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Aims

1. Immersion (theory) - Different theories explored to determine what immersion really entails, and how it affects the human psyche.

2. Passive and Interactive - Comparison of what elements make up immersive experiences in passive media such as books and film, against interactive media, being video games.

3. The impact of immersion on games - How immersion effects the quality of a game and how much of a necessity it is to succeed as a game designer.



Context
This Report will explore the meaning of immersion, and how it is applied and used in various mediums with a focus on video games. There will be three aims of which will be broken down into a total of six sub-sections. Each of these will contain research and case studies will be provided to validate and prove the points and views discussed.


Introduction
Immersion is a loose term, surrounded by a number of different theories, and video games are a medium in which can be analysed to the fullest in order to determine what immersion truly is and whether it applies to video games as a whole. In this report, games and immersion will be analysed through theories, and comparisons in order to try to establish an accurate conclusive piece on how immersion works in games, and whether or not it is important. The hard-coded rules in which a video game is built have been said to steer away from common known immersion theories, and this report will ultimately attempt to confirm if this is true or not.





Chapter 1: Immersion

Spatial Presence
[image: ]
FIG 2 - Spatial Presence diagram


Immersion in something is a deep mental process that occurs subconsciously, and games excel at immersing people by presenting them with far from life like situations and challenges to interact with. The word Immersion can be broken down into the following features: Lack of awareness of time, Loss of awareness of the real world, and Involvement and a sense of being in the task environment.

As shown in this diagram, there is quite a lot to the term, in which is also known as Spatial Presence. According to the spatial presence theory, Immersion can be broken down into three steps which are as follows;
· Players from a space or world in which the game is being presented to them.
· Players begin to prefer or grow attached to that world to the point in which they label it as the place in which they are, rather than the world around them.
· They become immersed.



The Immersive Fallacy

Another well known theory that is structured differently to the previously discussed one is known as the immersive fallacy, as pioneered by Francois Dominic Laramee. To begin, the idea behind this take on immersion is that “the pleasure of a media experience lies in its ability to sensually transport the participant into an illusory, simulated reality”.
In a way the concept of this theory could be broken down and compared to the effects of the holodeck from the star trek franchise. “The Holodeck is the dream of the immersive fallacy, a room in which matter and energy are manipulated to create a simulated environment of sight, sound, touch, smell, and taste that is a representation completely indistinguishable from lived reality”.(Salen W. 2009).
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FIG 3 - Holodeck from star trek

Essentially, what this quote states is that the function of the holodeck is, in a sense the best example of what this particular immersion theory is trying to accomplish in saying that the participant is taken entirely into a fantasy or simulated world, though not literally. This may be true when looking at immersion in books or film for example, however, games are a different case according to Game designer Salem W. The author writes that “the way that a game achieves these effects does not happen in the manner that the immersive fallacy implies” (Salen W. 2009). And there’s a ton of reasons why the medium of games do not exactly follow this theory.







Going against the Immersive Fallacy

Character of character

The way in which the immersive fallacy would suggest that characters work in any medium is that the individual playing or experiencing immersion would become the character, ideally identifying completely with the character in question. 

Whilst this applies to most mediums, it is only a portion of a larger concept within game design. Going against the immersive fallacy theory, Salen and Zimmerman believe that games involve a double-consciousness of play. Essentially, while the player can relate to and become emotionally connected to a character through narrative and design, the player is almost always fully aware that they are merely controlling the character, a persona, a puppet, an artificial construct in the game to exert themself into an imaginary world. Psychologist Gary Alan Fine states three levels of meaning within the play/character experience. Firstly, gaming is the “primary framework”, “It is a framework that does not depend on other frameworks but on the ultimate reality of events.”.
Second “Players must deal with the game context; they are players whose actions are governed by a complicated set of rules and constraints”, and finally “this gaming world is keyed in that players not only manipulate the characters; they are characters. The character identity is separate from the player identity” (Fine. G, 2002, P186).
This element to immersion in games is an example of one which could be seen as a direct connection between gameplay experience and the immersive fallacy in which complicates character immersion and yet can amplify it if managed well.












Metacommunication

Metacommunication, is an essential term that is thrown around within game design, which is defined as a form of abstract communication that indicates how verbal information should be interpreted. When it comes to game design 
“The arena, the card-table, the magic circle, the temple, the stage, the screen, the tennis court, the court of justice etc.m are all in form and function playgrounds; 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” (Huizinga, 1955: 10).
What is shown below is Bateson. G’s diagram about the paradoxical state of mind embodied in play, and what applies to play often applies to gameplay and design. 
[image: ]
Paradoxical state of mind diagram

An example of this which pretty much sums up the purpose of the report is “this is game play”. Gameplay is a term specific to video game design, but what does it mean exactly, and how does it relate to immersion?. Gameplay is a way in which a player interacts with a game, a pattern of game rules, connection between player and game, challenges and how to overcome them, plot or narrative, and the players connection to the said plot. 













Five types of Immersion

Spatial Immersion - effective in VR, about one’s sense of being there, within a medium, mostly virtual in its nature. The scale, the presence, and feeling conjure up a belief that we are in another world and the closer to that of reality, the stronger this type of immersion will be experience. This is perhaps, why people say that graphics sometimes matters more than gameplay.

Temporal Immersion - Caused by a desire to know what will happen next and look forward to the next event. This type of immersion should take place before any other.

Emotional Immersion - About how a medium can draw out emotional investment in something. This is when somebody reacts to something like a character's situation or a positive or negative event that occurs with a deep level of emotion for example.

Tactical Immersion - This type of immersion is one of which occurs when somebody is trying to effectively use certain rules and skill sets in order to achieve their goal to the best of their ability. 

Narrative Immersion - Good narrative immersion revolves around a medium presenting an enticing storyline, which can be presented through words on paper or even through visuals and gameplay. This is, at least at the current point in time, best achieved through passive mediums due to the complexity of balancing the narrative and gameplay in the video game medium.



Negative effects of Immersion
Somebody in the comments section of an online article by TekGoblin states that they have immersion problems, and this example raises two interesting factors when looking at the relationship between people and immersion. [Tucker C, 2017] For some people like this particular example, suggest that the effects of immersion aren’t always a good thing where being immersed can lead to issues inhabited within reality.



Chapter 2: Passive and interactive 

Passive
Passive immersion can be drawn from media that the viewer / reader can’t have a personal impact on, something in which is presented, then finished. This includes the following two mediums:

Books:
Part of the immersive process that books are capable of putting the reader through is known as the “Passing away” According to Theologist John S Dunne. When entering the state of passing over, we “enter into the feelings, imaginings, and thoughts of others through a particular kind of empathy” (Maryanne Wolf, 2018). Storytelling and narrative are good methods of immersing people for the reason that they can create this connection through nothing but words, and the imaginings element to it works best through this medium too due to the lack of visuals, it allows the reader to visualize the world in their own interpretation gathered from the written information. 
There are many ways in which connecting to a book can affect our minds, by putting yourself in the shoes of another allows one to not only expand their worldly knowledge, but also in a sense, helps us to become human. Some of these psychological effects carry over most mediums but is often lost in games.




Film: 
Through experiments that aimed to test the effects of immersion on emotional response and cognitive genre categorization of film viewers, results were produced of which showed that the more immersive the tested film was, the more intense the fictional world emotions that viewers showed was. This shows that films are just like books, capable of putting us through the immersive processes, and also that immersion affects emotions similar to the explored point in the books section, we can emotionally connect to characters and narratives.




Case Study - Harry Potter Franchise

Books:
A franchise that began in the form of fictional novels, J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter is an example of a written fictional world that stands the test of time. Over 500 million Harry Potter books have been sold worldwide as of early 2018, with the franchise beginning 20 years ago, this is an incredible feat for the author to achieve. Also it should be mentioned that the books are now available in 80 different languages, which is uncommon for books.
The way in which this franchise became so beloved was through the author's ability to write 


Games:
While the many games based on this franchise have been produced with varying quality, one of the popular worst titles is the Deathly Hallows Part 2, which was based on the movie of the same title. These games include mechanics that fail to replicate the magic of the films and fictional books, such as a duck and cover system which is often used in FPS games, headshots with magic, and storytelling cutscenes that break the canon story of the source material. “Despite being based on the bestselling books of all time. Maybe the developers should’ve skimmed a few pages first.” (Ja. S, 2015) Though, this is a common theme for film based games, especially of older age. And often due to the lack of immersion caused by a clash of trying to tell a story without the mechanics to fit and keep the experience immersive.














Interactive
Interactive immersion can only come from mediums in which the player is able to interact with and affect whether that involves changing the direction of the narrative, or simply messing with small details and visuals. 
Examples of this type of interactive processes include toys, and more importantly, video games

Characteristics in video games that cause this process to occur are vast due to the number of different art forms presented at one time. One of these for example is narrative, of which as explained by Psychologist and gamer Jamie Madigan “it’s pretty much the only thing in a book’s toolbox for creating immersion” (Madigan. J, 2010). A game is able to present the player with an interactive story, which whilst it is an area of game design that isn’t always present and needs more exploring to completely nail it, it is still something unachievable by most other mediums such as books or movies.
However, games are difficult to maintain consistency in, especially when it comes to narrative elements. Consistency is an essential part of immersion as described by Josh Foreman who worked on Guild Wars “Consistency is the single most important factor in creating a sense of place” (Foreman. J, 2011), and anything from visual cues to inconsistent behaviour from things in the game world like characters, could quickly break the immersion for the player, hence why video game designers are said to still be far from mastering the use of narrative in games.


Telltale games - Walking Dead

[image: ]
FIG 4 - Walking dead telltale game

A more recent series of games starting with Taxes Hold’em released early 2005 is the episodic adventure games genre. This genre aims to allow the player to have control over the events that occur throughout the narrative heavy game experience, this could be described as a cinematic gaming experience. 
These differ to common game genres in the way that the game relies on the player watching cutscenes which contain choices that the player can make to affect the game’s branching dialogue tree. As discussed with the passive mediums, the player is able to step into the shoes of the protagonist and other characters and unlike most gameplay heavy games, the players emotional investment in the game will be key to the the gameplay and immersive experience.

 [image: ]
FIG 5 - Player choices in the Walking Dead game
As shown in this data gathered by fans of the walking dead telltale games, there are a lot of choices to make throughout, and if this were presented in a film format (like the walking dead’s TV series for example) none of these choices are possible, which proves that players are immersed in many ways when playing.  Whereas the games include differences and non canon characters which will not appeal to every fan of the franchise.


Telltale has recently fallen far due to budget issues, but their formulas and ideals were able to pioneer this gere and prove something important to the future of game development and narratives in game design as described by Lowry of Windows Central:
“Thanks to Telltale, it became clear to the gaming community that episodic adventure games could be both immersive and well written” (Lowry. B, 2018). 
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FIG 6 - Telltale game player base graph

The graph shows a decline in players who have played the first chapter in each of telltales games. What this proves isn’t that the genre of cinematic game experiences is failing, but that the company is failing to further evolve the genre. Currently DONTNOD’s Life is Strange 2 is doing well for sales and player base.


The walking dead TV series has been declining for strongly immersive based reasons as of more recent seasons, 6 and 7 in particular. The show’s rating dropped from 17 million viewers to 11 million over just five of season seven episodes. Reasons for this include previously discussed elements like characters in the form of Negan as brought up in the character of character section, consistency, and more. An example of the immersive issues that caused more than six million fans to drop the show were two character deaths, whilst they did happen in the source material, methods like cliffhangers and basing an arc around the theme of is Glenn dead?’ were key factors that broke the immersive and intensified the emotional immersion for many. In the instance of the character Glenn, the directors decided to make it a guessing game for his survival by showing clearly that he was eaten by the dead, and then revealing that this wasn’t true to then have him killed a few episodes later. This is an example of Bateson’s simulation theory in a sense where the directors (AMC) were the liars telling lies to the viewers. (Tassi. P, 2016)



Gameplay experience

But similarly to the art forms in games, gameplay and interactivity is another big part of the equation. And players are able to become immersed in games simply through the mechanics, regardless of how well the world is built to feel believable and consistent. This is known as gameplay experience and comes hand in hand with immersion.  Fighting games for example, do not tend to have particularly interactive or consistently immersive worlds within, but do a great job using their gameplay to focus the players attention on them. The way in which the player then becomes immersed in a sense is a completely different process to that of a story or a narrative driven game, through the mentality and passion to improve and practice.


Part of a gamers mentality towards playing games will often revolve around escaping reality or taking a break from real life situations. But what is immersion all about in this medium?
To start off, there are different forms of information that humans are able to process through a game, considering they are made up of multiple art forms, these range from visual style, to audio, to narrative, and animation etc. And there are two different perspectives to build a game around being 2D and 3D, both of which have a lot of differences that could restrict or increase the level of immersion the player will experience. Game designers and developers are able to create virtual worlds with close to no limits and with all these artistic elements drawing the player in, the phrase “lost in the game” can be used to describe this detachment from reality.













Ludonarrative Dissonance

Ludonarrative dissonance is a term that refers to the conflict between a game’s narrative told through the story, and told through the gameplay. 
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FIG 7 - Bioshock

Case Study - Bioshock

Bioshock is an example of a game that has ludonarrative dissonance, in the way that the story promotes the theme of self-interest, while the gameplay promotes selflessness. A strong reason why this is the case, is in it’s linear design. As stated in the June 2009 issue of the EDGE magazine “You were psychologically programmed to obey the villain Fontaine was a neat conceit: It’s one of the few games with a good excuse for making you do what you’re told. Both men ultimately died by your hand, and your programming was broken - though the games’ linearity conspicuously failed to follow suit” (EDGE writers, 2009).
The game always suffered from a lack of agency. In this games’ case, the players choices throughout the experience are practically meaningless
The story told in Bioshock explores some compelling subjects, but the answers to such important subjects that the game provides are often “confused, frustrating, deceptive and unsatisfactory” (Hocking. C, 2007). As mentioned earlier, the self-interest element to its narrative involves the connection between power and freedom, and boldly makes a statement throughout that having a self-interest in power is a trap in a sense, ultimately corrupting and destroying us. The very first choice that the player is faced with is as follows; ‘seek power and you will progress’ and ‘help Atlas and you will progress’. Following the first choice, the player will go in line with what is known as the Randian rational self-interest, which is a common concept in single player games where all characters in-game are enemies to the player. Bioshock manages to turn this contract into visualised mechanics too, in the form of little sisters of which the player must optimally have no consideration for, and harvest powers from for their own sake as protagonist Ryan. This goes hand in hand with the narrative, fitting the idea that it’s best to do what is best for yourself and adapts a difficult philosophy involving whether or not to rescue them. [image: ] 
FIG 8 - Bioshock harvesting little sisters diagram

However, the game falls apart when you apply what can be conjured through the first option and apply it to the second. Being made to help Atlas regardless of your choice goes against the self-important nature of the narrative. On one hand, the mechanics offered the player to choose an objectivist route as well as the freedom to not take that route and to instead focus on saving these characters. And on the other hand, in terms of the story / narrative, it is not an option to go against the ideals of Atlas, which ruins the full freedom that would be needed to at least remove some of the ludonarrative dissonance.

Therefore, Ludonarrative dissonance is important in the way that it clearly shows how gameplay differs to other passive forms of media, as well as the fact that including both a narrative and gameplay structure makes for a complicated process that makes it hard to consistently immerse a player narratively.


Despite the clear abundance of consistent immersion and ludonarrative dissonance, the game got a score of 8.9 from users and 96 from critics according to the metacritic database. What does this say about the game? Basically, the game is good and achieved what it went for exceptionally regardless of the perhaps too far reaching story. This also might suggest that gameplay experience is the most important element to making a game good, though maybe not immersive.




























Case Study - Super smash bros melee 
[image: ]
FIG 9 - Super smash bros melee
Super smash bros melee, released in 2001 and published by Nintendo, is the second game in it’s franchise, consisting of many Nintendo franchise and in future installments, many more. However, this particular entry didn’t blow up for that reason, but for the gameplay or lack of in the sense that players were able to manipulate its exploits to turn it into an engaging competitive experience rather than being its intended party nature. This development also lead to the birth of a whole competitive gaming community, but what is important about it, is that it is a prime example of games in which do not even try to produce engaging and interactive narratives, but one in which immersion purely comes from the gameplay experience. When facing one and other rather than AI, a mental level of strategy and social interaction is added, also known as the ‘metagame’ and involving yourself with a competitive community can act as a drive to improve and mentally immerse yourself in the game, even if it’s just the element of combat. 
Pro melee player Jason aka Mew2King stated the following in an interview “I’m only interested in Super Smash Bros for tournaments.” (Zimmerman. J, 2014). Players such as Mew2King are an example of those who’ve become immersed in a game to such an extent that they are still playing the game to this day, and his involvement with the competitive community of smash bros melee comes almost entirely from the gameplay experience rather than other passive forms of immersion.







VR Immersion (Future of immersion in games)
___________________________________________________________________
The reference / connection made earlier in the report about the holodeck and immersion points to the next step in game design and a technological development expected to affect many practices, being VR or virtual reality. The virtual reality process does something similar to that of the holodeck, though not as extreme, placing the player in a virtually separate world from the real world but without the change in smell and touch. Through this immersive breakthrough hardware, games can theoretically create a sense of complete immersion considering that VR game experiences also provide the potential for interaction.



Chapter 3 - Does a game need immersion to be good? 

For mediums like books and film, immersion is a very strong factor that determines whether or not it is a good product or form of entertainment. But how about video games? Can one be considered good without a need for a strong and consistent level of immersion?

In games, immersion can come from any part of the concept, context, or the gameplay experience going by the general meaning of deep mental involvement. To start, people are different and have different taste in what they perceive as a good product of various mediums. And games are a matter of taste; For example, some may enjoy short thrilling bursts of entertainment, while others may be looking for a relaxing get away that they can take at a slower pace. In the games industry there are many examples of games that are widely regarded as good products such as undertale for it’s clever use of gameplay mechanics that affect the narrative outcomes made by player choices etc, or the elder scrolls series for it’s customizable player characters and massive worlds to explore. Elements that make games like this fundamentally ‘good’ are from a game design perspective features such as the gameplay mechanics, difficulty, tension, challenge, creative freedom and more. But also graphics and audio design contribute greatly in most cases. But ultimately the most important thing is the gameplay.





Case Study - Sonic Mania and Sonic Forces
[image: ]
FIG 10 - Sonic mania and Sonic Forces

One more recent example of where this topic comes into discussion is within the production of two sonic games, one being an official 3D game developed by Sonic Team and published by Sega called ‘Sonic Forces’ and a 2D celebration of the old 2D Sonic games developed by Sega of America ‘Sonic Mania’. Both games released in 2017 and while both proved that people are still interested in the franchise with good to great sales, reviews showed that one is far superior to the other. That one being Sonic Mania with a score of 86 out of 100 from 70 reliable reviewers on Metacritic, while Forces got a score of 57 among only 46 trusted sources on that same site.
One of these for example comes from GameSpot. They rated Sonic Forces a 50 “Sonic Forces manages to do nothing more than reinforce long held stereotypes against Sega’s beloved blue blur”(GameSpot, 2018). This is one of many negative receptions for the game, however, there’s a point in this to further discuss about the blue-blurs long held stereotypes. The stereotypes mentioned refers to aspects like unrelatability of the sonic characters, inconsistencies, lack luster functionality and the bad reputation that the fandom has brought upon the franchise. One of the biggest issues with the game according to game reviewer D’Argenio. A, is the serious nature of the game and recent 3D sonic games. “Super Mario Odyssey proved that the same old schtick works so long as you don’t take yourself too seriously. Sonic Forces on the other hand, takes itself way too seriously”. Sonic forces feeds the player exposition of the story off screen which doesn’t help with narrative consistency, and characters will tell you objectives that are never made clear through the gameplay, in a way this is ludonarrative dissonance which ultimately breaks the players immersion. As for the gameplay experience, functionality issues are carried over from previous entries to the franchise, one being the boost mechanic for modern sonic gameplay, which allows the player to practically fly through a stage with little to no challenge, and this speed output is often interrupted by level design that neither forces the player to slow down through cutscenes, or places slower paced platforming sections which can’t be done while boosting. To sum up the game, it downplays it’s few strengths, the narrative is broken by the gameplay and takes itself too seriously to narratively hook the player, and the game doesn’t give you the level of control you would want from a gameplay heavy immersive experience.

For Sonic Mania they gave a score of 90 “An excellent 2D Platformer, Sonic Mania goes beyond expectations, managing to be not only a proper evolution of the series’ iconic formula, but the best Sonic game ever made”(GameSpot, 2018). The fact that the game did this well goes to show that 2D games, as long as they are well designed can still be as successful as they were back in their time. Taking previous elements to the theory of immersion and how gameplay collides with these elements, the older 2D sonic games have linear stories and strong gameplay mechanics. But with a lack of enticing narrative immersion, emotional immersion and even spatial immersion, it’s hard to say the game is truly immersive. It’s possible that simplicity in games is one ideal method to go about making a more effective immersive experience for the player, but ultimately this proves that aiming to build a game with the ambition of fulfilling more types of immersion will not always make the game better and is more likely to break the immersion.

Another review on Sonic Forces shows a clear view and comparison between the two games, Metro GameCentral stated “Whoever this shoddily made platformer is meant to please, it won’t be those that like Sonic Mania, or any of the better 3D Sonic games” (Metro GameCentral, 2018). A score of 40 to go with this statement suggests that players of the sonic series like to compare its games, and that mania despite being closer to the formula of a game from 1980’s is a more worthy experience than its 3D counterpart in 2018.

Daniel Super, Professional Game Programmer & Designer 2016 states “2D games are alive and well and have a robust bold future. Sure it’s not a AAA future, but why does that matter?” (Super. D, 2018). This statement made by Daniel Super suggests that 2D still has a place in the medium of game design, which is true, and games like sonic mania and cuphead are existing proof to back this viewpoint up. It also goes to show that games do not need to include all immersive elements in order to be a success, and is a good pointer to the fact that the early games of the 80’s and 90’s were able to succeed even at times without any narrative at all for example.



Methodology
Throughout the report, Information is to be gathered from a variety of sources and each source will be checked to ensure validity in order to justify or argue against theoretical viewpoints. Sources of research will be structured into the following: Books, Online which includes videos and images etc. and Journals. Most of these will be academic publishers.
Information in this dissertation will be backed with case studies that will be used to establish points of view.


Conclusion
Immersion can be found in many forms of media, and games can create immersion without a need for professional writing, or storytelling, but just gameplay alone. This level of immersion is difficult to balance with entertainment and emotional investment, but it shows that games are potentially the most immersive medium out there. However, the answer for the main question “How important is immersion in games?” has been drawn as follows; 
Immersion comes in many forms and we as human beings are affected by different types of immersion to different levels, but it is clear that being affected in this way will encourage further investment into exploring said media form, as well as some mostly minor negative effects. The immersive fallacy is a theory which logically can’t fully be experienced   Whether it be a passive or an interactive medium, we can become immersed, and while passive exceeds in certain types of narrative and emotion driven immersion, interactives can contain all of the types of immersion in theory. However, balancing this is a challenge for designers as there are more practices that must be carried out to produce games, which brings an extra layer in a sense of difficulty to maintain the players immersion. While getting narrative, spatial and gameplay experience to work together is something that not many games exceed in, with VR, telltale games, and new technologies becoming more mainstream, there is more potential for the industry to produce games closer to the immersive fallacy theory than any other form of entertainment has been able to. But in this current timeframe games are known to be good regardless of the level of immersion, in many cases such as the fighting game genre, gameplay is the only real element that is essential to bring the developers success. This can also be seen in the fact games of old age were able to succeed and be considered immersive without even having the technology needed to build large worlds or emotionally relatable characters. Therefore, games can be immersive in the same way as other mediums, but it is not as important for them to contain all types of immersion in order to succeed.
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