it comes to the macro level, the game supports the generation of narrative units that focus on a character that the player is controlling in the world.

Like Tales of the Arabian Nights, Sherlock Holmes Consulting Detective is dominated by scripted narrative units. While the game involves an element of emergent narrative at the macro temporal scale, its affordances for narrative generation are limited to assembling the order of scripted narrative units. The whole game can in fact be characterized as a reconstruction of a scripted narrative whole that has been cut up by the designers into a network of scripted narrative units, a good number of which are intended to obfuscate the structure and content of the whole.
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Figure 6.8

Narrative structure in Sherlock Holmes Consulting Detective.


One could argue that the mere selection of the order of experiencing scripted narrative units would constitute a scripted narrative macro temporal scale, especially given Walsh’s distinction between emergent behavior and emergent narrative.66 This act from the side of the players might be considered a form of emergent behavior were it not for the minor, yet present, emergent narrative strung together by fiction beats relating to traveling from one part of the city to another or visiting the auxiliary characters present in each scenario. It is worth noting that it is rare to find a game that is made up solely of scripted narrative units at every temporal scale, since this would require the designer to prestructure all the possible choices in the game. The best example of this would be the famous Choose Your Own Adventure book series.67 These books need some form emergent narrative to give enough variability to connections between scripted narrative units, imbuing the object in question with a degree of ergodicity—a fundamental characteristic of games.

Carcassonne and other classic Eurogames, such as Puerto Rico, Caylus, or The Settlers of Catan, feature emergent narrative units on the macro temporal scale that have limited affordances for narrative generation and world focalization.68 While players can, and often do, generate an ongoing narrative, the fiction beats in this narrative tend to be limited to general events that are heavily abstracted and often lack characters. Where entities are present in the world, they are often just abstract resources or functional game elements with little, if any, characterization. Some classic Eurogames feature the presence of a group or population, encouraging group-level rather than world focalization. Nevertheless, it is important to note that even the driest of these games does have the potential of generating narrative, even if it may not be one with the richest fiction.
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Figure 6.9

Narrative structure in Carcassonne.


Vengeance is one of my own games.69 One of Vengeance’s design goals was to create an emergent narrative that was strongly evocative of the revenge movie genre. The thesis when I started designing the game was that using all three temporal scales would contribute to the evocative nature of the game’s emergent narrative.

Vengeance operates on the macro scale through a set of acts, or groupings of a combination of narrative units on the scene and macro temporal scales. The narrative units at the scene level see the players perform a number of actions at once, building a montage of activities such as training, resting, and going on reconnaissance trips to get a lead on the bosses that they want to take revenge on. Depending on the imaginative input of the players, this can be engaged with in a very functional or, to use Bruner’s term, paradigmatic mode of experiencing the game;70 alternatively, players can focus more on the generation of narrative afforded by the fiction provided by the cards and dice they assign to their actions.

[image: ]
Figure 6.10

Narrative structure in Vengeance.


The micro temporal scale is designed to give a moment-by-moment, cinematic feel to the attack on the bosses’ dens, reminiscent of action movie fight scenes. Here every die is turned into a single action. These action dice can be strung together into combos if the hero has the relevant skill upgrade that allows her to do so. These skill upgrades give a mechanical outcome (strike two enemies and then shoot another one, for example) while helping to stimulate the player’s imagination through their title text, which gives an idea of the move that skill represents. Like other games that feature the control of a single character at a time, the game affords the generation of narrative anchored in character focalization.



It is important to note that this model is intended to be used not as a rigid typology but as a matrix of relations that allows us (critics, academics, students, designers, and gamers) to have a more nuanced and structured conversation about the nature of board game narrative, both for analysis and for design purposes. The point of contention I highlighted in the case of Sherlock Holmes Consulting Detective was meant to emphasize this approach. Similarly, I have been careful to stress the importance of the disposition of the individual player at a particular moment in the game in determining the form of focalization, or the degree to which emergent narrative is considered to be fictionally rich. When we take the combination of these elements together, we arrive at a model for plotting the general structure and type of a board game’s narrative, and the narrative involvement it affords.

In this chapter, I have argued that to understand board game narrative, we need to consider conceptions of narrative developed for other media, but these need to be adapted substantially to make them applicable to board games. As I discussed throughout, attempting to shoehorn theories of narrative developed for media like literature and film, which have entirely different core characteristics from board games, results in a misrepresentation of game narrative that undermines both our understanding of such narratives and our ability to communicate clearly about them. I have also argued that when discussing board game narrative, we need to make a basic distinction between scripted and emergent narrative, explaining what each of these are, and how we can think of emergent narrative in a structured manner without making it overly broad or vague. With these elements in place, I was able to suggest a structured approach to describing game narrative, and subsequently narrative involvement.
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7    Materiality



“Why do humans have such a drive to touch? It’s just something inherent to humanity. We get a connection to something through physical touch, and you don’t get that with video games. You don’t. It’s something I never realized till recently. There’s a reason that even though electronic chess has been around since the ’70s, it hasn’t replaced real chess boards. People play real chess because they need to touch it, they need to feel it, they need to connect to it on some base, reptilian-brain level. Board games can do that in a way that video games can’t.”

—Richard Ham, Rahdo Runs Through



So far, I have mainly discussed the social, conceptual, and abstract aspects of the board game experience, covering topics such as play, attention, sociality, rules, imagination, and narrative. Over the course of the preceding chapters, I developed concepts and models that focus on how a game’s mechanical system, fiction, and social dynamics shape player experience during gameplay. In this chapter, I turn my attention to the materiality of board games and its effect on player experience.

Board games are a tactile medium. The shape, weight, texture, and structure of the board game artifact as a whole greatly affect our experience of the game, particularly when it comes to visceral, emotional reactions. While most mass media have a material aspect to them, their audiences do not tend to touch the work itself, nor do the objects and inhabitants of the fictional world have a tactile representation that the audience can actually touch. Video games do offer haptic engagement and feedback, but they do so through the interface of the controller, rather than allowing players to touch objects that represent the specific game world. The centrality of touch is a unique characteristic of board games that will occupy a considerable part of this chapter.

Board games are also a visual medium. They provide pleasurable experience through their illustration, graphic design, and component design. The first element to catch our attention is often the box art. The visual presentation of the game box goes a long way in either drawing us into the game or putting us off it. Indeed, a game with a great mechanical system or story might be dismissed due to its art style or, more abstractly, the feel that the cover art imparts.

In this chapter, I aim to bring together the tactile through an exploration of the aesthetic experience engendered by board game materiality. I begin with an overview of what aesthetic experience is, and then apply this concept to the materiality of board games. Given the importance of tactility in material involvement, I dedicate a section to an exploration of tactility, starting with a general overview of the qualities of tactility and applying these to board games. In the next section, I give a thorough account of visceral design, or how tactile and visual aesthetics can create an immediate, emotional reaction in players. I then turn my focus from visceral to behavioral design. While visceral design is concerned with the immediate gut reaction to visual and tactile aesthetics, behavioral design is all about engaging and flowing usability. The combination of the two results in material involvement.

It is often the case that the game’s mechanics are given more importance than the game’s materiality when considering the experience the game provides. The chapter ends with an argument against privileging certain aspects of the board game experience over others. Players engage with board games for a variety of reasons. Some are more captivated by the mathematical, mechanical systems, while others derive more pleasure from a game’s materiality and the fiction it creates in conjunction with those mechanics. Both forms of experience are valid, and ideally both aspects are intertwined and well developed.


Aesthetic Experience

Most classical board games, such as chess, Go, or draughts (checkers), are abstract. If we know the rules of these games, we can create pieces and a board with pretty much any material medium, or in some cases, we can simply play the game mentally or by doodling on a piece of paper. Here the rule system is far more central to what the game is than its aesthetic quality. One can own a finely crafted chess set that feels good to play with, but chess does not depend on such a material object and the consequent aesthetic affect it creates. Similarly, in the early board games of the 1970s and early 1980s, the aesthetic quality of most board games as objects was not emphasized. With a few notable exceptions, the game as object was more functional than aesthetic in nature. A variety of factors, including the sophistication and affordability brought about by the internationalization of production techniques, a growing audience, and fiercer competition, have resulted in a shift from a functional game artifact to a more aesthetically rich one. This shift was highly accelerated by the arrival of Kickstarter as a disruptive publishing platform, with its emphasis on visual appeal to attract backers to commit funds to making a game that does not exist yet.

This is not to say that board games have not had aesthetic qualities. Even ancient games, such as the medieval Scandinavian game Hnefatafl, had a distinct aesthetic quality to them. However, the last two decades have seen a much greater emphasis on the aesthetic value of games than ever before, and one that keeps accelerating steadily. A rapidly increasing number of board game creators and their audiences are giving as much importance to the aesthetic qualities of the material game object as they do to interesting mechanical systems and fictions. Or to put it in experiential terms: the ludic involvement and material involvement forms are increasingly being given equal importance in every phase of board game engagement, from the initial attraction to the game, through the moment of gameplay, to reflections on and evaluation of the game after the individual session is over.

Before we delve into board game materiality and aesthetics, it is important to define what I mean by aesthetic experience. The term aesthetics comes from the Greek word aesthesis, referring to sensory perception. Over time, the term has been used differently in various fields. Predominantly, it has been used to refer to emotional affect resulting from perception, and to the inquiry into, and the study of, the nature of beauty. While in both cases the object of aesthetic perception or inquiry can be either an artificial work (such as a work of art) or nature, academic and artistic inquiry into the subject has tended to focus on the former.

In the rest of the chapter, I will use Graeme Kirkpatrick’s conception of aesthetic experience, which refers to the affective reaction to perceiving a designed work, in our case, the board game artifact: “Aesthetic experience occurs when we find that something is pleasing us by virtue of its form. Such an object stimulates us in the sense that it provokes and incites a feeling response, but it does so in a way that goes beyond merely being pleasing to the eye.”1

It is worth noting that, for Kirkpatrick, form refers not only to the material properties of the object but also to the fusion of those material properties with our perception thereof:


Form is a property of both the composition and the viewer; there is no recipe for creating form if you are an artist and as a viewer you may miss it altogether if you do not engage with the work, allowing it to play with you and letting yourself play with it. Play and form precede and make possible our enjoyment of the meaning content of aesthetic art. It is because the human mind is naturally inclined to engage in these processes and responds positively to form that aesthetic theory asserts the best artworks are not mere representations but have that added charge that Kant associated with beauty.2



This conception is consistent with my consideration of imagination and fiction in chapter 5, which followed Iser in asserting that a game’s fiction is neither solely a property of the object, nor solely a construct of the mind, but a coming together of the two.3 Similarly, our interaction with the board game object and its mechanics results in the potential of experiencing aesthetic form. This distinction between object and form may seem pedantic, but it importantly accounts for the variety of material involvement.

Paul Hekkert argues that there is a distinction between aesthetic experience and what he calls product experience. Product experience includes aesthetic experience, but according to Hekkert, aesthetic experience fails to account for the reflective appraisal of the product experience as a whole. Hekkert thus posits a definition of product experience as follows:


The entire set of effects that is elicited by the interaction between a user and a product, including the degree to which all our senses are gratified (aesthetic experience), the meanings we attach to the product (experience of meaning), and the feelings and emotions that are elicited (emotional experience).4



The difference between Hekkert and Kirkpatrick lies primarily in Hekkert’s restriction of his definition of aesthetics to sensory stimulation, opposing it to an anesthetic experience, which numbs, rather than stimulates, the senses. Kirkpatrick, on the other hand, not only includes cognition and emotion in his conception of aesthetic experience but bases his theory of game aesthetics on the relationship between sensory perception, cognition, and emotional affect.

The rift between the two can be attributed to the divergence in philosophical schools of thought on aesthetics. Hekkert follows the eighteenth-century philosopher Alexander Baumgarten, who limits aesthetics to their original sense of sensory stimulation, while Kirkpatrick grounds his theory of aesthetic experience in Immanuel Kant’s work on aesthetics in his Critique of Judgement.5 For Kant, aesthetic experience is not reducible to sensory stimulation but takes root in the play between perception, imagination, and cognition.

I will adopt Kirkpatrick’s definition of aesthetic experience to encompass the sensory, cognitive, and emotional response to the board game artifact that leads to material involvement. The main reason for this is the intractability of these related processes in consciousness, particularly for a medium like board games, which combine illustration, graphic design, material components, verbal text, mechanics, and interaction with others to afford aesthetic form. It is difficult to distinguish between the elements that stimulate the senses from those that operate on a more cognitive level. Aside from this, differentiating between sensory gratification and its cognitive and emotional impact might have utility for particular forms of product analysis, but given the exploration of board game experience as a whole in this book, we have little to gain from their separation and much to lose in implying the possibility of their disentanglement.

The aesthetic experience of board games primarily comprises tactile and visual experience. While board games do have an aural dimension, it is mainly derived from the manipulation of material elements and thus tends to accompany tactile experience. In the case of hybrid games, however, the aural dimension tends to play a bigger role, with soundtracks, sound effects, and, at times, voice-overs contributing to the game’s aesthetic experience.



Tactile Experience

The sense of touch is central to our lived experience. As children, we explore the world through touch, establishing contact with people who nurture us, manipulating objects we can reach, and getting a sense of space through the feel of edges and boundaries. When we age and our other senses deteriorate, touch remains intact, making it the last sense to leave us. As a species, our survival depends on touch, warning us of dangerous elements through pain, and motivating us to procreate through sexual activity.

Touch is also crucial for our sense of identity and emotional well-being. Marieke Sonneveld and Hendrik Schifferstein explain that the way we are touched in the early phases of our lives heavily influences our mental and emotional health, particularly our sense of empathy.6 If we don’t feel cared for and loved through the sense of touch, our development in these areas is negatively affected. They also point out that the sensation of touching and being touched is crucial to our sense of self-awareness in the world:


Physical engagement with the world, the awareness of touching and being touched makes people aware of being a physical body themselves, sharing the physical world with other physical objects. It is within this embodied encounter that the I experiences itself and its surrounding world simultaneously, making this encounter the basis for self-awareness. Although people can see their body, they need to sense their body to be aware of themselves. Touch allows sensing one’s own body, sensing the borders between the self and the outside world, and the interaction between the two.7



Touch is thus core to our mental and emotional well-being and is also central to our navigating the world on a daily basis. The degree of physical contact we have with others and objects is, however, decreasing. While we still touch our screens and keyboards, for most of us, our tactile experiences are disproportionately based on such instances of touching interfaces. After our day tapping away at a keyboard and scrolling our phone screens, many of us are tactilely disengaged, either watching filmed content or interacting with video game controllers. Although playing video games is a form of tactile experience, sometimes even offering haptic feedback, it is one where the object we touch is always the same. Unlike a walk in the countryside, where we pick up sticks, throw rocks, brush our hands against the bark of trees, and feel the grass beneath our feet, the majority of our contemporary tactile life is taken up by ergonomic, polished, uniform interfaces.

Conversely, board games offer a tactile experience that varies from game to game, and where the objects we handle represent the game world itself. Board games require us to touch their components, feeling their textures and weight, moving them about and arranging them in formations that please us—sometimes as part of the actual gameplay, other times as a playful activity in and of itself between game turns. The designer Brady Sadler argues that the major reason for board games’ growing popularity is exactly that they address our need for engaging our sense of touch:

Brady Sadler:  I have this theory that the big reason why board games are becoming more popular now is that a lot of people are dealing with technology on a day-to-day basis, looking at screens, checking their phones, and so on, all day. I think it’s a natural tendency to want to have something tactile, something to sit down and harken back to when you used to play with toys when you’re a kid. That’s kind of what it is for me. I like to actually sit down and touch things and flip through cards and everything.

Sadler’s theory has a precursor in the work of Tiffany Field.8 In her seminal book on the psychology of touch, Field argues that the need for touching people and things persists throughout our lives and is responsible for our development and continued well-being, a phenomenon Field calls touch hunger.

While there have been countless works on aesthetics, these have tended to privilege vision and, to a lesser degree, sound. This is understandable, given that these two sense modalities have dominated media and art for centuries. In particular, the dominance of vision in mass media and designed life in general has grown exponentially over the last century. Coupled with the growing lack of sociality discussed in chapter 4, it is no coincidence that board games and the haptic experiences they create, both in touching beautifully designed objects and in contact with others during moments of togetherness, have become more desirable.

Given the lack of research on the aesthetics of touch, and the centrality of touch to the board game experience, I will be dedicating a good part of this chapter to the subject. This is not to say that visual aesthetics are not important, far from it, but since we already have a rich repertoire of work on visual aesthetics in various fields, including game studies, and very little work on tactile aesthetics, I will privilege the latter over the former in my own analysis.

Let us start by considering the basic properties of tactile experience. Unlike visual or aural experience, touch involves both a passive and an active dimension. Sonneveld and Schifferstein characterize touch as interactive, in the sense that touching is always reciprocal; at the same time as we touch an object or person, the object or person is touching us.9 Touch is always simultaneous; touching and being touched happen at the same time. As Sonneveld and Schifferstein point out, this is unlike our dominant senses of vision and sound, where “seeing does not imply being seen, neither does hearing imply being heard.”10

Touch also depends on the context of the interaction. Touching a kettle feels completely different depending on the context of touching. If I grab the kettle in both hands and lift it from the side, I am experiencing the kettle in one way. If I tap it on the top, I get an altogether different sense of the kettle. If the kettle is hot and I try to hold it, it will hurt, and so on. Part of this context is the movement or action being performed to touch the object or to move the object from one place to the other. If I slowly reach out and gently feel the surface of a quail egg with my index finger, I will have one experience of that quail egg. If, on the other hand, I snap my hand out and attempt to grab the quail egg with two fingers, I am likely not only to have a different initial tactile experience but also to break the egg, thus changing the state of the object I am touching.

There are two forms of touch: active and passive touch. Active touch involves the user touching the object, while passive touch involves the object being placed on part of the user’s body. In active touch, attention is directed toward the object being touched; during passive touch, attention is directed to the part of the body that is being affected by the object. Aside from these considerations, the experience of touch also varies depending on which body part is involved in the touching. Some parts of the body are more sensitive than others. For example, the palms of one’s hands and the soles of one’s feet are well suited for touching, since they are more sensitive and can discern textures and temperatures better than other parts of the body.11

Tactile aesthetics in board games come into play primarily at the visceral level, that is, at the point of contact between senses and object. While central to the visceral experience of board games, tactile aesthetics are only part of the equation. In the next section, I consider visceral design as a whole, taking into account how the elements it comprises contribute to the aesthetic experience of board games.



Visceral Design

Visceral design targets the automatic emotional response that is triggered in us when we perceive a particular designed object. The automatic nature of visceral experience emerges from patterns found in nature and has now spilled over into the artificial environments many of us live the majority of our lives in. Humans have evolved through interaction with nature and have thus adapted over time to have emotional reactions to perceived elements in the environment. Over time, we have adapted to these patterns found in nature and have developed a gut reaction to things that attract us and things that repel us. We have developed a liking for certain colors, patterns, and shapes that have rewarded us in an evolutionary manner. This product design perspective on aesthetics thus relates our sense of beauty to an emotional gut reaction. As Donald Norman put it: “When we perceive something as ‘pretty,’ that judgment comes directly from the visceral level.”12 Norman argues that although our sociocultural context also influences what we are attracted to, it does so at the reflective level, after we have encountered and, at times, used the object. According to Norman, the visceral level goes beyond interpretation and affects people across societies and cultures:


The principles underlying visceral design are wired in, consistent across people and cultures. If you design according to these rules, your design will always be attractive, even if somewhat simple. If you design for the sophisticated, for the reflective level, your design can readily become dated because this level is sensitive to cultural difference, fashion etc.13



Visceral design in board games relies heavily on the physical features of the game: its visual, tactile, and aural qualities. Good visceral design creates a strong emotional impact when we encounter the game. First impressions matter greatly for this aspect of design, and the first impressions are usually visual. The look, imagined feel, and overall presentation of the game play an important role in our visceral experience. This is particularly the case with board games, since our first encounter with the game is either online, and thus entirely visual, or in a physical shop, where our visceral experience of the game is based primarily on the box’s cover art and information on the back. The box’s size and weight have some bearing, but since we do not have access to the actual objects we will be handling during gameplay, these qualities have less of an impact on our visceral experience of the game.

Board game art and graphic design have improved steadily over time, with a major shift in the representational quality of board game components happening in recent years with the rapid rise of Kickstarter as a publishing platform. The quality of physical components has also improved, but to a lesser degree.

Civilization, one of the most popular and best-selling hobby board games to come out of the 1980s, exemplifies the art style of the time.14 It has a full-color illustration on the box front, and simple black-and-white line illustrations on its trading cards, along with a three-tone map. This was a common art format that we see repeated in other strategy games of the time, such as Circus Maximus, Grand Imperialism, and Kingmaker.15

The materiality of the components in these games is also rather basic, though understandable given the cost and capabilities of production technologies of the time. Players typically had a foldable central playing board, sets of cards, and single-color cardboard tokens. The emphasis here was on functionality rather than aesthetic affect. Expectations regarding visual art and components were far lower than in today’s world, and the visceral impact of both visual and tactile aesthetics was fairly low. Instead the main engagement and emotional affect of such games were derived from the mechanics and social interactions these games provided.

An important milestone in visceral design for board games was Dark Tower, published by Milton Bradley, a major US board game publisher.16 The game featured the familiar fantasy trope of a group of adventurers exploring a fantasy world, piggybacking on the contemporary popularity of Dungeons & Dragons. Dark Tower featured plastic miniatures for heroes and buildings, full-color cards, and, as the game’s centerpiece, a huge plastic tower that sat in the middle of the board, acting—in a huge innovation for the time—as an early predecessor to contemporary app-controlled hybrid games. The plastic tower generated randomized encounters and outcomes for battles and was one of the earliest games to implement electronic devices in tabletop games.17
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Figure 7.1

Circus Maximus.


In 1989, Milton Bradley teamed with the UK tabletop game publishing giant Games Workshop to create HeroQuest, which further pushed the envelope in visceral design.18 When compared to its contemporaries, HeroQuest marked a significant improvement in the quality and number of illustrations. This was mainly due to Games Workshop’s investment in talented artists such as John Blanche, Adrian Smith, and Ian Miller, among others, who brought Games Workshop’s line of games, including the incredibly popular Warhammer game series and White Dwarf magazine, to life. Games Workshop had also founded Citadel Miniatures, employing some of the best sculptors in the business, including Alan and Michael Perry, to service their wargame and board game titles. What primarily gave HeroQuest its visceral appeal, however, was that it included a substantial number of miniatures and plastic dungeon props such as chests, doors, altars, and bookcases, as well as dice with custom icons. These set a new standard in board game props that projected the game world’s fiction and, in so doing, greatly boosted the game’s visceral design experience.
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Figure 7.2

Dark Tower combines electronic and analog components.


In the board game world, the value given to visceral design differs considerably depending on region and genre. While one cannot fully generalize, Eurogames have tended to lag behind in the quality and lavishness of visual art and physical components. The common explanation for this is that players of Eurogames privilege mechanics over aesthetics. However, Stewart Woods’s qualitative research on the subject found that his respondents actually gave more importance to graphical and component quality than mechanics.19

Another development over the past decade has been the increased prominence of Kickstarter as a viable publishing platform for board games. For a number of reasons, Kickstarter has had a major influence on visual and tactile aesthetics. First of all, Kickstarter has enabled the creation of games that would have been too ambitious in their development costs, production quality, and expense for traditional publishers to take on. Luke Crane, the former director of games at Kickstarter, explained how Kickstarter disrupted the traditional three-tier model on this front:

Luke Crane:  Ten years ago, you’d go to a publisher with your big-box miniatures board game and say: “I want eighty miniatures, and it’s a new world, and we’re only going to need about $100,000 in art, and the list price is going to be like $100, $125 in the stores.” You’d go to a publisher, and they would laugh at you. So being able to come to Kickstarter and put that out there has changed things, because front-loading the risk onto Kickstarter for these projects is huge because of the way that the plastics are made. It costs $3,000 to $5,000 to make a mold for one of those miniatures, so the initial production costs for one of these games is very, very high. But being able to put the risk forward and have the project pay for those molds means that then you can go on to produce that game for very reasonable costs after the project’s over and begin to actually make money through your company.

The fact that Kickstarter made possible the front-loading of development costs, such as the necessary fees for engaging artists, graphic designers, and sculptors, and the costs of manufacturing the game meant that anyone with the expertise to design a board game and manage a creative team could publish the game he or she wanted and retain creative control over the product. This creative control, especially in the case of games where the fiction and world-building were important, resulted in designers wanting to not only design the game’s mechanics and story but also curate the overall game experience in a more holistic manner.

This was definitely the main draw for my own journey in board game design and publishing. For me, like many other Kickstarter creators, the goal of making games was not simply that of creating an engaging mechanical system, but that of creating a rich fictional world for players to immerse themselves in that was supported by a mechanical system. To achieve this, a game requires a tight coupling of mechanics, fiction, art, and product design, and all of these need to be kept in mind during every part of the development process. This sort of control over the whole creative process is not commonly granted by publishers, many of whom still limit the contractual creative purview of the game designer to the design of the mechanical system.

Another way that Kickstarter has greatly foregrounded the importance of visceral design is in the flexibility, creativity, and space the platform provided to creators to present the game to potential backers. As Crane explains, the platform allows for a more effective way of showcasing the components in the game box, to communicate the game fiction and also its gameplay, than physical or online stores allowed:

Luke Crane:  If you look at how you buy a game on Amazon, or anywhere else you buy a game, even in a physical store, it’s very, very hard to get a look at the components or what’s going on in the game, whereas on Kickstarter the games creators have learned they can put up these beautiful sculpts. They can have the 3D renders of the sculpts up there, they can have photographs of the painted miniatures, they can have the sketches of the art of the miniatures, and you can just blow it out into this really enticing experience on Kickstarter that better than looking at the box in the store, right? You get to see all the gorgeous detail of all these things.

Crane’s point becomes more significant when we consider that, in a cognitive psychology study by Roberta Klatzky on the relationship between vision and tactility, participants were satisfied with a visual scanning of an object to intimate its physical properties.20 Klatzky points out that prior research into the relationship between the two senses shows that, in cases where the object in question was made of a familiar material, vision was deemed sufficient to simulate what the object felt like physically. In cases where the material was not recognizable, and the participant could not draw on a memory of its feel, vision alone was not deemed sufficient to make a judgment of quality about the object.

Joann Peck and Terry Childers elaborate on Klatzky’s study to examine whether images of products on a website are sufficient for the consumer to make a confident judgment about the product.21 Peck and Childers found that this depends on the individual’s propensity to touch. Some people have a higher sensitivity and preference for touch than others. Their findings indicate that people with a low need for touch are able to make confident judgments about the way the product will feel on the basis of images, while people with a high need for touch will be less influenced by visual input. While this was not a part of their experiment, Peck and Childers hypothesize that the difference between low and high need for touch in consumers could be reduced by the introduction of higher-quality images to mitigate the lack of tactility.

This hypothesis is in line with Crane’s assertion that Kickstarter’s capacity for displaying high-quality media has created a better platform for showcasing physical objects than anything else out there. This is particularly important for board games that push tactile aesthetics, like miniatures-heavy games. All of this has become apparent to creators, particularly in the last few years, who, having realized the importance of conveying a high-quality presentation of their games’ illustration and material components, have strived to improve the creativity, impact, and quality of their project pages, often learning from each other’s innovations.

These improvements have not been limited to the presentation of games but have also extended to their product design. Kickstarter has spurred a quantum leap in the style, quality, and richness of illustrations, along with a radical shift from mainly card-based components to wooden and plastic ones. It is now customary for tokens representing resources to be produced as custom-shaped wooden or plastic pieces. Wooden tokens representing buildings have made way for highly detailed 3D plastic sculpts. Character tokens have been replaced with beautifully sculpted miniatures. In short, the overall material quality, texture, and heft of many components have improved greatly. Even cards themselves have become thicker and sturdier; where before, one would have found a lightweight character card or village board, there will now be a chunky, double-layered board, which is not only more pleasant to hold but also has slots for cubes to fit neatly on it, rather than having them sit loosely on top of it.

The most striking investment in game materiality has come from the ever-growing realm of miniature games. Miniature games tend to be either descendants of HeroQuest, referred to as dungeon crawlers, or descendants of Risk, strategy games involving the maneuvering of troops or other entities on a map, often referred to as area control games. Miniature games lean heavily on the tactile aspect of visceral design, drawing players in with their finely sculpted, and increasingly large, plastic miniatures as props that facilitate a sense of immersion in the game world. Miniatures perform three main functions in contemporary board games’ visceral design: First, by virtue of their visual appeal, they attract backers to the game on Kickstarter or other platforms. Second, they bring the game world’s fiction to life and facilitate the sense of immersion in that fictional world (which I discuss in more depth in the next chapter). Finally, and related to the latter, miniatures grant tactile pleasure through their being handled and moved about.

Quintin Smith:  When you play Zombicide, it’s not actually that fun, right?22 What’s fun about Zombicide is the idea behind it, and what’s fun is moving the miniatures and walking zombies around, but it’s not fully satisfying. It’s not fully fun, but that doesn’t actually matter, right? Because most people can’t tell why they’re having fun.

For something like Zombicide, the miniatures are the game. Not literally, but they comprise such a big percentage of the game, and I think that’s the reason people buy it. But once they’re actually playing it, and they’re playing with the miniatures and the miniatures are still contributing overwhelmingly to their enjoyment, I think people then become less likely to admit or say: “Well, I’m having fun because there are tiny zombies running around.”

As Quintin Smith points out, tactile visceral aesthetics are not necessarily something that players are consciously aware of. This is not, however, a phenomenon unique to miniature games. I would argue that a game like Azul, for example, emphasizes tactile aesthetics in two out of the three ways that miniature games do. The chunky, smooth, and beautifully colored hard acrylic tiles entice buyers of the game visually. They beckon the player to feel them, stack them, and form patterns with them. When the tiles are shuffled in the bag, they produce a weighty feel and a sharp clacking sound. Drawing them and placing them on your board feels satisfying, as does arranging them in neat formations in front of you. The main difference between Zombicide’s miniatures and Azul’s tiles is that the former act as props that project a fictional world, while the latter do not. They both, however, afford material involvement and in so doing influence player affect.

Smith is right, however, to point out the subconscious nature of this part of board game experience. Players, critics, and designers alike understand that the materiality of the board game has an impact on experience, but often this is expressed with a hint of surprise or wonderment. This is understandable, since board games emphasize tactile aesthetics, which are not a form of aesthetic engagement we are used to from other media, nor is it one that has been deeply studied in the way visual and, to a lesser degree, aural aesthetics have.

The importance of the materiality of board games is emphasized by research that shows the considerable impact that tactile engagement with designed objects has on our psychological and emotional state. Jostman, Lakens, and Schubert, for example, ran a series of experiments where participants were given a questionnaire while holding a clipboard.23 The clipboard held by half the participants was heavier than that of the other half. The study found that participants who were given the heavier clipboard consistently took the issues they were engaging with more seriously. The researchers explain that the reason for this is that heavier objects require more effort to handle than others. The more effort we invest in something, the more importance we tend to associate with it. Thus we attribute more value to heavier than lighter things, though we are not consciously aware of doing so. This explains why players tend to be more attracted to heavy poker chips as tokens than lighter materials that would perform the same function in relation to gameplay.
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Figure 7.3

Azul’s tactile beauty.


As Sonneveld and Schifferstein also point out, research shows that our sense of weight is relative, being influenced by other objects manipulated previously.24 De Mendoza shows that after holding two objects of a different weight for a substantial amount of time, participants misjudged the weight of two identically heavy objects held simultaneously.25 This comparative relationship between our tactile sense of objects may explain the added impact of chunkier pieces in board games that also contain more standard, lighter, and less sturdy objects, such as card tokens and heavier plastic chips. Their weight becomes more appreciated as the player switches from manipulating lighter, flimsier materials to a heavier, sturdier chip. Research also shows that the texture of an object influences emotional reaction to the object.26 A study by Francis et al. uses functional magnetic resonance imaging to study the neurological responses to touching smoother as opposed to rougher surfaces.27 The results show that smoother surfaces resulted in stronger activation of the orbital frontal cortex, which is related to sensitivity and pleasure.28

Members of the board game community, especially critics, have been raising concerns that the emphasis on materiality in board games as problematic. Marco Arnaudo, in his book Storytelling in the Modern Board Game, dedicates a chapter to the problematic issues surrounding overproduction, as this phenomenon is called. Overproduction refers to games that “include an unnecessarily large and excessively elaborate pool of components, to the point that the material aspect of the game ends up hindering the experience.”29 Arnaudo examines games he feels have fallen victim to overproduction, especially those where the pieces get in the way of the gameplay or at least delay its setup and increase its downtime owing to excessive fiddling about with components.

While usability is a key part of a game’s aesthetics, as I will discuss in the following section, Arnaudo, like many other critics and traditional board game enthusiasts, decries the use of nonfunctional material improvements as nonessential and as being intended solely to sell more copies of a game. The fact that Arnaudo refers to such elements as gimmicks assumes that there is a pure aspect of board game experience, which aligns more or less with what I have termed ludic involvement, and that appealing to material and aesthetic engagement runs the risk of contaminating this purity.

Arnaudo argues that the shift toward overproduction began in the 1990s as a response to the increasing dominance of video games. Board game publishers, according to Arnaudo, invested in the materiality of board games to differentiate themselves from the virtuality of video games. While it is true that the first examples of board games pushing the envelope on materiality came in the late 1980s and 1990s, with games like the aforementioned Dark Tower and HeroQuest, as well as others like Warhammer Quest,30 the number of titles that went down this path at the time still represented a very small proportion on the board game market.

Instead, as I discussed earlier, the real revolution in materiality happened only in the last ten years with the rise of Kickstarter. This can be gauged not only quantitatively, in the number of material-heavy games that have been made and the revenue they have generated, but also in the fact that the emphasis on tactile aesthetics is no longer the preserve of dungeon crawlers and area control games but has grown prevalent in most genres, including Eurogames, which were previously the epitome of functional design. Moreover, the motivation for the increased centrality of visceral design on both visual and tactile levels came not from the top down but from the bottom up, and it was only possible because of a disruption in the distribution model within the industry. It was not that publishers decided to counter a competing medium but that players enjoyed that part of the board game experience enough to financially back projects that focused on visual and tactile appeal, even when these projects cost double, triple, and at times four times as much as the average board game.31

In the absence of existing research, or any qualitative work being carried out to substantiate the claims being made, it seems that Arnaudo’s skepticism about the role tactile aesthetics play in games is a personal one. This perspective is not limited to Arnaudo, however, but shared by numerous players and critics. Quintin Smith, for example, echoes Arnaudo’s feelings on the subject:

Quintin Smith:  Some people think they’re hungry when really some water would be fine and vice versa. I don’t think people realize that the amount of joy they get from Blood Rage and Zombicide comes from the miniatures. I don’t think people realize that if you took Zombicide or Blood Rage and changed the miniatures for flat disks or standees, the enjoyment that they would get from unboxing and playing the game would fall through the floor. I think when people play Blood Rage and they enjoy the theme and the miniatures, they walk away and go, “Well, that’s a fantastic and well-designed game,” whereas in actuality that’s not what they’re enjoying at all.

Smith and Arnaudo both privilege ludic involvement over material involvement in their assessment of a game’s quality. This is not an uncommon perspective among game designers, critics, and certain players, myself included. As designers, many of us want to come up with the slice of mechanical artfulness that gives us the creative satisfaction we seek. As critics or theorists, we have a penchant for delving into intricate, elegant systems that we admire and dissect. Nonetheless, we should be careful about considering this aspect of the game as the entirety of the game experience. The game experience arises from the game product, not just its mechanics. Designers, critics, and more traditional board game enthusiasts can get frustrated when players claim that a game is fantastic when its mechanics are not that innovative or streamlined, or it fails to score highly on any other criteria by which a good game system is assessed. However, what players are actually saying, in this case, is that the overall product is fantastic or at least has afforded them a fantastic game experience.

This is a great example of the fluid and subjective nature of aesthetic form, in the way that Kirkpatrick conceptualizes it.32 Kirkpatrick argues that while aesthetic form emanates from the object, it is not determined by it but comes together in the audience’s mind. Crucially, this coming together depends on the individual’s subjectivity. In the case of board games, aesthetic form is particularly complicated and varied, since it consists of so many different components that bring together a number of cognitive and sensory modalities. It creates aesthetic form through a combination of illustration, graphic design, material components (which vary greatly in shape, texture, weight, and use), verbal text, game mechanics, and interactions with others. It is no surprise, then, that we would see such broad differences in how a board game’s aesthetic form, and its subsequent affect, is understood. Some players are more emotionally engaged by the game’s visual and tactile elements, along with the fiction they project, while others place a greater value on the mechanics and the interactions they create around the table.

This becomes clearer when we follow the logic employed by product designers and psychology-of-design researchers, according to which the visceral aesthetics of an object are as important as its usability and the content audiences interact with.33 If we employ Norman’s design perspective to board games, for example, we would not say that the visceral level of design (and thus the overproduced elements that Arnaudo and Smith are taking issue with) is somehow divorced from the experience and enjoyment of the product. On the contrary, we need to consider this visceral level as a crucial part of the experience that draws users in and leads them to engage with other aspects of the experience, namely, its actual, situated use.



Pragmatic Aesthetics

So far I have been discussing aesthetics primarily on the visceral level. Aside from the emotional gut reaction to the board game object, however, we also need to factor in the aesthetics of utility. Whether aesthetics actually apply at all to the pragmatic use of an object is a point of debate. The theory of aesthetics Kant laid out in his Critique of Judgement positions aesthetic form as being marked by a sense of purposelessness.34 For Kant, and many others who followed, aesthetics were divorced from, if not altogether antithetical to, practical function. The art theorist Herbert Read wrote that “it requires a somewhat mystical theory of aesthetics to find any necessary connection between beauty and function.”35 As Norman argues, this view is still prevalent today.

In opposition to Kant, however, we find John Dewey’s theory of aesthetics. Dewey viewed aesthetic experience as emerging from nature, and as being deeply informed by our biological, and thus functional, needs.36 Dewey’s theory of aesthetics forms the basis of a recent perspective, called pragmatic aesthetics, that is gaining traction in industrial and interaction design. Richard Shusterman explains how, from the perspective of pragmatic aesthetics, aesthetic experience is conceived of as having a practical use aside from its intrinsic value: “Art’s role is not to deny the natural and organic roots so as to achieve some pure, ethereal experience, but instead to give a satisfyingly integrated expression to both our bodily and intellectual dimensions.”37

This is a departure from the Kantian perspective that aesthetic experience is, at least in its ideal form, an autotelic one. Pragmatic aesthetics views aesthetic experience as having an instrumental value that helps us achieve our goals. For pragmatists like Shusterman, aesthetic form, which gives rise to aesthetic experience, is a dynamic one that does not depend just on the characteristics of the object but, similarly to Kirkpatrick’s conception of form, is formed in dynamic interaction with its user or viewer.38 Finally, Shusterman iterates Dewey’s assertion that the aesthetic experience integrates intellect and body, and thus locates aesthetic experience in the entire body, rather than just in intellectual appreciation.39

Norman similarly argues that aesthetic experience plays a crucial role in both the appreciation of a designed object and its use.40 He explains how a body of research on the functional role of aesthetics in product design led to the surprising finding that the aesthetic quality of an object greatly improved its function. A series of experiments carried out across various social contexts showed that regardless of how much a given society valued and emphasized aesthetics, their influence on the functional use of a given object was clear: “Attractive things make people feel good, which in turn makes them think more creatively. How does that make something easier to use? Simple, by making it easier for people to find solutions to the problems they encounter.”41

Norman has written extensively about the role of functionality and aesthetic appeal. He argues that when visceral design is combined with functionality in use, which Norman calls behavioral design, the experience of the object becomes pleasurable. This combination of aesthetics and function is crucial to board games and, I would argue, a challenging one to create successfully, given the numerous elements involved in the board game aesthetic experience. We have considered visceral design at length; let us now turn to behavioral design.



Behavioral Design

Norman describes behavioral design as an expression of how well a product performs the function it is intended to do. He stresses the point that the challenge of good behavioral design lies in the variety of ways people use a product, and thus the need for clean usability that incorporates iterative design and testing in its development process. In the case of board games, good behavioral design needs to work across every aspect of the game, from the tight coupling of mechanics and fiction to the fit with the visual style, both in the illustration and graphic design and in the design of components and packaging. Most of the chapters in this book so far have tackled aspects of behavioral design in relation to mechanics, fiction, and the resulting social interactions. In the rest of this chapter, I will focus on usability issues relating to a game’s visual and tactile elements.

As I argued earlier, Arnaudo’s critique of the tactile aspects of games underplays the importance of visceral aesthetics to the board game experience to privilege its mechanics.42 Arnaudo does, however, make an important point about the balance between visceral and behavioral design. His argument that the former can sometimes get in the way of the latter has merit; what he does not give enough importance to is the considerable variance in tolerance for usability issues when these are balanced by the pleasures of visceral aesthetics.

Matt Lees of Shut Up & Sit Down makes the point more eloquently when he discusses the issue of tactile aesthetics getting in the way of usability in Rising Sun. Rising Sun invests heavily in gorgeous illustrations and finely crafted components, chief among them the intricately sculpted miniatures representing troops, champions, and monsters that players deploy to take control of feudal Japan. The miniatures are not just finely sculpted and produced but also numerous and, in the case of some of the monsters, huge, especially when compared to the game’s other components. They give the game a great sense of presence when laid out on the table and were surely a major driving force of the game’s great financial success on Kickstarter.

Lees, however, critiques the game for having a considerable mismatch between the size and presence of the miniatures and their mechanical function. Rising Sun’s battles are resolved by players secretly committing coins to some or all of four aspects of battle. One of these aspects is the capture of enemy troops, leaders, or monsters. Thus an imposing, gigantic miniature of a dragon, which, on the board, looks as if it represents an impossibly powerful foe, can easily be taken hostage by the enemy. The main issue here is the dissonance between fiction and mechanics; taking a dragon hostage doesn’t make much sense in the game’s fiction. Lees argues that the presence of the imposing miniature exacerbates this dissonance by giving a visual indicator of power that is undermined by the game’s mechanics:


When you place a piece on the map that is twenty times heavier than a little warrior and almost fills some regions of Japan, the mechanics of the game should reflect that sense of power. Rising Sun’s don’t, making these figurines a fun boon for miniature enthusiasts but an uncomfortable compromise for the game’s design.43
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Figure 7.4

Rising Sun’s miniatures.


Lees also takes the game to task for having a wide selection of huge monster miniatures that add to the already considerably lengthy setup time, as well as taking up more table space. To make matters worse, these miniatures tend to make only brief appearances in the game, often to be dispelled back to their waiting space off the board. In an interview for this book, Matt Lees and Quintin Smith dig deeper into the relationship between materiality, mechanics, and graphic design, identifying the complementarity of each as a mark of great product design:

Matt Lees:  We have a term for the way materials are used in games: texture. As an example, when we were reviewing Brass: Birmingham, I found myself asking: “Why does this game not feel as overwhelming in terms of opportunities and options?”44 And I realized it was a mixture of things. It’s the fact that, as you go on, your hand of cards becomes less useful, so you have less options, but also you realize that there was a different part of the texture in terms of the board being very legible.

Quintin Smith:  You described it as “tiers of prominence.”

Matt Lees:  Yeah, there are these tiers of prominence. So you’ve got the basic card, then you’ve got a second layer of raised cardboard, and then you have the cubes (which pop off), and then you have the barrels, which are a different material and different size. This means that at any point you literally have the height of those things actually reflective of how important they are to know about in relation to the game system. Like, beer is super important. You see it visually: the things that are most important for you to see at a glance are actually physically higher and more prominent than everything else. Frankly, I don’t know if they designed it like that, but as soon as you notice it, something clicks within you, “Kaaching!” and it becomes something that you look for in games whenever you’re analyzing them.

Lees and Smith here make a great point about the importance of harmony between the visual, material, and mechanical layers of a game, where usability is concerned. Indeed, their Brass: Birmingham example is a perfect expression of Norman’s behavioral design.45 Good behavioral design in board games requires visual and material elements to support and, ideally, enhance the experience that the confluence of mechanics and fiction is aiming to create.

While materiality can be deployed to support mechanics, as in the case of Brass: Birmingham, it is often put in the service of the game’s fiction. On the other hand, visual behavioral design, in the form of graphic design, tends to focus primarily on communicating the game’s mechanical layer. The veteran board game graphic designer Heiko Günther stresses the importance of graphic design in conveying aspects of the rules and helping players keep track of necessary information:

Heiko Günther:  An important part of graphic design is usability or experience design. If you imagine a board game as a mostly cardboard interface, and consider the tremendous impact good usability design has on the user experience when interacting with any interface, the importance of graphic design for any board game that exceeds the most simple components (think Go or chess here) becomes clear.

As games have become more convoluted multipart machines with ever-increasing numbers of interdependent systems, bits, and mechanisms, the role of graphic design has gained more importance. Keeping all of that information accessible and digestible without getting in the way of actually playing the game is one of the cornerstones of good graphic design in board games. Or, by extension, any good graphic design.

Günther’s perspective on board games as a material interface is key to understanding board game behavioral design. As he later notes, board games are particularly complex examples of interface design, since they need to convey a great deal of information to easily convey a constantly changing game state to a variety of users, all through a physical, rather than digital, medium.

Mark Casha, another board game graphic designer, makes similar points to Günther, characterizing the role of graphic design in board games as being that of summarizing rules and information in an intuitive and legible manner. Casha, however, goes a step further, emphasizing the importance of creating designs and components that work as legible signs for people across the globe. He argues that “in a global economy an important function of visual signs is the ability to break down borders and communicate concepts across languages.” Effective board game behavioral design, then, needs to break down cultural borders and communicate concepts across languages.

As both Günther and Casha point out, good graphic design is invisible. It does not call attention to itself but rather facilitates the goals of the design in question by guiding players through the information they need to process during gameplay, helping them understand the game rules while remaining consistent with the game’s feel and setting.

This last observation points to the fact that while graphic design is primarily concerned with usability, and thus with behavioral design, it also has the potential to affect players emotionally. Günther uses the term “obnoxious graphic design” to highlight situations where a game’s graphic design is stylistically jarring with the game’s overall appearance, creating a negative experience for players, especially those who are invested in experiencing a sense of immersion. Casha similarly argues that the sense of coherence that results from good behavioral design enhances the sensory, and thus visceral, experience of the object:

Mark Casha:  Graphic design affects players’ emotions considerably, much like a well-presented bento box affects the diner’s emotions and makes the food taste better. Objectively it does not make the food any better, but it makes it visually clear that time and care went into the preparation of that item, and therefore the end user feels like they need to take time and care in savoring it and allowing themselves to use their senses more in doing so.

Casha echoes Norman’s conclusion that usability and aesthetic experience are intimately connected and often hard to separate in actual experience.46 Although I have considered the two as separate categories, Norman acknowledges that the ways in which visceral and behavioral design interact are complex and highly dependent on the object in question. He also points out that users are so varied in their preferences and personalities that it is impossible to make a design that satisfies the majority of its users. Even when it comes to visceral design, aspects of which tend to appeal to the more primitive parts of our brain, the variety of individual reactions is large enough to resist any hard-and-fast rules of design. We are once again reminded of Kirkpatrick’s notion of aesthetic form as being not just a property of the object but one that originates from the meeting of object and user.47



The Varied Pleasures of Aesthetic Experience

Aesthetic experience is thus a complex and highly subjective aspect of the board game experience. While we can consider the game’s illustrations, graphic design, and the design of its material components in isolation, these all depend on and in turn influence the game’s mechanics and fiction. In this sense, material involvement is inseparable from the dimensions of ludic and fictional involvement I have considered in previous chapters. We can make observations about the emotional affect of different textures and weights of game pieces, or different art styles depicting the game world, but understanding aesthetic experience as a whole involves a simultaneous consideration of visceral and behavioral design, and in both cases, mechanics and fiction matter.

Depending on its tone, focus, and the relation between its visceral and behavioral aspects, the aesthetic experience of a board game’s materiality can take a wide variety of forms. This variety is particularly prevalent when considering different game genres. Players are attracted to a dungeon crawler full of miniatures for different reasons than they are drawn to an elegant and minimalist Euro-style system, just to name two broad examples. The aesthetic experience of these two types of games is not only going to be vastly different but also leans on different parts of the matrix of elements that make up a board game. As mentioned earlier, this point is too often ignored in board game criticism. A recent review by Shut Up & Sit Down of a game called Renature reiterates the negativity that the SUSD team levels against miniature-based games:48


These giant wasteful hunks of plastic that only sometimes deserve to be giant wasteful hunks of plastic. The Old Ones in Cthulhu Wars and the Queen in Nemesis are perfect examples of this point. They’re both ludo-visual pieces whose size displays their relative importance within a game and thus are satisfying things as a result. The problem is they add bucks upon bucks to the respective cost of their games and they push them from being cozily snugged up in Gamesville into the wild abandon of Toy-town. The thing is that in Renature you get all the feelings of these miniatures, these massive, stupid miniatures, without a shred of plastic. The oak trees in Renature have the same satisfying woomp to them as any of the best miniatures in these other games. And I think that’s because it was never about the sculpt or material or size of the miniature, it’s about the presence and representation of power and the ease of that power’s identification.49



The points that Tom Brewster, the reviewer, makes here echo Quintin Smith’s and Matt Lees’s perspectives in the interview quoted earlier, along with the points Lees raises in his review of Rising Sun. The SUSD team zeroes in on the importance of visual, material, and mechanical harmony at the game’s behavioral level, at the expense of the impact that visceral design has on aesthetic experience. The claim that the oak trees in Renature, represented by simple wooden meeples, deliver the same affective impact as the best miniatures in other games problematically privileges a particular aesthetic over another without acknowledging that this is a matter of personal preference—of which types of material design activate the individual’s imagination and positive emotions. It also wrongly claims that one narrow aspect of aesthetic experience—namely, materiality as a marker of ludic power—sufficiently describes the entirety thereof.

Finally, Brewster’s observation here ignores the fact that miniature games like Cthulhu Wars and Nemesis are designed to convey a vivid fiction in the player’s mind and to allow for the generation of a narrative out of the resulting fiction beats.50 When a board game’s aesthetic experience is intended to fit into a privileging of fictional over ludic involvement, miniatures are the right tools for the job. Yes, miniatures are toys. Their weight, size, and especially the evocativeness of a miniature’s sculpt matter a great deal to the aesthetic experience of players who are seeking it. To keep to Brewster’s metaphor, Gamesville feels as cozy to its inhabitants as Toytown does to its own. Toys do not exist in opposition to games, nor do they necessarily detract from a game’s quality. Susan Stewart, in her excellent philosophical investigation of miniaturization and narrative titled On Longing, argues: “The toy is the physical embodiment of the fiction: it is a device for fantasy, a point of beginning for narrative. The toy opens an interior world, lending itself to fantasy and privacy in a way that the abstract space, the playground, of social play does not.”51
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Figure 7.5

Renature’s aesthetic appeal.


Most board games are game systems that incorporate toys or toylike elements. For some games, like Renature, the toy element is present but not dominant. For others, like Nemesis, the toy element is more dominant. At times, the latter may feel as though the rules are there to animate the toys in question. In fact, both types of games project a fiction. The difference is that one focuses the player’s attention, and thus involvement, primarily on the ludic dimension of mechanics and goals, with the fiction there to provide context, a degree of mental imagery, and emotional affect, while the other focuses the player’s attention and involvement on the fiction and generated narrative. In either case, a board game will use different forms of toys to attain its desired form of involvement.

As Miguel Sicart argues, toys lean more heavily on the vivacity of their visual and material qualities due to their material nature.52 The materiality of toys makes them embodiments of play that “seduce us, anchoring us in time and space: they trigger emotional responses, play a role in the memory and culture and help us devise situations so that play can take place.”53

Sicart’s expression of toys as seductive agents that are central to play reminds us that board games are all about play, and play can take a variety of forms. Play is not just about lean mechanical systems but also about the wild abandon of the imagination. Gripes about overproduction, about beautiful miniatures that could have been cardboard tokens, or claims that components are subservient to rules, devalue the imaginative aspect of play, the subjectivity of aesthetic form, and the varied pleasures of aesthetic experience afforded by our tactile, material engagement with board games.
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8    Immersion



“Captain Sonar gives you the feeling that you are in a submarine. Everybody is shouting, somebody is giving you some feedback, some reports, the captain is going, “Give me that data faster!” and you are like—you are, for this half an hour of gameplay, in a submarine. You have no time to even think that you are playing a board game; no, we are in a submarine.”

—Ignacy Trzewiczek



In 1981, Vernor Vinge published a novella titled True Names, which can be considered an early representation of a digital, networked otherworld that engages its users’ perceptual apparatus in such a way as to make them feel as if they are inhabiting an alternate reality.1 In the story, Vinge describes a two-tiered internet. One level is a globe-spanning data network that people interact with through a data set. His description of this level resembles the contemporary internet. Another network, linked to the first but separate, is the Other World. This is a largely illegal network operated by exercising the imagination and navigated through the use of “high resolution EEGs as input/output devices.”2 The Other World is presented much like a fantasy-world version of the kind of cyberspace that would later be described by William Gibson in Neuromancer and later still in the Wachowskis’ The Matrix.3 The direct link to the user’s imaginary faculty accelerated data processing, giving users (known as warlocks) a significant edge over those using the conventional network:


The Limey and Erythrina argued that sprites, reincarnation, spells, and castles were the natural tools here, more natural than the atomistic twentieth century notions of data-structures, programs, files, and communications protocols. It was, they argued, just more convenient for the mind to use the global ideas of magic as the tokens to manipulate this new environment. They had a point; in fact, it was likely that the governments of the world hadn’t caught up to the skills of the better warlocks simply because they refused to indulge in the foolish imaginings of fantasy.4



Vinge recognized the inherent attraction of the idea of inhabiting a designed fictional space together with others. This experience of otherworld habitation is often referred to as immersion and tends to be discussed in relation to digital games, since one of the pleasures of the medium is exactly this sense of being in the game world.5 However, the experience is far from unique to digital games—indeed, at the time when Vinge was writing True Names, the most prominent analogue to this experience was provided by tabletop RPGs like Dungeons & Dragons and RuneQuest, which were exploding in popularity at the time. While digital otherworlds foster a sense of immersion through the engagement of users’ perceptual apparatus with a graphically rendered and algorithmically upheld virtual world, immersion in tabletop RPGs is experienced through the engagement of the collective imagination of its players and game master.

A number of the game designers I interviewed moved into board game design through their experience playing, modifying, or designing RPGs—this is true, for example, of Richard Garfield, Ignacy Trzewiczek, Antoine Bauza, Kevin Wilson, Rob Daviau, Roberto Di Meglio, and Manuel Rozoy. Many of these designers explained how RPGs influenced their subsequent work in board game design by instilling in them a foundational sense of the importance of narrative, and of striving to create a sense of immersion, at least in some of their games. Some explained how they got into making board games with the aim of creating more accessible, immersive experiences that required much less effort from players to pick up and did not need a game master to prepare and run the game. Manuel Rozoy, for example, describes how he designed T.I.M.E. Stories with the aim of adapting the tabletop RPG experience to the board game format:

Manuel Rozoy:  T.I.M.E. Stories was my first game, and in it I wanted to include all my influences. The first major influence was role-playing games. Role-playing games were astonishing to me: “Wow! What’s that?!”—it’s crazy! It’s another world! It’s a revelation! When I was ten years old, I lived through RPGs. All my friends were RPG gamers. When I came to design T.I.M.E. Stories, I said: okay, I like board games for the innovation they bring, the new ideas and new systems. Board games are great because you can sit down and just play with other people. Role-playing games took a long time to prepare and play—too long! The dungeon master has to prepare a lot, and there are a lot of rules to learn. They were good when I was a student. I’d play for two days straight, and it was cool. Now, with kids, there’s no time. My first idea for T.I.M.E. Stories was that I wanted the feeling of a role-playing game with the ease of being able to sit down and play that board games provided.

Not all board games afford immersion. Out of the thousand-odd board games released every year, only a small number allow for the sense of inhabiting a fictional world. Of course, this is always a subjective experience that depends on the way players process the game. Still, some games do not support this experience at all, whereas others not only encourage it but also require some degree of imagined habitation of the game world to understand what is going on in the game and act within it. The games that preclude this experience are those that do not provide a space or world for players to inhabit or do so in a way that does not embody the player in a character within that world. As Marie-Laure Ryan argues: “For immersion to take place, the text must offer an expanse to be immersed within, and this expanse, in a blatantly mixed metaphor, is not an ocean but a textual world.”6

Ryan is here using textual in the humanistic sense of a designed work that is encoded in signs in whatever medium that can be interpreted by others, rather than referring exclusively to alphanumeric, or verbal, text. When we talk about a textual world, then, we are referring to a fictional domain conveyed by a designed work. As discussed in chapter 5, many board games do not convey a textual world at all. To give a few examples of many, Azul, Century: Spice Road, and Codenames do not feature a representation of a game world, nor do they need to.7 Their gameplay does not require a represented space to take place in. Other games—for example, Carcassonne or Terraforming Mars—do represent a textual world to some degree (respectively, the two games represent medieval France and a near-future Mars undergoing a wave of human colonization) but do not anchor the player within that place through a character. Without such an anchoring point, players cannot feel as if they are in the fictional world.

Aside from a textual world and an anchoring character to embody the player, immersion in tabletop games always requires the creation of some degree of emergent narrative. This can, optionally, be supplemented by scripted narrative in the ways we discussed in chapter 6, but there can be no experience of immersion in a board game without the player experiencing fiction beats that are strung together in a causally related sequence to create an emergent narrative, no matter how fleeting.

These three high-level criteria—the establishment of a textual world, the anchoring of the player as a character in that world,8 and the possibility for emergent narrative—are the basic requirements for my theory of board game immersion. However, the issue is not as straightforward as it might seem. The term immersion has been the source of considerable confusion and disagreement, especially in discussions of virtual environments and games.9 While still sparse, academic discussions of board game immersion have unfortunately begun retreading the same ground, and encountering the same stumbling blocks, as the decades-old discourse on digital game immersion—leading, once again, to similar confusions. Given that we are still in the nascent stage of this discussion, and it is a topic that holds a strong fascination for players, designers, critics, and academics alike, it makes sense to address this confusion and put forth a clear conception of board game immersion.


What Is Immersion?

In general conversation, the term immersion is used either in its literal sense of being submerged in a different material substrate, usually a body of liquid, or in the metaphorical sense of being deeply mentally involved in an activity. Confusion about the usage of the term in relation to digital games—and now to board games—arises from the overlap of these two meanings.

Janet Murray, in Hamlet on the Holodeck, adopted the first, literal sense of immersion (as submergence) and turned it into a metaphor for being transported into a simulated space—specifically, to account for the experience of inhabiting a virtual or fictional world:


The experience of being transported to an elaborately simulated place is pleasurable in itself, regardless of the fantasy content. We refer to this experience as immersion. Immersion is a metaphorical term derived from the physical experience of being submerged in water. We seek the same feeling from a psychologically immersive experience that we do from a plunge in the ocean or swimming pool: the sensation of being surrounded by a completely other reality, as different as water is from air, that takes over all of our attention, our whole perceptual apparatus.10



Murray’s formulation of immersion is one of the most-cited definitions of the phenomenon across disciplines. Many players, academics, and designers use the term, as Murray does, to refer to the experience of fictional world habitation. However, one of the main sources of confusion about the term lies in the fact that others use the second meaning of the term, employing immersion to signify deep involvement in a medium or activity. To complicate matters further, the habitation sense of immersion requires deep involvement, but involvement only serves as a prerequisite for the experience of habitation. A game of Azul might capture my attention and involve me deeply, but it has no fictional world to transport me to, and thus I cannot experience immersion, as Murray or Ryan describe it.11

Now let’s take a game that does afford immersion. In Captain Sonar, two teams of up to four players each sit on either side of a dividing screen. Each player takes on a role as one of the specialized crew of a submarine: Captain, Chief Mate, Radio Operator, and Engineer. Each role involves its own minigame that links to the others. Together, players navigate the submarine around the game area, trying to locate and shoot down the enemy submarine in real time. As Ignacy Trzewiczek pointed out in the epigraph to this chapter, Captain Sonar has the ability to make players feel as if they are in the command room of a submarine and thus experience a sense of immersion in the game’s fictional world. For me to have this experience, I first need to have learned the game mechanics, so that I can interact with the game system and other players meaningfully. To do this, I must first pay attention to the game enough for me to involve myself in the relevant forms of involvement. In the case of Captain Sonar, I direct my attention to all the involvement forms outlined until I have internalized its gameplay.12 Given the considerable cognitive load this involves, I am most likely deeply involved in the game. As I discussed in chapter 2, the term I use to refer to this part of the experience is the more accurate involvement. We can easily communicate the intensity of involvement—that is, the attentional resources I am dedicating to the game—simply by stating the degree as high/low or deep/shallow. However, a higher degree of involvement does not automatically result in immersion. Just because I am deeply involved in the game does not necessarily mean that I feel immersed in the game world. That has the potential to occur if the process of playing the game allows me to generate an emergent narrative that roots me in the space of the game. Given that immersion has a more specific sense of simulated or fictional world habitation, I will reserve the term for that experience.

If we use immersion to refer to both the Azul and Captain Sonar experiences, we are going to have a hard time understanding what we mean by the term, resulting in a conceptual mess that gets in the way both of understanding the experience of fictional world habitation and of designing for it. To make matters worse, the two senses of the term are often used interchangeably, making it hard, if not impossible, to figure out what phenomenon is being discussed. While one would expect such looseness of terms in general conversations on the topic, especially when immersion is such a subjective and ephemeral experience, it is surprising that such confusion also exists in academic work on the subject.

A commonly cited paper on immersion written by Laura Ermi and Frans Mäyrä,13 for example, starts by using the more specific formulation of immersion as habitation, citing Murray’s conception, and then problematically switches to its more general sense of involvement. A possible reason for this conceptual confusion is that Ermi and Mäyrä base their model of immersion on interviews with children playing games. The research participants’ interpretation of the term is obviously not informed by research or analysis, representing instead a general understanding of the term. The problem here is that Ermi and Mäyrä begin with an investigation of the experience of immersion as transportation outlined by Murray and then end up defining the term as it is used colloquially, rather than the specific experience itself.

Ermi and Mäyrä acknowledge the variety of experiential forms present in gameplay by providing a multidimensional model based on three modes of immersion: sensory, challenge based, and imaginative. They hold that sensory immersion relates to engagement with the representational, audiovisual layer of games. Challenge-based immersion stems from the employment of both mental and motor skills in overcoming challenges presented by the game. Imaginative immersion seems to be a catchall category that encompasses all types of imaginative activity directed toward a game, from identification with a character to engagement with the narrative and game world. Given that Ermi and Mäyrä interpret immersion as a general form of involvement, it is worth noting that these categories describe various modes of involvement, not modes of inhabiting game environments, which the more virtual-environment-specific sense of the term immersion refers to.

Similarly, Emily Brown and Paul A. Cairns claim that the term immersion should be reserved for the “intuitive use of the word,” that is, to “describe the degree of involvement with a game.”14 This is a curious path to take, given that the term had already accumulated a more specific meaning in a number of fields at the time they wrote their paper.15 This adherence to the more general sense of the term as involvement is also puzzling, since the more intuitive and clear terms to use would be literal ones such as involvement or engagement, not a metaphorical one like immersion. As Marie-Laure Ryan explains, immersion has been adopted so widely that it has lost its specific conceptual meaning:


The term immersion has become so popular in contemporary culture that people tend to use it to describe any kind of intensely pleasurable artistic experience or any absorbing activity. In this usage, we can be immersed in a crossword puzzle as well as a novel, in the writing of a computer program as well as in playing the violin. Here, however, I would like to single out and describe a specific type of immersion, one that presupposes an imaginative relationship to a world projected by a text.16



Like Ermi and Mäyrä,17 Brown and Cairns base their model of immersion on interviews carried out with players, asking them what they understood by the term. The resulting data offer a snapshot of what players mean by the term, not an investigation of a particular experiential phenomenon. The problem arises when Brown and Cairns use the accumulated data to claim that they have mapped the actual experiential phenomenon, and put forth a model that claims to explain the experience.

Unfortunately, many studies dealing with immersion and related experiences suffer from this lack of distinction between popular and technical uses of the term, expecting their participants to elucidate the meaning of a term that is, for all intents and purposes, an academic conceptual tool that helps us understand an ephemeral yet compelling experience. If a researcher asks a nonacademically informed participant to report her level of immersion in a game, and then asks her what she means by immersion, the researcher cannot expect the participant to give a solution to understanding the experiential phenomenon being investigated. Instead, what the researcher might learn about is what that specific participant, within her specific social and cultural context, understands by the term immersion. What is being explored is an individual’s understanding of the term in its common, nonacademic, and nonspecialist sense, not the experience such specialized uses of the term were developed to signify.

As a concept, then, immersion is particularly ill-suited to the grounded theory approach Brown and Cairns take, owing to the semantic confusion outlined earlier, particularly because the term is used to describe a variety of different experiences, some of which overlap, such as involvement, loss of sense of time, fictional world habitation, addiction, prolonged engagement, role playing, or a mimetic representation of reality in simulations.18 The result is a model of immersion based on three levels: engagement, engrossment, and total immersion. Engagement is equivalent to what I have described as attention, engrossment to involvement, and total immersion to the sense of world habitation described by Murray.19 When we have clear and precise terms developed to account for these segments of experience, it makes little sense to label them all as immersion simply because players viewed them as such.20

Timea Farkas, Paul Cairns, Sarah Wiseman, and Rebecca Fiebrink follow a similar approach to Brown and Cairns in examining board game immersion.21 The aim of their paper is to “construct a theory describing how board gamers experience immersion.”22 Farkas et al. also use a grounded theory approach, conducting interviews with five players and analyzing online forums on Reddit and BoardGameGeek where immersion was discussed. Unsurprisingly, they found that players understood immersion in very different ways, and proceeded to group different interpretations of immersion into five categories: engrossment, contextual engrossment, embodiment, contextual submergence, and submergence. These arbitrarily named categories are confusing, given that each refers to different aspects of board game involvement, such as problem-solving, game challenges that are informed by the game’s fiction and ones that are not, challenges that have an element of role playing, and engagement with the narrative in an active and passive manner. While some of these aspects do contribute to immersion as habitation, the categories are convoluted and confuse rather than elucidate the matter. For example, one of the forms of immersion they outline, submergence, relates to players being involved in the scripted narrative of the game, without necessarily making choices or even acting in the game: “As this feeling of immersion does not rely at all on in-game decision making, a person being immersed this way might not even have to play the game, but rather, be a spectator of others playing.”23 What the authors are describing here is a form of nonergodic involvement in scripted narrative akin to what one experiences when reading a book or watching a movie, not game immersion. As I have argued elsewhere,24 two of the most fundamental characteristics of game immersion, be it in digital or analog games, are the exertion of agency and the embodiment in an in-game entity, which Farkas et al.’s conception of submergence ignores.

Like Ermi and Mäyrä and Brown and Cairns before them, Farkas et al. perform a survey of interpretations of the term and then go on to claim that they are describing the experience that the term signifies.25 In so doing, they relegate the term immersion to its broad general use as a synonym for engagement: “Based on our findings, many players’ experiences could be defined as engagement as opposed to immersion. However, as found by Denisova et al., these terminologies overlap when defined by video game players also. We therefore accept engagement as a form of immersion.”26

Problematically, Farkas et al. collapse immersion, in the specific sense of the experience of fictional world habitation, into the far more general sense of involvement. As I argued earlier, it is important to distinguish between involvement and immersion, as the latter refers to a particular type of experience that is not adequately captured by terms like engagement or involvement. Immersion is neither equivalent to attention nor a form of involvement per se, but an amalgamation of various involvement forms, with the requirement of aligning the player with a character in a game world that affords habitation.



Board Game Immersion

In Experiencing Narrative Worlds, Richard Gerrig uses the metaphor of transportation to refer to the literary equivalent to immersion.27 Gerrig describes transportation as the reader’s movement from what he calls the world of origin to an otherworld projected by the text. The reader performs actions in his or her imagination in that world and returns to the world of origin. While Gerrig acknowledges the active role of the reader, the actions he describes the reader doing do not change the state of the world in question, as the reader is not able to exert any form of agency, as would be the case with games. What Gerrig is referring to with actions is thus the process of decoding the text, not performing within the world.

Transportation is a useful concept for discussing the sense of experiencing a fictional world in the case of nonergodic media like film and literature. Like Farkas et al.’s notion of submergence, Gerrig’s concept of transportation is not, however, as productive where games are considered. While the sense of being in a board game world is facilitated by the imagination in similar ways to transportation, the fictional engagement is interwoven with the mechanical system and with other players’ actions. The presence of a feedback loop between mind and fictional world creates a different configuration of mediated experience from one where the reader is solely an interpreter of a fictional world that cannot be reconfigured and, importantly, does not allow the exertion of agency within it.

This exertion of agency reconfigures the world both for the acting player and for others in that world, which creates a very different sense of being in a fictional world from what is possible in media like literature and film. There is a fundamental difference between the experience of imagining oneself in an imagined scene and being able to act within that imagined scene in a way that is systemically validated, with mechanical consequences for one’s actions. The presence of others in that mechanically structured fictional world further strengthens our sense of habitation, since the imagined reality is shared and upheld by other minds. Sharing a common fiction requires a negotiation of, and agreement on, what is going on in that fictional world, and how actions taken in it will change the state of that fictional world not just for the actor but also for others inhabiting it. The mechanical system acts as a mediator of this negotiation, serving as a form of reality engine that establishes how things function in that world.

In chapter 3, I outlined Nguyen’s incisive perspective on games as a library of agencies that we can take on and experiment with different agential forms.28 This view of agency provides an important insight on the issue of immersion. If collections of games constitute a library of agencies, and board games are a subset of this vast library, games that afford immersion do so because they provide a particular subset of the agential library: forms of agency mediated through a character in a game world. The types of mechanics, components, and other elements that structure the game fiction in such games thus revolve around this form of embodied agency. The social aspect of this agential experimentation and learning is an important part of the process. Board game agency is enhanced when other players are involved in the same game world, both because this reinforces the sense that the game world has a life of its own, and because players are aware that their actions affect others—and they, in turn, are affected by other players’ actions.

Gathering the threads discussed so far in this chapter, we can now formulate a definition of board game immersion:

Board game immersion is the imagined habitation of a mechanically structured, spatially represented fictional world through embodiment in a single entity that is able to exert agency in accordance with the rules of that world.

If we recall the definition of emergent narrative developed in chapter 6, we find some important affinities and overlaps between emergent narrative and immersion as defined here. Both immersion and emergent narrative are built by a causally connected sequence of fiction beats that are generated through a combination of mechanics, material components, and, in the case of nonsolo games, other players. An important aspect of emergent narrative that is key to experiencing a sense of immersion in a board game is the fusing of mechanics and fiction. If one clashes with the other or, worse, contradicts it, the potential for experiencing immersion is broken, as this would undermine the formation and stringing together of fiction beats that are needed to experience a sense of being in the game world. Jamey Stegmaier emphasizes the importance of this coming together of mechanics and fiction when considering immersion:

Jamey Stegmaier:  I want the distilled version of the thing I could do in the real world; I want the abstract version of that when I play the game. I think that maybe the closest I can think about is when a game gives me interesting choices that make sense thematically—that to me is immersive. And when the opposite happens, when a game gives me a choice that I cannot explain thematically, not only is it not immersive, but that also makes it harder for me to understand that rule—or remember that rule—because it doesn’t make sense thematically in the first place. That’s the closest I think I can get to with immersion.

Unlike digital games, which can create a sense of inhabiting a virtual environment without attending to the generation of emergent narrative in players’ minds, board games need what I have defined as emergent narrative to sustain a sense of immersion. This is because in digital games the player’s embodiment in the virtual world tends to be mostly based on perceivable and algorithmically determined spaces, actions, and events, while board game spaces and actions are generated and sustained by the player’s imagination.

This should not be misinterpreted as saying that emergent narrative and immersion in board games are one and the same thing. Not all emergent narratives in board games align the player with a single character or locate the player in a particular space in the world. A game of Eclipse, for example, provides rich affordances for generating emergent narrative. It does not, however, embody the player in the game world through a particular character. The player might imagine herself as the ruler of the faction in question, ordering her admirals and managing the faction’s economy, but the game does not support that embodiment spatially or mechanically.

Not all board games afford immersion. Not even all board games with narratives, scripted or otherwise, do so. Sherlock Holmes Consulting Detective, for example, communicates its world and characters through its scripted narrative sections, but these are not reconfigurable. Sherlock Holmes treats players as a single mass of entities that move and act as one, and the actions that the game allows are limited to which location to visit and person to talk to. Once that choice is made, the player cannot decide how to interact with that character. The sense of agency and spatial embodiment the game establishes, then, is not sufficient to generate a feeling of immersion, as I am defining it here. Players of Sherlock Holmes are more likely to have an experience akin to the sense of transportation as described by Gerrig29—they can imagine being in Holmes’s London, but it is not a space that mechanically validates their presence in it, nor does it provide for adequate expression of agency.
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Figure 8.1

Sherlock Holmes Consulting Detective.




Forms of Involvement and Immersion

Now that we have established a definition of immersion, let us look at how the different forms of involvement that I have considered in the preceding chapters contribute to the experience of immersion. Immersion is the result of the blending together of all the forms of involvement. This is not to say that it happens every time the forms of involvement blend together, as there are games that enable that sort of combination without affording immersion. For players to experience immersion, the forms of involvement need to be absorbed into consciousness while also satisfying the criteria of spatial habitation through a character described as outlined earlier. As we will see in the next chapter, the forms of involvement described in previous chapters are experienced not individually but in combination during the flow of players’ game-playing experience. Given the limited amount of attentional resources discussed in chapter 2, this blending together of involvement forms means that some or all of these forms need to be internalized. Not all forms of involvement require conscious attention, but what is important is that no form of involvement demands too much of the player’s attentional resources so as to make it hard or impossible to experience the other forms. Each of the forms of involvement contributes in its own way to the experience of immersion.

Ludic involvement is crucial in structuring our imagination and giving us a sense that the world we are inhabiting has its own rules of existence outside of our arbitrary whims and spontaneously flitting imagination. The game mechanics become the reality engine of the world, mediating its existence for the players. Mechanics also create a structure of meaningful interaction that allows players to exert their agency within the game world. The rules of the game need to be learned before players can experience immersion. Games that have complex rules or demand great effort in forming and executing plans tend to make it challenging for players to experience immersion, as their attentional resources will be taken up with the game’s rule system. Internalizing the game rules is a basic requirement for experiencing immersion, since engaging with them at the level of rules, not mechanics, will tend to pull players out of their immersive experience.

Involvement with the game’s material dimensions is crucial in shaping the player’s fiction, since these act as props that stimulate the imagination, as discussed in chapter 5. Illustrations of the game world and the characters therein contribute considerably to stimulating images in the player’s mind. Miniatures and other physical props similarly enrich the fiction and help players offload some of the attentional resources used to sustain their mental image of the situation in question, and their presence within it.

Social involvement enriches immersion by allowing players to share the world with others. Direct communication between players on Fine’s third layer—the individual as character in the world—contributes greatly to fusing the actual space that players are occupying with that of the game world they are inhabiting collectively.30 Some games require an effort to communicate in character, while others structure communication through mechanics in such a way as to naturally bring together the second-layer communication of individual as player and the third layer. This chapter’s epigraph by Ignacy Trzewiczek characterizes this point perfectly.

Captain Sonar creates immersion primarily through this operation of fusing physical and game spaces through the combination of second- and third-layer communication. Players do not need to consciously role-play to operate as characters in the world, since the game mechanics structure their role and means of exerting agency. The game also requires them to communicate in specific ways that pitch them as the character they are playing, thus rooting them effortlessly in the game world.

Fictional involvement takes all the preceding forms and translates them into an ongoing series of fiction beats. This often happens without needing conscious attention on the part of the player, at least until those images are congruent and consistent. When the game rules do not allow players to take actions that they deem necessary to inhabit the world and feel a sense of agency therein, players will tend to make more conscious effort to fill in the gaps or inconsistencies between mechanics and fiction. If these inconsistencies are too jarring to smooth over through imaginative intervention, players’ sense of immersion is likely to break. I discuss the relationship between mechanics and fiction during the moment of gameplay in more detail in the next chapter.
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Figure 8.2

Blending physical and fictional space in Captain Sonar.


Rob Daviau explains how the internalization of ludic involvement and the increased prominence of fiction and emergent narrative in the player’s mind create a sense of immersion.

Rob Daviau:  Often you are just playing a game around a table, and you’re just thinking about the math and the victory conditions. But if you allow yourself to get immersed in the story, you start to wonder what would be the best action in the context of this fictitious world that you’ve gotten emotionally invested in. A great moment for me as a designer is when a player stops thinking as a player trying to win the game and starts thinking as, for example, the ruler of a province wondering what is best for their people regardless of victory conditions.

Like Daviau, several other designers commented on the creation of immersive experience as a source of great satisfaction. This is not to say that games that afford the experience of immersion are inherently better than games that do not. Board games are incredibly varied in nature, and they afford a variety of different experiences. In many ways, though, the design of board games that not only afford but try to create rich immersive experiences is its own beast, and a challenging one at that. Generating the sort of mental images in players’ minds that make the game world feel alive and rich with emergent narrative hooks is tough. Doing so while embodying a player in a single entity tends to be much harder than aligning them with a group or nation, since the latter are more abstracted positions that are less demanding in terms of the tight weave between mechanics, fiction, and emergent narrative. Embodying a player in the position of a single character becomes more and more challenging the more finely one aims to simulate time and space. If time is represented as passing minutes or seconds, the mental images in players’ minds will tend to be richer, as long as the rules do not get in the way, and the mechanics and fiction remain consistent with each other. However, this becomes harder to achieve the more actions need to be simulated to give the players a convincing sense of agency in a particular represented situation. The more fine-grained the simulation needs to be, the more rules the designer needs to implement to generate those mental images, making the game rules harder to internalize and the game turns more complex, taking up attentional resources from the formation of fiction and emergent narrative. The tightness of representation between fiction and mechanics also becomes harder to sustain, as players are more likely to feel inconsistencies as jarring than, for example, a game where turns represent weeks or months in the life of an abstract village.

In terms of immersion, the ideal system is one that has streamlined rules that are easy to learn, or at least intuitive enough to remember and put into play once learned, and give players a great sense of agency while generating a rich fiction and emergent narrative, all without creating clashes between mechanics and fiction or preventing players from acting in the ways they would want to act in that particular situation in the fictional world. A great example is X-Wing:

Brady Sadler:  In X-Wing the mechanics make you almost feel like you’re a pilot. You’re programming these movements, then you’re making these choices which feel almost like a pilot’s mind in slow motion—slowing, slowing down to thinking about each choice you’re making. The mechanics propel that narrative you’re making, Intuitive mechanics will do that, because you don’t get bogged down in the rules.

As Brady Sadler points out, X-Wing creates emergent narrative embodied in the pilot, and consequently immersion, so effectively because the mechanics simulate the fiction in an intuitive manner while still giving interesting choices and zooming in to time in slow motion. X-Wing simulates what players expect from piloting a spaceship, mostly informed by movies and digital games, and it does so with a high degree of imaginative fidelity. It allows players to think of a series of actions they would take as a pilot of a fighter in a Star Wars movie and actually execute them, or at least try to. This fluid flow between imagination and in-game action rooted in specific points in the simulated space goes a long way toward creating a sense of immersion.



Anadaine

I end the chapter by giving a personal account of a successful and intense expression of immersion that, in many ways, exemplifies the points I have been making and illustrates how the forms of involvement described in the previous chapters come together in such an experience.

My first experience of immersion in a fictional world came at the age of six, when my father, Ray, finally deemed me old enough to join an ongoing campaign of the fantasy role-playing system RuneQuest. The campaign was set in Anadaine, a world that Ray and his fellow game master, Godfrey Bailey, had spent years creating. The world of Anadaine was developed in great detail, with every village, town, and city cataloged and sketched out with various stats and descriptions, a deep mythology and history, and a complex political and spiritual landscape. To make the world feel more alive, the two game masters even ran their own private strategic game between game sessions, based on a system they had created to simulate major events in the world in an emergent fashion.

The campaign itself went on for fifteen years, with me joining for the last twelve, taking me through my childhood and teenage years. I would join Ray and his friends every Saturday from two in the afternoon till half past six. We only ever skipped a week during Christmas. Some players had been with the campaign for the whole fifteen years, while others dropped out and sometimes returned years later. The number of players around the table fluctuated between eight and fifteen, and for a number of years, the campaign was run by three game masters, each in charge of different aspects of the world and system.

While the rule system used was RuneQuest at its core, Ray and Godfrey had modified it heavily to suit the world and the feel of the campaign and, most importantly, to enhance the immersive nature of the game. Immersion in the world of Anadaine took center stage in the systems developed, the props used to fuel the imagination, and the social interactions around the table. In other words, the game masters used ludic and material involvement to structure social, fictional, and narrative involvement in such a way as to enable players to internalize each of these aspects and experience immersion more consistently and intensely.

One of the subsystems developed, for example, was the cult point system. Cult points represented the favor that each player held with the Windlord—the deity that the party was dedicated to, and the central figure in the fifteen-year campaign. These points represented our standing with the Windlord, and we were rewarded for acts that contributed to in-game goals or to the meta-goal of immersing players, and penalized when we acted in a way that would undermine collective immersion. These efforts included nondiegetic acts such as making and painting components such as miniature tables, altars, bars, corridor walls, and so on, to use in game scenes, along with painting the hundreds of miniatures that the group collectively bought or sculpted from scratch to represent any entity we would meet in the world. Every few sessions, Ray, who acted as the adjudicator of these cult points, would read off our cult point rankings, with those at the bottom concerned that they were incurring the wrath of the Windlord.

Other rule subsystems were explicitly designed to encourage a sense of immersion, fusing physical and fictional spaces. These subsystems were linked to one of the four levels of time that the game masters had designed to control the granularity of events in the world. At the highest level of abstraction was map time. Here we journeyed through the world and declared our actions on a day-by-day basis. This triggered combat or narrative encounters, as well as random events that were generated through a complex series of randomized tables linked to each region and dependent on the season. This might result in some of us getting sick, or encountering a traveling band of entertainers who would take us off into a side adventure; or we might come across a stampede of bison—an event I remember particularly well, since my first character was killed by exactly this random encounter.

The next level was dungeon time. This level was used when we traveled across a particularly populated, dangerous, or important area, where events and encounters could happen more frequently. As the name suggests, this was the standard time mode we used while exploring dungeons. On this time level, we would lay out the terrain in the area—say, the walls of the underground tunnels we would be exploring—and organize ourselves in formation using the miniatures representing our characters, many of which had been sculpted by one of the players to look like the particular character in question.

When an encounter happened, we would switch to real time, if it was a noncombat encounter that was acted out by the game masters. Here communication would switch to the individual-as-character level. From the campaign’s early days, it included nonplayer characters in the party, whom the game masters took control of and role-played when the character in question had an opinion about something we did or said, or held information that the character knew that we didn’t. The game masters would also act out nonplayer characters we met on our journeys.

Finally, in combat situations, the game would zoom in to combat time, with detailed rounds of ten seconds each, where we would detail every action we would perform, plotted second by second by filling in a board with our intended actions, which would then play out as we had preprogrammed them.

Each level of time had subsystems attached to it that were designed to heighten our sense of inhabiting Anadaine. One of the ways the game masters did this was to give players a strong sense of agency, allowing us to do anything we could think of doing in the fantasy world. The flip side to that breadth of agency was the severity of consequences. There was no doctoring of fatal die rolls, no matter how unlucky. Similarly, while we were allowed to do what we liked, including going against other party members, the repercussions were equally strong. At the map level, for example, we would pass the game masters hidden notes of any activities we would be doing that were not publicly visible to others. The game masters would then take our character sheets, roll tests for us, and inform whoever noticed whatever covert behavior we were engaging in.

While we were playing together and working toward a common goal, there were rivalries, grudges, and feuds between characters (and at times players) that dragged on for years. Most players also developed their own goals and agendas that they followed apart from others, at times resulting in narrative threads that would be pursued privately for years. One of the subsystems on the dungeon time level tracked how much noise we were making around the gaming table. At this level, we were not allowed to speak out of character, unless it was to interact with the mechanics when necessary—and, even in this case, only with the game masters, not among players. Thus communication on the second layer (individual as player) and third layer (individual as character) of Fine’s model was limited. Anything but second-layer communication with the game masters would be considered to have been uttered in the game world. Any other form of communication was admonished and penalized with cult point deductions. The louder we spoke around the table, the higher the noise meter would go, adding to the chance of our being noticed in the world, and often attacked. This meant that whole sessions would be spent in hushed whispers, tensely waiting for the outcomes of the party’s actions that could only be communicated by the party leader. During combat situations, we were not allowed to communicate at all while writing our ten-second orders, and we could not give in-game directions to others unless we programmed speaking into our upcoming actions!

While all of this might sound overly strict, it successfully created a deep sense of immersion in the world that I have yet to experience in any other media form. Every action in the game world was vivid in our minds. This was aided by the fact that time was tracked so closely and in such detail, and space was likewise meticulously mapped. Supplementing this effort at simulation were the layers of interwoven systems that the game masters had developed to give the world a robust reality engine, where outcomes to actions were randomized, rather than being down to the sheer whim of the game masters. The emphasis on acting in character also contributed to our sense of being in the game world. Finally, the great efforts to reproduce the game world in beautifully sculpted and painted miniature form, along with the constant creation of spaces we inhabited on the gigantic hex board table we sat around, anchored us more firmly in the fictional space of the world. These are just a few examples of the efforts that the game masters made to create a sense of immersion and sustain a vivid, shared image of the game world in our minds throughout the session.

The elements I have just described map closely to the forms of involvement described in the previous chapters. The game masters had the clear and focused goal of creating a complex, living world and leveraging every form of involvement in the service of instilling a sense of immersion in that world. Every design choice I have described activates one of the forms of involvement and blends them together in deeply interconnected ways. Mechanics (ludic involvement) structure social involvement and combine with materiality to shape players’ imagination, and thus fictional involvement, which in turn generates an ongoing emergent narrative with most actions undertaken, utterances spoken, and dice rolled, along with each model placed and moved on the hex board. Immersion in tabletop games, both RPGs and board games, is a form of sustained emergent narrative that is rooted in a fictional space that players can absorb into consciousness as a form of habitable space. Immersion in Anadaine was thus consistent and intense because its design managed to combine all the forms of involvement in the service of emergent narrative while locating that narrative in the game world’s space and giving players a strong sense of agency and consequences.

The form of immersion that the Anadaine campaign made possible was the labor of love of two creative individuals for years before the campaign even began, and through the fifteen years that it ran. It was kept alive by the ongoing investment and collective effort of over a hundred people who joined the campaign throughout its fifteen years of existence. The momentum that the epic narrative took sustained it through those years. All of this is beyond the scope of any board game, even the most elaborate campaign game such as Gloomhaven. The account I gave here was more to highlight an example of the extent to which a group of people can go to generate and sustain the sense of immersion and to develop an ongoing emergent narrative, and to act as a sort of blueprint for maximal investment in creating these intense and rewarding forms of experiences.



As I stated earlier, immersion is not afforded by all board games. In fact, if we consider all the board game titles published every year, the number of games that have the potential to create this particular experience are in the minority. Nevertheless, the experience is highly sought after, and as we saw in the examples mentioned throughout this chapter, many designers aim to create a focused sense of immersion in a particular situation or slice of fictional reality in the game world. The Anadaine campaign attempted to simulate an immersive fantasy world in every imaginable aspect and give players a sense of agency as broad as it was deep. Immersive experiences can also be highly focused, simulating a specific situation or feeling. Jun Sasaki, the designer of Deep Sea Adventure,31 for example, describes how he designed the game to convey the specific feeling of running out of breath while underwater:

Jun Sasaki:  In Deep Sea Adventure I want players to have that sense of running out of oxygen. It’s one of the main things I want to express. I want to make the players feel like they are in the situation where it is hard to breathe.

Board games that afford immersion do so by simulating a more focused situation or slice of a game world, ranging from the specificity of Deep Sea Adventure’s drowning moment or Captain Sonar’s submarine command rooms, all the way to the branching narrative paths of Gloomhaven’s fantasy world. Whether specific or broad, the sense of immersion these games create combines the various forms of board game involvement in the service of the ongoing generation of emergent narrative rooted in a habitable game world.
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9    Unboxed



“I like to take what I call an experience-first approach to game design. I rarely start with a specific game mechanic that I want to expand on. What I think about is the experience that I want the players to have, the emotions that I want them to have.”

—Geoff Engelstein



Games, whether digital or analog, engage us through our ability to act within the worlds they project. They not only give us characters to empathize with and root for but also invite us to roam their lands as characters and, in some cases, allow us to enter that fictional world together. Others do not have a game world at all, involving us instead through cognitive challenges to compete against, or collaborate with, other players. Pretty much any form of activity that gives players a sense of agency can be turned into a game. This is incredibly exciting for game designers, since they have an infinite field of possible human experiences to shape into being and share with their players. It is, however, daunting for the game analyst and critic, since they are dealing with such a wide variety of objects to examine that it is hard to have an analytical tool or theory that will comfortably fit all the things we consider games. Another major challenge for the critic and analyst is that, in analyzing a game, we are dealing not just with a static object but with a symbiosis of the game object and the minds that are engaging with it. To critically examine and understand a game, whether for the sake of analysis or for design purposes, we therefore need to have a good grasp not just of the game as object but of the game as enacted process. In other words, we need to understand the player experience.

The chapters in this book have been designed to each tackle an important aspect of the board game experience and the form of involvement that motivates and structures it. For the purpose of understanding the constituent elements of the board game experience, I have considered each of these involvement forms in its own right. However, during the moment of gameplay, these forms of involvement do not occur in isolation but combine. Some board games draw on all the forms of involvement described, while others might just tap into a couple. In any case, the board game experience will be a composite of several intertwined forms of involvement.

For this reason, in this chapter, I consider board game player experience as a whole, bringing together the forms of involvement and other concepts developed in the previous chapters. I end the chapter by considering how these forms of player involvement in board games contribute to the players’ emotions.


A Good Game (Experience)

Most board game sessions I take part in end with someone asking whether the rest of the group considered the game we just played to be a good one or not. This is a common concern, and one that is discussed throughout the board game world. It is the subject of game reviews, conversations on Kickstarter, discussions between designers and publishers, and so on. In the same way that I argued, in chapter 1, that fun is only useful as a concept in a general, nominal sense, I will argue here that the notion of a game being good or bad is not especially useful for a deeper understanding of board games and the experience they engender. When we say that a game is good, what we actually mean is that the game affords a good player experience for some people in certain contexts. This might seem like a pedantic distinction, but it is actually a crucial one, and one that the rest of this chapter will unpack.

The game object—the box, its components, text, art, and rules—is a seed out of which the player experience grows. While the game object contains the potential for the game as process, that is, the game as it is enacted during the moment of gameplay, it does not determine it. Many factors affect the instantiation of the game process: personal preferences, expectations, moods, group dynamics, time constraints, and the environment in which the game is played all shape the player experience to a considerable degree. This is not to say that the properties of the game object do not influence the experience. In many ways, they set out the limits of the possibility space in which the game process will play out. However, they do not fully determine it. For this reason, it is more useful to think of the game object as affording a type of experience of varying degrees of involvement, agency, and affect in a more or less consistent manner, rather than simply labeling the game as good or bad. The board game critics Elaine Bladukienė and Efka Bladukas of No Pun Included similarly explain how they focus on communicating the experience of the game, and that experience is highly subjective:

Elaine Bladukienė and Efka Bladukas:  We really try to avoid saying “this game is bad” or “this game is good.” We try to kind of give people an idea of how we feel about the game and where we are on a spectrum of enjoyment of the game. That takes multiple plays with different people at different player counts. It takes discussion; it takes analysis, it takes sitting down and just talking together and figuring out what I feel about the game and figuring out whether we have been misguided or blindsided by aspects of it.

We both have those moments together, and I think we’re really blessed that we have one another in terms of being able to bounce these ideas. Quite often, there will be a game that, for example, I’ve liked initially, but then Elaine will say something that will catch me off-guard and will make me think twice about whether I like the game. I think, for us, it’s important to latch on to and analyze those moments, because it gives us a sense of different ends of the spectrum of experience of the game. It gives us an understanding of the appeal, but also an understanding of why maybe that appeal might be misguided.

Admittedly, certain games do have major problematic issues in their design or production that consistently make it difficult for players to involve themselves in the experience of playing the game. A few games also consistently afford a particular type of experience that is deeply involving for a particular segment of the board game playing audience. Yet it can be incredibly hard to make accurate, definitive statements about the quality of the game object itself, divorced from the players’ experience thereof.

Part of this has to do with the nature of affect itself. As Aubrey Anable argues in her excellent monograph on affect in digital games, game affect is a challenging phenomenon to pin down, since it cannot be located solely in the individual or the system but emerges in the interaction between the two: “Identifying a video game as an affective system means resisting locating properties like texture, tone, and feelings in a purely subjective experience of reception or as the exclusive property of a text, and instead locating them in the slippery and intellectually fraught place in between.”1

This conceptualization of affect is consistent with the way I have treated all experiential phenomena in this book, including involvement, fiction, and narrative. The board game analyst’s or critic’s task is thus complicated immensely by the fact that they are analyzing both a game object and their own experience and emotional responses to it, not merely during its interpretation but during their enacting the game in the moment of gameplay.

Of course, it is the case with all media that audiences have varied preferences. However, I would argue that games—and board games even more than video games—are far more varied than other media in this regard. With board games, the medium only exists when it is played, and thus what we are assessing is not just the game object but the process that happens around the table, and the connection of human minds that is an intrinsic part of that process. Board games are particularly complicated in this regard, since most of the game takes place in the players’ minds, with the game components merely acting as props for the imagination and tracking the state of the game system.

Board games also involve multiple minds interacting with one another, and thus the individual personalities, and the dynamics of interaction between them, heavily influence the way the game is experienced. Some games depend heavily on interaction with others, while others limit the interaction, mechanical or social, among players. Social deduction games, especially those that involve a degree of role playing, such as One Night Ultimate Werewolf or Blood on the Clocktower, depend heavily on players’ ability to act out their roles, communicate, and negotiate, so that player experience varies greatly from group to group.2 On the opposite end of the spectrum, games that limit direct mechanical interaction between players, as discussed in chapter 3, depend less on the differences between players’ personalities and play styles.

Aside from this, individual players’ preferences regarding the game’s fiction and mechanics, as well as their general expectations about a game, as shaped by marketing and the overall conversation about the game in the board game world, also affect players’ experience of a game. Wingspan, for example, is a relatively lightweight engine-building game about collecting birds that won the highly coveted Kennerspiel des Jahres award in 2019. This is a prestigious and financially lucrative award that can raise sales of a game from a few thousand to a few hundred thousand.3 In the case of Wingspan, for example, the game has sold 300,000 copies in the two and a half years since its publication.4 I played the game with two different groups, and none of the players involved in either group enjoyed the game. At best, one player felt it was pleasant enough, but not something she would play again. One group was made up of board game designers, and the other a mix of board game and video game players.

The players who knew about the importance of the Kennerspiel des Jahres award had their perspective on the game influenced by the expectations surrounding such a title. This might have been a significant reason for these players’ feeling that the game was lacking in many aspects of its design; much of the negative criticism of the game they offered was punctuated with mentions of the award.

To be honest, I also failed to enjoy the game, and I expect my experience was also colored by the context of the award. The game felt boring to me, and it failed to give me any satisfaction, even though I won every game I played of it. The wins felt flat, mainly due to two reasons. First, the game awards players points for every action they take, which to me removes the positive affect of scoring points at all. Second, the degree of randomness involved in the game, when compared to the amount of thinking one has to invest in establishing a strategy and carrying it out, was frustrating. Both these issues, along with the inability to parse the victory points each player had at any one time, owing to the huge variety of ways players score, contributed to a lack of sense of agency, and thus affect. Moreover, none of the players, myself included, had a particular interest in the fiction of the game, even though it was presented through gorgeously executed illustrations and beautifully made components. I also have a hard time becoming involved in a game where little connection exists between the fiction and its mechanics, which is very much the case in Wingspan.

What is important to note, however, is that my experience of the game has to do with my expectations, in terms of both the ludic elements I appreciate and the affect that the game provides me personally. The latter is a crucial part of this perspective. Situations that elicit positive emotions in me may be very different from those that elicit positive emotions in others. This has a lot to do with our lived experience, as well as the social and cultural context we bring to the game table. I find games that reward me for every small thing I do either boring or outright frustrating. Such overly rewarding systems take away the satisfaction I experience when I pull off great moves to best the system or others when playing challenging and punishing games or opponents. Other players are exactly the opposite, enjoying games that provide small point-based rewards for many or most actions, while being stressed or frustrated by games that are punishing or make scoring and victory conditions hard to attain. Curious as to my indifference toward Wingspan given its popularity and awards, I discussed my reaction to the game with its publisher, Jamey Stegmaier of Stonemaier games. His affective makeup in relation to games that are generous in their rewards is opposite to mine:
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Figure 9.1

The beauty of Wingspan.


Jamey Stegmaier:  What you’re saying about getting points from a little bit of everything, I guess I just haven’t had a problem with. I don’t mind point salad games; I like rewarding games that are giving me something for whatever I do. I gravitate toward rewarding games, and so that’s my preference.

Gordon:  Exactly. I think there are more people who enjoy that than people who don’t.

Jamey:  I mean, yeah, but there’s still plenty of people who enjoy Robinson Crusoe—they like being punished throughout the game, they enjoy that. Yeah, that’s … but for me, I don’t want to be punished. When I play a game, I genuinely want to be rewarded. Everything I do, I want to get better at; I want it to be good for me.

Needless to say, there is no right or wrong perspective on the game. Both my experience with the game and Jamey’s are valid. That the game affords a consistent and positive experience for a critical mass of players while others fail to connect emotionally with it is a perfect example of why it is more useful to analyze the experience that a game such as Wingspan affords rather than applying a value judgment.

The approach of considering board games as experiences resonates with how many veteran designers described their primary design goal when creating a game. While some designers focused on developing a game around a mechanic, and others around a particular fiction, most designers explained that their guiding design goal is usually a particular experience. At times, this was expressed as a general emotion combined with a fiction or setting. At other times, it was a specific experience or situation that they wanted to create. While many discussions of board game design on online forums and podcasts tend to debate the preference and merits of starting a design from the mechanics or fiction, many designers argued that this was not the best way of approaching a design, or at least it was not their preferred way of doing so:

Bruno Cathala:  It’s not important if you start designing from the theme, components, or mechanics; these are just tools. The important thing is to ask what game experience you want to create for players. These three things are tools that lead you to create that game experience, and this is the real thing. If you only focus on tools, you can make a game which works, and that’s it. It works, but it’s cold, and nothing special happens between the players. If you manage to focus on game experience, you can create something different: it’s warm.

Bruno Cathala argues that the player experience afforded by a game is more likely to have a positive affect if the designer focuses on designing for that experience, rather than focusing on the game’s fiction, mechanics, or components. Jun Sasaki is even more specific in his approach, homing in on the experience of a specific situation that might happen in a playthrough of his game:

Jun Sasaki:  With each game, I want to create a situation or emotion that resonates with people. It’s like when you struggle with something, and you don’t understand it initially, but then there’s this moment where it all makes sense. That’s what I want to create; that’s what I want the players to feel. It’s not really about emotion, per se, but the specific situation. With In a Grove, I wanted to create a situation where three people point at three different characters. That was the specific situation and experience I wanted to create with In a Grove. With Dead Sea Adventure, I wanted to create the specific situation of everyone dying just before reaching the submarine. The intended situation or experience is different from game to game, but it’s the starting point.

I find something beautifully inspiring in Sasaki’s narrow focus on a particular situation that may or may not occur in a game, especially when one considers the elegant and minimalist design that defines his games. Sasaki is so focused on creating this specific situation that he develops every aspect of the game himself: from the fiction and mechanics to the illustration, graphic design, and product design, with his team helping him to bring forth his focused vision.

By avoiding labeling games as simply good or bad, thorough analysis based on player experience can thus both examine and consistently create involving and effective intended experiences. The model I develop in this book can help us do so by identifying the forms of player involvement that will feature in a game, how these forms will be brought about, and how they interact with each other.

What constitutes an effective experience is, first and foremost, a sense of involvement. As I discussed in chapter 2, the designer first needs to capture the player’s attention. Once the player’s attention is focused on the game, the designer then maintains and guides that attention through the various forms of involvement described in chapters 3 to 7, while avoiding the stumbling blocks that break involvement described in chapter 2. When various forms of involvement come together, the player experiences a sense of agency, along with some form of emotional affect. In some games, players may also experience a sense of inhabiting the game world, often referred to as immersion, as described in chapter 8. All of this can happen only if players are involved in a game.

In the rest of this chapter, I bring these strands of analysis together, considering how various forms of involvement come together to create powerful game experiences, and linking these forms with the affect that they create in players.



Structuring Involvement

Mark Bigney:  If the goal of This War of Mine was to communicate the horrors of war in a board game, I think it failed, because tedium as a board gamer is not going to get you there. It’s just boring. It’s disengaging. You’re not there with the suffering of the protagonist. You’re not there with the overall social context other than these un-interactive text-based paragraphs informing you about how maybe you should be feeling. You cannot convey a particular kind of experience or statement when the player is disengaged. Boredom is going to preempt and preclude any kind of engagement on that level.

Any experience that designers seek to create in their players needs to be an engaging one. As Mark Bigney of So Very Wrong about Games points out, if the players are not engaged—or, worse still, if they are bored—they will not only fail to care about the experience the designer is attempting to convey, but will not experience it at all. Board games require players to enact the cognitive, ludic elements of the game and the fiction of its game world (if one exists) in their mind. They thus demand active and sustained engagement to be experienced.

While digital games also require involvement from their players, the feedback loop they form between player and perceived, rather than imagined, game world assists the player’s attention to a greater degree than board games. If a dragon flies past me in a digital game, the visual and audio presence of its simulated form hooks my attention. In the case of a dragon in a board game, I need to sustain the image of the dragon in my mind, possibly aided by a static miniature or illustration on a card and further brought to life by its acknowledgment from other players. I can also ignore the fictionality of the dragon and focus solely on its mechanical properties. Even on this mechanical level, however, board games demand sustained effort and engagement. In a digital game, the game’s code will actualize the dragon’s behavior irrespective of what the player does or thinks. Conversely, in a board game, players need to internalize the relevant rules and consistently put them into practice for the mechanical dragon to come to life.

Board games thus require players to put in considerable mental effort. For this reason, as discussed in chapter 2, they tend to be more sensitive to problematic issues or barriers to involvement, such as unclear or overly complex rules, long setup times, and long periods of downtime. When these hurdles fall within the tolerance of whoever is playing the game, the players can start to experience the various forms of involvement the game affords.

As we saw in chapter 2, there is an aspect of involvement that takes place outside the actual game session, which I have referred to as macro-involvement. Macro-involvement refers to all forms of involvement with a game outside actually playing it and is a crucial first step in engagement with a game. Macro-involvement can occur before or after the actual game session and can even kick in before the player has access to the actual game, through engagement with information available about the game from sources such as the publisher’s website, BoardGameGeek, and online reviews. Kickstarter thrives on fostering macro-involvement not just before players have the game but before the game has even been finalized and produced: it is through getting involved with the idea of what the game promises to be that prospective players can be convinced to back a game’s campaign.

Macro-involvement before the game session itself engages players by promising a particular experience that they desire. The game’s fiction tends to be a strong factor in motivating players to engage with the game. I am drawn to playing Burgle Bros, for example, because I find the idea of playing a robber skulking about with his or her robber crew appealing. Tim Fowers, the designer of Burgle Bros, explains how this was also his inspiration for making the game:

Tim Fowers:  With Burgle Bros I wanted to convey the fantasy of the heist. I wanted it to be Ocean’s Eleven: The Game. I wanted it to feel like Ocean’s Eleven. That was clear from the start.

What Fowers describes as the fantasy can be expressed as the prospect of a fiction that is supported and animated by mechanics and motivates players to play the game for the experience of participating in that fiction. In other words, fantasy is the macro-involvement expression of fiction and mechanics. The game’s fantasy tends to be related, if not identical to, the designer’s initial idea for the game and its overarching goal:

Geoff Engelstein:  The starting idea and vision for Space Cadets saw the players as the crew of the Starship Enterprise. Each player is a crew member, and they have to work together to overcome goals, but everyone has a very specific role on the bridge.

Geoff Engelstein’s idea for Space Cadets mirrors the fantasy of the game, combining fiction and mechanics at the macro level.5 Implicit in the fictional description are mechanical elements that act as the basis for what players will be doing in the game. The game is collaborative and involves players solving puzzles or tasks individually and asymmetrically to complete goals set by the game system.

The combination of fiction and mechanics is often seen as a key determinant of a positive game experience and therefore of a well-made game. Importantly, this combination of involvement forms takes center stage both during macro-involvement and during involvement in the moment of gameplay. This brings us to an important point about the forms of player involvement described in chapters 3 to 7. As I mentioned in the chapter introduction, although I have discussed these forms so far primarily in isolation for the sake of analysis, in the actual moment of gameplay, they combine to create the ongoing player experience. If we freeze any segment of gameplay, we will find that the player’s attentional resources shift fluidly from one form of involvement to another from moment to moment or even intertwine to such a degree that they cannot be separated.

In a game of King of Tokyo, for example, I take my turn. I quickly review my overall goal, which, in this game, is to kill all other players. I roll the dice and have a good chance to get a set of two victory points. I also have two attacks that I can use to damage Mark, who is currently in Tokyo—the marked position on the board where one is vulnerable to attacks from other players, but also able to deal damage to all other players. My attention is currently dedicated to ludic involvement. In trying to decide whether to go for the victory points or attack Mark and thus take his place, I look at the other players’ character boards. Three out of four players have less than half their health left and would not be likely to attack me if I take Mark’s place in Tokyo—since, according to the rules, they would have to take my place if they do so, and they know they would be unlikely to survive that. Moreover, I only have three missing health and can therefore take a beating even if they do decide to take the risk.

I am now splitting my attention between ludic involvement and social involvement. I am combining my knowledge of the game rules in relation to my goals with a consideration of what other players might do and how my actions will affect them. I decide to go ahead with my aggressive plan and aim for as many attack and heal dice as I can get. I grab the beautifully weighty dice and give them a good shake. For a moment, my attention is taken over by a combination of aesthetic and fictional involvement, as I simultaneously indulge in the pleasure of the materiality of the dice in my hand and imagine my Gigazaur character tearing into Mark’s Kraken character.

When Mark sees me smiling, forgoing a perfectly good set of two victory points that were in easy reach and going for the attack, he stiffens somewhat. The rest of the table is waiting in anticipation to see the outcome of my attack with sounds of encouragement. Social involvement creeps back into my attention as I acknowledge the social impact of my move. I roll the dice, yielding another attack. My smile widens, and I pick up the remaining dice, give them another shake, and roll them with vigor. All my dice are attacks! Mark winces as the rest of the table roars with delight. Earlier in the game, I had picked up a Fire Breathing Power card, and thus my attention now switches to a combination of ludic, fictional, and narrative involvement, as I visualize my fire-breathing Gigazaur tearing into the Kraken in the middle of the Shibuya Crossing, a place I am very familiar with.

As this example shows, attention flits between different forms of involvement fluidly and rapidly, most of the time combining two or more forms at once. The only limit is the extent of the player’s attentional resources. At times, one form of involvement requires all a player’s attentional resources, making it impossible to combine that form with others until its attentional demands decrease, which can happen either because the player internalizes some aspects of the game that relate to that form of involvement, or because the player willfully shifts his or her attention elsewhere.

The ways in which involvement forms combine vary depending on the type of game and the individual experience. However, I would argue that some structures of interrelation between forms of involvement are common to all board games. While it is challenging, if not impossible, to lay out an accurate structure for any form of experience owing to the elusive nature of human consciousness, it is possible to sketch out a structure that helps to further our understanding of that experience, at least to some degree. The following model aims to bring together the concepts and arguments developed in the previous chapters, and to clarify the way various aspects of player experience are structured in relation to each other.

The main resource that the game designer works with is the player’s attention.6 The attentional resources available vary from person to person and are highly influenced by a variety of subjective factors such as the mood, energy, emotional state, and interest of the individual player. The game can be seen as a device that structures and guides that attention and, in so doing, creates a particular experience for the player by combining various forms of involvement that elicit a stream of emotions, as long as the player is somewhat engaged in the game and does not get bored, frustrated, or otherwise disengaged for extended periods of time.

To put it in an oversimplistic manner, the player dedicates a certain amount of attention and effort to the game with the hope of receiving a particular desired emotion or range of emotions. Generally speaking, the higher the investment of attention and effort, the stronger the affect experienced is expected to be. If I spend two hours learning the rules of a game, and then another three hours focusing intently on it, I expect the game to give me a considerable degree of emotional quality and intensity. On the other hand, I am happy to experience less emotional impact from a game I learn in ten minutes that requires only mild effort and attention. Players have different preferences for how long they dedicate their full attentional resources to an activity. Some players find extended periods of high cognitive demand satisfying, at least if those periods yield the emotional states they expect, while others prefer a less demanding game.
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Figure 9.2

The board game involvement model.


While all forms of involvement can combine with each other, each form not only has its own particular characteristics—as we have seen in the preceding chapters—but also its own role and function within the involvement ecosystem. Arguably, ludic involvement is the most important and central form, since it acts as the machine that runs the game process. Involvement with the ludic form consists of two related phases: first, learning the game rules; second, engaging with the game’s mechanics and goals while playing the game.

The first phase of ludic involvement, then, is the first thing that occupies the attention of the players during a board game session, before the game actually starts. For a board game to be played, players need to learn its rules. As we saw in chapter 2, learning the rules of the game, along with the game’s setup, is the main barrier to engaging with a game. At this stage, significant attentional resources are dedicated to the necessary task of understanding and internalizing the rules, often with little or no affective reward experienced in return. The exception to this occurs mainly with expert players and game designers or developers, who have a good knowledge and appreciation for the universe of game mechanics and are able to simulate gameplay in their mind from learning the rules themselves. Generally speaking, however, learning a game’s rules is viewed as a chore that needs to be performed to experience the game. For this reason, the attentional resources and effort that go into learning rules tend to yield greater negative affect the longer and the more complex the rules are. This is just a temporary state of affairs until the game gets going and those rules are enacted, yielding the affective rewards associated with the involvement forms that enable them.

Involvement with the game mechanics and goals is central to player experience, since most other forms are influenced by, or depend on, players’ engagement with mechanics, and the personal or systemic goals and victory conditions have a strong bearing on most of the effort players put into the game. Cole Wehrle, the designer of the acclaimed Root,7 emphasizes the impact that game goals have on player affect: “A victory condition fosters a sense of investment in its players that, in turn, can cultivate their affective responses. Players rejoice precisely because the course of play enabled them to meet a goal outlined by a victory condition. These conditions are engines of feeling.”8

Ludic involvement requires some degree of attention during most of the game. In some games, the main function of the mechanics is to facilitate the experience of other involvement forms, whereas in other games, mechanics and goals dominate the player’s attention and thus the resulting affective experience. In a game of T.I.M.E. Stories, for example, the game mechanics are not particularly engaging in their own right, yielding little affective reward in and of themselves. Instead they serve to enable players to move around the world, perform challenges, and generally experience the game’s fiction, narrative, and sociality—potentially leading, as we saw in chapter 8, to a sense of inhabiting the game world.9

Tigris and Euphrates, on the other hand, demands that a good chunk of the player’s attentional resources are dedicated to ludic involvement throughout the game. Unlike T.I.M.E. Stories, the mechanics of Tigris and Euphrates afford both a depth of involvement and a great deal of satisfaction for that effort. While the game has a fairly demanding set of rules, at least to learn initially, these rules create a rich possibility space, with a vast array of possible moves and resulting outcomes and repercussions thereof. For this reason, players are motivated to engage with the rules for their own sake, and to be rewarded with the satisfying experience of weighing difficult decisions, considering possibilities, making plans, and taking interesting choices.

As discussed in chapter 3, mechanics and goals structure the forms of interaction and communication that happen around the table. Ludic involvement is thus linked to social involvement, since a game’s rules and its resultant mechanics and goals shape the ways players compete, cooperate, or collaborate, as well as determining victory conditions—either as an individual in the case of competitive games, or as a group in the case of cooperative and collaborative games. The rule system determines how players can affect each other during gameplay, and thus how much attention they need to give to other players’ actions and their status on the board. In fact, a major source of tension and excitement in many competitive board games is trying to understand what other players are planning, in an attempt to outmaneuver them.

Going back to Tigris and Euphrates, for example, every tile that a player places on the board opens up opportunities or threats for other players. This is due to how the game’s mechanics structure space and player presence in the game world. Most other games that portray conflicts between factions—like, for example, Civilization—put players in control of domains with clear spatial borders that they can expand or defend. In such games, the areas the player can affect with their actions are clearly mapped out on the board through the territories they own and the armies they control. Tigris and Euphrates structures space in a different manner, casting players as a dynasty embodied in the figures of four leaders that can be deployed in any part of the world, as long as they are adjacent to a temple tile. Players interact with the world and each other by playing tiles from their hand onto any space on the board, building various kingdoms that grow organically and eventually meld into each other, often resulting in conflicts between the kingdoms.

Players can gain control of one of the four aspects of a kingdom (politics, religion, trade, and farming) by attaching their respective leaders to the evolving kingdoms and vying for control thereof. As a result, one kingdom might have leaders of three different players, each controlling an aspect of that kingdom and gaining points whenever another player places a tile of that type attached to the kingdom. When two kingdoms are joined, a conflict erupts, which could mean that leaders of the same player are on different sides of the conflict. All of this means that every action taken, whether the placement of a tile or a leader, opens up opportunities for some players and curtails others’ plans. By having such an open game space and allowing players to affect any part of the game board, often in quite drastic ways, the game encourages players to constantly invest their attention in a combination of social and ludic involvement, tending to result in a tense and exciting game, with moments of frustration at plans being thwarted by unexpected moves from others. Importantly, the game also encourages players to be involved during other players’ turns, creating a constant state of engagement and affect.
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Figure 9.3

Jostling for power in Tigris and Euphrates.


This example illustrates the systemic side of social involvement. This, however, does not exhaust the limits of this form of involvement. Social involvement also accounts for the more general communication that happens around the table, generated and anchored by the game. This can involve a general discussion of the game state, negotiations that are indirectly related to it, or discussions about other aspects of the game such as its fiction, materiality, or narrative. While this is only tangentially related to gameplay, it is also worth noting that game materiality and fiction tend to create the context for jokes and banter that also occupy players’ attention and contribute to their affective experience.

In games that contain scripted narrative, social involvement and narrative involvement tend to combine to varying degrees. In some games, players will listen passively to a segment of scripted narrative that other players are involved in, or, potentially, be more socially involved through the game’s stipulation that another player reads out scripted narrative happening to a particular player. In Tales of the Arabian Nights, for example, you can take a certain joy in reading out the fate of the player sitting next to you, and letting him know that his actions have led to his being cursed or enslaved. In cooperative games that require group decisions from players based on the narrative beats that individual players experience—like, for example, The 7th Continent—the link between social and narrative involvement is felt even more strongly.10

Social involvement also influences emergent narrative; in many games, other players represent characters in the world, and their actions shape the ongoing generation of narrative for each player. In other words, players act as characters in a collaborative, emergent story. In this case, fiction and ludic involvement also contribute to the experience, since mechanics both determine what players can and cannot do in the game world, and also generate outcomes based on player actions that animate images in the players’ minds, thereby generating fiction. Finally, these moments of social, emergent narrative can also be informed by material involvement when physical components are involved. As I have already pointed out, such a blending of all the forms of involvement can only occur if none of the forms demand too many attentional resources in their own right, and if instead some of them require little or no conscious attention. For ease of reference, I will refer to such involvement as transparent. I discuss the blending of multiple forms of involvement in greater detail in the immersion section at the end of the chapter.

The relationship between fiction and narrative involvement is an intimate one. As discussed in chapter 6, emergent narrative results from stringing together a sequence of fictive beats that are generated by mechanics, material elements, and other players, or a combination thereof. Scripted narrative, on the other hand, generates fiction beats when it is read, viewed, or listened to. Narrative involvement thus always combines with fictional involvement, whereas fictional involvement can occur on its own: some games create images in the mind of the player, or project a general sense of a setting or place, without affording substantial sequences of fictional segments that can add up to an emergent narrative. It is also worth noting that narrative involvement always requires some degree of attentional resources dedicated to it, while fiction is often transparent. This does not mean that fiction cannot ever support or require attention directed to it, but that this is often minimal, functioning as a backdrop for the other forms of involvement.

Another form of involvement that is often transparent is materiality. Material involvement with board games can be divided into visceral and behavioral aspects, as described in chapter 7. Visual behavioral elements of materiality—such as player boards, tracks, and other elements of graphic design that tie in with game rules—combine material with ludic involvement. Their relationship is complementary, in the sense that the attentional resources that go toward taking in ludic graphic design elements help players internalize rules and mechanics, thus making them more transparent.

Engagement with the visceral side of materiality also tends to be mostly transparent, creating affect in the player without their needing to invest attentional resources. In some instances, visceral materiality involves the player in and of itself, such as when a player pauses to take in a beautiful illustration or focus on the fictional qualities of a prop, such as a miniature. There are also rare moments when the aesthetics of the game object involve the players, taking in the beauty of the miniature world in front of them.

Many of the designers I interviewed highlighted the importance of one particular combination of involvement forms: mechanics and narrative, often supported by materiality.

Bruno Cathala:  Mechanics work well when they support a story. If you forget them, then the story becomes bigger than the mechanics. In a game like Kanagawa, the game is really mechanics driven, but the story and the components give people a feeling that they’re making a painting, and they forget the mechanics and feel like they are just doing something really nice and Zen.

What Cathala is describing here is a process of internalizing game mechanics to focus more attention on the game’s fiction and materiality, resulting in an experience of greater positive affect than if players were engaging only with the mechanics. This sentiment was echoed by other designers, some of whom went as far as to argue that the seamless blending of mechanics and fiction or narrative creates an ideal form of game experience.

Roberto Di Meglio:  When you play a game, there are two elements: on one level there is a mental challenge, the pleasure of solving problems in order to overcome your opponent by finding interesting solutions. On another level, playing a board game is also a storytelling experience. So from the game a story arises, and of course, most of the time it’s the mechanics creating the mind challenge, and it’s the theme creating the storytelling element. And in those games where the two things work together, I think that’s the maximum of pleasure you can have, in the sense that you have a great storytelling experience, and at the same time, it’s a challenging mind game. You immerse yourself for a couple of hours in a different world.

There seems to be a consensus among designers that the blending of involvement forms creates a form of optimal player experience. Of course, we should avoid the value judgment inherent in claiming that this is the best kind of involvement. Focusing the player’s attention on one or two forms at all times for a narrower, yet no less involving, experience is just as valid and potentially rewarding an approach. There is, however, something special about the affective experience of games that fluidly blend multiple forms of involvement.

While in this chapter I have focused on ways in which involvement is created and sustained, I will conclude by briefly touching on ways in which problems with each of the forms of involvement discussed earlier, or combinations of multiple forms, hinder the player’s engagement: a phenomenon I will refer to as dissonance. First, dissonance occurs when attention directed to one or more forms of involvement results in a break in engagement, rather than contributing to it. This can result from an element of the game that is problematic or does not make sense for the player. Examples could include contradictory or incomplete rules (ludic dissonance); badly executed writing in a narrative game or contradictions in the story laid out by scripted narrative (narrative dissonance); miscommunication or friction between players that disrupts the game (social dissonance); aspects of the game fiction that clash with players’ expectations or understanding of that element, such as factual mistakes in a historical game or vampires that, without explanation, are not affected by the sun without explanation (fictional dissonance); and confusing graphic design elements or components that players find aesthetically displeasing (material dissonance).

Dissonance can also occur as a result of friction in the combination of multiple forms of involvement. The example of huge miniatures that are not particularly powerful in terms of mechanics, described by Shut Up & Sit Down in chapter 7, is an example of dissonance caused when combining mechanics and fiction with materiality. Another example of dissonance arising from combinations of forms is the problem that arises in several collaborative games in which all players have the same information on the state of the game, often leading more experienced or extroverted players to work out the best possible solution to the current situation and nudge, or order, others to follow the suggested course of action.

In the same way that the fluid blending of mechanics and fiction or narrative was seen as conducive to optimal forms of experience, the opposite is also true: when the game’s fiction or narrative clashes with its mechanics, or vice versa, the experience tends to be negative. This form of dissonance can occur on the level of fiction or narrative, depending on the narrative affordances of the game. In Fallout, for example, when a player completes a mission, she often reveals the next part of the narrative. Within the fiction of the game, only the player who completed the mission has experienced the events described therein; nonetheless the next step in the revealed narrative is available for all players to complete. Instances occur in which the narrative on the completed mission card specifies situations that would limit the knowledge of what is going on to the player who completed the mission, such as the coordinates of a secret lab carved into the arm of an android the player found. Nevertheless, players whose characters are far away across the wasteland receive full knowledge of those coordinates at the same time as the player who discovered the android, and thus they can race over to the secret lab. For gameplay reasons, it is important for all players to be able to pursue the next step in the mission, but this rule breaks the coherence and logic of the fiction and narrative. Such clashes in mechanics and fiction tend either to push players to ignore one side of the coin, focusing exclusively on the mechanics or on the fiction and narrative, or else to result in a sense of dissatisfaction and, eventually, disengagement.



In this chapter, I have outlined how the various forms of involvement combine during the moment of gameplay, highlighting particular relationships between certain forms. I have also tried to give a brief overview of the affordances for attention and internalization in relation to each of the various involvement forms. Aside from providing a map of forms of involvement and the concepts that each consists of, this model can be used to analyze the affordances for involvement a board game has, and how these affordances relate to each other.



Notes


	1.  Aubrey Anable, Playing with Feelings: Video Games and Affect (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2018), xiv.


	2.  Ted Alspach and Akihisa Okui, One Night Ultimate Werewolf (Bezier Games, 2014); Steven Medway, Blood on the Clocktower (Pandemonium Institute, 2020).


	3.  Woods, Eurogames.


	4.  These data were provided by Jamey Stegmaier, owner of Stonemaier games, Wingspan’s publisher.


	5.  Geoffrey Engelstein, Space Cadets (Stronghold Games, 2012).


	6.  See chapter 2 for a more thorough discussion of attention in board games and its relationship to the rest of the player experience.


	7.  Cole Wehrle, Root (Leder Games, 2018).


	8.  Cole Wehrle, “Affective Networks at Play: Catan, Coin, and the Quiet Year,” Analog Game Studies 3, no. 3 (2016), http://analoggamestudies.org/2016/05/affective-networks-at-play-catan-coin-and-the-quiet-year/.


	9.  I will return to the topic of immersion later in the chapter.


	10.  Ludovic Roudy and Bruno Sautter, The 7th Continent (Serious Pulp, 2017).







 



Conclusion


One of the greatest pleasures of writing this book has been the luxury of sitting with the words of the designers and critics interviewed, reading and rereading them, looking for commonalities and patterns among the insights into how these creative minds shaped player experience through their designs. It quickly became obvious that, for most designers and critics, what is most exciting about playing and making board games is this creating and sharing of an intended experience, and at the heart of that experience are the players’ emotions.

All the game designers I interviewed expressed excitement at the prospect of engendering positive affect in their audience. Furthermore, many of them commented on how they aimed to create a specific range of emotions in their players. The emotions that a game elicits, or at least is intended to elicit, are very much at the forefront of these designers’ minds throughout the process of creation, starting from the early phases:

Reiner Knizia:  Emotions are absolutely tied to the type of game which I’m thinking about, and that’s very much in the design—in the “What do I feel during my turn? What excitement do I have?” When I make a board game where I have to feel the excitement and joy very quickly, it is very different to the design of a more strategic game. So this would be very much part of my thinking, and, as I said, the emotions drive it. I want to crystallize the emotions. I have a clear idea of what those emotions are, how they develop, and how they are carried. What’s carrying those emotions? What is the mechanism behind them?

It is impossible to precisely chart the emotional impact of a design decision. Different players have different fictional and mechanical affinities, different tolerances for complexity and length, and different needs depending on their moods and the company they are with. Correlations do exist, however, between aspects of each form of involvement and the affect they can create. As such, while no formal element of a game can determine such a subjective aspect of player experience as emotional states, designers do have a degree of control over the kind of experiences and emotional affects their design choices foster. Richard Garfield, for example, highlights how he used different card abilities and mechanics in Magic: The Gathering to create different play styles and, in so doing, tap into particular emotions:1

Gordon:  Do you consciously design to elicit certain emotional responses from players?

Richard Garfield:  I wouldn’t say that on the level of emotions I do. I do that indirectly. I make sure that there are different strategies, heuristics, and psychographics that the games appeal to. So, for example, going to Magic, there are cards that appeal to players who want to play a more manipulative game. There are ones that are there for people who want to play a more direct game. There are cards that have a flavor which is darker and ones that have a flavor which is lighter. There are all these different pieces here which appeal to all sorts of different people, and I try to make sure as many of those strategies and flavors are in the game as possible, and I think that directly affects the range of emotions which you’ll have. If I put in a mechanic that allows you to take big chances and reap big rewards, that’s going to elicit a different emotional feel than one that is much more slow and steady, and I want them both in the game because I want people to be able to experience that variety.

Designers use the tools they are most comfortable with to sculpt emotions. While both Reiner Knizia and Garfield are masters at achieving a desired emotional affect with mechanics as their primary tool, for Antoine Bauza, mechanics are more of a stepping-stone to shape narrative. Bauza explained how for him it is narrative that creates the more powerful and memorable affective experiences:

Antoine Bauza:  If I ask you to remember one of the best games you had maybe ten years ago, you will not remember a game that you won by a large margin of points. You will usually remember a game where something fun or dramatic happened. Narrative is more powerful than having your neat mechanic and taking ten minutes to make your turn because you have to make a lot of meaningful decisions. Usually you enjoy this mechanical game in the moment, but ten years later, you will not remember it. I love cooperative games because the group will remember a boss fight five years ago which we just managed to win against all odds. So I strongly believe that if you put some narrative in the game also, or the tools to make a good emergent narrative, you will provide a more powerful experience than a very formal mechanical system for your game.

In Battlestar Galactica, Corey Konieczka uses emergent narrative to effectively bring together all the forms of involvement described earlier, charging the game with affect. At the heart of the design is an effort to combine ludic involvement with social, fictional, and narrative involvement, all aided by the visceral and behavioral aspects of its materiality, and all aimed at producing a specific emotional state—in this case, paranoia:

Corey Konieczka:  In Battlestar Galactica I was trying to make people feel paranoid. My design was all about inventing different ways to make people feel paranoid. A big part of this came from the crisis cards, of course, and some of them ask one player to make a decision A or B, where both A and B are awful. For example, the president must decide if we’re all going to lose 2 food or 2 morale, and so it doesn’t matter what the president picks, people are going to be upset. So we’re putting somebody in a no-win situation, and by them making a decision, we’re making other people immediately skeptical of that and immediately suspicious of them.

Another example is when the fleet is ready to jump to a new location, whoever is the admiral gets to look at the top two locations of the deck and choose one. That’s where you’re going to; the other one is where you’re not going to, and that one gets placed facedown. So the other players don’t know where you’re not going, but let’s imagine that you draw two awful cards, and you choose a bad place to go to; immediately everybody is suspicious of you, and you immediately say, “Oh, no, they were both bad!” and they say, “Oh, that’s what a traitor would say!” because you can always use that as an excuse. As the traitor, you can always say, “Oh, no, this was a no-win situation, I had to choose this one,” and so everything just kind of encourages that suspicion.

Battlestar Galactica manages to blend mechanics, goals, social interaction, and narrative in a way that leaves the players of both sides on edge throughout the game. It creates tension and drama that make each turn feel significant, in great part because the odds feel stacked against the players. This is possible because of the blending of involvement forms in such a way that no single form requires so much attention from the player as to leave insufficient attentional resources for the others. As a result, players have enough attentional resources at their disposal to generate the emergent narrative that contributes to obfuscating the actual mechanical state of the system, and that imbues the developing conversations, accusations, and arguments between players with affect. Narrative can obfuscate the mechanical game state by providing a fictional interpretation of that state that nudges it toward the desired type of affect. This is helped by the lack of information about the resources other players have, and their trying to figure out which players are traitors and thus working against the interests of their side. In the case of Battlestar Galactica, the narrative is always weighted toward impending danger and panic, obviously assisted by the board game’s intertextual associations with the television series it adapts.

This perception of imbalance greatly facilitates the creation of emotionally charged situations. As Antoine Bauza points out: “You need imbalance to create drama. In a formal, mechanics-based game, you need balance. But if you want to create drama, you need imbalance; drama is imbalance.”

A masterful aspect of Battlestar Galactica’s design is the way it uses mechanics and goals within the context provided by scripted narrative elements to engineer social involvement, all of which contributes to the drama of the shared, emergent narrative that, as Bauza states earlier, is an important source both of affect and of memorable moments in the game—and thus of macro-involvement.

We can also turn the argument on its head and view emotional affect as the motivating factor that shifts focus away from the rules and mechanics of the game. Manuel Rozoy, for example, argues that emotion is the most important part of the game experience, with the various elements of the game serving mainly to facilitate that collective emotional experience. Emotional affect, on the other hand, helps to obfuscate the mechanical system in favor of a more direct engagement with the game world:

Manuel Rozoy:  Emotion. Emotion. Only emotion. With emotion, people forget they have a system in front of them. They forget the system. They are in the fiction. They connect to the fiction with their emotions. It’s why board games are a great experience. It’s the same experience when you read a book or see a movie, but in board games, it’s not only you with the device; you are together with other people. It’s a kind of direct feeling you share with others. For me, it’s like a dance. If you go to a festival or a party on a beach with a lot of people, at that time everyone is feeling good together. It’s the same thing; it’s the same feeling. Music creates a separate time and space for the audience. When that bubble surrounds us completely, we live a great experience together.

It is important to note that the affective qualities of togetherness that Rozoy is describing do not necessarily require players to be feeling the same emotions. Indeed, you can have two players in a game feeling quite opposite emotions—in the most obvious case, if one is winning and the other losing—but the very fact that they are sharing an experience in a particular fictional world, solving similar problems and living through the same narrative, means that they are together in the bubble of play Rozoy describes. Inhabiting that common bubble is an important form of affect in and of itself, much in the same way that Gary Alan Fine referred to the positive affect of engrossment, as I discussed in chapters 4 and 8.2

The board game design process can thus be characterized as the guiding of players’ attention through a number of forms of involvement that are structured in such a way as to yield a desired experience and emotional affect. While this is a vastly oversimplified summary of the board game situation, it captures the core guiding elements of experiential design—that is, designing for experience. When I asked designers what excited them about making board games, and what motivated them to keep going, the most common answer revolved around the ability to encode an affective experience through the game artifact and spread it to players across the globe with the aim of re-creating that very form of affect for them and their friends. Seen in this light, board games are a means of structuring shared affect that require nothing but pure creativity to make, and a tolerance for rules and a capacity for imagination to experience.

As discussed in chapter 3, C. Thi Nguyen has argued that games are a “library of agencies,” acting as tools for inscribing and sharing agency.3 This perspective on games homes in on their most significant and unique aspects: namely, their ability to configure human action and, in so doing, structure goals and related rewards. This is exactly why games are often seen as autotelic, and thus able to yield emotional affect and be rewarding for their own sake, without having to dangle the carrot of external rewards. Nguyen argues that the result of this relationship between agency and affect can have a lasting impact on the player’s well-being at a broader level than the instant of gameplay itself:


Games can give us access to rich experiences of different modes of agency, and of different arrangements of agency within varying social structures. Games can experientially immerse a player in an alternative agency, making that mode of agency more available to the player elsewhere in life. Games can help build a broader menu of possible ways of being an agent.4



I would claim that games are not just a library of agencies but a library of agential affect, or affect designed through the structuring of agency. The specific strengths of agential affect in board games hinge on their leveraging of imagination and togetherness. As I argued in chapter 1, these two faculties are crucial to our sense of play, and consequently our quality of life is being undermined by the exigencies of contemporary online life.

Many designers and critics mentioned the perception that as we spend more and more time with our eyes glued to networked screens, we feel the need for experiences that are material and involve face-to-face sociality. As I discussed in chapters 1 and 4, there is no doubt that the negative effects of networked technology are having a strong impact on our emotional and mental well-being. Many of us are becoming increasingly aware of this negative impact and feel a draw toward physically, materially, and socially rich and engaging experiences.

In many ways, board games offer a much-needed dose of healthy escape. Ironically, we have long viewed digital technologies as forms of escapism that let us run away from reality, by which we generally refer to the limitations of the physical world and the duties that burden our everyday freedom. However, binary oppositions, like digital versus real, are problematic, as they present reality in terms of neat categories, rather than the messy, interwoven web that it is. In our contemporary world, the digital does not stand apart from our lived reality. On the contrary, our reality has become primarily digital and connected. The more tightly bound we have become to this hyperconnected digital layer of existence, the more trapped we feel within it. The illusion that online existence was optional has now disappeared, and we are seeking escape from it, this time into the solace of the tactile, the imaginative, and the social.

Escapism, as Yi-Fu Tuan explains, is a fundamental and necessary aspect of being human:


A human being is an animal who is congenitally indisposed to accept reality as it is. Humans not only submit and adapt, as all animals do; they transform in accordance with a preconceived plan. That is, before transforming, they do something extraordinary, namely “see” what is not there. Seeing what is not there lies at the foundation of all human culture.5



In Tuan’s view, escapism is not a negative avoidance of the real but a part of human reality.6 If board games allow us to escape an increasingly unsatisfactory way of being, though, what is it they let us escape into? There are three points we can consider here. First, board games ground us back into an engaging physical experience, offering a reprieve from the cognitively and emotionally taxing overwinding of time created by networked digital technologies. Board games address a major challenge that networked media use has created: the degeneration of our ability to focus for any length of time unless our attention is thoroughly captured. Board games are designed to be strongly involving and thus help in maintaining focus long enough to experience another faculty that is quickly diminishing over time: the imagination.

The importance of imagination, the second pillar of board game experience, is often ignored. In a world where our senses are bombarded with stimulation, where our attention is flooded with a never-ending fountain of images, the potential for a rich imaginative life is undermined. Board games, however, function through our imagination. In some cases, the mental images they instill in us are just functional tools for solving puzzles and besting our opponents through mental operations like spatial rotation, memory, rapid probability calculations, and the formulation of plans involving a hierarchy of nested goals. At other times, the imaginary landscapes that board games stimulate make up rich fictional worlds inhabited by vivid characters. Unlike the fictional worlds we might imagine, say, when reading a novel, these fictional game worlds are engaging and participatory and can become playgrounds for the emergence of narrative.

The third pillar of board games as antidotes to the digital media paradigm is their facilitation of face-to-face sociality, and the potential to create a sense of togetherness we are increasingly lacking. As Sherry Turkle argues, this need for conversation, and for genuine and warm social connections, is the result of the dominance of a networked, digitally mediated paradigm of communication that favors a multitude of shallower online connections.7 This superfluity of limited, mediated connections might give us the impression that our need for sociality is being met, but it only papers over our deep-seated need for togetherness, connection, and sociality. It is precisely this need that board games tap into.

Through appealing to our desires for physicality, imagination, and togetherness, then, board games can be powerful material instantiations of the core faculties of play that structure agency and affect both in the moment of gameplay and in our lives more generally. They are a shield against the contemporary forces chipping away at the spirit of play. Board games are an existential treasure, for they guide us to that “strange oasis” of play that restores our sense of oneness with ourselves and those around us.8 While the worlds that board games lure us into are imaginary, we live through them together; and what greater joy is there in the world than sharing an adventure with those that accompany us through the vicissitudes of life?


Notes
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