Social gaming in Dungeons & Dragons
Introduction
For my study, I have chosen to conduct research on the social aspect of the tabletop roleplaying game (RPG) Dungeons and Dragons (DnD). This area is of interest to me because, given the current global Coronavirus outbreak, gaming has become a lifeline to so many people to keep in contact with their friends, myself very much included. For this study, I will be focusing on two groups of players: the friends I have at home, and the friends I made at university and shall be referring to participants by their character names.
To better understand my findings and the context surrounding them, a description of Dungeons and Dragons is required. When the Dungeon Master (DM) is ready to begin they will attempt to call the pre-game banter to a close but that can be a lengthy process as this is always the causal talk of friends seeing each other after a little while. Eventually the banter will calm down and the DM will start to bring you back into their hand-crafted world with a recap of the last session, reminders on what the characters were doing and will then put the situation out to the table. During the session, the players aim to become fully immersed in their characters, fulfilling the ‘RP’ part of RPG. Players have social rules that they adhere to during the session, one of which is important for this study: The players must think through their characters and not ‘meta-game’ (where a player thinks and acts as a player who knows what is happening and not as their character who doesn’t know); this rule is important as it gives a distinction between what the player thinks and what their character thinks and has a lot of influence over how the game plays and what people feel. Whilst the session goes on a lot is experienced. Everyone around the table will feel enjoyment, nerves, sadness occasionally and a sense of comradery as the DM guides the players through their world and the party solve the problems the DM throws at them with varying degrees of success. And once the session is concluded everyone ‘emerges’ from their characters and the post-game discussion begins. 
I wanted this study to focus on the social aspect of playing the game, as in how people felt during the game and what it means to them within a social context i.e. a game amongst friends. To this end I asked the two groups if they would be willing to help me with this study. I explained how I was conducting this small study on the social aspect of the game and if they were willing, I would like them to answer five questions relating to the session that had just concluded. To aid in their understanding of the questions, two foreign words that better describe the emotions I was looking to encapsulate were added: hygge and mattari (まったり). Hygge is a word of Danish origin and is translated as “creating a warm atmosphere and enjoying the good things in life with good people” (Visit Denmark, 2020) and mattari is a Japanese word which translates to “a state of laziness (being carefree or at ease). Used with this meaning, a sense of boredom is also implied. It can also be translated by “to lounge”, “to relax” or ‘to chill out’” (Coto Academy, 2015). The questions I asked them were as follows:
1. How were you feeling at various points in the session? Were you elated, excited, nervous, sad, or not a lot? A combination of lots of different emotions? 
2. Did you enjoy one aspect over the other? As in, did you prefer just being with friends or did you prefer the gaming itself? 
3. My research is focusing on two key words: hygge and mattari. Did you feel either of these, at points or throughout the session? 
a. Hygge is “creating a warm atmosphere and enjoying the good things in life with good people. […] And there's nothing more hygge than sitting around with friends and family” 
b. Mattari is “a state of laziness (being carefree or at ease). Used with this meaning, a sense of boredom is also implied. It can also be translated by “to lounge”, “to relax” or ‘to chill out’” 
4. 4. Do you play this game as a means of hanging out with friends? Do you play this game because you enjoy the freedom it gives, and your friends are along for the ride? 
5. Any other miscellaneous thoughts you have and want to comment on
I wrote these questions up and posted them in the text channel of the communications app we use, Discord, and asked the players and DM that if they wanted to answer these questions they could message me privately if they did not want their responses to be public or they could post them in the main text channel. One of the largest limitations encountered with this study is that DnD, an inherently social game, had to be played over a voice channel on Discord because of the Coronavirus outbreak. This was quite limiting in some respects as the game is built on  interaction with the other players and DM, so not being able to see any of their facial expressions or actions made things a little difficult when it came to reading the mood of the room for hygge and mattari, although a general sense could be gleamed from the way people were talking to one another. 
The first set of responses I received was in relation to a game like DnD that we recently picked up: Call of Cthulhu. Another RPG but this one is a mystery-horror game. The most recent session had a lot of very interesting developments for both the story and the characters. One of the more suspicious characters of our group, Dr Dee, has been the object of speculation for a few sessions now and we finally got answers. The session began after my character, Lars Adelsköld had had a serious operation to remove a less savoury entity from his body, Dr Dee had a mental breakdown and was chained to a bed to keep him restrained. The voice channel had an air of tension as we started the session, and the DM threw in a big event: Dee was unconscious, and his phone rang. Those awake seized the opportunity and started rummaging through his phone and Dr Dee’s player described it as:
“very nervous when one of the other players took my phone from pocket and read the message. This nervousness was heightened when Willow decided to unlock my phone and rummage through it. Again, this was not a bad nervousness. Rather it was a thrilling anticipation of what might happen next” (DM T. P., 2020)
I could visualise the looks on every player’s face as we made this discovery, all of our interest in this person on the other end of the phone had piqued and we all set about trying to find out who they were. Myself on the other hand was still unconscious so as a character I could not have any input but as a player I was very interested; a time when ‘mattari’ is applicable as an emotion. Despite my lack of involvement, I was still enjoying watching things unfold. The Keeper of Arcane Lore (DM) commented on this event as being “Its (sic) so great to see the table just shake with everyone working stuff out and making new theories. This session also had plenty of tension which is so satisfying as a GM.” and goes on to say “I think games like DnD are very Hygge. Theres a real sense of warm comradery around a table, doing somthing colaberative wether that is slaying a dragon or telling a cool story (sic)” (Creedence, 2020). Another player interestingly commented that in relation to the mystery that was unfolding that she would “definitely feel like I continue to play the game even if I don’t like the game itself if its (sic) with friends. I think it creates a sense of community or belonging.” (Nina, 2020), so despite her playing a large role in the currently unfolding events, she wasn’t as focused on the game as she might be otherwise and plays the game more for the social aspect. 
One trend I noticed when looking over the responses was that everyone said they felt a sense of hygge when playing. When looking at the times that they mention feeling hygge, the most common time for everyone was the pre- and post-game chat where everyone is just hanging out with one another (Creedence, 2020; DM R. o., 2020; DM T. P., 2020; Esther, 2020; Farnese, 2020; Nina, 2020). Mattari also came up under similar circumstances, although it was mentioned less in responses than hygge. The common trend with mattari was that people were feeling this way when other characters had the limelight. When I have been playing the Call of Cthulhu game, mattari is the predominant emotion for me as it is not really my kind of game but I enjoy the hygge feeling of just playing a game with friends every Thursday evening. 
The most interesting thing I found with my responses was that everyone mentioned how the game was a secondary item for them, their main reason for playing was more than simply because they enjoy the game but rather they play because it allows them to be with their friends. I found the group of friends from home were a little more open about the subject with one saying, “I'd have to say spending time with my friends means more to me than the game does.” (Esther, 2020) and “I don’t have a preference, it’s fun to just be in a call with my friends, and it’s equally as enjoyable playing DnD with them” (Farnese, 2020), with members of the university group also following a similar line of thought “I prefer being with friends over the gaming, but I enjoy the gaming too.” (Nina, 2020), “I would a combination of both, but with being with friends was the stronger of the two” (Bearkiller, 2020). All the quotes mention them enjoying playing the game, but everyone has also mentioned friends in some capacity or another within their answers. Whilst it cannot be captured within a quote, when both groups were playing, I got a real sense of hygge with everyone just being together for the evening. The frequent diversions in conversation with the group from home were just as if we were hanging out together in someone’s house or meeting up somewhere, DnD in some ways is just an excuse for us to meet up. With the university group it is somewhat similar, the pre-game chat can go on for up to an hour sometimes as we just talk normally which has a very relaxed feeling that we all share and enjoy. The socialising that comes to the forefront during the gameplay is arguably the highlight of the experience: the in-jokes that develop and relate specifically to your group and your campaign, the absurd solutions and situations we end up in and the general shenanigans that parties get up to are what makes DnD a very social game. 
What I have found from my research is that the people I interviewed play DnD not for the game itself but rather the shared experience we all have playing it and the dumb fun friends can have with one another when they are all hanging around together. Hygge was also the most dominant of the emotions people felt, supporting the idea that people were playing to hang around with friends rather than playing simply for the game itself. 
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