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"One of the responsibilities I think we have as designers is to protect the player from themselves" 
Sid Meier, GDC 2010[1]

Introduction
An analysis of how proficiency, diversity in gameplay mechanics, and style are used to promote diversity in video game play, and how it prevents players from playing in a purely efficient way. And how the unique mechanics of the character action genre help achieve this. And how the genre was developed and continued with the proficiency in combat mechanics in mind. 
A game being played by a beginner at the casual level and a game being played by an experienced player, someone who has mastered the game in question will look quite different. 
A beginner could play in a variety of ways, testing out the games, learning, and adapting as they go. Ideally playing the game in a way that the developer intended to be enjoyable as they are introduced to mechanics, environments, and encounters organically. 
Someone with a lot of experience or who has mastered the same game on the other hand will be able to play the game more efficiently, taking the quickest route or using the least number of resources required. Two different players with a certain level of experience are likely to play the game in much the same way because of this, resulting in a lack of variety in play.
"Many players cannot help approaching a game as an optimization puzzle. Given the opportunity, players will optimise the fun out of the game." 
Soren Johnson, Designer Notes [2]
Character Action games as a genre have some unique ways of avoiding this. "Character Action" as a genre share much in common with the "Hack and Slash" genre of games, with a greater focus on weapon and attack variety, combos, and spectacle. Character action can be quite complex, with a high skill ceiling, but can typically be played without making full use of the game's systems to a certain extent. 
"The character action genre was designed to evolve the arcade score attack experience into a modern form. It is a form of spectacular skill-based gameplay that uses high score systems to constantly push players to further explore what makes it so thrilling."
Christopher Hovermale, Destructoid[3]
The focus of the combat in the "Devil May Cry" series of games for example, as well as defeating the enemies in each encounter. Is to achieve and maintain a high "Style" ranking, that is always tracked and displayed on the screen. style is increased by weapon variety, attack variety and avoiding attacks. And is reduced by repeating the same attack in quick succession, taking damage, or taking too long between actions. 





"Seeing statistical and tangible evidence of my skills improving inspires me and motivates me to push myself further… assuming that score actually corresponds with more exciting and skilful gameplay."
Christopher Hovermale, Destructoid[3]
The encounters and levels of the game are then also ranked taking Style into consideration, as well as other factors such as time taken, items used, and points collected. This system encourages variety in gameplay as a form of proficiency and challenge. More skilled players are likely to make use of a wider variety of options in the game to maximize their score, so two equally skilled players are likely to have different experiences. 
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Psychology in Game Design
The psychology of the player is a key component of game design. Varieties of human thinking influence how decisions in the game are made, each player's individual perception becomes the reality of the game and need to be accounted for. Players can be their own worst enemy when it comes to their own enjoyment. 
“This is what games are for. They teach us things so that we can minimize risk and know what choices to make. Phrased another way, the destiny of games is to become boring, not to be fun. Those of us who want games to be fun are fighting a losing battle against the human brain because fun is a process and routine is its destination.”
Raph Koster, A Theory of Fun [5]
Many players tend to play a game as a puzzle of efficiency. Gravitating to a strategy most geared towards success. The complexity of games makes it difficult to predict how a player will inevitably optimize their play, and potential strategies of exploits will remain undiscovered until a game has already been released and many players have tested the game for themselves. 
In a developer interview with the team behind the “Civilization” games published in the march 2011 issue of “Game Developer” magazine [6] the team referred to this trend as “Water finds a crack”, meaning that any flaw in a games design with inevitably be abused repeatedly, and once discovered will become the normal way to play. Once discovered, it cannot be ignored, even to the players own detriment. 
An example provided with the game “Civilisation 3” is referred to as “lumberjacking”. A forest on each game tile can be chopped down for resources, then replanted. The result of this is the optimal play become to plant a forest on each tile under their control and chop them down to endlessly produce resources. This was a time-consuming and tedious way to play but was the only option if a player wanted to play as optimally as possible. 
A term for this phenomenon emerged from MMO (Massively Multiplayer Online) games as well, the “Tank-Mage. Originally referring to the game “Ultima Online” [7], where certain character builds could both wear heavy armour for high defence and cast powerful spells for high offence. This single handedly replaced other character builds in the game making them unnecessary. 
It is important to avoid these single dominant strategies because it removes a player's sense of choice from a game when other options are considered sub-optimal. A choice a player makes in a game should be situationally optimal with potential downsides. This helps preserve variety in gameplay, and therefore re playability and enjoyment. 









The value of time spent is also something to consider when players are presented with a choice. Typically, games will reward players for their choices in-game in accordance with the risk taken to achieve that reward. If one style of play gives a steady reward or progress for little or no risk, then players will take the easy and slow route. Trading time for safety, undervaluing their own time spent, and reducing their overall enjoyment. For example, in the game “Destiny” [8] as a type of MMO, higher-level items would drop rarely by killing enemies or assisting in killing enemies. This was meant as an occasional bonus to the game's overall progression and to incentivize players to help fight enemies and take on tougher challenges that would improve the chances of rewards. However, during the first couple of weeks of the game's release players discovered a cave that infinitely spawned enemies. And by simply standing next to this cave and shooting into it, rare items will inevitably drop. This quickly became the most efficient way to acquire rare gear and a large majority of players would spend hours repeating this simple action. The developers at Bungie Studios fixed this exploit, but varieties of it continue to pop up in the game from time to time. [9] 
 Alternatively, if an exploit within a game provides an interesting or fun alternative way to play then it does not necessarily need to be removed. A player is in control of their own experience, and if it does not have a negative impact on player experience then more options are ideal. 
Motivation in Video Games
Video Games are a leisure pursuit. Playing Video Games for fun can be an intrinsic motivation and would be considered the most prevalent motivation. The primary motivation for more periodic players differs, being a pursuit of challenge. This is more extrinsic motivation. The Theory of Flow Experience can be attributed to this, Flow refers to a state of mind combining cognitive, physiological, and affective aspects. Also known as an optimal psychophysical state and can be referred to as being “In the zone,” “On the ball” or “In the groove.” [10] “Flow Theory” based on research by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi in the 1970s, found that individuals engaging in various activities for pleasure found enjoyment when their attention was fully committed. Rather than low-stress or relaxing situations. Being motivated by the quality of the experience and being engaged with more difficulty and involved risk, expanded a person's capacity and challenged their skills. When fully absorbed in a challenge is when the state of “Flow” is achieved. It is easier to achieve this state by being active in something that has rules and requires the learning of skills, and more difficult to achieve while being passive. 
Persistence through failure
In video games created with challenges in mind, it is assumed that players will fail as part of the process of developing the skills and knowledge necessary to progress and complete a game. A player's reaction toward failure can be associated with a person's Mastery Orientation. [11]
[bookmark: _Int_rYIM0bw8]Players with a mastery orientation will have an overall more positive reaction to failure, leading to renewed effort and heightened engagement. A study conducted at the University of California, Irvine, surveyed 928 undergraduates on gameplay experience and attitude towards challenge and failure. Results show that players attracted to challenge in video games reported a higher mastery orientation, suggesting that challenge in video games has an association with positive reactions to failure. [12]





 Learning through failure is not a concept unique to video games and is well understood. Bielaczyc, K [13] speaks of designing to produce productive failure, using two phases: generation/exploration, and consolidation. For this there are three principles to keep in mind during design. 

· Create 	problem-solving contexts that involve working on complex problems 	  that challenge but do not frustrate. 	

· Provide 	opportunities for exploration and elaboration. 	

· Provide 	opportunities to compare the affordance and constraints of failed or suboptimal representations and solution methods and assembly of conical representations and solution methods. 	
[bookmark: _Int_LsdMZnql]This is also how video game environments can be structured for players to learn from failure of in-game challenges and adapt to overcome said challenges. Games often form communities that compare experiences within games, letting players share and learn the best strategies for beating the challenges presented. This speeds up the process of players understanding the full extent of what a game allows, and allows them to demonstrate their mastery. 
Research has shown the importance of challenge in video games, but defining what kind of challenge and what aspect of the experience it affects is more complex. A study by Anna L. Cox on the role of challenge in the gaming experience looks at how altering the level of challenge in a game can affect a player's immersion. Demonstrating that just increasing the demands of the game does not necessarily improve immersion, but further study shows that using the pressure of time limits for increased cognitive and physical challenge increased immersion. With the level of challenge experienced by the player is an interaction between the cognitive challenge of the game and the e of the player. [14]
 In an essay by Jesper Juul, “The Art of Failure”(2013), the idea that video games are “fun” is mistaken. 
When we play video games, our facial expressions are rarely those of happiness or bliss. Instead, we frown, grimace, and shout in frustration as we lose, or die, or fail to advance to the next level. 
Jesper Juul [15] 
Humans have a desire for success and competence, however playing games is an activity that is likely to include failure and feelings of incompetence. Unlike negative emotions experienced in reading or cinema, failure in a video game means that you the player rather than a character is inadequate. But a drive to rid that feeling of inadequacy there is a motivation to play more and avoid that sense of failure via improving skills. This being a central part of enjoyment in games is the art of failure. The experience that sets up and allows the player to experience and experiment with failure.
 These concepts show how there can be positive reactions to failure, and how challenge drives motivation in this way. 





Self Determination Theory 
Many of these psychological concepts when applied to video games in research, refer to Self Determination Theory (SDT). SDT is a theory of human motivation. According to SDT, the reasons why individuals choose to participate, and persist in an activity can be categorized along a continuum of self-determined regulation. The most self-determined form of behavioural regulation is intrinsic motivation, which is defined as engaging in an activity for the pleasure and satisfaction derived from the activity itself. On the opposite end is, lack of motivation or intention. Situated between is extrinsic motivation, which refers to behaviours that are carried out to attain outcomes unrelated to the activity itself (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000b). [16]
 A subset of SDT is Cognitive Evaluation Theory (CET) with states that humans have three fundamental needs. 
· Autonomy: 	The power to make their own choices.

· Competence: 	The ability to effectively perform the behaviour.

· Relatedness: 	Authentic social connections with others. 	

Satisfaction of these needs is an essential part of a person's intrinsic motivation. Another subset of SDT, Basic Psychological Needs Theory (BPNT), proposes that the satisfaction of these three needs results in a better mood, and better self-esteem. An activity that negates these needs would therefore have a negative impact on someone. 
Enjoyment as the satisfaction of intrinsic need can be accomplished from positive responses to playing video games. Prerequisites for enjoyment in media include three major parts. First is interest, empathy, and a willingness to suspend disbelief. Second is the motive to consume the media, willingness, and reason to play a game. Third is the media characteristics, the design, aesthetics, content and technology of the media. From an SDT perspective, enjoyment is a result of the satisfaction of these three needs, leading to psychological well-being. 
Competence in the context of video games requires challenges and the feeling of effectiveness at accomplishing those challenges within the game. Need satisfaction of competence can be achieved in a game by letting players learn new skills, providing increased challenge difficulty as a game progresses, and providing natural and efficient control. Need satisfaction of competence is a key factor of a satisfying and enjoyable game experience and a major part of motivation for future play. [17]







Devil May Cry


Devil May Cry [18] was directed by Hideki Kamiya who worked at Capcom to help develop Resident Evil [19] and Directed Resident Evil 2 [20] prior to Devil May Cry's development. Resident Evil 2 is considered a good follow up to the first game and achieved the company's goal of selling over 2 million copies but was not necessarily the kind of game Hideki Kamiya wanted to make, he was doing his best to continue the theming of the Resident Evil series as a horror game. When it came time for Capcom to develop Resident Evil 4 Hideki Kamiya was assigned as Director. The company wanted to use this opportunity to mix up the formula from previous games to avoid the series becoming stale, and Kamiya was given a lot of creative leeway. Kamiya began to develop the game into something that he wanted to play, without adhering to the horror theming of previous titles, the game became more action focused. Shinji Mikami, the creative director of the Resident Evil series of the time, seeing the direction this new title was going, made an executive decision. Rather than tell the team developing this new game to tone down the action elements and bring it more in line with the established tone of the series, he instead decided to refocus the project as an entirely new piece of work. Kamiya's goal in development was to change the game theme from “the fear” to “the stylish”. Using visual impact to emphasize action rather than atmosphere to enhance fear, he made a game for die-hard action game fans. Inspired by the feelings of playing arcade games in his youth he did not want to make the game too easy, as players would not experience the real appeal of an action game such as the “Tension of dealing with the enemy”, “Satisfaction from achievement” and “Pleasure to be better.” The idea was to reflect a user's technique directly in the gameplay, with good reflexes being an advantage. [21]
[bookmark: _Int_1gKWPUlj] A key feature of the game is the Style System, using letter grades displayed on the screen, starting with a D up to A and an additional highest rank S, which increase as the player continuously uses a variety of attacks and techniques, or parries enemy attacks. Each attack will add a certain number of points to the style rank gauge, but repeating the same moves too frequently will cause diminishing returns to the points gained, requiring a variety of weapons and attacks to maintain a high rank. Taunting in game will also affect the style rank when timed rank, and if not repeated too often. Once the gauge fills up, a new style grade is achieved, denoted by a higher letter. Starting with D and ending with S, the style rank will affect the amount of currency dropped by an enemy when they are defeated. This will also contribute to the final mission score.
The style rank will deplete with inactivity or by using the same attacks with no variation, depleting faster at higher ranks. In the first Devil May Cry If not maintained the rank will completely reset in 1.5 seconds, whilst in later games it simply degrades over time. In later games being hit by an enemy will also harshly reduce the style rank. [22]
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Devil May Cry 5 [4]
Devil May Cry established a genre that came to be known as “Character Action.” Character action typically refers to a 3rd person, a 3D action game that emphasizes style and variety. They often include a style ranking system to encourage variety, ratings for individual encounters, a variety of moves and weapons, and fast-paced action. It is also possible for a 2D game to meet many of these criteria, such as the game “The Dishwasher: Dead Samurai” [23]
[bookmark: _Int_9LVdrjdf]Hideki Kamiya was a fan of arcade games, and this influence was carried over to the design philosophies of developing this new style of game. [24] Much like an arcade game scoreboard, style ranking in character action encourages players to constantly improve on their previous performance. This is accomplished by refining and what made traditional arcade score attack enjoyable. A player seeing tangible evidence of their skill improving motivates them to push themselves further is the ranking being displayed is associated with interesting and skilled gameplay. Arcade games used various mechanics to determine the score, with risky play typically being more rewarding. Risky play, when pulled off successfully looks and feels more exciting than a safer play. character action games such as Devil May Cry reward similar play. 
“Even in shooting or action games, if you know that you can just kill this guy this way, but maybe if I could try to do it a little bit cooler, or a little more interesting. Maybe there’s a bit of, ‘hey, I’ve got the gallery behind me and I’m going to show off some play that you’ve never thought of,’ but there’s also the element of showing off to yourself and creating your own play style. I think that had a lot to do with the games I played when I was younger, and that really came to the forefront in DMC.” 
Hideki Kamiya [25]




For some players, a constant tracking of their performance would apply unwanted pressure. Because of this, character action games are more likely to appeal to people with a high mastery orientation, rather than those who are more intrinsically motivated to simply play games for fun. Playing cautiously or using simple effective moves repeatedly may lead to a game completion but will not be rewarded with a good ranking. And so more aggressive and risky play is encouraged, with a higher chance of failure, but more exciting and satisfying success. 
In the home video game market, surpassing a million sales is a generally accepted standard for a major hit. Devil May Cry sold 2.16 million units as of Capcom's platinum games listing in 2016, as the company's 22'nd most popular game. Marking a clear demand for this type of game experience. [27]
On the other hand, its immediate sequel, Devil May Cry 2 [26], sold 1.7 million units. There are a few reasons that can explain this drop in popularity. With Kamiya working on alternate projects, the development of Devil May Cry 2 was handed to another production team within Capcom, who was given leave to make the game their own. [28] One of these changes was to reduce the more bombastic tone of the game. Complaints of the first game's difficulty also led to the sequel being made more accessible. With the first Devil May Cry game featuring both ranged and melee attacks, it was pointed out that the melee weapons were the more developed and saw much more use. The developers of Devil May Cry 2 sought to rectify this by expanding on the move set of the gun is the game and improving their damage to make them a more compelling option. The unfortunate side effect of this was that the guns were a powerful option that could be used safely from a distance, removing any sense of risk or challenge from much of the game. Additional to this the guns would automatically lock on to enemies with little to no input from the player. This led to the most effective strategy also being the easiest, quickly removing any sense of engagement from the player and reducing the incentive to play recklessly or creatively. Due to this the game ed to make full use of the style system and the inherent desire for challenge and improvement it could bring. 
 Fortunately, Devil May Cry 3: Dante's Awakening [29] was a much greater success, returning to form with a focus on style over efficiency and dramatically expanded the combat system within the genre by making weapons switchable mid-combo, and different style systems changing the abilities available. Allowing for much greater variety and room for players to expand their skillset within the game. The move sets and options available continued to be expanded on with later sequels, with the latest entry in the series, Devil May Cry 5 [4] seeing the greatest success with 6.5 million units sold. (27) 









Character Action perfected

After leaving Capcom Hideki Kamiya went on to help found PlatinumGames and continued to refine the style of game he initially popularised. [30]
Platinum established its specialty with Character action with the release of Bayonetta [31], a spiritual successor to the design philosophies of Devil May Cry before it. Using a combo system with diminishing returns and ranks given for performance much like Devil May Cry's style system. Even in the case of developing games for entirely different franchises, when Platinum was commissioned by Konami to make a spin-off game to the Metal Gear series, traditionally slow and stealthy themed games. Platinum instead developed a character action game in their signature style, Metal Gear Rising [32]. While Metal Gear Rising lacked the level of combo variety and continuous style scoring of previous character action, it ended each encounter with a lettered rank score. 
Is the style ranking system superior to more traditional objective systems? And can the use of style systems benefit more games as a whole? This depends on the target audience and intended experience of a game. Referring to Self Determination Theory, if a game is designed as a fun, laid-back, or relaxing experience, it would be developed to appeal to those playing with Intrinsic motivation. Looking to find enjoyment purely from the experience the game is immediately providing. But for a game looking to appeal to players with a higher mastery orientation, playing with extrinsic motivation, the game will need to appeal to the fundamental need of competence. The style system can be used to accomplish this, driving this kind of player's need to learn skills and improve their own performance by continuously allowing them to compete with themselves and actively create and beat their own challenges. This is proven to be effective for Character Action games but could easily be applied more broadly to action games in general and other genres. 
A successful example of this is the game Ultrakill [33], a first-person shooter. The game features a variety of weapons and the ability to parry, perform combos, and various other stylish actions which build a style meter in the same manner as more traditional Character Action games. The game's healing system also requires the player to be close to enemies when damaging them, encouraging risky and fast gameplay. The game was met with overwhelmingly positive reviews on Steam scoring a 98% positive rating, making it the 12th highest-rated game on Steam. [34] 
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