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ABSTRACT

Electronic games frequently give rise to engaging and
meaningful social interactions, both over the internet and in
the real and tangible world of the gamer. This is the focus
of the present paper, which explores digital gaming as a
situated experience, shaped by socio-spatial contingencies.
In particular we discuss how co-players, audience, and their
spatial organization shape play and player experience. We
present a framework describing social processes underlying
situated social play experience and how these are shaped by
the game’s socio-spatial context. The core of this
framework describes various 'sociality characteristics', and
discusses these both in terms of co-located and mediated
social game settings.
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INTRODUCTION

Digital gaming brings many opportunities for social
interaction. The importance of such interactions for shaping
the gaming experience is testified by the overwhelming
participation in virtual communities and massively
multiplayer online games (MMOGs), and the personal
relevance of these communities to those intensely involved
in such games. But electronic games also give rise to
frequent and meaningful social interactions in the real and
tangible world of the gamer. Naturalistic observations in
home environments have rendered interesting findings
concerning the ‘social act’ of gaming. In a study which was
originally intended to study solitary game play, Carr et al.
[14] report stumbling upon unexpected instances of
cooperative play, as friends were actively involved in the
game, even though only one was actually playing. Several
studies report of electronic games’ opportunities for social
interaction and the enjoyment that results both from playing
together or watching others play, enjoying the spectacle and
sharing comments, and the enhancement of emotional

experience that comes from a crowd (e.g., [31,35,40,54]).
Some even argue that it is the social interaction and
participation that, to a large extent, explain game enjoyment
[13,14]. These effects are reported for settings ranging from
public (arcade games, LAN events) to private (living room
at home), and extend the findings from earlier studies on
family life and television viewing, which demonstrated that
viewing with the family is a more positive experience (more
challenging, cheerful and sociable) than viewing alone (e.g.,

[38)]).

The social embedding and effects of digital gaming exist on
multiple levels of interpersonal relations. For instance,
Kubey and Larson [39] note that children often play
electronic games together with companions. Most gamers
were introduced to gaming while playing with others or
watching others play [25]. In the past, video game arcades
were reported to represent important social environments
for young people, as places to build friendships and meet
with one’s peers [52]. Further research demonstrated that
kids who played video games on a regular basis had equal
amounts of friends to those who did not [47,50], that video
game playing actually increased social contact [11], and
that heavy gamers met each other more frequently after
school than children who were not gaming frequently [17].

These findings are in stark contrast to the image of social
isolation digital gaming has for many people. In spite of
concerns and criticisms raised against electronic gaming by
teachers, parents, researchers and policymakers [13], the
literature does not provide convincing evidence to this
effect. On the contrary there are a number of studies
demonstrating that games often elicit beneficial effects, on
cognitive skills, but also in affective and social terms
[15,26]. Carr et al. [14] report that, in the same way that
traditional games foster and incorporate social interaction,
'interactivity experienced with personal console systems
transformed a one-player game into an effective and highly
structured social hybrid of gameplay' (p.26). In many

Situated Play, Proceedings of DiGRA 2007 Conference

© 2007 Authors & Digital Games Research Association (DiGRA). Personal and educational classroom use of this paper is allowed,

commercial use requires specific permission from the author.




respects, electronic games are not all that different from
traditional games (e.g., card games, board games), which
have often been viewed as desirable materializations of
family and peer interaction and involvement, and as sources
for entertainment and liveliness in the public arena. Games
present condensed forms of interaction, entertainment and
liveliness, triggering interactions, not only between players,
but between spectators and passers-by as well, enriching the
social life of parks, urban spaces, cafes and bars (e.g.,
[44,57)).

MODELLING SOCIAL SITUATED PLAY

Our work is strongly inspired by the realisation that gaming
is often as much about social interaction, as it is about
interaction with the game content. Thus, the rich interactive
experiences associated with gaming can only be fully
understood when the game is conceptualised as more than
the software and hardware one is interacting with locally,
but includes a larger situational perspective, tapping in on
the social-contextual contingencies that powerfully
influence game interactions and associated experiences.

Given the growing anecdotal and empirical support for the
social richness of digital gaming, it is increasingly
surprising that social processes and interpersonal dynamics
are underrepresented in conceptualisations and theoretical
deliberations of game experience and game enjoyment. In
most models a marginal role, at best, is reserved for social
influence (e.g. see, [22,37,41,54]. The relevance of social
factors in gaming is generally acknowledged by most of
these scholars, yet it does not translate into the explicit
incorporation of social processes into the models. The
accounts of social interaction and social context effects do
not lend themselves easily for combination with
conceptualisations of flow and immersion, phenomena
which are generally acknowledged as central to game
experience and are thought to be highly sensitive to external
distractions such as, for instance, the presence of other
people. Explanations of flow and immersion experiences
often consist of descriptions of ‘mental absorption, a trance-
like state, focus, or the loss of awareness of others’. From
this perspective, social interactions and experiences of flow
and immersion represent potentially  conflicting
mechanisms of game enjoyment. This is also noted by
Sweetser & Wyeth [54] who state: 'social interaction is not
an element of flow, and can often interrupt immersion in
games [...] However, it is clearly a strong element of
enjoyment in games' (p.10).

As a first step towards understanding the interplay of social
and the more ‘intra-individual’ experiences of digital
gaming, the present paper focuses on the psychological
experience of social context effects while playing.
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Borrowing mainly from social psychology, we introduce
the most relevant social context effects on performance and
experience (i.e., arousal and emotion) and discuss the first
empirical studies that indicate the existence of these
mechanisms in digital gaming. We then return to gaming as
a situated experience and illustrate how these mechanisms
are shaped by the gamer’s socio-spatial context. In
particular we discuss socio-spatial contingencies between
player, co-player(s) and audience. The core of this
framework describes the 'sociality characteristics' of game
settings and discusses these both in terms of co-located and
mediated others.

SOCIAL CONTEXT EFFECTS AND GAME EXPERIENCE

Research into the social interactions during game play has
focused mainly on the influence of play configuration on
the use and experience of educational games. Positive
effects are reported on performance, social interaction, and
motivation for small group interactions around computers in
classrooms [29,45,56]. Comparisons of solo, parallel and
integrated play configurations indicate that children playing
together have better performances than those playing alone
and that motivation is highest in integrated play
configurations (i.e., playing together on one computer) [32].
Outside the arena of ‘serious gaming’, investigations of
social interactions and the prevalence of aggressive
behaviour during gaming episodes suggests that children’s
behaviour can generally be characterized as positive
towards each other, regardless of game theme [31].

The literature above mainly concerned children involved in
digital game play, but recent research with adolescents and
adults has also demonstrated that playing games with others
adds to game experience. Recent studies by Mandryk,
Inkpen, and Calvert [43] and by Ravaja and colleagues [49]
employed subjective measures and psychophysiological
indicators to demonstrate that playing against a co-present
friend elicits higher engagement, arousal and more positive
emotions (fun) than playing against a computer. Playing
against a stranger is also more arousing than against a
computer, though not quite as much as competing with
one’s friend [49].

Accounts of the psychological processes behind these
findings are still speculative. In Ravaja’s study, playing
against a human generally elicited higher anticipated threat,
and post-game challenge ratings tended to exceed those in
person-computer competitions. Mandryk et al. [43]
however, demonstrated higher arousal levels for playing
against a friend, irrespective of perceived challenge, which
seems to rule out perceived challenge as the cause for
higher arousal levels.






















<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


