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Background 

 

Is it possible to create a meaningful typology of games based on player experience by 

identifying denominations? Our team immediately encountered the difficulty in using an 

epistemological approach to the assignment as we were looking for a language to describe our 

player experiences in a precise and concise manner - something that would also translate 

adequately in a typological context, thus revealing familiarity of different games.  

 

Well aware of the different ontological approaches to the topological mapping of games 

presented to us in the course readings and lectures, we decided that they did not reveal much 

of what we were trying to describe. Instead we wanted to make inquiries to the player 

experiences and make it the foundation of our DIY typology.  

 

Process 

 

The tables in which to make the inquiries to the player experiences went through an iterative 

process, defining categories, granularity and clarifying possible comparative patterns. We were 

trying to pin out what a player experience might consist of, and agreed that one way to describe 

“experience” would be to focus on the emotional impact that games have on players. 

Considerations on how “emoticons” aim to simplify and express emotions. We decided to work 

on a model that would try generalizing emotions and we drew up a hypothesis of Roger Caillois’ 

four characteristics of playing. (see Appendix B)  

 

The team defined subcategories by discussing what the play experiences should be called 

when Ilinx, Agon, Alea and Mimicry would be in the stages of Visceral, Behavioral and 

Reflective (see figure 1.10) and how deep the experience was to each player, while noting the 

subjectivity of each player's perception. (picture of the tables with Vertigo, Soma-aesthetics etc. 

filled) The Analysis was formalized and testing the inquiry tables through notes of different 

players’ experiences from various games began, hoping to evaluate the outcome and find flaws 

to reshape. The results of the tests were interesting and as revealed great similarity when 

comparing each member’s finished questionnaires. Problems occurred when testers expressed 

how each of Norman’s thought process specifically meant.  Instead of drawing a line to how 

much of a level your thought process was, the team decided to try out again but only this time 

give a rank of depth or focus on each of Norman’s level of cognition. (see Appendix B) Team 

decided the optimal choice for our typology with new methods, we came to conclusion that the 

typology ranked with colors would benefit the exercise the most. 
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Three Levels of Processing 

 
Figure 1.0 (Norman, 2013, p. 50). 

 

 

Mapping 

 

 
2.0 Table of relations between Caillois' fundamental categories of players' experience and 

Norman's three levels of cognitive processing. 

 

 

 
2.1 Intensity Legend: The colour intensity is based on the number of respondents with the same 

answer.  



 
 

 

Typology   

 

There are many ways to create “possible” typologies by using the data we got from our 

participants. The experiences our participants reflect on are based on their past (memorized) 

experiences (see chart 3.0). Probably the most challenging part, while visualizing the typology, 

was the forming the relationships between players and games.  

In the tables above, we separate them and define each intersecting sections. This allows 

participants to focus on their gameplay experiences. But this was not the aim for our DIY 

typological model as we wanted to depict the correlation of human cognitive levels within game 

categories. Hence, each grade (low, medium, maximum) of human cognitive levels have 



become a part of game categories in order to achieve a comprehensible and executable 

structure. In this way, the classification and implementation of example games were possible. 

Considering the interrelation between the visceral, behavioural and reflective levels of human 

cognition, the games located in reflective level indirectly comprises previous cognitive stages 

(thus, behavioural level covers visceral stage). So in our typology, we decided to highlight which 

parts of the cognitive level were dominantly emphasized by our participants.  

The secondary important aspect of each game is also depicted by green arrows. This is again 

based on empirical input by our participants and through analysis.  

 

I.e: in the case of Tetris, autotelic and repetitive components of alea are both highlighted in the 

chart. Yet, as behavioral level also comprises visceral stage, Tetris is located right next to high 

level of repetitive component in our typology. As a secondary element, participants agreed that 

behavioural element of agon is also involved and that is medium, so this is depicted by an 

arrow.  

 

Unfortunately, this empirical approach is not useful for the games with only one participant.  

 



 

 3.0 Typology                       

         

         

          



          

Critique  

There are at least three main aspects that rise questions to this way of typologizing.  

 

1) People’s ability to recall acts or emotions related to an already occurred event.  

2) The context in which the event has taken place.  

3) The possibility to distinguish between our own cognitive and emotional responses on a 

visceral, behavioural, and reflective level. 

 

People’s ability to recall specific emotions or experiences after an event has happened is 

difficult. Observation studies prove that there is a distinction between what people say they do 

and what they actually do. According to Blomberg et al. (1993) observations of people’s 

behaviour is a crucial element in order to reach and obtain understanding. “There is a well-

known axiom in anthropology thaxtt what people say and what they do are not the same” 

(Blomberg, 1993).  

 

This is one of the principal motivations for including observations of ongoing activity in any study 

of human behaviour. The data provided for the typology is based on participants’ memories of 

own player experiences, which leaves constraints to its validity.  

 

The context, in which a game is being played, has an obvious effect on the experienced 

emotions. An example could be the reconstruction of emotions related to the experience of 

playing Monopoly in different contexts. Because the contexts can differ a great deal it makes it 

difficult to compare the two different experiences.  

 

We know that experiences are subjective, and all people have different experiences. When 

Norman divides experiences into three separate, yet highly connected, levels of cognition and 

emotion, it requires the respondents not only to be capable of recalling the overall experience, 

but also analyse it on respectively conscious and subconscious levels. According to Norman 

(2013) it is on the reflective and conscious level we are able to assign a specific experience with 

an emotion, and even more important; “reflective responses are part of our memory of events” 

(Norman, 2013, p. 53). If memories are tied to the reflective level of processing and there are 

games represented in the typology that does not succeed to reach the level of reflection, then, 

in relation to Norman, the event would not even have been possible to recall from memories in 

the first place. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

We have tried to use a different approach to categorize games. Instead of looking at games as 

systems, we decided to analyze the games as players' experiences, by crossing each other 

Caillois' fundamental categories of games and Norman's levels of cognitive and emotional 

processing. This approach illuminated some issues that usually does not exist by analyzing 



games as systems: since every player has his own experience on a game. It seemed that the 

only way to build up a typology was to find the common denominator on a high number of 

respondents. Thus, the typology that we managed to build can be seen just as a possible result 

based only on a few games and players' experiences. 

It was interesting to learn how many different things can affect the player's experience: is he a 

casual or an hardcore gamer? When was the last time he played that game? Was he influenced 

by the social context? Does the player really know what he was feeling while playing? All those 

questions shed light on other challenging questions: do we need to make a distinction between 

casual and hardcore gamers? Can we somehow show those distinctions inside the table, or 

inside a continuum? Does the presence of some feelings include/exclude the presence of 

others? By trying to answer all those questions, we tried to build a table where we did not have 

to describe the average people's experience. Instead every player had to describe his own, by 

answering a survey in a non-technical language. The answers to those questions can be 

translated in numbers that, together with other tables, can build up new possible typologies 

based on player experiences. The practical adaptation of such typologies could maybe be used 

to ask interesting research questions and to reveal dynamics of game play mechanics and their 

heritage and nature if such. Maybe this could this be pivotal to an understanding of play and 

games as an activity in an addition to a structural understanding play and games on an 

ontological foundation. 

 

 

 

Perspectives 

 

The exercise of categorizing games in a meaningful way has generated additional thoughts on 

how to possibly strengthen the validity of our suggested typology. The overall idea was to try 

and collect and use a qualitative dataset based on player experience and to generalize the 

findings, to see how games would group up as a typology.  

 

The experience is what we can share in a game. After all, a typology is about finding common 

denominators and grouping them together in a meaningful way. As games, generally speaking, 

are mostly “played” or “experienced”  and this is partly what makes them games; studying a 

game as an artifact alone won't reveal much more than merely its physical or structural 

components. By looking at the way different experiences are being created through interaction, 

through playing games; we might be able to understand more about what a game is, and what 

makes them what they are by looking for common denominators and how they constitute 

different types of experiences. To further elaborate on the perspectives here are some thoughts 

on how to further process this type of work, and possibly evolve it much further.   

 

 

1) Use a survey with fixed answers to generate a high number of respondents 

Creating a survey is one way to go about the issue of validity. The intention would be to 

translate the current typology into direct questions, using a common everyday language.  

In this way respondents would be able to articulate the closest truthful answer to their 

experience, and the data would fit into the typology.    



 

2) Compare the typology with another typology based on an ontological foundation. 

It would be very interesting to look for differences in categories across different typologies, and 

ask questions to what underlying commonalities that might answer divergence.  

 

3) Use other more quantitative research results (like neuropsychological) to support and 

challenge the findings in our method. 

As mentioned in the critique, relying on memory when talking about experiences might not be 

sufficient in analysing player experiences. Using neuropsychological research methods could 

further be used to verify basic analytical assumption from a typology like the suggested one.  
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