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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Video games have a long history as experiences capable of engaging players for long 

periods of time. Many games feature estimated completion times in the dozens or even hundreds 

of hours. Thus, understanding what drives players is vital in the development of video games, as 

game developers strive to create engaging, motivating experiences. The study of motivations in 

relation to video games – particularly when it comes to what compels players to continue – is 

fertile ground for research. Theoretical research regarding what makes video games interesting 

has flourished for the past couple of decades, with books from authors like Jesper Juul (Half-

Real, 2005), Espen Arseth (Cybertext: Perspectives on Ergodic Literature, 1997), and Janet 

Murray (Hamlet on the Holodeck, 1997), among others, contributing to the discourse. Only 

recently have definitive voices and foundational studies about the video games surfaced, 

including research that has begun to explore the ways in which playing video games positively 

affect one’s life and how and why players are motivated to spend time in the virtual worlds that 

games provide. 

Much of the discourse regarding motivation in video games focuses on extrinsic 

motivations – things that motivate a person from the outside – such as being given a monetary 

reward for performing a job or being penalized for not completing a task. Many games that use 

systems to motivate players provide extrinsic motivation, such as the trophy or achievement 

systems present on all major gaming platforms. These systems reward players for completing in-

game tasks by giving them virtual medals or trophies to display on their social media profiles. 

However, studies of motivation reveal that the benefits of extrinsic motivation are short lived. 

Rather, intrinsic motivation – characterized as a player’s internal desire to succeed – has much 
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better potential to motivate a person for longer periods of time. Likewise, intrinsic motivations 

are more likely to leave a person with positive feelings about the experience since they have been 

proven to provide stronger, more lasting motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). 

As such, it is in the interest of developers to intrinsically motivate players to complete the 

games they create, because, ultimately, if developers create content in a game that players may 

never see, since they no longer have interest in playing the game any longer, why should the 

developers even bother expending their efforts on it? The more cynical take on this question 

would be that it does not truly matter, since developers (and their publishers) get the same 

amount of money for each game sold regardless of whether the player plays the game for two 

hours or two hundred. However, it stands to reason that if developers and publishers understand 

the value of intrinsically motivating players, they will engage them in a more lasting, fulfilling 

relationships with the game. This kind of motivation and engagement may encourage brand 

loyalty with the franchise, but examining exactly how that would be affected is beyond the scope 

of this research.  

This research examines the role of intrinsic motivation in video games. Specifically, it 

attempts to identify the user interface elements and in-game mechanics of single-player Role-

Playing Games (RPGs) that influence a player’s motivation. It focuses on how a player can be 

motivated or demotivated by the game’s user interface elements and in-game mechanics in the 

first hour of gameplay. Therefore, this thesis addresses the following research questions: 

1. What are the primary user interface features and in-game mechanics that affect a 

player’s motivation during gameplay? 

2. How can these user interface features and in-game mechanics be viewed through the 

lens of pre-existing motivational psychology? 
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These questions are examined through the lens of the well-established Self-Determination 

Theory, a theory developed to study intrinsic motivation that focuses on an individual’s feelings 

of competence, autonomy, and relatedness. In other words, SDT examines how well a person 

feels they are adequately able to perform a task (competence), how much they are capable of 

making meaningful choices and how much control they are given over the experience 

(autonomy), and to what extent an experience creates feelings of affinity or empathy 

(relatedness). 

This thesis focuses solely on console games, which are played on a dedicated device 

connected to a television with a dedicated controller used to interact with the game. PCs and 

smartphones include different hardware that can cause major differences in gameplay 

experience. These differences can be especially pronounced in high-end PC games, which can 

have severe performance issues if a player does not have the newest graphics card or CPU 

(Dingman, 2014). Consoles, on the other hand, provide a consistent experience for all players. 

For example, any player who loads up Bloodborne on a PlayStation 4 will encounter the same 

experience in terms of graphical performance, something that cannot be guaranteed on PCs or 

mobile platforms. Games on consoles are also played with a standard controller, as opposed to 

PCs, on which users may play games with a keyboard and mouse, as well as handheld controllers 

from many different manufacturers. 

Likewise, there is a wide variety of possible experiences on personal computers. 

Although PCs are the dominant platform for playing games, with 62% of players using a PC as a 

gaming platform (ESA, 2015), gaming on PCs can encompass anything from simple social 

media-based games like Farmville to the Byzantine complexity of games like the space simulator 

Eve Online. Consoles, meanwhile, are still used by 56% of players as a platform (ESA, 2015) 
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and represent a narrower stratum of available games while still providing diverse experiences. 

Although games on mobile phones and handheld consoles are used for 35% and 21% of players 

respectively (ESA, 2015), there are enough unique elements about these kinds of games that put 

them outside of the scope of this research. 

This study draws on Self-Determination Theory (SDT), a macro theory of human 

motivation that is concerned with understanding the motivations that underlie the choices people 

make without any external influence or interference. SDT is built on the notion that three main 

drivers – competence, autonomy, and relatedness – contribute to motivation to varying degrees, 

depending on the experience in question. As such, SDT can help us better understand how a 

game’s user experience can affect a player’s overall motivation to continue. Ultimately, the main 

goal for this research project is to gain a better understanding of players’ mental states as they 

play a game. It also seeks to isolate and identify the user interface elements and in-game 

mechanics that drive them to continue. In doing so, this thesis aims to provide guidance for 

future game developers, as well as developers of similar interactive experiences. Examining the 

psychology of a game play session can also yield valuable data about the interaction between the 

player and the game, including the elements of the game may be psychologically satisfying, even 

to the point of fulfilling basic psychological needs (Ryan et al, 2006).  Hopefully, understanding 

the factors that motivate players to continue playing games will allow for a more thorough 

exploration of the role of the user experience in video games, particularly in their motivations to 

stay with a game for an extended period. 

SDT was chosen for this study primarily because of how it treats intrinsic motivation in 

easily classifiable ways. It is a capable theory, as SDT has been used extensively to study 

intrinsic motivations for tasks in athletics and in work environments, among others. The task-
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based nature of many of SDT’s instruments allows for more efficient data capture than 

alternative theories or methods. The primary application of SDT in this study is twofold. First, 

the participants in the study completed a think-aloud protocol, speaking spontaneously about 

their experiences in the game as they were playing it. The results of this protocol were later 

separated into statements about competence, autonomy, and relatedness, the three dimensions 

that SDT measures. Second, participants completed a modified version of the Intrinsic 

Motivation Inventory (Ryan, 1982), a well-established survey used in many studies of intrinsic 

motivation. 

This research examines how players’ feelings of competence, autonomy, and relatedness 

are affected during a gameplay session, as well as identify which of those feelings influence 

players during a gameplay session. It also attempts to understand which user interface elements 

and in-game mechanics present in RPGs have the most effect on a player’s experience. SDT has 

a long history of being used in the study of play (Vallerand, 1997, McAuley et al., 1989), as well 

as in broader psychological studies. The value of this research lies in further understanding the 

user interface elements and in-game mechanics in RPGs that motivate players during gameplay, 

especially during early phases of the game. Because RPGs are typically very lengthy 

experiences, it is vital to understand what features and user interface elements can “hook” 

players from the beginning, as well as ones that may cause them to lose interest within minutes. 

Determining the user interface elements and in-game mechanics that cause changes in intrinsic 

motivation can be used to develop more user-friendly tutorials or user interfaces, providing just 

enough data to the user in the early moments of gameplay without overwhelming them or 

leaving them guessing at what to do next. 
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This research also provides information about common elements in RPGs that can 

frustrate players or demotivate them. This research found that some elements of the games that 

were designed to help players have a more pleasant experience could at times have the exact 

opposite effect. At times during the testing, in-game tutorials that were designed to help players 

understand game concepts were found to prevent participants from progressing. In addition, 

introductory messages designed to introduce players to important concepts were at times missed 

entirely because they were not obvious enough for participants to notice. Thus, examining these 

sticking points of tutorials and other aids may help designers understand more about how much 

control they should give to players during tutorials or how helpful messages can be more easily 

and consistently noticed by players. Finally, this thesis should serve as the basis for further 

research into intrinsic motivation in video games, as research shows intrinsic motivation has 

much more of a positive long-term effect on a person’s motivation. Intrinsic motivation can 

create a game experience that a player can enjoy throughout, not just in the moments when they 

are chasing the next achievement or trophy. Instead, exploring intrinsic motivation and providing 

game developers with identifiable positive or negative motivational triggers may help them 

create experiences that are more rewarding for players in the long run. 

This thesis begins with a review of the current state of video game scholarship and 

motivational psychology. The history of both topics is extensive, and so the focus here will be to 

provide a general history of elements that make RPGs distinct from other genres of games and an 

overview of the finer points of Self-Determination Theory. The thesis also examines how SDT 

functions in relation to other similar theories of motivation. It is then followed by an explanation 

of the two testing instruments used during research: a think-aloud protocol and the Intrinsic 

Motivation Inventory. Both instruments provided different types of data to allow for a broader 
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view of what motivated participants during testing. A thorough review of research findings along 

with a discussion of emergent themes is also discussed. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Modern theories about motivation were first born from psychoanalysis. Two of the most 

prominent early theories of motivation – Drive-Reduction Theory (Hull, 1943) and Operant 

Conditioning (Skinner, 1965) – were based on Freud’s concept of Drive (Freud, 1930). Both 

theories focus on motivation from a fundamental, biological array of needs for motivation. Other 

motivation theories, such as Expectancy Theory (Vroom, 1964) posit that a person is motivated 

by an expected outcome. Kurt Lewin’s Field Theory (Lewin, 1951), which examined how a 

person interacts with their surrounding environment, served as important antecedents to modern 

motivation theories. After these theories and others gained prominence in the study of 

motivation, a movement that began in the 1960s aimed to understand motivation through the lens 

of smaller “mini-theories” (Graham & Weiner, 1996). These theories sought to explain 

motivation in relation to specific contexts and environments. From this diversification of 

theories, Self-Determination Theory was born. 

 

Self-Determination Theory 

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) gained prominence in the 1980s, building on theories 

about motivation such as the Personal Locus of Causality (Heider, 1958), a theory that asserts 

that people often consider whether they are motivated by internal or external factors when taking 

on a task. Another theory that influenced SDT was DeCharms’ concept of the Origin and Pawn 

(DeCharms, 1968), which asserts that motivation can change depending on whether individuals 

feel they have free will in a situation. According to DeCharms, an Origin is “a person who feels 

that he directs his own life, that what he does is the result of free choice. Since he has chosen, he 

has considered possible outcomes and the consequences of his actions are of value to him.” 
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(DeCharms, 1977, p. 297). DeCharms also notes that an Origin “owns his actions and their 

consequences and takes responsibility for them” (DeCharms, 1977, p. 297). On the other hand, a 

Pawn is considered “a person who feels that someone other than himself is in control of what he 

does … feels what he does is imposed on him, what he does he is forced to do. The results of his 

actions are not really his and he need take little responsibility for them or pride in them” 

(DeCharms, 1977, p. 297). These theories serve as a foundation for SDT, as they focus on the 

factors that motivate a person to take an action or to feel emotion. SDT would later expand upon 

and draw important distinctions between extrinsic and intrinsic motivation to build on these 

earlier works. 

 

Types of Motivation: Intrinsic vs. Extrinsic 

SDT separates motivation into two types: intrinsic and extrinsic. Intrinsic motivation is 

when a person is motivated by the activity itself because it is pleasurable or rewarding on its 

own. In this case, the participant does not look for external validation or encouragement to 

continue the activity (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Intrinsic motivations come from within and are 

activities a person performs “because the doing of an interesting activity is itself intrinsically 

rewarding” (Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 233). For example, a person who is intrinsically motivated to 

read a book does it for the pleasure of reading or from the knowledge they will gain from reading 

it. On the other hand, extrinsic motivation occurs when a person is motivated by external rewards 

or pressures. It is important to note that an extrinsic motivation is often driven by an external 

goal for the activity, which may have nothing to do with the activity at hand. A classic example 

of this is a child who does chores or other household activities, not because they enjoy those 
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activities, but rather because they are motivated by the promise of an allowance or the fear of 

punishment if they do not perform the activities (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 

According to the principles of SDT, extrinsic and intrinsic motivation are not mutually 

exclusive. Rather, both intrinsic and extrinsic motivations can be at work simultaneously for any 

given behavior. For example, a person may feel an intrinsic motivation to do well at a task at the 

office because they truly enjoy performing the task, but they may also be partially extrinsically 

motivated to complete the task because not completing it could result in them losing their job. 

Additionally, a third state, amotivation, can result from “a person not valuing a behaviour or 

outcome, not believing that a valued outcome is reliably linked to specific behaviours, or 

believing that there are behaviours instrumental to a valued outcome but not feeling competent to 

do those instrumental behaviours” (Deci and Ryan, 2008a, p. 16). Studies have found that 

although these extrinsic motivations may have a positive initial influence, the power of extrinsic 

motivations decreases greatly over time (Deci & Ryan, 2008a). With extrinsic motivations, 

people will eventually perform the task with no passion. 

Regarding the nature of intrinsic motivation, Deci and Ryan (2008a) note that “SDT 

assumes that people are by nature active and self-motivated, curious and interested, vital and 

eager to succeed because success itself is personally satisfying and rewarding” (p. 14). In other 

words, the impetus for intrinsic motivation is primarily a desire to explore and be curious, and 

the belief that the rewards for that curiosity and exploration are worth undertaking. On the other 

side of the equation, Deci and Ryan explain that, “extrinsic motivation, in contrast, involves 

engaging in an activity because it leads to some separate consequence. The clearest examples of 

extrinsically motivated behaviours are those performed to obtain a tangible reward or to avoid a 

punishment” (Deci & Ryan, 2008a, p. 15). Extrinsic motivation is not at all motivated in self-
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satisfaction, but is motivated by factors entirely outside of the person’s psyche. It should be 

noted that extrinsic motivation is not entirely negative, though, and that if introduced to a person 

in the right way, an extrinsic motivational factor can be received in a way that can stimulate the 

potential for intrinsic motivation about the activity to occur. Deci and Ryan call this kind of 

extrinsic motivation "informational.” The authors also distinguish between autonomy and 

independence, pointing out that autonomy is primarily concerned with a person feeling as if they 

have a choice and can control the flow of events around them, while independence is simply 

feeling by one’s self and does not specifically mean the person is experiencing autonomy. 

Additionally, the authors detail internalization, which is how people process extrinsic 

motivation. Internalization is developed into four types: external, introjected, identified, and 

integrated, which are summarized in Table 2.1. The first and least powerful form of 

internalization, external regulation, are activities that are “performed to satisfy an external 

demand or reward contingency” (Deci and Ryan, 2000b, p. 72). The second form of 

internalization, introjection, “involves taking in an external contingency, demand, or regulation 

but not accepting it as their own” (Deci & Ryan, 2000b, p. 72). In other words, if the person is 

aware of the extrinsic motivation and understands that they are being motivated solely by that 

factor, they have no personal stake in the behavior. Introjection is often considered to be 

negative, as the subject feels controlled and imprisoned by the motivating factor, deriving almost 

no intrinsic motivation from the activity. The third kind of internalization – identification – 

involves a person understanding the need for the motivating factor and having reverence for its 

importance. So, while the person internalizing a behavior via internalization understands the 

reason the motivational factor is extrinsic and is being imposed on them, they still decide to 

continue the behavior. The fourth, and most powerful kind of internalization – integration – is 
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the most powerful type of extrinsic motivation and involves individuals accepting the extrinsic 

motivation and integrating it into their own personalities and behaviors. Integration occurs when 

a task is “fully assimilated to the self, which means they have been evaluated and brought into 

congruence with one’s other values and needs” (Deci & Ryan, 2000b, p. 73). 

Table 2.1. The types of internalization present in motivation 

Internalization Type Definition Example 

External The person responds to the 
external demand only in order 
to gain a reward or avoid 
discipline. 

Someone who goes to work at 
a job just for the paycheck, 
not caring at all about the 
work. 

Introjection The person accepts the 
external demand, but does not 
consider it important to 
themselves  

Someone who goes to a job 
while understanding that 
keeping it means they would 
be able to keep paying rent. 

Identification The person accepts the 
external demand, and 
understands the importance of 
fulfilling the demand 

Someone who volunteers as a 
soccer coach for their 
children, despite the position 
being unpaid and very 
demanding, in order to let 
their child enjoy an activity 

Integration The person accepts the 
external demand and fully 
assimilates it into their 
personality. 

Someone who works at a 
charity, making sacrifices in 
their own livelihood to 
improve the lives of others.  

 

With identification, many of the negative effects of extrinsic motivation are alleviated, 

but Deci and Ryan (2008a) note that, “integrated regulation bears similarity to intrinsic 

motivation, for both are accompanied by a sense of volition and choice. Still, the two types of 

motivation differ in that intrinsic motivation is based on interest in the behaviour itself, whereas 

integrated extrinsic motivation is based on the person having fully integrated the value of the 

behavior” (p. 16).  Although extrinsic motivation has a place in the discussion of studying 

motivation, the effects of extrinsic motivation have been found to be temporary, leading 
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participants to eventually become bored with the activity or only do it because they seek an 

external reward or fear external repercussions (Deci, Koestner & Ryan, 1999). In some cases, 

extrinsic rewards can even have a negative effect on intrinsic motivation to the point of 

undermining it (Deci, Koestner & Ryan, 1999).  

As Deci and Ryan (2000) state in The What and Why of Goal Pursuits, “when extrinsic 

rewards are introduced for doing an intrinsically interesting activity, people tend to feel 

controlled by the rewards, prompting a shift in the perceived locus of causality for the behavior 

from internal to external” (p. 234). Tracking intrinsic motivation is more relevant to this study, as 

an intrinsically motivated behavior has the potential to be more fulfilling in the long-term to a 

person, compared to extrinsic motivation’s short-term gains. 

 

Three Dimensions of Motivation: Competence, Autonomy, and Relatedness 

Within intrinsic motivation, SDT measures motivation through three primary dimensions: 

competence, autonomy, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2008a). These dimensions form the 

foundation of SDT research, and are defined as such. Competence is defined as a person’s ability 

to have a full understanding of a situation. At its most basic, it can be defined as “interacting 

effectively with the environment” (Vallerand, 1997, p. 274). A person’s feeling of competence is 

somewhat of a gateway that allows a person to experience to the feelings of autonomy and 

relatedness, as without a feeling of general competence about a situation, feelings of autonomy, 

and relatedness often do not grow (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Another important factor to consider in 

competence is that feelings of over-competence can decrease a person’s motivation, as actions 

become rote and mindless. So, one of the keys to competence lies in finding the right amount of 

challenge for the participant. As Deci and Ryan (1985) note, “One’s perceived competence is 
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typically increased when one succeeds...so long as one feels some self-determination with 

respect to the activity...Whereas increases in intrinsic motivation associated with greater 

perceived competence occur only when the person feels self-determined [...], decreases in 

intrinsic motivation associated with diminished perceived competence can occur within the 

context of control so long as the person perceives him- or herself to be responsible for the 

failures” (p. 63). In other words, competence is also not a matter of simply being good at 

something, but rather it is the feeling of having a full enough understanding of a situation that 

allows the person to know when they have succeeded when they do the right thing and why they 

have failed when they do the wrong thing. SDT defines autonomy as the experience of choice. 

According to Deci and Ryan, “when autonomy-oriented, people use available information to 

make choices and regulate themselves in pursuit of self-selected goals” (Deci & Ryan, 1985, p. 

154). One thing important to note about autonomy is that it is not defined simply by the presence 

of choice. Rather, someone feels autonomous when they believe they can come to their own 

conclusions in making a choice. It is a small distinction, but a critical one. As Deci and Ryan 

(1985) note, “from a cognitive perspective, the concept of choice applies whenever someone 

decides to do something, whereas from a motivational perspective, the concept of choice applies 

only when the person experiences a sense of freedom of choice with respect to the action” (p. 

155). Finally, relatedness is defined as “a need to belong, that is, a need to form and maintain at 

least a minimum quantity of interpersonal relationships, is innately prepared (and hence nearly 

universal) among human beings” (Baumeister & Leary, 1995, p. 502). SDT asserts that the need 

for relatedness as innate, whereas behaviorists like Skinner (1976) saw humans as products of 

conditioning and learned behaviors. SDT asserts that “the human being as naturally driven 
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toward establishing and sustaining belongingness. The need to belong should therefore be found 

to some degree in all humans in all cultures” (Baumeister & Leary, 1995, p. 499). 

Through these three dimensions, SDT attempts to provide a model that can illustrate how 

people are motivated to do things that ultimately benefit their psyche. As Deci and Ryan (2000) 

note, “humans have an inclination toward activity and integration, but also have a vulnerability 

to passivity. Our focus, accordingly, has been to specify the conditions that tend to support 

people's natural activity versus elicit or exploit their vulnerability” (p. 76). In this case, SDT 

illustrates how people can be motivated internally to perform a task or undertake an activity, as 

well as how people find the will to perform those actions without being motivated by external 

pressures. However, the focus of SDT has recently shifted from intrinsic versus extrinsic 

motivation to a model that is primarily concerned with distinctions between autonomous and 

controlled motivation. Autonomous motivation is most prevalent in intrinsic motivation, as it 

represents motivation that a person does not have to put much thought into; rather, they are 

motivated simply because they enjoy performing the action or behavior in question. In the case 

of extrinsic motivation, autonomous motivation typically occurs when a person is aware of the 

importance or value of the task they are undertaking. Controlled motivation occurs through one 

of the above forms of internalization and represents a person having to go through some process 

of rationalization or processing to be motivated by a task. 

 

Existing Research about SDT in Video Games 

The Player Experience of Need Satisfaction (PENS) model, developed by researchers 

Scott Rigby and Richard Ryan (2007) – both foundational figures in SDT – is a model for 

mapping the main ideas of SDT to motivation within video games. The PENS model measures 
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the outcome of certain motivations being met, trying to understand the results of being 

motivated. Rigby and Ryan note that PENS measures motivation in three dimensions explained 

in Table 2.2. 

Table 2.2. Summary of PENS Dimensions of Motivation 

PENS Dimension of Motivation Definition 

Game Mechanics “The game controls, UI and other game 
elements that mediate the player's ability to 
take the actions in the game that they intend” 
(Rigby & Ryan, 2007, p. 5) 

Gameplay “The moment to moment activity of the player 
within the game world and its content” (Rigby 
& Ryan, 2007, p. 5) 

Player Narrative “The enduring development of the player's 
character over time” (Rigby & Ryan, 2007, p. 
5) 

 

An important aspect of the PENS is the way it treats game mechanics, which the researchers 

define as “(1) the interface between the player and the environment (e.g. controls, graphic 

interface) and (2) the basic ‘rules’ that govern actions within that environment” (Rigby & Ryan, 

2007, p. 6). Of the dimensions in SDT, competence is the most important in regard to mechanics. 

The authors treat mechanics as a “barrier to entry” (Rigby & Ryan, 2007), noting that if players 

are not able to feel confident with moving a character through the game environment, or if the 

rules of the game world are inconsistent or oblique, there is very little chance that the player will 

feel competent. This does not mean that players do not want to be challenged. However, Rigby 

and Ryan point out that the challenge in a game must come from the tasks given to players, not 

from the inadequacies of the controls. “We do not want to be ‘challenged’ by game mechanics 

anymore (sic) than we want to be challenged by basic motor functions such as walking...it can be 
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highly demotivating if an element perceived as a mechanic is designed as an aspect of gameplay 

challenge” (Rigby & Ryan, 2007, p. 6). 

Ultimately, mechanics in a game should be a zero-sum issue, in that the player cannot 

really derive many positive feelings of competency from the basic mechanics and rules of the 

game. However, the feeling of competency can take a major hit if the player is demotivated by 

poor controls or inconsistent rules. Furthermore, PENS defines autonomy as “the experience of 

volition or choice in one's decisions and actions” (Rigby & Ryan, 2007, p. 11), which stays very 

close to the standard SDT definition of autonomy. However, there are certain aspects of games 

that can affect autonomy beyond the traditional way SDT views the dimension. One of the 

primary factors affecting autonomy in games is how often a game leaves a player without control 

of their avatar. This can be in cases such as non-interactive tutorials or cut scenes. Feelings of 

autonomy can also be influenced by gameplay elements that make the player feel as if they have 

a choice in a game, such as the ability to attempt to jump over a chasm of spikes or try to walk 

around it, when there is only one proper choice that allows the player to progress through the 

game.  

Another factor affecting autonomy in video games is the level of interactivity a game 

provides. This does not mean simply having an environment filled with objects; rather, the 

environment should be filled with objects that let the player take a wide variety of actions. The 

authors use the difference between the environments in F.E.A.R and Half-Life 2 as examples, 

noting that although both games feature environments filled with interactive objects, the player 

in F.E.A.R. is only capable of shooting those objects, while the player in Half-Life 2 can use the 

game’s gravity gun to manipulate objects in interesting ways and perform a wide variety of 

actions. With the gravity gun, players can freely manipulate objects in the environment. They 
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can pick the objects up, rotate them, stack them, or throw them across the environment, all while 

a realistic physics engine allows the objects to react realistically with each other. This method of 

interaction, in fact, spawned an entire game itself, Gary’s Mod, which expanded upon Half-Life 

2’s physics simulation to open the door for even more complex interactions. On the other hand, 

F.E.A.R.’s method of interaction only allows for the player to shoot an object to destroy it. 

Autonomy, according to PENS, also deals with player agency, specifically how players decide 

“who they will be in the gameworld and when, where and how they take action” (Rigby & Ryan, 

2007, p. 12). The authors note that role-playing games (RPGs) and massively multiplayer online 

role-playing games (MMORPGs) tend to do a better job at producing this kind of autonomy than 

other genres, since those games are typically very open-ended and players can take on quests at 

their own pace or possibly even ignore the main storyline altogether. One of the games in the 

study, Bloodborne, is incredibly open-ended for players, perhaps to a fault, giving very little 

guidance to new players, but at the benefit of providing freedom to veteran players to proceed 

through the game unencumbered by tutorials.  

Finally, PENS defines relatedness as “the intrinsic desire to connect with others in a way 

that feels authentic and supportive” (Rigby & Ryan, 2007, p. 13). The authors point out that 

although MMORPGs and other online games certainly can fulfill the need for relatedness, single-

player games can fulfill this as well. In single player games, players fulfill relatedness via 

interactions with non-player characters (NPCs), such as dialogue and quests. NPCs are also 

capable of increasing a player’s competence and autonomy while simultaneously providing a 

player with relatedness by providing feedback on the player’s actions, such as talking about how 

much a city has changed now that the player has killed the dragon that had taken up residence 

nearby. The Witcher 3, one of the games in this study, is especially keen on developing a world 
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rich with non-player characters that the player can interact with, giving them extensive dialogue 

trees where the protagonist, Geralt, can get to know the townspeople of the various hamlets and 

cities he visits as he ventures through the game. 

 

Motivations as Applied to Video Games 

There are many frameworks for what motivates players to play video games. One of the 

most popular frameworks, created by Richard Bartle (1990) and later expanded by Nick Yee 

(Yee, 2006) focuses on the reason that players start playing a game and their tendency to choose 

roles and activities that fit their personality types. Yee and Bartle’s approaches focus heavily on 

online gaming experiences, with emphasis placed on the social components of games. In single-

player games, these aspects that Yee and Bartle put so much focus on are not nearly as relevant 

or even non-existent, and both of their theories do not consider the potential social aspects of 

player characters interacting with AI-controlled or scripted NPCs. In an area like single-player 

RPGs, major components of Bartle and Yee’s studies are not able to capture the interaction 

within these games or the motivational factors as to why players would play them. Other 

approaches to gaming motivation frame the issue in a more developer-centered method (Hunicke 

et al., 2004) or try to focus on a specific area, such as the difficult to define notion of “fun” 

(Lazzaro, 2004). Although these theories have their merits, they do not pay close attention to 

motivational factors, and even when they do, they do not look at those motivational factors 

through the lens of pre-existing psychological research such as SDT.  

Numerous studies exist that explore how SDT relates to the playing of games and sports 

in general (Vallerand, 1984), as well as video games specifically (Ryan et al., 2006). Thus, the 

general tenets of SDT will be the most useful for this thesis because they help us understand the 
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ways video games can foster intrinsic motivation by fulfilling the psychological needs for 

competence, autonomy, and relatedness, as well as when a game’s motivating principles become 

extrinsic. 

 

Existing Theories on Gameplay 

When it comes to academic research of video games, most discussions fall into two 

camps: discussions about ludology (Juul, 1999, 2011; Frasca, 1999, 2003) and discussions about 

narratology (Aarseth, 1997; Murray, 1997; Laurel, 1993). These terms attempt to provide broad 

explanations as to the purpose of video games and what the ultimate goals of developers should 

be when designing games. Ludology is primarily concerned with defining games as an 

assemblage of mechanics, putting more focus on how the game is played, not what the game is 

trying to say. The foundations of ludology predate video games by decades, with foundational 

texts like Johan Huizinga’s Homo Ludens (1955) and Roger Caillois’ Man, Play and Games 

(1961). Huizinga defines games as “a contest for something or a representation of something. 

These two functions can unite in such a way that the game ‘represents’ a contest, or else becomes 

a contest for the best representation of something” (Huizinga, 1955, p. 13). Ludologists assert 

that the truly important aspects of a game lie within its mechanics. Narratology, on the other 

hand, puts a much greater emphasis on the storytelling elements in video games, arguing that the 

mechanics that ludologists claim are the heart of the game can instead be needless distractions or 

even hindrances to enjoying an interactive experience. Much like with ludology, the roots of 

narratology go back much further than the advent of video games, with works such as Vladimir 

Propp’s Morphology of the Folktale (1928) and Roland Barthes’ The Death of the Author (1967) 
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Many of the works on ludology and narratology point at idealized situations, such as 

Janet Murray’s vision of the Holodeck in Hamlet on The Holodeck (1997), in which the 

challenge of playing a game (and thus almost all elements held dear by ludologists) is eliminated 

entirely, and the player is more akin to an actor in a play. However, instead of having prescribed 

dialogue and pre-programmed actions, a player’s actions can seamlessly form and affect the 

story. Murray continues, writing, “the holodeck, like any literary experience, is potentially 

valuable...It provides a safe space in which to confront disturbing feelings we would otherwise 

suppress; it allows us to recognize our most threatening fantasies without becoming paralyzed by 

them. Like a magical starship designed for safely exploring the distant quadrants of the galaxy, 

the holodeck is an optimistic technology for exploring inner life.” (Murray, 1997, p. 25). The 

conflicts between ludologists and narratologists are multifarious, with many ludologists 

considering the views of narratologists to be utopian and nearly impossible with current or even 

near-future technology or so heavy on conveying narrative that they cease to be games and may 

be something closer to traditional literature. Narratologists, on the other hand, see many views 

from ludologists as limiting to the potential of video games, and that many games’ narratives are 

hamstrung or harmed by the inclusion of mechanics. But both sides seem to fail to take the other 

fully into consideration.  

Without rules and structure, a game becomes formless, an experience more akin to live 

theatre than a contest or game of any traditional definition. A game boiled down entirely to 

mechanics becomes devoid of traditional concepts of narrative. Outside of some outlier genres of 

video games – such as most puzzle games, which are expressions of pure ludology, dependent 

entirely on mechanics or interactive fiction games or “visual novels” that are expressions of 

almost pure narratology – most games must find a balance between a focus on ludology or 
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narratology. The conflict between narratology and ludology has cooled off in recent years. In 

2005 at a keynote address at a meeting of the Digital Games Research Association (DiGRA), 

Janet Murray declared, “it is time to recognize the difference between the useful formalist 

methodology and the distractingly prescriptive ideology of game essentialism. No one group can 

define what is appropriate for the study of games. Game studies, like any organized pursuit of 

knowledge, is not a zero-sum team contest, but a multi-dimensional, open-ended puzzle that we 

all are engaged in cooperatively solving” (Murray, 2005). So, while the debate of narratology 

versus ludology was perhaps more relevant during the earlier stages in video game history, 

understanding the two primary academic approaches to how games function still bears some 

consideration, even if the lines between the two are becoming more blurred and the definitions 

less useful. 

The definitions of ludology and narratology are useful to this study because they provide 

background information on the different aspects of games that may motivate a person to play a 

game. They show that there are different triggers within games that make people want to 

continue, but simply separating those triggers into the rather binary choice of ludology or 

narratology seems incomplete. Rather, it is important to look at games from a more fundamental 

level, which is why this research utilizes Self-Determination Theory research to understand the 

psychological underpinnings of why people play games, and what aspects of games motivate a 

person’s feelings of competence, autonomy, and relatedness as they play. Rather than getting 

mired in the validity of a game’s mechanics or its narrative structure, it may be better to look at 

games from a more nuanced position, which is what this thesis attempts to do. 
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Focusing on the RPG genre 

Role-playing video games are described as including “a series of adventures in an 

imaginary world, through an avatar character or a small group of characters whose skills and 

powers grow as time goes on” (Adams, 2010, p 453) Many non-RPGs may fit a good portion of 

these criteria, but the important distinction between RPGs and other games is the constant 

progression of characters through “a leveling system based on experience points, strategic 

combat with increasingly powerful foes, and a large area to explore” (Barton, 2008, p. 1). 

The genres of video games currently available are vast, including action, strategy, sports, 

simulations, management games, adventures, and puzzles to name a few (Rollings & Adams, 

2003). These genres all have distinguishing features and relative merits, but the research in this 

thesis will concern itself with role-playing games. 

Role-playing games are rooted in pen-and-paper games like Dungeons & Dragons, but 

have evolved considerably since they first surfaced. Early RPGs include Rogue, Akalabeth: 

World of Doom, and the Ultima and Wizardry franchises However, even the most advanced 

RPGs contain common elements that tie back to their pen-and-paper origins. According to 

Rollings and Adams (2003), there are three primary defining aspects of RPGs that sets them 

apart from other games. These aspects are character management, which involves the player 

choosing a “class” for themselves such as warrior, cleric, wizard, and manipulating attributes or 

choosing skills for that character, navigation and control, which is the way the player discovers 

and understands their place in the game world, and inventory, which is the manipulation, 

equipping, and use of items that the character collects during play. While some games from other 

genres may use some or all of these user interface elements and in-game mechanics, such as the 

Deus Ex series (SquareEnix, 2000, 2003, 2011, 2016) or the Resident Evil series (Capcom, 1996, 
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1998, 1999, 2005, 2009, 2012), these user interface elements and in-game mechanics are a 

requirement for something to be considered an RPG. While these games contain many elements 

of RPGs, they are considered by critics and audiences to be more in the Action/Adventure genre, 

or as Deus Ex’s creator Warren Spector regarding the game, it is “part immersive simulation, 

part role-playing game, part first-person shooter, part adventure game” (Spector, 2000). So, 

while many games integrate RPG-like elements into gameplay, the study at hand will instead 

focus on games that are likely to be identified as RPGs before being identified as other genres. It 

should also be noted that while the games included in this study are all set in vaguely medieval 

or Victorian settings in fantasy worlds, RPGs are not limited to fantasy settings, with games such 

as the futuristic Mass Effect series (BioWare, 2007, 2010, 2012, 2017), or games based in 

modern times such as Shin Megami Tensei IV: Apocalypse (Atlus, 2016) or the Persona series 

(Atlus, 1996, 1999, 2000, 2006, 2008, 2017). Despite their diverse settings, even these games 

feature the familiar trappings of levelling up a character, obtaining more powerful weapons and 

equipment, and progressing through a narrative. It is also worth noting that this study will not 

include Massively Multiplayer Online RPGs (MMORPGs), such as Everquest and World of 

Warcraft. These games contain many features that are common to RPGs but also feature 

considerable emphasis on social interaction and creation of a community that deserve their own 

dedicated study and examination. Instead, this work will focus on single-player RPGs.  

This literature review reveals that there exists a need for games to be researched from a 

motivational perspective that attempts to understand the factors driving players to complete the 

often lengthy and complicated task of playing through an entire video game. The approaches 

currently used in Self-Determination Theory research serve as a good base, and looking at the 
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motivation of players through the lens of intrinsic motivation can provide data for future game 

research and even game development. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

A few frameworks are available for testing motivations in gameplay. For example, 

Gameflow (Sweetser & Wyeth, 2012) addresses motivations via heuristic evaluation of a game’s 

content. Additionally, several studies of motivation examine games from the perspective of 

children and education (Paw, 2008; Gee, 2003). However, these perspectives tend to focus more 

on the content of the games than the people playing them. This thesis explores how three games 

affect a player’s sense of competence, relatedness, and autonomy, the core dimensions of Self-

Determination Theory (SDT). Two research questions are addressed in this research: 1) what are 

the primary user interface features and in-game mechanics that motivate players during 

gameplay?, and 2) How can these user interface features and in-game mechanics be viewed 

through the lens of pre-existing motivational psychology? 

 To explore how competence, autonomy, and relatedness manifest in a game-play 

experience, two different research methods were employed. First, participants engaged in a 

think-aloud protocol during a one-hour game-play session. After they finished the game, 

participants completed the Intrinsic Motivation Inventory (Ryan, 1982), designed to elicit an 

individual’s perceptions of competence, autonomy, and relatedness. The results of the think-

aloud protocol were then coded based on the dimensions of SDT to determine whether the 

statements related to competence, autonomy, or relatedness. The results of the Intrinsic 

Motivation Inventory were scored based on responses from the participants to understand how 

their feelings of motivation were affected by the game’s various user interface elements and in-

game mechanics, which are character management, inventory management, navigation of the 

game world, narrative, and non-player character interaction. 
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Participants 

For this research, 30 (15 male, 15 female) participants from diverse ages and cultural 

backgrounds were recruited from the student body and community surrounding a mid-sized 

Midwestern university via social media and emails sent out through official university 

communication channels. Participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 43 years old, with a median age 

of 23. Participants were required to identify as regular video game players who had not 

previously played the game chosen for their session, as prior experience with a particular game 

might introduce bias. People who were entirely unfamiliar with how console games are 

controlled were eliminated from consideration for participation due to their lack of familiarity 

with the sometimes-complex control schemes of modern video games, which would bias the 

results.  

 

Apparatus 

Participants played one of three single-player console role-playing games:  Bloodborne 

(Figure 1; Fromsoftware, 2014), Diablo 3 (Figure 2; Blizzard Entertainment, 2012), and The 

Witcher 3: Wild Hunt (Figure 3; CD Projekt Red, 2015). These games were chosen because they 

are the highest critically rated roleplaying games available for the PlayStation 4 console, 

according to the review aggregator Metacritic. Metacritic collects reviews from a wide variety of 

industry sources (Metacritic, 2016) to provide aggregate review scores. The games that were 

tested all have a Metacritic score of 90 or more (out of a possible 100), and represent the most 

well received games in the RPG genre for the PlayStation 4 console. These games also represent 

the most highly praised games in the RPG genre available on modern consoles at the time of this 
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writing. Because the games being tested are considered by industry professionals as the best 

examples of the genre available on the console, establishing that most people playing the games 

in question would consider them well-made and at least somewhat enjoyable. They also provided 

a stable level of quality, ensuring that participants’ experiences would not be marred by technical 

bugs or glaring design flaws, issues that may unexpectedly cropped up and color the participants’ 

experience with the game. Additionally, the games are popular with the general public as well, 

with The Witcher 3 selling over ten million copies (Makuch, 2016), Bloodborne selling over two 

million copies (Makuch, 2015), and Diablo 3 selling more than thirty million copies (Sarkar, 

2015). It should be noted that The Witcher 3 and Diablo 3 have been released on the PC 

platform, while Bloodborne is exclusive to the Playstation 4. PCs have many more customers 

than the Playstation 4, thus accounting for the large disparity in sales numbers. 

 
Figure 3.1. Bloodborne’s “Bath Messengers” provide hints to players, but must be sought out 
and require interaction 
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Figure 3.2. Diablo 3 provides players with guided, contextual tutorials as a player progresses. 
 

 
Figure 3.3. The Witcher 3 presents guided tutorials that stop the action to explain key concepts 
to players. 
 

 

Testing Procedures 

Thirty participants were divided into three groups of 10, and one game was assigned to 

each group. Participants engaged in a game-play session during which a researcher was present. 

The participant was asked to play the assigned game for one hour with no instructions on how to 
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play. A map of the controls of the game was provided to each participant, but all other 

instructions on how to play the game came from within the game. These messages came in the 

form of on-screen messages such as the Bath Messengers in Bloodborne, pop-up messages in 

Diablo 3, or The Witcher 3’s guided combat tutorials. 

Participants were audio recorded during their play sessions to capture their thoughts and 

feelings during the experience. Participants were encouraged to “think aloud” about the game as 

they played. Comments made during game play were recorded, transcribed, and coded to capture 

spontaneous emotions or feedback from participants. During each session, the participant’s 

screen was also recorded in order to understand, during the coding process, what the participant 

was doing in-game while speaking. After the play session concluded, or when a participant chose 

to stop playing prematurely, a survey based on the Intrinsic Motivation Inventory was 

administered. 

 

Intrinsic Motivation Inventory Survey 

 The Intrinsic Motivation Inventory (IMI) (Ryan, 1982) measures how well SDT 

dimensions are fulfilled during a gaming experience or how an activity may deprive players of 

the feelings of competence, autonomy, and relatedness. The IMI is measured via Likert-scale 

items along the categories outlined in Table 3.1. 

Table 3.1. Summary of categories examined in Intrinsic Motivation Inventory  

IMI Category Definition Example Survey Statements 

Interest/enjoyment How the participant remains 
engaged in an activity 

This activity did not hold my 
attention; While I was doing this 
activity, I was thinking about how 
much I enjoyed it 

Perceived competence How well the participant feels 
they perform at the task 

I think I am pretty good at this 
activity; I am satisfied with my 
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performance at this task 

Pressure/tension How a participant feels the task 
forces them into action or 
makes them anxious 

I did not feel nervous at all while 
doing this; I was anxious while 
working on this task 

Value/usefulness How important the participant 
feels the task is 

I would be willing to do this again 
because it has some value to me; I 
think this is an important activity 

Relatedness How the task inspires feelings 
of affinity in a participant 

I feel close to this person; I feel 
like I could really trust this person 

 

The IMI is a versatile survey that has been used in many different settings, including 

sports (McAuley et al., 1989), to measure the motivations of high school and middle school 

students (Gottfried, 1985), and in research into schizophrenia (Choi, Mogami, & Medalia, 2009). 

As the IMI is flexible enough for the variety of subjects listed above, using it to determine 

participants’ motivations while playing video games is suitable for this research. In this study, 

the IMI was used to measure how a participant’s motivation was affected by three specific 

aspects common among RPGs – character management, inventory management, and navigation 

– and two concepts common to narrative-focused games – the game’s narrative (expressed both 

through non-playable cut scenes as well as through environmental storytelling) and interactions 

with non-player characters (NPCs). 

 

Think-Aloud Protocol 

During testing sessions, participants were encouraged to think aloud about the tasks they 

performed, according to the guidelines laid out by Lewis and Rieman (1993). The think-aloud 

protocol process is simple. The researcher prompts the participant at the beginning of the study 

session to speak freely and frequently about what they are currently doing and/or thinking during 
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the activity, in this case, while playing the game. The researcher may also remind the participant 

speak about their current actions throughout the testing session. Think-aloud protocol allows for 

spontaneous data to be generated as the user progresses through the study, whereas the IMI 

provides more structured feedback after the research activity is complete. Data generated by the 

think-aloud protocol was captured via audio recording and then coded. 

 

Data Analysis and Coding 

Data captured via the think-aloud protocol was transcribed and separated into discrete 

phrases. The data was then coded based on whether the statements made by the participants 

related to the three dimensions of Self-Determination Theory: competence, autonomy, and 

relatedness. Statements made during the think-aloud protocol that were not relevant to any of 

those dimensions were considered irrelevant and not analyzed apart from judging how many 

statements were made by participants overall. After separating the data into statements about the 

three dimensions, the statements were then analyzed to determine whether they were positive, 

negative, or neutral statements about those dimensions. 

Data captured during the Intrinsic Motivation Inventory was collected in a spreadsheet, 

and the answers, ranging from “completely disagree” to “completely agree”, were converted to 

scores ranging from -3 to 3. For most of the answers, a score of 3 would represent complete 

agreement, a -3 represented complete disagreement, while an answer of 0 would represent a 

neutral response. Three questions in each of the IMI’s dimensions were designed so the scores 

would be reversed. These questions were “I was anxious while performing this task”, “I felt 

pressured while performing this task”, and “I performed this task because I had no choice” 

within each of the six dimensions surveyed by the Intrinsic Motivation Inventory. The answers 
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were reversed because answering “completely agree” to the question “I felt pressured while 

performing this task” represents a negative response instead of the positive one. The scored data 

was then compiled to examine how players felt about the games being tested in several ways. 

Averages were calculated for each of the IMI’s dimensions, each of the RPG user interface 

elements and in-game mechanics being tested, and each of the individual games. 
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Chapter 4: Results 
The think-aloud protocol employed for this research allowed for the collection of more 

spontaneous statements from the participants, giving insight into feelings of motivation. Data 

from the Intrinsic Motivation Inventory, on the other hand, allowed participants to reflect on the 

experience introspectively. 

 

Think Aloud Protocol 

A total of 3,753 statements were individually coded from the think-aloud protocol 

recordings. Each statement was coded based on whether it was more closely related with feelings 

of competence, autonomy, or relatedness. A fourth code was used for statements considered to 

be irrelevant to this study. For example, a statement like, “Now I’m outside, it’s much brighter” 

had no relationship with competence, autonomy, or relatedness, and was removed. A total of 

1,848 statements were coded as relevant. Within that subset of statements, 1,323 (71.6%) were 

determined to relate to competence, 275 (14.9%) were determined to relate to autonomy, and 250 

(13.5%) were determined to be relevant to relatedness. Figure 4.1 illustrates how statements 

broke down according to the three categories of SDT.   
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Figure 4.1. Total relevant statements, separated by competence, autonomy, and relatedness 

Table 4.1 Summary of statements, separated by SDT category and disposition 
Category of 
Statement Disposition Number of Statements % of total Statements 

Competence Positive 232 12.55 
Competence Neutral 638 34.52 
Competence Negative 453 24.51 
    
Autonomy Positive 45 2.44 
Autonomy Neutral 109 5.90 
Autonomy Negative 121 6.55 
    
Relatedness Positive 69 3.73 
Relatedness Neutral 141 7.63 
Relatedness Negative 40 2.16 

 

Statements were further categorized as positive, negative, or neutral. The exact 

breakdown of these statements is listed in Table 4.1. By way of example, Participant 28 playing 

Diablo 3, said, “Checkpoint, that means you’re doing good!” This was recorded as a positive 

statement about competence. Several different types of words and phrases indicated positive 

statements, such when participants characterized something as “good”, “helpful”, or “easy.” 
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Alternatively, negative statements were often identified by the use of words and phrases like 

“hard”, “why am I…”, or “I can’t”. For example, Participant 25 playing The Witcher 3 said, 

“And again, I really wish I could skip these animations. I’m hoping I can save it after this, before 

the ghouls show up.” This was recorded as a negative statement about autonomy.  Finally, 

statements were characterized as neutral if a particularly strong disposition could not be 

determined. For example, Participant 13 playing Bloodborne said, “I wonder if I’m a vampire”, 

which was recorded as a neutral statement about relatedness. As Figure 4.2 shows, a large 

portion of the statements made during the testing sessions were about competence, but were 

determined to be neutral in nature. These neutral competence statements comprised 638 of the 

1,848 relevant statements, or 34.52% of the overall statements. Negative statements about 

competence comprised 453 of the 1,848 relevant statements, accounting for 24.51% of total 

statements. Positive statements about competence comprised 232 of the 1,848 total statements, or 

12.55%. 

The next largest grouping of overall statements was neutral statements of relatedness, 

with 141 statements of 1,848, which comprised 7.63% of the total. Following that was 121 

negative statements related to autonomy, comprising 6.55% of the total. Close behind was 

neutral statements related to autonomy, with 109 statements out of 1,848, or 5.90% of the total. 

The smallest percentages of comments were positive statements regarding relatedness (69 of 

1,848, or 3.73%), positive statements related to autonomy (45 of 1,848, or 2.44%), and negative 

statements regarding relatedness (40 of 1,848 statements, or 2.16%). 
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Figure 4.2.  Summary of the nature of statements made regarding competence 

 

Statements related to competence were also evaluated to determine whether they were 

positive, neutral, or negative. Of the 1,323 statements related to competence, 232 (17.54%) were 

positive, 453 (34.2%) were negative, and 638 (48.2%) were neutral. By way of example, 

Participant 2, who played Bloodborne, said, “this is nice, it’s a pretty unobtrusive way to orient 

someone to the controls” about Bloodborne’s tutorial system. Likewise, Participant 5 said, “my 

favorite thing about this game is you don't have to steer your horse while you're cantering” 

during their session of The Witcher 3. Both statements are indicative of positive statements 

related to competence common among participants. Similarly, neutral comments about 

competence are exemplified by Participant 6, who played The Witcher 3, saying “I know how to 

rotate my camera,” while navigating the world. In the same vein, during a playthrough of Diablo 

3, Participant 10 asked, “how do I swing the sword?” Another example of neutral comments 

related to competence occurred across all three games when participants read aloud instructions 

and tutorials that were displayed onscreen during the game. 
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Among the negative comments about competence, Participant 10 also asked, “I got a 

ranged weapon, but how do I equip stuff? I honestly don’t know.” Likewise, during The Witcher 

3’s combat tutorial, participant 25 asked, “can I get in my inventory? I'm just like trapped in this 

and this guy is trying to kill me. Why can't I fight? It won't let me do anything. Well this sucks.” 

 

 

Figure 4.3. Summary of the nature of statements made regarding autonomy 

 

Statements related to autonomy were evaluated to determine whether they were positive, 

negative, or neutral. Overall, as shown in Figure 4.3, the majority of statements about autonomy 

were either negative or neutral in nature. Of the 275 statements related to autonomy, 45 (16.4%) 

were positive, 121 (44.0%) were negative, and 109 (39.5%) were neutral. Among the positive 

statements related to autonomy, Participant 11, who played Diablo 3, said, “I like that it doesn't 

let you wander off too much; it directs you nicely.” Likewise, Participant 3 said, “I like how you 

can choose what you say, that’s nice” during a playthrough of The Witcher 3. Neutral statements 

about autonomy are exemplified by Participant 2, who said, “So I’m going to use a slightly 



 

 42 

different approach this time, kind of a little bit more of a running and gunning,” while playing 

Bloodborne.  Similarly, while playing Diablo 3, Participant 11 said, “I know some people really 

like cut scenes but I don't know, they bother me” about the player’s ability to skip non-

interactive cutscenes during the session. Finally, negative statements about autonomy included, 

“It's so hard because I don't want to miss anything but this game wastes my time so much,” 

participant 5 said while playing The Witcher 3.  Participant 23 said, “Anything else we can do 

besides kill people because (if) we do that we're just gonna die…” during Bloodborne. 

 
Figure 4.4 Summary of the nature of statements made regarding relatedness 

 

Statements that related to relatedness were also categorized as positive, neutral, or 

negative. As summarized in Figure 4.4, most of the statements regarding relatedness were 

neutral, with positive and negative statements lagging behind greatly.  Of the 250 statements 

related to competence, 69 (27.6%) were positive, 40 (16%) were negative, and 141 (56.4%) were 

neutral. Examples of positive comments relating to relatedness included Participant 17’s, who 

played The Witcher 3 and said, “I love games that give you an animal companion from step one. 

I just feel better about the whole experience.” Likewise, Participant 1 said, I “actually find 
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screens like this to be helpful in games…the descriptions of certain items in the game, giving 

some details and background. It gives flavor and kind of an idea of what they’re used for.” This 

statement was made about the informational screens that are displayed in Bloodborne when the 

game is loading. Neutral comments about relatedness were also exemplified by Participant 11 

while playing Diablo 3, who said, “That was easy...I'm sorry dude. Super sorry about your wife, 

guy. She died.” This statement was made to a character during a quest. Similarly, Participant 25 

commented on the characters in The Witcher 3: “Why does everyone have big scars? I know 

we've got monsters but shouldn't we be kind of good at (fighting) them?” Negative comments 

about relatedness included statements like, “I’m wishing I knew a little more about what my 

motivation is.” This statement was made said by Participant 9 while playing Bloodborne. 

Another example of a negative statement about relatedness is “there are characters that have been 

named that sounds like I should know (them), but I don’t” made by Participant 4 during Diablo 

3. 

 

Individual Differences Among Games 

Although most statements made during test sessions for all three games were about 

competence, they represented a much higher percentage of the overall statements made about 

Bloodborne (77.2%) than The Witcher 3 (62.52%) or Diablo 3 (70.79%). Furthermore, 

participants spoke about autonomy most during Diablo 3 (19.19%), with The Witcher 3 (16.57%) 

close behind. Statements about autonomy comprised only 11.58% of Bloodborne’s total. Finally, 

comments about relatedness were most common during The Witcher 3 (20.91%). Participants 

playing Bloodborne (11.12%) and Diablo 3 (10.02%), on the other hand, spoke very little about 

relatedness. 
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Table 4.2 Total relevant statements, categorized by game and  
their relevance to competence, autonomy, and relatedness 

Game Total Relevant 
Statements 

Competence Autonomy Relatedness 

The Witcher 3 507 317 (62.52%) 84 (16.57%) 106 (20.91%) 

Bloodborne 872 674 (77.2%) 101 (11.58%) 97 (11.12%) 

Diablo 3 469 332 (70.79%) 90 (19.19%) 47 (10.02%) 
 

Post-Gameplay Survey 

 In addition to the think-aloud exercise, participants were given a survey adapted from the 

Intrinsic Motivation Inventory (Ryan, 1982). The questions were separated into five sections that 

corresponded to the five common elements of RPGs: character management, inventory 

management, navigation of the game world, narrative, and non-player character interaction. 

Furthermore, the questions examined six dimensions of intrinsic motivation: interest and 

enjoyment, perceived competence, effort and importance, pressure and tension, perceived choice, 

and value and usefulness. Participants responded to a 7-point Likert-scale that ranged from 

“Completely Disagree” to “Completely Agree.” The scores were then calculated to determine 

how positive or negative a participant felt about each of them. The items were then scored 

individually, ranging from a score of -3 (completely negative feelings) to 3 (completely positive 

feelings). 
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Table 4.3. Results of IMI survey categorized by 5 key characteristics of Role-Playing Games 

 The Witcher 
3 

Bloodborne Diablo 3 Overall 
Average 

Character Management 1.060 0.673 1.473 1.069 

Inventory Management 0.843 0.556 0.847 0.749 

Navigation of Game World 1.189 1.000 1.522 1.237 

Narrative 1.460 0.887 1.160 1.169 

NPC Interaction 1.694 0.961 1.617 1.424 

Overall Average 1.249 0.815 1.324 1.130 

 

Table 4.3 summarizes results from the post-gameplay survey, showing how participants felt 

about each game in general, as well as how they felt motivated by the five primary gameplay 

elements of RPGs. The potential scores for this chart are -3 to 3, with 3 being entirely positive 

and -3 being entirely negative. Overall, participants who played Diablo 3 reported a more 

positive experience than those who played The Witcher 3 or Bloodborne, Diablo 3 scored 1.324, 

while. The Witcher 3 scored 1.249 and Bloodborne scored 0.887. The average score, combining 

all three games was 1.130. Additionally, participants had the most positive feelings about 

interactions with non-player characters, which scored an average of 1.424. Participants had the 

least positive feelings about inventory management, which scored an average of 0.749. 

 

Individual Questions 

The Intrinsic Motivation Inventory included a total of 84 questions. The 10 questions 

with the highest average rating and the 10 questions with the lowest average rating are presented 

in Tables 4.4 and 4.5. A full reporting of all individual questions is included in Appendix A.  
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Table 4.4. 10 highest-rated items on IMI survey 

System/Dimension Question The 
Witcher 3 

Bloodborne Diablo 3 Overall 

Navigation of the 
game world - 
Value/Usefulness 

- I think that navigating the 
game world is useful for 
moving forward in the 
game 2.700 2.400 2.900 2.667 

Navigation of the 
game world - 
Value/Usefulness 

- I believe navigating the 
game world could be 
beneficial to me during 
gameplay 2.400 2.100 2.800 2.433 

Navigation of the 
game world - 
Value/Usefulness 

I think navigating the game 
world is an important 
activity 2.500 1.800 2.700 2.333 

Interactions with 
non-player 
characters - 
Value/Usefulness 

I believe interacting with 
non-player characters could 
be beneficial to me during 
gameplay 2.700 1.400 2.600 2.233 

Inventory 
Management - 
Value/Usefulness 

- I believe managing my 
inventory could be 
beneficial to me during 
gameplay 2.300 2.000 2.200 2.167 

Inventory 
Management - 
Value/Usefulness 

- I think managing my 
inventory is an important 
activity 2.000 2.200 2.100 2.100 

Character 
Management - 
Value/Usefulness 

I believe managing my 
character could be 
beneficial to me during 
gameplay 2.400 1.200 2.600 2.067 

Narrative - 
Value/Usefulness 

I think experiencing the 
narrative is an important 
activity 2.600 1.400 2.100 2.033 

Interactions with 
non-player 
characters - 
Pressure/Tension 

I did not feel nervous at all 
while interacting with non-
-player characters 2.000 1.700 2.400 2.033 

Character 
Management - 
Value/Usefulness 

I think managing my 
character is an important 
activity 2.100 1.500 2.200 1.933 
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Table 4.5. 10 lowest-rated items on IMI survey 

 

System/Dimension Question The Witcher 
3 

Bloodborne Diablo 3 Overall 

Navigation of the 
game world - 
Effort/Importance 

-I did not put much 
energy into 
navigating the game 
world -1.000 -0.400 -2.000 -1.133 

Inventory 
Management - 
Effort/Importance 

- I put a lot of effort 
into managing my 
inventory -1.100 0.400 -0.800 -0.500 

Narrative - 
Effort/Importance 

I did not put much 
energy into 
experiencing the 
narrative -1.100 -0.500 0.100 -0.500 

Inventory 
Management - 
Interest/Enjoyment 

- While managing 
my inventory, I was 
thinking about how 
much I enjoyed it 0.000 -0.700 -0.700 -0.467 

Interactions with 
non-player 
characters - 
Effort/Importance 

I did not put much 
energy into 
interacting with non-
-player characters -1.200 0.000 0.000 -0.400 

Inventory 
Management - 
Interest/Enjoyment 

 The inventory 
system of the game 
was fun to use 0.200 -0.200 -0.800 -0.267 

Navigation of the 
game world - 
Perceived Choice 

 I navigated the game 
world because I had 
no choice -0.200 -0.400 0.400 -0.067 

Character 
Management - 
Effort/Importance 

 I did not put much 
energy into 
managing my 
character -0.600 0.600 0.000 0.000 

Inventory 
Management - 
Interest/Enjoyment 

 I enjoyed inventory 
management in the 
game 0.400 0.000 -0.100 0.100 

Narrative - 
Perceived Choice 

 I experienced the 
narrative because I 
had no choice -0.200 0.100 0.600 0.167 
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Participants were much more positive about the value of the various user interface 

elements and in-game mechanics in the game and agreed almost universally that user interface 

elements and in-game mechanics like character management, inventory management, and 

navigation of the game world were valuable and useful parts of the game. Nine of the 10 highest-

rated questions related to the value/usefulness dimension of the Intrinsic Motivation Inventory. 

Of the individual RPG user interface elements and in-game mechanics that were tested, 

navigation of the game world was considered the most valuable and useful to participants, with 

the three highest-rated questions being related to the value and usefulness of the system. Also of 

note, Bloodborne generally had much lower scores overall compared to the other two games. 

This is in line with the overall finding that Bloodborne scored much lower than the other two 

games across all dimensions. For the lowest-rated questions, there is more diversity in the 

dimensions and user interface elements and in-game mechanics where participants had the most 

negative reactions. One common thread within these questions, though, lies in participants’ 

feelings of effort and importance with questions like, “I did not put much energy into navigating 

the game world.” 

 

Table 4.6. Average scores of IMI’s recorded dimensions, separated by game and overall score 

 
The Witcher 
Three Bloodborne Diablo Three Overall 

Interest/Enjoyment 1.213 0.560 0.720 0.831 
Perceived 
Competence 1.360 0.531 1.223 1.038 
Effort/Importance 0.500 0.650 0.429 0.526 
Pressure/Tension 0.627 0.453 0.607 0.562 
Perceived Choice 0.865 0.880 1.520 1.088 
Value/Usefulness 2.307 1.533 2.270 2.037 
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Of the six dimensions measured by the Intrinsic Motivation Inventory, participants 

responded most strongly to the value/usefulness dimension by a large margin, with 

value/usefulness averaging 2.037 out of 3. It should be noted that The Witcher 3 and Diablo 3 

scored much higher than Bloodborne in this dimension, with The Witcher 3 averaging 2.307, and 

Diablo 3 averaging 2.270, while Bloodborne averaged 1.533 out of 3 for questions related to 

value/usefulness. The next two dimensions, perceived competence and perceived choice were 

nearly tied, with scores of 1.088 out of 3 for perceived competence and 1.038 for perceived 

choice. The next dimension, interest/enjoyment, was rated 0.831 out of 3. The dimensions of 

effort/importance and pressure/tension had the least positive ratings of all six of the dimensions, 

with pressure/tension scoring an average of 0.562 out of 3 and effort/importance scoring 0.526 

out of 3 on average. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

This research revealed several key findings. Two of the games that were tested, The 

Witcher 3 and Bloodborne, had features that prevented participants from feeling sufficiently 

competent while playing. These features were The Witcher 3’s confusing combat tutorial and 

Bloodborne’s poor implementation of introducing players to key concepts, as well as not giving 

participants a clear path on how to proceed through the game. The most salient of these findings 

was that, above all, feelings of competence are the most likely to occur during the first moments 

of playing a game. Likewise, feeling competent is essential for players to feel they are really 

“playing” the game, that they have agency in the gameworld, and command of their characters’ 

actions. 

Overall, the research revealed that two of the games that were tested (The Witcher 3 and 

Bloodborne) thwarted participants’ feelings of competence by mishandling the way they gave 

participants autonomy. The two games did this in distinct ways: The Witcher 3’s combat tutorials 

were too restrictive, forcing participants to repeat actions for long periods without giving them 

proper feedback to indicate they were not performing the action correctly. Bloodborne, on the 

other hand, went in the opposite direction, providing participants with no explicit instructions or 

tutorials, which left participants frequently lost and unsure how to proceed. Competence exists as 

a sort of gateway to the formation of the more complex motivations of autonomy and 

relatedness. Therefore, competence must be established before any of the other motivators. Of 

course, this research did not fully explore the true extent of SDT or intrinsic motivation in 

games. To understand the true extent of the motivations present in these games, a much longer 

and more extensive testing protocol would be needed, taking place over weeks or months. Still, 
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the research does show the ways intrinsic motivation can begin to form in players’ minds as they 

begin the journey through the game, and may shed some light on the early moments in a game 

that can effectively engage players to make them feel they have proper control over their 

characters and can competently navigate the game world. Another point that arose in this 

research is that participants understood the value of the user interface and in-game mechanics 

that were tested, but disliked using them. This was largely the case because the RPGs tested in 

this research are very complex, which was daunting to some of the participants. The key findings 

from the research are described in more detail below. 

 

The Witcher 3 and Bloodborne both negatively affected  
participants’ feelings of autonomy, but in different ways 
 

During testing, players were most concerned with feelings of competence, with 71% of 

the overall statements made during the think-aloud protocol related to competence in some way. 

This is likely because, much like the findings about the user interface and in-game mechanics, 

participants were still in the early stages of learning how the game worked. Each participant 

spent nearly the entire testing session trying to understand what the game required at each step, 

and a few never really seemed to have much confidence in their ability to proceed in the game. 

As stated in other research about Self-Determination Theory (SDT), this research showed that 

feelings of competence serve as a sort of baseline for any experience, and accessing feelings of 

autonomy or relatedness requires a person to feel competent at the task. Participants who 

struggled in attaining competence during the play session almost never commented about 

autonomy or relatedness; or if they did, their remarks tended to be negative, indicating that 

feeling incompetent in playing a game prevents players from having meaningful positive feelings 

about the experience. The few participants that did report feelings of competence in their 
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sessions would often proceed by talking about their feelings of autonomy and relatedness once 

they felt comfortable enough to move through the world. 

Although SDT measures feelings of competence, autonomy, and relatedness, in this 

study, a lack of competence was often combined with feelings of diminished autonomy or 

relatedness. If statements of autonomy or relatedness did come up while the player was reporting 

trouble with competence, the statements about the other feelings of motivation were negative. 

Frustrations with that lack of competence appeared to be all participants could think about in the 

moment. When participants were not feeling competent during sessions, many got into “ruts” of 

behavior, repeating actions over and over again while expressing frustration that they were 

making no progress. During these “ruts,” participants’ statements regarding competence were 

largely negative, as they struggled to understand what they were doing wrong. While playing The 

Witcher 3, P25 even thought that the game was experiencing technical issues or bugs, when in 

reality either the tutorial was simply confusing or the participant had not paid attention to the 

game’s explanations of key concepts that would let them proceed. P25 said, “I need to get out of 

this little tutorial and I can't figure out how to do it. So this is not very intuitive. I really am 

thinking that maybe the game is glitching.” However, the game was operating properly and the 

participant simply could not understand what was required to complete the tutorial. These “ruts” 

seemed to occur most in relation to certain portions of two of the games, for example 

Bloodborne’s lack of tutorials or explanation and The Witcher 3’s overly restrictive tutorials. 

Both of these portions of the games affected participants’ competence negatively. In the case of 

Bloodborne, participants were offered too much autonomy without proper context; and in the 

case of The Witcher 3, participants’ autonomy was restricted without feedback. Additionally, 

Bloodborne elicited negative statements regarding competence more than the other two games 



 

 53 

tested. This is likely because the game’s tutorial systems and methods for onboarding players are 

oblique and could be missed entirely if the player is not paying close attention. In many cases 

with Bloodborne, participants reported that they were lost in the game and unable to proceed, 

with some not able to even comprehend how to obtain weapons or other equipment in the game, 

which are essential concepts to understand in order to make any kind of meaningful progress.  

 

Bloodborne attempted to give participants too much autonomy too early, resulting in 
participants feeling lost or unable to proceed. 
 

Of all the games tested, participants had the most negative reactions to Bloodborne. In 

fact, quite a few participants expressed a great deal of frustration and confusion with how to even 

move ahead in the game during the testing period. One participant went the entire testing session 

without understanding how to equip the game’s weapons, which is essential to making any kind 

of meaningful progress. Another participant spent nearly the entire testing session trying to get 

past the game’s first enemy, all the while expressing constant frustration about not understanding 

how to equip weapons or how to effectively fight enemies. 

Bloodborne, like From Software’s other games (Demon’s Souls, Dark Souls 1-3) are well 

known for their high degree of difficulty (Van Nuenen, 2016), but beyond the game’s punishing 

difficulty, the game was made even more difficult simply because it did not sufficiently explain 

itself. All of Bloodborne’s tutorials and instructions are given through what the game calls “Bath 

Messengers,” which are small, oftentimes hard to notice, demons present in game’s environment 

that hold up signs that players must interact with before they can read the tutorial message. Bath 

Messengers are both easy to miss and require deliberate interaction in order to get any 

information from them. Many participants missed these tutorials completely. Additionally, the 

messages are written so tersely or are filled with jargon, often rendering them less-than-helpful. 
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By way of example, one of the Bath Messengers encountered in the early moments in the game 

presents the message “[symbol for Triangle button]: Use Blood Vial.” However, at this point in 

the game, they player has not yet been introduced to what a Blood Vial is (used to regenerate 

health in the game), nor do they have a Blood Vial to use at the moment that would make the 

tutorial understandable. Instead, the tutorial exists as oblique information that is not all that 

useful, since the player cannot test the results of performing the action the game is trying to teach 

them. This lack of clarity and insufficient explanation of the game’s user interface elements and 

in-game mechanics is likely the reason Bloodborne fared much worse than the other two games 

that were tested. 

The game begins by dropping players into a dilapidated medical clinic with no 

explanation regarding what must be done next for the player to proceed. Players are supposed to 

proceed through the clinic, where they soon encounter a werewolf, the game’s first enemy. They 

encounter this enemy while the character has no weapons or armor, and players are, in fact, 

supposed to lose this initial battle in order to proceed. After the initial battle, the player is 

transported to a new area, where they are supposed to obtain weapons to effectively fight the 

enemy (and the subsequent enemies that lie ahead). Six out of 10 participants took longer than 

they should – more than 13 minutes – to find these weapons. Likewise, P9 never found the 

weapons at all, going the entire testing session unable to fight effectively. Even upon finding the 

weapons, the game offers no explanation on how to equip them, leaving the same six participants 

frustrated as they wasted even more time attempting to understand how to equip a weapon so it 

could be used in the game. 

Bloodborne makes no effort to tell players how they can obtain the weapons needed for 

the game, and players can only discover them through exploration. In the case of this research, 
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participants would typically only begin exploring the environment once they were frustrated with 

the game. They saw that their current tactics of fighting the enemy without weapons was not 

going to work and finally decided to explore the environment. But even upon choosing to 

explore the environment, participants still expressed frustration with the game’s lack of context 

clues or helpful information. To provide an example, P20 was unable to defeat the first enemy 

the game presented to her, primarily because she overlooked the tutorials that explained key 

concepts and neglected to pick up the weapons required to defeat the enemy. This was likely due 

to the game’s complete lack of explanation of how to obtain those weapons. While this was 

happening, she said things like, “I guess I don't really like that it doesn't give me a mission, like, 

a goal. It just put me here and I'm running around. So I don't know what my goal is right now.” 

And, when attempting to defeat the game’s first enemy without the weapons, she said, “So do I 

have to just beat it to death with my hands? (I’ll) die a lot in the process because I can't figure out 

how to use the weapons.” Some participants were observed to be stuck in a single tutorial for a 

large portion of the gameplay session or would repeatedly attack an enemy who was hugely 

overpowered, leading to a long period of retrying the same section in the game without making 

any progress. 

Bloodborne attempts to establish autonomy too early, giving players the ability to freely 

move through the environment without holding their hands, but this comes at a major cost to the 

player’s competence. Yes, some of this fits with the game’s prominent themes of despair and 

doom, reflected in the game’s grim, gothic art style and tortured enemies. However, these results 

demonstrate that giving players this much freedom without properly introducing them to 

fundamental game mechanics, like how to obtain the tools that will let them proceed further in 

the game is unduly harsh on new players. Moreover, the low scores on the Intrinsic Motivation 
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Inventory (IMI) and the overall negative comments about the game during think-aloud protocols 

reflect the fact that the lack of any explanation of the game likely leads to a poorer overall player 

experience. 

 

The Witcher 3’s tutorials restricted participants’ autonomy, forcing participants to repeat 
actions without giving them feedback that would allow them to understand mistakes. 
 

The Witcher 3 left many participants feeling incompetent as a result of too many tutorials 

that did not offer sufficient feedback when participants were doing something incorrectly. This 

led them to toil in frustration while they attempted to understand what the game wanted from 

them. The game’s combat tutorial was a particular sticking point with several participants. The 

tutorial features a series of prompts that instruct players about how to perform the game’s 

various combat actions (e.g., pressing the X button while tilting the left analog stick or holding 

the R2 button while tilting the left analog stick to select a spell that the player must cast during 

the tutorial). This tutorial was rather unforgiving, simply giving players prompts like, “Perform 2 

dodges” without giving any feedback to let players know what they were doing wrong if they 

were not performing the moves the game called for. This served as a major source of frustration 

for some participants. Often, players did not understand how they could proceed further in the 

game. For example, a participant who played The Witcher 3, was stuck in the game’s combat 

tutorial for nearly 30 minutes, even reporting that she thought the game was having technical 

issues that were preventing her from moving forward. There were no technical issues, but the 

tutorial messages were not clear enough for the participant to understand what she had to do 

next. Her frustration with the game is clear in statements like, “this is frustrating” and, “alright, 

this is stupid as hell…alright, how do I get out, give me options.” [P25] Likewise, P25 later 
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commented, “this game is a little bit frustrating in the fact that it’s not really giving me… I feel 

like I’m having difficulty figuring out what it wants me to do.” Upon encountering another 

tutorial later, she became instantly frustrated, remarking, “I don't know what to say. It’s like 

[I’m] pressing the wrong button. I need to stop pressing that button. OK. I just would love to 

figure out how to get past this, all I need to do is get past this.” 

While Bloodborne failed to make participants feel competent by giving them too much 

autonomy too early, The Witcher 3 affects a player’s feelings of competence through not giving 

them enough autonomy. Even worse, much like Bloodborne, The Witcher 3 also fails to properly 

explain how players can proceed. Indeed, The Witcher 3 at least attempts to give players a sense 

of how to play the game effectively; however, it provided no feedback in order to correct 

mistakes players may have made. Instead, players were simply told to perform actions they may 

have had no idea how to perform, leading to feelings of frustration and incompetence. 

 
Participants understood the value of the game’s RPG mechanics,  
but did not like using them. 
 

Data provided both by the think-aloud protocol and the IMI shows that while players 

understood the value of the RPG mechanics across all three games, they did not report being 

satisfied with interacting with them. For example, The Witcher 3s complex, multi-page inventory 

system. Questions on the IMI that related to value and usefulness of the user interface and in-

game mechanics were the highest-rated questions overall, with The Witcher 3 scoring an average 

of 2.307 out of a possible 3, Diablo 3 scoring an average of 2.270 out of a possible 3, and 

Bloodborne scoring an average of 1.533 out of a possible 3. On the other hand, questions related 

to interest and enjoyment of those user interface elements and in-game mechanics were rated 

very low, with The Witcher 3 scoring an average of 1.213 out of a possible 3, Diablo 3 scoring 



 

 58 

an average of 0.720 out of a possible 3, and Bloodborne scoring an average of 0.560 out of a 

possible 3. 

The discrepancy in these scores is interesting, since it indicates that participants were 

familiar with the traditional user interface elements and in-game mechanics at play in an RPG, 

and that they had a clear understanding of how those user interface elements and in-game 

mechanics allow players to move forward in the game. However, participants had very little 

interest in using the user interface elements and in-game mechanics and did not particularly 

enjoy them. Many participants made statements expressing frustration about the game’s user 

interface elements and in-game mechanics. For example, P20, who played Bloodborne and said, 

“So I still don't have my weapons they gave me. I have them. I just don't know how to use them.” 

Likewise, P17, who played The Witcher 3, said, “I'm a little shocked they're throwing this many 

spells at me from step one but that's probably because it's The Witcher Three. I think they're 

assuming people have played the first two.” Statements like these seem to be out of step with 

how the participants felt about how important the user interface elements and in-game mechanics 

were in letting them move through the game, and so the gap between the two is an interesting 

finding. 

Due to their length, RPGs must be built to accommodate huge amounts of data being 

available to the player by the end of the game. Over the course of the game, the player will 

encounter dozens or even hundreds of other characters, visit many locations, go through 

hundreds of quests and collect thousands of items. All of these things are typically cataloged in 

some way throughout the game. It may seem a little absurd to give the player an inventory screen 

with separate sections for food, weapons, valuable items, and other similar categorization when 

the player is in the first few hours of the game and has very few items, but by the end of the 
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game when the player is juggling dozens of items collected throughout their journeys, the needed 

complexity of the game’s inventory system becomes apparent. Still, it is also clear that these user 

interface elements and in-game mechanics can be intimidating or confusing to a first-time player, 

which could easily lead to a bad first impression with the game. To combat this, it may be a good 

idea for developers to purposely hide the more complex aspects of the game’s mechanics and 

user interface until the player actually needs them. For example, early in the game, perhaps the 

inventory screen would show all the items the character currently has, and only upon reaching a 

certain number of items would the game then begin separating them into distinct categories, such 

as weapons, armor, and potions. This allows the game to expand and allows the user interface to 

be useful for experienced players while also not being intimidating to neophytes. Instead of 

presenting players with a complex skill tree that reveals dozens of potential choices, developers 

could instead present players with a more guided experience that gives them only information 

that is relevant to the player in the moment, while possibly hinting at what effects those choices 

may have in the future. Many RPGs give players weapons and armor that have very small 

statistical differences that make it often difficult to understand which piece of equipment is best 

for their character at the moment. Instead, developers could provide players with fewer, more 

meaningful equipment choices that still allow for deep player customization, but do not get 

bogged down in the minutia of small statistical differences. 

 In conclusion, the findings of this research indicate that the beginning moments a player 

experiences within a game are an obviously critical point for fostering feelings of intrinsic 

motivation. In two of the games tested, these feelings were thwarted by poorly designed tutorials 

or a poor introduction to the game’s rules and gameworld. Additionally, the complexity of a 

game’s user interface elements and in-game mechanics can be daunting to new players, leaving 
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them displeased with actually using them. Of course RPGs must be built to withstand this 

complexity as the game draws on into dozens or hundreds of hours, but it may be advisable for 

developers to limit a player’s exposure to this complexity while they are in the early stages of 

experiencing the game. With an RPG, the player is being exposed to a broad, sweeping world 

that they will hopefully stay with for a very long time and come away from it with a positive 

experience. It is the burden of the developer to not overwhelm them with unnecessary 

information or restrict them with tutorials that demand they perform actions that they have no 

idea how to perform. It is also important developers do not go the other direction, giving players 

no guidance in these early moments as they are just beginning to understand how the world 

works. Overall, developers must strike a balance between the two extremes illustrated by 

Bloodborne’s lack of player guidance and The Witcher 3’s unforgiving, unresponsive tutorial 

system in order to foster the needed intrinsic motivation within players. 

 

Limitations 
Due to time and scope constraints, this study tested few games, with a small number of 

participants, over a short period of time. A more robust approach would test games with a greater 

number of participants over a longer period of time. Although there is a benefit to observing 

players during the early stages of gameplay, the true measure of intrinsic motivation would be to 

explore whether someone is motivated to keep returning to an activity under their own volition, 

instead of just going through a single play session as this research did. A study that tracks 

participants over the course of a week, a month, or even longer – while giving them freedom to 

play games at their leisure – would likely yield additional information about the nature of 

intrinsic motivation. 
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Because testing was done over such a short period of time, participants were still getting 

a feel for the unique aspects of the games they played. Additionally, each of the games included 

in this study handled the various RPG user interface elements and in-game mechanics in distinct 

ways, from Bloodborne’s cryptic, nearly incomprehensible storyline to The Witcher 3’s difficult 

and disorganized inventory system. For most participants, the games’ user interface elements and 

in-game mechanics had not yet “clicked” by the time their gameplay sessions had concluded, 

which likely contributed to the low scores on questions that focused on how much they liked 

interacting with or using a game’s user interface elements and in-game mechanics. There is a 

good chance some of this effect would wear off for most players as they continued to play a 

game. 

The research was also limited by the lab setting. Although attempts were made to make 

participants feel comfortable during testing sessions, many participants expressed unease at 

speaking out during the testing for fear of sounding “wrong”. This is, of course, the limitation of 

any lab-based test, but it seemed to be rather clear during testing that some participant responses 

may have been skewed because they were uncomfortable being watched or monitored. Thus, a 

more natural setting without a researcher sitting mere feet away may have yielded more genuine 

responses. 

 

Future Work 

Future work on intrinsic motivation in games should focus more on the long-term effects 

of motivation in regard to playing these games. As it stands, this research only covers the very 

beginning of the games in question, while hundreds of hours of potential gameplay lie ahead for 

someone who wants to tackle the entirety of the game. Intrinsic motivation can take a long time 
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to form within a person, and the testing period used in this research was simply not long enough 

to truly test the feelings of competence, autonomy, and relatedness players may feel during their 

interactions with a game. Additionally, a study that examines a broader sample of games would 

be beneficial as well. The games tested in this research were critical and fan favorites, but they 

certainly do not represent the totality of RPGs. Examining more games in the same manner could 

possibly provide more rich data about the initial experiences in games, and the sticking points or 

positive motivators they may present to players in the first hours of gameplay. 

 

Conclusion 

 This research yielded extensive data on the feelings of competence that players 

experience during the very first moments of interacting with a game. It showed that, at this stage, 

players are often so fixated on their feelings of competence that they do not seem to have much 

capacity to develop feelings of autonomy or relatedness. Many RPGs, including the ones tested 

here, often attempt to foster these feelings, especially relatedness, at very early points in the 

game. This approach may risk boring players, as they are typically not receptive to developing 

these kinds of feelings this early. This research shows that a player must first feel confident (and 

competent) in their abilities in the early stages, able to move through the game world and 

manipulate the game’s user interface elements and in-game mechanics while feeling like they 

have control over it. If these feelings of competence do not develop at this stage in the game, it is 

unlikely that a player will be able to develop the more deep feelings of autonomy and 

relatedness. In addition, games should give players clear instructions that foster these feelings of 

competence, instead of intentionally obscuring them or making them not obvious to players 

whatsoever, such as was the case with Bloodborne. Tutorials that a player can get stuck in, such 
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as those found in The Witcher 3, also severely hampered the feelings of competence in some 

participants in this research. It is critical for developers to strike a balance between the two 

approaches present in Bloodborne and The Witcher 3, guiding the player just enough that they 

feel that they can have confidence and control, but not locking them into guided tutorials that 

restrict their ability to move freely in the game and experience the feelings of competence they 

desire at this stage in the game. 
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Appendix A – Intrinsic Motivation Inventory Full Results 

Character Management 
Witcher Three 
Average 

Bloodborne 
Average 

Diablo 
Three 
Average 

Overall 
Average 

Interest/Enjoyment         
I enjoyed managing my character very much 0.800 0.400 1.400 0.867 
The character management system was fun to use 1.100 -0.200 0.300 0.400 
While managing my character, I was thinking about 
how much I enjoyed it 0.700 0.200 0.200 0.367 
Perceived Competence         
I think I am pretty good at managing my character 0.900 0.000 1.400 0.767 
Effort/Importance         
It was important for me to do a good job at 
managing my character 1.500 0.900 1.600 1.333 
I did not put much energy into managing my 
character -0.600 0.600 0.000 0.000 
Pressure/Tension         
I did not feel nervous at all while managing my 
character 0.800 -0.100 1.100 0.600 
I was anxious while managing my character 
(Reverse) 1.000 0.400 1.000 0.800 
I felt pressured while managing my character 
(Reverse) 0.300 0.700 1.200 0.733 
Perceived Choice         
I believe I had some choice about managing my 
character 1.300 1.500 2.200 1.667 
I managed my character because I had no choice 
(Reverse) 0.900 1.300 2.700 1.633 
I managed my character because I wanted to 0.900 0.400 2.000 1.100 
Value/Usefulness         
I think that managing my character is useful to 
moving forward in the game 1.800 1.300 2.200 1.767 
I believe managing my character could be 
beneficial to me during gameplay 2.400 1.200 2.600 2.067 
I think managing my character is an important 
activity 2.100 1.500 2.200 1.933 
Inventory Management         
Interest/Enjoyment         
I enjoyed inventory management in the game 0.400 0.000 -0.100 0.100 
 The inventory system of the game was fun to use 0.200 -0.200 -0.800 -0.267 
 While managing my inventory, I was thinking 
about how much I enjoyed it 0.000 -0.700 -0.700 -0.467 
Perceived Competence         
 I think I am pretty good at managing my inventory 0.800 -0.400 0.200 0.200 
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 I am satisfied with my performance in managing 
my inventory 0.900 -0.200 0.500 0.400 
 After working with managing my inventory for a 
while, I felt pretty competent 0.000 0.500 0.700 0.400 
Effort/Importance         
 I put a lot of effort into managing my inventory -1.100 0.400 -0.800 -0.500 
 It was important for me to do a good job at 
managing my inventory 0.600 0.800 0.400 0.600 
 I did not put much energy into managing my 
inventory 1.000 0.500 0.400 0.633 
Pressure/Tension         
 I did not feel nervous at all while managing my 
inventory 1.400 0.300 1.400 1.033 
 I was anxious while managing my inventory 
(Reverse) 1.900 0.500 1.200 1.200 
 I felt pressured while managing my inventory 
(Reverse) 1.600 0.700 1.400 1.233 
Perceived Choice         
 I believe I had some choice about managing my 
inventory 0.778 0.700 1.400 0.959 
 I managed my inventory because I had no choice 
(Reverse) 0.600 0.500 2.500 1.200 
 I managed my inventory because I wanted to 0.100 0.400 1.500 0.667 
Value/Usefulness         
 I think that managing my inventory is useful for 
moving forward in the game 1.700 2.000 1.750 1.817 
 I believe managing my inventory could be 
beneficial to me during gameplay 2.300 2.000 2.200 2.167 
 I think managing my inventory is an important 
activity 2.000 2.200 2.100 2.100 
Navigation of the game world         
Interest/Enjoyment         
I enjoyed navigating the game world 1.700 1.700 1.600 1.667 
 The game’s navigation systems were fun to use 1.400 1.300 1.200 1.300 
 While navigating the game world, I was thinking 
about how much I enjoyed it 1.200 1.500 0.800 1.167 
Perceived Competence         
 I think I am pretty good at navigating the game 
world 1.500 0.200 2.100 1.267 
 I am satisfied with my performance in navigating 
the game world 1.400 0.600 1.400 1.133 
 After navigating the game world for a while, I felt 
pretty competent 1.700 0.900 2.300 1.633 
Effort/Importance         
 I put a lot of effort into navigating the game world 0.500 1.500 1.700 1.233 
 It was important for me to do a good job at 
navigating the game world 1.600 1.400 2.600 1.867 
 I did not put much energy into navigating the 
game world -1.000 -0.400 -2.000 -1.133 
Pressure/Tension         
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 I did not feel nervous at all while navigating the 
game world 0.700 0.300 1.000 0.667 
 I was anxious while navigating the game world 
(Reverse) 0.700 -0.300 0.700 0.367 
 I felt pressured while navigating the game world 
(Reverse) 0.400 0.100 1.300 0.600 
Perceived Choice         
 I believe I had some choice about navigating the 
game world 1.000 1.200 1.900 1.367 
 I navigated the game world because I had no 
choice (Reverse) -0.200 -0.400 0.400 -0.067 
 I navigated the game world because I wanted to 1.200 2.100 2.000 1.767 
Value/Usefulness         
 I think that navigating the game world is useful for 
moving forward in the game 2.700 2.400 2.900 2.667 
 I believe navigating the game world could be 
beneficial to me during gameplay 2.400 2.100 2.800 2.433 
 I think navigating the game world is an important 
activity 2.500 1.800 2.700 2.333 
Narrative         
Interest/Enjoyment         
I enjoyed the narrative of the game 2.200 1.300 1.800 1.767 
The narrative of the game was fun to experience 1.700 1.100 1.600 1.467 
While experiencing the narrative, I was thinking 
about how much I enjoyed it 1.500 0.300 1.000 0.933 
Effort/Importance         
I put a lot of effort into experiencing the narrative 1.400 1.100 -0.500 0.667 
It was important for me to do a good job at 
experiencing the narrative 1.700 1.400 0.700 1.267 
I did not put much energy into experiencing the 
narrative -1.100 -0.500 0.100 -0.500 
Pressure/Tension         
I did not feel nervous at all while experiencing the 
narrative 1.700 1.100 0.600 1.133 
I was anxious while experiencing the narrative 
(Reverse) 1.300 0.900 1.900 1.367 
I felt pressured while experiencing the narrative 
(Reverse) 1.700 1.400 2.100 1.733 
Perceived Choice         
I believe I had some choice about experiencing the 
narrative 1.100 0.700 0.800 0.867 
I experienced the narrative because I had no 
choice (Reverse) -0.200 0.100 0.600 0.167 
I experienced the narrative because I wanted to 1.400 1.100 1.200 1.233 
Value/Usefulness         
I think that the narrative is useful for moving 
forward in the game 2.400 0.700 1.700 1.600 
I believe experiencing the narrative could be 
beneficial to me during gameplay 2.500 1.200 1.700 1.800 
I think experiencing the narrative is an important 
activity 2.600 1.400 2.100 2.033 
Interactions with Nonplayer Characters         



 

 71 

Interest/Enjoyment         
I enjoyed interacting with nonplayer characters in 
the game 2.000 0.800 1.000 1.267 
Interacting with nonplayer characters in the game 
was fun 2.200 1.000 1.100 1.433 
While interacting with nonplayer characters, I was 
thinking about how much I enjoyed it 1.100 -0.100 0.400 0.467 
Perceived Choice         
I think I am pretty good at interacting with non-
player characters 2.100 1.200 2.300 1.867 
I am satisfied with my performance in interacting 
with nonplayer characters 2.100 1.100 2.500 1.900 
After working with interacting with nonplayer 
characters for a while, I felt pretty competent 2.200 1.000 2.200 1.800 
Effort/Importance         
I put a lot of effort into interacting with nonplayer 
characters 1.800 0.800 0.600 1.067 
It was important for me to do a good job at 
interacting with nonplayer characters 1.900 0.600 1.200 1.233 
I did not put much energy into interacting with non-
player characters -1.200 0.000 0.000 -0.400 
Pressure/Tension         
I did not feel nervous at all while interacting with 
nonplayer characters 2.000 1.700 2.400 2.033 
I was anxious while interacting with nonplayer 
characters (Reverse) 1.500 1.300 2.500 1.767 
I felt pressured while interacting with nonplayer 
characters (Reverse) 1.500 1.100 2.200 1.600 
Perceived Choice         
I believe I had some choice about interacting with 
nonplayer characters 2.500 0.700 2.200 1.800 
I interacted with nonplayer characters because I 
had no choice (Reverse) 0.100 1.200 0.400 0.567 
I interacted with nonplayer characters because I 
wanted to 1.500 1.700 1.000 1.400 
Value/Usefulness         
I think that interacting with nonplayer characters is 
useful for moving forward in the game 2.400 0.900 2.300 1.867 
I believe interacting with nonplayer characters 
could be beneficial to me during gameplay 2.700 1.400 2.600 2.233 
I think interacting with nonplayer characters is an 
important activity 2.100 0.900 2.200 1.733 

 


