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Abstract 
 

In this study, an overview is presented regarding how the mechanics in a resource-based 

game, specifically Crusader Kings II (Paradox Development Studio 2012), might affect 

the player's connection to the characters in the game. The study introduces conventions 

prevalent in grand strategy games, roleplaying games as well as literature theory. 

Participants of the study played two different versions of a mod for Crusader Kings II 

(2012), and were interviewed, to find indications for how different players related to 

characters in the game, what mechanics they valued, and their view on the characters 

themselves. The conclusions that are reached in the study indicated that there are 

mechanics in the game that influence the player’s connection to the characters, but that 

it is, to a certain degree, up to the player as to what extent they are used or employed. 
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1 Introduction 

Characters in games are often treated as resources; they are used to further the player’s own 

goals and to advance the player’s own character. In role-playing games (RPGs) there is a more 

prevalent focus on characters than in most other genres, and players often have a higher 

attachment to the characters than in other games (Lewis, Weber & Bowman 2008, pp. 515-

517). As for example, in the role-playing game Dragon Age: Inquisition (BioWare 2014) where 

the player need to complete a series of “companion quests” to truly get to know the 

companions in the game, and if the player finish them they are rewarded with a relationship 

development. On the other hand, in grand strategy games, the focus is to manage a larger area, 

often a kingdom, and navigate both military and diplomatic grounds for the benefit of the 

realm. For example, in Europa Universalis IV (Paradox Development Studio 2013) there are 

characters present only as representations of their positions in the game, and no personal 

interactions. This leads to a gameplay that is purely focused on managing resources and casts 

the player in the role of an omnipotent power. Crusader Kings II (2012) is a game that markets 

itself as a “grand strategy game with RPG elements” (Paradox Interactive 2012), and therefore 

aims to incorporate elements from both genres. This leads to an interesting dissonance 

between the characters as relatable entities, and as resources for the player to use. This paper 

aims to answer how this influences the player’s relationship to the characters in the game; how 

does a resource-based game affect the player’s connection to, and the human values assigned 

to, the characters in a game? 

Two prototypes were created to process and examine this question, both of which are 

mods for the game Crusader Kings II (2012), and their goal was to highlight the way that the 

player relates and thinks about characters in the game. Semi-structured interviews were 

conducted to analyze the results and outcome of the mods, and the result of the testing is 

discussed in relation to the theoretical framework presented in the paper. 
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2 Background 

Do the players relate to the characters besides regarding their place and function in the events 

of the narrative? According to Aristotle, the actions of a character always comes first, or rather: 

“character comes in as subsidiary to the actions” (Aristotle 1902, p. 27). The traits assigned to, 

and expressed by, a character is first and foremost those that are needed for the events that 

the character takes part in, and those traits might very well be the only ones that the character 

possesses. Character, as in personality, and the traits that define a character, are added later, 

if at all. Much of Aristotle’s theories have laid the groundwork for our modern understanding 

of narrative, as well as characters, and his teachings have since influenced almost every school 

of thought in one way or another. 

This way of thinking is for example supported by Chatman in his book Story and 

Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film (1978, p.112), where he not only points 

out similar concepts as Aristotle, but also raises the contrary point that certain characters have 

no real function but are dearly beloved by the audience regardless. In other words; the events 

that a character takes part in are more important than the character itself, but a character can 

be important even if they take part in no events at all. This may seem like a contradiction, but 

it is important to remember that the ranking of one concept over another, for example events 

over characters, does not negate the value a concept has on its own. 

In addition to classic literature theory, it is also necessary to clarify the place of characters 

in different genres in games, as well as the relationship that exists between the player and the 

characters in the game. This is due to the fact that the conventions prevalent in genres differ 

greatly, and this will be discussed further under the heading “2.2.2 Genre conventions”. 

2.1 Parasocial Relationships 

 

The character is not a human being, but it resembles one. It has no real psyche, 

personality, ideology, or competence to act, but it does possess characteristics 

which make psychological and ideological descriptions possible. 

Bal, 1997, p. 115 

A character is in other words an echo of a real human; we can relate to a character and we can 

ascribe them characteristics and personality. In this way, we connect to the characters that we 

encounter in movies and literature, as well as in games. The connection between the player 

and the characters in a game is of significant importance to this study, but connection in itself 

is a very vague term. It is important to take into consideration both the emotional as well as 

the mechanical attachments, such as interactions born out of convenience as well as need, the 

player forms to the characters.  



 
3 

The one-sided relationship that people form with famous people, fictional characters, and 

different personae has been studied since the middle of the 1950s when the term “parasocial 

relationship” was coined by Donald Horton and R. Richard Wohl in their article Mass 

Communication and Para-social Interaction: Observations on Intimacy at a Distance 

(Horton & Wohl 1956, p. 215). Attachment has been studied since the late 1960s (Brown 2015, 

p.263) and is an important aspect of the parasocial relationship that the player forms with the 

characters in a game. In the same way that people become attached to celebrities they can also 

become attached to fictional characters. Brown states: "Whether they are gifted athletes, 

popular political leaders, trusted news anchors, performing artists, seasoned actors, or even 

fictional characters, becoming emotionally and psychologically attached to such personalities, 

also referred to as personae, is common" (Brown 2015, p. 259). 

Even though the concept of parasocial relationships is mostly studied in the field of 

Communication Science it can be applied to other fields as well thanks to the adaptable 

framework it presents to discuss these kinds of relationships. Since it handles the one-way 

relationship between a person and a persona, it is also highly relevant to the relationship 

between a player and the characters in the game. Of course; this includes the player character, 

and when considering the nature of this relationship it is also important to include 

identification.  

Wen Song and Jesse Fox (2016, pp. 203-205) build on the concepts proposed by Horton 

and Wohl (1956), and further clarify the role of parasocial relationships in games, and the way 

that they affect the players. More time spent playing as a character increases the player's 

identification with the player character, according to Song and Fox (2016, p. 209), and 

therefore also the connection the player experiences with the other characters in the game 

through the player character. This would mean that players spending more time in Crusader 

Kings II (2012) should be more inclined to form relationships and connections to the non-

player characters (NPCs).  

Julienne Greer defines the term "Digital companions" in her text Digital Companions: 

Analyzing the Emotive Connection Between Players and NPC Companions in Video Game 

Space (2013, pp. 1-2). The term refers to a NPC that accompanies the player throughout most 

of the game and builds some sort of relationship with them, even though that relationship does 

not necessarily have to be one of friendship (Greer 2013, p.1). “Digital companion” is in other 

words a useful term for describing the NPCs that accompany the player in most RPGs, as those 

relationships tend to focus a lot on the relation they have to the player character, as well as 

emotional bonds. Greer also highlights the fact that players do form emotional connections to 

the digital companions that accompany them, and that they tend to relate to them as more 

than objects. 
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When looking at Crusader Kings II (2012), it becomes clear that the characters in the 

game do not fulfill the criteria for “Digital companion”. The player is encouraged to create 

different relationships with the characters in the game, but since the player character will 

eventually die, this is not something that stretches throughout the game. Worth noting though 

is the fact that the players in the game play as multiple characters; when their character dies, 

they play as the player character’s heir, and the same thing happens to the characters around 

them. So, the emergent story in the game, as well as both the player character and the 

characters in the game that the player interacts with, are part of an ongoing narrative that 

stretches through generations. One could on this basis argue that the families themselves 

become long-time companions, and therefore might meet the requirements for “Digital 

companions”. 

This distinction in only relevant as a means to start the discussion on how much the two 

genres, RPG and grand strategy game, have in common, concerning how they treat, and relate 

to, the characters in their narratives. 

Since identification as a concept is most readily ascribed to the relationship between 

players and the player character, identification is relevant only in as much as this relationship 

heightens the sense of immersion, and therefore also has the ability to strengthen the 

parasocial relationships that the player cultivates in the game. But since the player character 

in Crusader Kings II (2012) is not constant, and the player is given minimal encouragement 

to actually roleplay the character, the identification that can happen for the player in regard 

to the character they play as is mostly one out of coincidence. Important to consider is the fact 

that, at its foundation, the term parasocial relationship is often defined by the sense of 

intimacy the watcher/reader/media-consumer has towards the personae (Brown 2015, p. 

263), and intimacy in this case means sense of sameness and understanding, and is therefore 

most closely represented by the personal connection to the player character in this case. The 

term has since expanded and now also includes the relationships that exist between player 

character, as the representation of the player in the game world, and the other characters in 

the game. But this fundamental definition of parasocial relationships, as well as our 

understanding of “identification”, highlights the importance of the player's relationship with 

the player character in regard to their relationship to other characters in the game. 

2.2 Character vs. Narrative 

Even though there are games that focus on everything from saving the world to running a 

company, and therefore also an almost unlimited variety of ways in which a player can interact 

with characters in games, the way in which players interact with non-player characters is 

always restricted. This is due to technological barriers; there are limits to what we can do. But 

gameplay barriers also matter; it wouldn't be rewarding enough for most players to play a step-
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by-step real-life simulation of how social interactions work just to be able to sell off some loot 

(Isbister 2006, p. 227). This restriction leads to the need to prioritize and evaluate what a 

character in a game should consist of to give the best experience to the player; which traits in 

a character that players appreciate the most and which characters the players feel a connection 

to. 

Narrative in games is a complicated issue, and it is a topic that has been discussed at great 

length by a lot of more extensive papers than this one over the years. Narrative is defined as 

“a spoken or written account of connected events” in the Oxford Dictionary (2017), but to 

define the word "narrative" is not to define the terms function in games, and to define 

"narrative in games" is not something that could be done in the scope of this paper. Espen 

Aarseth writes in Genre Trouble: Narrativism and the Art of Simulation (2004) about this 

problem of definition. He mentions both narrative, as well as games themselves, and he points 

out the fact that games are older than most languages; games have been around for all of 

human history, and that computer games are just a digital expression of that. Aarseth also 

states that "Games are, at best, a somewhat definable cultural genre" (Aarseth 2004, p. 46), 

and this sums up the complicated issues that are involved; you cannot define something that 

is "somewhat definable". 

In this study, a broad definition of narrative is applied for the sake of simplicity and 

clarity. The definition that is used is one of the first things that H. Porter Abbott states in his 

book The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative: "Simply put, narrative is the representation 

of an event or a series of events." (Abbott 2008, p. 13). 

This study is in other words not interested in joining the ongoing ludology vs. narratology 

discussion, but instead focuses on the role that characters, and therefore narrative, have in 

player’s interaction with a game. That both characters and narrative need to be taken into 

consideration is a standpoint further explained under “2.2.1 Literature theory”.  

2.2.1 Literature Theory 

The field of literature theory, and the conventions perceived in it, is important to take into 

consideration since a lot of the concerns regarding definitions and the differentiation of terms, 

are topics that have been discussed to great length in the field. It is important to note that this 

paper is not interested in answering the question of whether games are part of literature or 

not, since that is irrelevant to the question it aims to answer. The focus is instead on whether 

or not characters have the same role in games as they do in narratives, and if yes; what 

differences that exist within different game genres. 

If a character has been presented to a player as a part of the game's narrative, for example 

by being part of an event chain, then that character should have a satisfactory ending in 

relation to their role in the story; they should not simply be thrown away if they have played 

an important role in an event. If a narration has begun, it is expected by the audience to reach 
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some sort of conclusion. According to Phelan (1989, p. IX), both characters and the events a 

story depicts are inseparably tied to the narrative. In other words, he states that it is almost 

impossible to separate characters from the plot they exist in. If we want to look at the function 

of characters themselves we also need to take the surrounding narrative into consideration, 

even though it is a secondary concern what that narrative actually consists of. As Propp writes 

in his book Morphology of the Folktale: “The question of what a tale's dramatis personae do 

is an important one for the study of the tale, but the questions of who does it and how it is 

done already fall within the province of accessory study.” (Propp 1968, p. 20).  

This thinking works in unison with Aristotle's views on the matter, and it leads to 

difficulties in regard to analyzing characters as separate entities. The questions that then 

becomes central for defining the foundations for the study processed in this paper are: what 

kind of narration does the characters exist in? And what impact does that have on how we view 

them? 

Emergent storytelling is a way to tell a story by letting the narrative be created by the 

circumstances and the factors in play during a specific moment in time (Aylett 2000, pp. 4-7). 

It is the method that Crusader Kings II (2012) uses to convey its narrative, and it does so by 

having the characters in the game interact with each other. Mark O. Riedl and R. Michael 

Young writes about character-centric systems that allow emergent narrative to be created from 

the interactions between autonomous agents (Riedl & Young 2003, p. 3). Since the characters 

in Crusader Kings II (2012) act based on their, partially randomized and partially pre-

programmed, traits, and in their interactions take part in creating the narrative that plays out, 

it can be argued that this is indeed a character-centric system. This leads to a narrative driven 

by the events in which the characters interact with each other, as well as scripted events, and 

the events themselves are therefore always in focus. This ties in to the previously presented 

theories from Aristotle, Chatman and Propp, and further strengthens the connections between 

the game and classic literature theory. 

2.2.2 Genre Conventions 

The way that Aristotle, Propp and many others view characters reduce them to their actions, 

the person behind the deed is not as important as the deed itself. This leads to the conclusion 

that a person is to some extent replaceable.  

The characters used in different events in Crusader Kings II (2012) are chosen for their 

roles in the game based on a multitude of variables. The decision if a character should be made 

a shield maiden, for example, requires the character to have the trait “brave” and to lack the 

trait “slothful”. In regard to this, the characters are only as relevant to the player as the 

numbers that govern their usability. In other words, they, as people, are interchangeable as 

long as they have the right traits and skills. The player character’s relationship with the other 

characters will also impact the game, but that relationship is built upon previous usability, and 
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friendships are only encouraged to be cultivated if they can further the player’s own agenda in 

some way. This is of course true in one way or another for all kinds of relationships, both in 

games and in life, but the fact is that for most intents and purposes Crusader Kings II (2012) 

encourages players to use and view the characters as resources. The game utilizes characters 

in its mechanics the same way as resources traditionally are used in strategy games. As 

previously stated; this is a design choice that works in a strategy game but that should not be 

used in a RPGs. The dissonance between genre convention regarding how to handle characters 

in strategy games; practically non-existent, to RPGs; extremely important, produces a 

dilemma regarding the role of the characters in Crusader Kings II (2012). As a game that 

focuses on strategy and resources, but that also aims to incorporate RPG elements, it is 

uniquely situated between the two concepts and the techniques applied in the different genres. 

To encourage the player to care for the characters in the game, and to relate to them on a 

personal level, it can be argued, as Murphy and Zagal do in their paper Videogames and the 

Ethics of Care (2011, pp. 69-70), that a system needs to be incorporated into the games that 

encourages this behavior in the player. These are systems that can be seen in most RPGs; if 

the player pays attention to other characters and help them they are rewarded, a reward which 

can concise of everything from expanded narrative to added mechanics, but these systems are 

not prevalent in a lot of grand strategy games. This is mostly due to the fact that characters 

have no other function than as representations of factions/kingdoms or other geographical 

area. In Crusader Kings II (2012) the player is encouraged to relate to other characters, since 

the interpersonal relationships between characters has a huge impact on the game, and it can 

therefore be argued that such a system is in place. By forcing the player to relate to the 

character in the game to some extent, whether it be as shallowly as possible or on a deeper 

level, the game places the player in a position to form relationships with the different NPCs. 

The conclusion this leads to is that even though the mechanics of the game treats the 

characters as resources, there is a system in place for the player to relate to them on a personal 

level. It can therefore be argued that the definition of the character’s role in the game, and in 

the narrative, is therefore left up to the players themselves; do they utilize the system in place 

or do they utilize only the resource-mechanics? Players that play the game with a focus on the 

strategy elements will probably be more inclined to view the characters as resources, while 

players more interested in the RPG elements will focus on the characters and their relationship 

with them to a further extent. This hypothesis is investigated with the help of the prototypes 

created and further analyzed based on the results garnered. 
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2.3 Crusader Kings II 

A summary of the game central to the study is necessary to assure that the reader has the 

knowledge necessary to understand the content of this paper. A short summary of the game 

will be presented in this chapter. 

Crusader Kings II (2012) is, as previously stated, a grand strategy game with RPG 

elements. The player assumes the role of a ruler, anything from a count to an emperor, and 

through the use of war, marriages, alliances and other strategies the player work towards their 

own goal, which might be to rule every part of the map or just to get really good at diplomacy. 

The game is open-ended, and it only ends when the player character dies with no heir of the 

same dynasty or when the game reaches the year 1453. 

Since characters are an important aspect of the game there are a lot of different systems 

in place that influences them. Everything from genetics to religion can be inherited and 

influenced by other characters in the game, and the interpersonal relationships of the 

characters therefore have a great impact on how the game plays out. There is also an opinion 

system in place that essentially sums up how much the characters like one another, and this 

number is critical in a lot of decisions regarding events that trigger as well as other interactions 

between characters in the game. 
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3 Problem 

Aristotle (1902) and Propp (1968) propose that events are more important than characters, 

while Phelan (1989), and the definition of the word “narrative” as a series of events, leads us 

to the conclusion that the different concepts all work in unison. To look at one of the terms is 

to take the others into consideration as well, and it does not matter which one is more 

important in this regard. 

Since resources and all things in the game that the player interacts with are part of 

creating the narrative, characters and resources have a similar standing from the purely 

mechanical perspective. What needs to be taken into consideration is the value the player gives 

to the interaction with the resources, or in this case the characters. In RPGs, the interaction 

with non-player characters is central to the experience, while in grand strategy games it is a 

practically non-existent mechanic. To look at Crusader Kings II (2012) is to evaluate new 

ground and new concepts.  

We have already established that the way that characters are used in Crusader Kings II 

(2012) is similar to the way that they are treated in a lot of literature theory, since the system 

of emergent narrative that is visible in the game is character-centric. This conclusion leads us 

to the next problem, namely how the player views the interaction. Even if we have established 

that the characters in the different genres have a similar function theoretically, or at least a 

common ground in theory, it says nothing about how players relate to the character during the 

playthrough. We have introduced the term parasocial relationships to try and define the 

possible connections that may exist between a player and the characters in a game, but how 

are these connections affected by the games themselves? With the framework presented we 

aim to gain insight in the connection that the player creates with the NPCs in Crusader Kings 

II (2012), and how the game’s mechanics affect this relationship. This leads to the question 

this paper poses:  

 

- How does the mechanics used in a resource-based game affect the player’s connection 

to the non-player characters in the game? 

 

A better understanding of the roles of the non-player characters in games, both as characters 

and as resources, could benefit a wide variety of further studies in the field. It could also be 

useful for direct application in the process of game development, since informed design 

choices regarding the role of characters can only increase the quality of the games produced. 
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3.1 Methodology 

Two prototypes have been created, and playtests have been conducted to observe the different 

reactions that players have to them. The playtesters were also interviewed to gain further 

understanding of their thought-process and feelings regarding the experience. In the coming 

chapter the terms “playtesters” and “informants” are used interchangeably, since they fulfill 

both roles as part of this study. 

3.1.1 Prototypes 

As Crusader Kings II (2012) is the focus of the whole study, the prototypes that were used to 

research the proposed question were created as mods for the game. Two prototypes were 

created, both of which make use of basically the same event chain, but where it was presented 

differently to the player: 

-          One that replaces the character central to the event chain with a similar character 

without notifying the player. 

-          One that replaces the character central to the event chain with a similar character 

and notifies the player about the change. 

The informants were split into two groups, half of them played the first prototype, and 

half played the second. 

The questions asked after the playtesters had played the mods were designed so as to not 

reveal that the death of the character central to the main event was of any big significance. It 

was important to be vague about what kind of details that they should focus on, since that 

information could destroy the playtester’s attention to other details (Schell 2015), and 

therefore also influence the reactions the informants had to the events. The focus of the 

questions were to make the informant reflect upon the event chains themselves, what reaction 

the informant had to them, and what they thought of the different characters portrayed in 

them. The goal was to make the informant reflect upon the death of the character and their 

reaction to it, without stating that the character died, since that might have influenced the 

informant’s reaction. It was also important to raise the questions about the means used to 

communicate the death of the character, or lack thereof.  

The specifics surrounding the development of the mods will be covered in a later chapter 

under the heading “4 Implementation”. 

3.1.2 Discussion 

The central event depicted in the prototypes are player-driven, the player is the one who 

contacts the NPC and needs their help. This choice was made both because of the heightened 

sense of identification this brings, since the player character is the active party in the exchange, 

but the limited time that the playtesters will be playing the mods also played a role. It is easier 

and more beneficial to the study to focus on one character, namely the player character, and 
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make use of the identification and the parasocial relationship that the player hopefully forms 

to that character than to also introduce another focus-point in the form of a too central NPC. 

As Alex Woloch claims: "all characters are potentially overdelimited within the fictional 

world— and might disrupt the narrative if we pay them the attention they deserve" (Woloch 

2003, p.12). This would thus affect the identification that the player feels towards the player 

character, and consequently also the parasocial relationship between the player and the 

relevant NPC, and it was therefore in the studies best interest to minimize additional factors 

that would alter this relationship. The possibilities that this aspect of the theoretical ground 

poses are brought up again under the heading “6.3 Future Work”, but it will not be discussed 

to any great length in this study. 

3.1.3 Data Gathering Procedure 

Timofei Viktorov raises a lot of valid points regarding playtesting in his thesis Challenges in 

Game Development: Playtesting and Prototyping as Important Steps in Game Development 

(2015). Among the most relevant is the fact that a balance needs to be struck between being 

able to observe the playtesters, and not disturbing them. A player that is observed too closely 

might get nervous, and therefore abandon their natural playing patterns, and not notice things 

they would have otherwise assigned great value. This is a point that is also raised by Jesse 

Schell (2015), as well as the “think-aloud” technique that is commonly applied to gain a better 

understanding of the playtesters’ thought-process. It is a technique that encourages the 

playtester to “to verbalize all their internal thoughts into a kind of stream-of-consciousness 

ramble” (Schell 2015, p. 399), and therefore gives information about the player’s reactions to 

events as they experience them. This method might provide reactions and feelings that 

otherwise would be missed by the researcher, but it also heightens the risk that the player 

abandons their natural playing patterns, since it is not a natural setting for most players. In 

this study, a compromise was used; the playtesters were encouraged to share their thoughts 

and experiences as they played, but they were not interrupted or asked questions during their 

play session, which otherwise is a method often used in tandem with the “think-aloud” 

technique. To observe the playtests, as well as supervising the proceedings, the author of this 

study was present during the duration of all the test sessions. Questions were asked 

afterwards, the interviews were recorded, and notes were taken. An introduction was given to 

the playtesters before the test started that stated that they would be playing for a short while 

before being interviewed and that they should not pause the game, but that they could end the 

test session whenever they wanted. 

Qualitative, semi-structured, interviews were used to research the informant’s reactions 

to the different prototypes. This method is traditionally used when the researcher knows what 

they want to ask, but also want to take into consideration the fact that follow-up questions 

might arise that could enrich the informant’s responses (Østbye, Knapskog, Helland & Larsen 
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2004). Since the questions that were posed to the informants were geared towards experience 

and feeling, this method was the most gainful. The method was therefore chosen for its 

potential for both preparation, and therefore more useful responses from the informants, and 

also the possibilities that are made available through follow-up questions to gain more in 

depth knowledge of the informant’s reactions (Østbye et al. 2004, pp. 101-103). 

The informants needed to have at least a basic understanding of the game prior to the 

study. This is due to the game’s rather steep learning curve and the fact that it would take too 

much time, as well as introduce too many new variables to be considered, to instruct the 

informants on the mechanics. On the other hand, the fact that too much prior knowledge of 

the game may influence the results needed to be considered, since such informants might 

already have reflected upon the relevant mechanics during previous playthroughs. Due to this 

fact, developers of the game were not recruited as playtesters, since it is more plausible that 

they have reflected upon the mechanics and design choices of character-deaths. Developers 

did on the other hand come in handy during pilot testing of the study both due to the fact that 

they were readily available, since a lot of the research for this study was done at Paradox 

Interactive’s office, and also since they have a deep understanding of the theme as well as the 

game itself. 

The playtesters that were used in the study needed to have a good grasp of the English 

language since the game is in English. They also needed to be over the age of 18 so as not to 

raise any legal concerns, as well as to reduce the possible ethical complications regarding 

exposing them to the death of a character. The playtesters were of course able to end the 

session whenever they felt like it, as previously stated, and their participation was anonymous. 

The participants were selected using convenience sampling; they were selected based on 

availability. 

Since the environment that the study and the interview is conducted in can affect the 

results (Østbye et al. 2004, p. 104), it is important to be aware of where they are conducted. 

Subsequently, the most sensible thing, in regard to the informant’s memory and involvement, 

is to conduct the interview just after the play testing, and it was therefore conducted at the 

same location. This also gave the informant the possibility to refer to the experience of the play 

session in a more natural way, as well as created a comfortable environment which promoted 

a more natural exchange (Isbister & Schaffer 2008, p. 74). 
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4 Implementation 

In this chapter, the process behind the creation of the mods used to conduct the study will be 

presented. The prototypes were created using the script-language of Crusader Kings II (2012), 

and the design-choices made were based on both conventions from the game as well as design 

principles derived from the previously presented academic framework. A couple of pilot 

studies were conducted, to evaluate the events in the mods as well as the questions asked in 

the interview, and those results will also be presented. 

4.1 Description of Mods 

The two mods consist of the same three event chains, and the events depicted in them are the 

same for both mods. The only difference between the two mods is an alert in one of them 

informing the player of the death of the builder character central to the narrative in the second 

event chain. The second event chain, the one central to the study, will hereafter be abbreviated 

as CEC (central event chain) for clarity's sake. 

4.1.1 First Event 

 

Figure 1 The first event window in the first event chain. 

The first event chain is used as an entry point for the player, easing them into their role as a 

playtester and into the mechanics of the game. A representative of the local farmlands 
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approaches the player with a problem; the fields have been infested with ergot of rye, a fungus 

that can cause hallucinations and possibly even death if eaten. Of course, the exact nature of 

this “black taint” is not known, and the player is forced to make a choice regarding how to 

handle the situation. Do the player character order the fields burnt, see it as the will of God 

and do nothing, or harvest the rye and sell to a neighboring country? The event is only two 

event windows long, and since the representative of the local farmlands is represented only in 

text no NPC is introduced. 

4.1.2 Second Event 

 

Figure 2 The first event window in the second event chain. 

The second event chain is the one that is central to the study. The player, as the ruler of a 

country, feels the stress of their position bearing down upon them, and it is decided that 

something needs to be done. Rumors about a masterful builder is circulating, and the player 

character seeks her out to enlist her help in building a secluded place for relaxation. The player 

can then decide whether to build a cottage or a hut, and whether to upgrade the project or not. 

In the end of the event, regardless of whether it is the builder herself or her apprentice that is 

now the NPC central to the event, the player is given a choice to enlist the NPC as a founder 

for a guild of carpenters in the capital. 
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4.1.3 Third Event 

 

Figure 3 The first event window in the third event chain. 

The third event chain is executed at the same time as the second one, this is done to enhance 

the feeling of real gameplay both by giving more content, but also by giving the player more 

than one event at a time to follow. A courtier asks for the player characters help in dispelling 

some rumors surrounding them that are causing the townspeople to act aggressive towards 

them. The player has the choice to either agree to help or ignore them. It is rather devoid of 

content, and is designed to give the feeling that the choice made will have repercussions 

further down the road, and therefore mirrors how a lot of the events in Crusader Kings II 

(2012) are designed. 

4.2 Progression 

The mods used for the study were created in an iterative process based on the theoretical 

framework presented in this paper. It is central to the understanding of this study to further 

clarify the process in which the mods were created, both the technical aspects as well as the 

design choices made. Also created was a mod used in tandem with the CEC (central event 

chain). The only function of this mod, however, was to disable events, so as to minimize the 

interfering events during testing, as well as to make the different playtest sessions as similar 

as possible. That specific mod is therefore not discussed to any great length besides its function 

since there were no interesting design choices involved in its execution. 
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4.2.1 Technical 

The mods were written in the script-language of Crusader Kings II (2012) since the thesis was 

written at Paradox Development Studio and their script-language is the only one that is used 

for mods of the game. All the scripting, as well as the event texts, were written in Sublime Text 

(Skinner 2012), which is the program the company uses for the most part. The guidelines the 

company has for scripting was used as a stepping-stone for building the mods used in the 

study, but a lot of liberty had to be taken to get the results necessary. For example, there were 

very few guidelines available regarding the way events were designed, and most that were 

introduced needed to be disregarded since those were mostly based on a need to design in 

relation to specific mechanics, and the prototypes that are used in this thesis needed to be 

designed for the way players interacted with them. Also, since the events used in the mods 

needed to be consistently the same during every playthrough, most random elements, which 

usually has a very high presence in event chains in Crusader Kings II (2012), needed to be 

avoided. This lead to the creation of the third mod whose single function was to disable as 

many random events as possible. 

4.2.2 Narrative Design 

The events depicted in the CEC were chosen since they put the player in the position of needing 

help from another character. Based on the theoretical foundation established earlier in this 

paper, especially in regard to the writing of Woloch (2003), this design decision should make 

it easier for the player to identify with the player character, and subsequently form a parasocial 

relationship with the NPC. To further strengthen the connection between the player and the 

player character, and therefore also produce a higher degree of immersion and identification, 

the player was also presented with an event that had an option (see figure 4) only available to 

characters with certain attributes. 

 

Figure 4 This option is only available if the players “intrigue” is high enough. 

This option was only available to characters that possessed a certain level in their intrigue 

attribute, which of course was something that the player character was designed to have in the 

mods. By doing this the player was encouraged to feel a deeper connection to their character 

and the game, and hopefully be more invested in the events. The theme used in one of the 

event chains, the building of some luxurious structure, has been used in the regular game, and 
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should therefore give the players a sense of recognition and further establish the connection 

to the game itself. 

To contrast the personal approach of the event chain in the CEC, and also to give more 

variation in the events presented to the playtester, the two other events in the mods had people 

coming to the player character for help instead.  

In the first event, when the player is approached by a representative of the local 

farmlands, there is a larger picture to relate to; the player makes that decision as a ruler in 

contrast to the other two event chains where the player act more as a single person. This was 

a decision that was tested during the pilot study, as well as discussed at length with developers, 

since it in some ways contradicts the reasons presented for making the CEC player-centric. 

Since the first event works more as an introduction, and the third one is used mostly for extra 

“flavor” and distraction, it is acceptable to make the NPC characters in them the driving force. 

The focus is reclaimed by the player character to some extent by having the NPC that 

approached the player in the first event chain remain nameless, and by them being one of the 

player character’s courtiers in the third one. By doing this the focus is always brought back to 

the player character, and therefore should not deduct from the player's identification with the 

player character, but rather strengthen it. 

The events in the first event chain focuses on a harvest ruined by ergot of rye, a 

phenomenon that was relatively widespread but not understood around the time that is 

depicted in the game (Lee 2009). By having the event chain focus on an actual phenomenon 

of the time it is probable that the suspension of disbelief and the believability of the mods is 

heightened. Coupled with the fact mentioned before pertaining the fact that an event that 

relates to a bigger picture than the directly personal one contrasts nicely with the other two 

event chains, as well as gives the player a good entry point into the mod, made this a good 

theme for the event chain. 

The fact that the event chain might lead to the death of some people under the players 

care, and therefore presents an ethical problem, were considered. Given the fact that the tone 

prevalent throughout the game is at times a lot harsher and even more ethically depraved, the 

subject was considered to be alright to include in the mods without any previous warning to 

the playtesters who had already partaken in the game itself and were all over the age of 18. 

The events depicted in the third event chain are of a more personal variety. They can be 

interpreted as hints at corruption, by seeing the courtier that comes to the player character for 

help because of harassments due to supposedly groundless rumors as a corrupt one, and the 

unexplained rumors as true. But they can also be interpreted as the player character merely 

helping a courtier out since they are being harassed by unreasonable people. By adding this 

layer of uncertainty, and hinting at repercussions further into the game, the feeling of 
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uncertainty and chance that is prevalent in a lot of the Crusader Kings II (2012) gameplay is 

emphasized, and therefore should result in a heightened immersion for the player. 

4.2.3 General Design 

The text was written following the style that is used in the game, as to minimize the impact 

that a different style has on the player’s experience of the event chain. Already existing events 

in the game were studied, and developers of the game were asked, to establish guidelines so 

that the already established style of the game could be matched to as far an extent as possible. 

The character that the playtesters played as in the mods were chosen mainly because of 

the author’s own familiarity with the geographical area in the game, namely the Spanish 

province León, since that provided a better base to build a stable test environment in. The area 

was also chosen since it is an area that is often used as an introduction for new players of 

Crusader Kings II (2012), and it would therefore be likely that the playtesters had some 

familiarity with the area as well, and therefore would feel more comfortable during the play 

session.  

The geographical area that the player plays in has a huge impact on the game since it 

determines culture, religion, and surrounding rulers. There are a lot of factors that affect the 

gameplay in a session of Crusader Kings II (2012), and the unforeseen circumstances can, if 

not completely avoided, better be countered if the area is known. This leads to the possibility 

of creating a more stable environment that is more probable to act the same way every time it 

is played.  

Since it can be perceived as a problem that the game portrays so few central characters as 

women, it was decided that women would be used as both the player character in the prototype 

as well as the central character in the event chain. This should not affect the results since the 

relationship between the characters would be identical regardless of the gender of the player 

character, but it might be something that seasoned players would react to since it is not the 

norm for most of the game itself. 

To gain useful data from the playtest sessions the prototypes had to depict the exact same 

scenario. This created the need for a base-game that would act exactly the same every time it 

is started so as not to interfere with the results. This was solved by creating a save-game before 

testing and then letting every playtester start at the same point in time. All unpredictable 

interference, such as other events, was also removed to as far an extent as possible with one of 

the mods created. Standardization is important for the validity of data (Isbister & Schaffer 

2008, p. 44), and this might become a problem if random events are allowed to pop up and 

disturb the players playthrough. 

Unfortunately, some events in the game were not possible to disable since they are hard-

coded. This, in combination with the fact that the game-experience is largely governed by the 

random events fired during regular play, lead to the decision to disable most game-pausing 
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random events but to allow the hard-coded ones. This also prompted the decision to add other 

events to the mods other than the CEC. This was decided to preserve the genuine feeling of the 

game, and the illusion of randomized events firing for the player. The decision to allow the 

hard-coded events to remain was also one of the things that was evaluated during the pilot 

studies, see ‘4.3 Pilot Study’ for further reflections. 

Since not only randomized events, but also randomized effects as results of choices the 

player makes, are an integral part of the game, it was deemed necessary to incorporate this 

aspect as much as possible into the mods as well. The obvious problem that presented itself 

was the fact that the mods needed to be repeatable in basically the same way multiple times, 

and an element of chance would of course destroy this possibility. It was decided that the best 

course of action was to use the illusion of randomized effects to solve this, where the outcomes 

were controlled. For example, one option in one of the events gives the player character a 30% 

chance of getting the trait "stressed", but if the player does get that trait it is removed 

instantaneously. By doing this the player still thinks that there are certain risks to choices, and 

it gives the illusion of ordinary gameplay, even though the outcome is controlled.  

The same solution was used to create the illusion of choice in the first event in the CEC. 

The player can choose to not search for a builder, but then gets an event that loops back into 

the chain by only giving the player one option to choose from. In these instances, the 

necessities of the study had to be balanced against good event design, and by giving the player 

an illusion of choice and risk the shortcomings of the events are alleviated at least to some 

degree. 

The rate at which the events trigger also needed to be decided. The events were spaced 

out so that it would be fairly regular when an event would be triggered. By keeping the pacing 

relatively even it is easier to maintain player interest (Lebowitz & Klug 2011, p. 76-77) , but at 

the same time it was necessary to avoid a too visible pattern since that would risk breaking the 

player's immersion in the game. Even though the mods are playable in a short amount of time 

it is still important to be aware of pacing as a part of the design for the events, since improper 

pacing might still leave the player’s attention wandering. 

Since the NPC central to the CEC is mentioned by name several times it was considered 

early in the development if the name should be decided beforehand, by making it part of the 

script, so as to not change when a new character was created, and therefore not make the 

exchange as obvious as it now is. But it is important to remember, regarding character 

representation, that there are not many ways that the characters are represented in Crusader 

Kings II (2012) besides their portrait, their name, traits, and their relationship to the other 

characters (see figure 5). These factors do of course play into each other, especially their 

relationship to others and their traits and attributes, but to not change the name or the picture 

would be the same as to not create a completely new character. This way of arguing has a basis 
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in established character development techniques, as for example presented by Lee Sheldon 

who states that "We call well-rounded characters three-dimensional. [...] The three 

dimensions of a character are physical, sociological, and psychological" (Sheldon 2004, p. 42). 

This lead to the decision to change both the name and the picture of the new character, as well 

as the traits and other elements, even though it heightened the risk of a very visible exchange, 

since the name is such an important aspect of the character itself. 

 

Figure 5 The character view of the player character that is used in the two mods. 

It is by giving the character a living family, a cultural connection, and relationships with other 

characters that the game provides a living background and establishes the sociological aspect 

of the character (Sheldon 2004, p. 38-39). The fact that the relationships, especially those 

between the player character and her other family members, also destabilizes the game world 

and makes it more likely that interruptions occur during the playtest is something that needed 

to be taken into consideration, and possible disruptions could be minimized by limiting the 

interaction and involvement the player character has with her family. Even though it is 

important to have an established and believable character, it is more important for the sake of 

this study to have a stable test environment and therefore a decreased risk of random factors 

affecting the results of the study. This conclusion is further supported by the fact that it is in 

the end not the player’s relationship with the player character that is this study’s focus, but the 

player’s relationship with the NPC central to the CEC. The fact that the player character is not 

as believable or three-dimensional as she could have been is therefore of secondary concerns 

to a viable test result. 
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4.3 Pilot Study 

The playtesters were chosen for the pilot studies based on their player habits. Even though 

none of them had a lot of prior experience with Crusader Kings II (2012), they had contrasting 

preferences regarding the game; one prioritizes the roleplaying aspects, and the other the 

strategic parts. This lead to more conclusive pilot studies, and the possibility to highlight more 

aspect of the study and the mods. The pilot studies were conducted in the same way as the 

main study, to test the design of the study as well as the results that the study will be able to 

produce. Two pilot studies were conducted to assure that the questions asked, and the design 

of the mods, gave useful information and could be used to answer the question this paper 

poses. 

People that work on the game also played through the mods and provided feedback. This 

advice was useful both for the design of the events, but also provided guidelines for how to 

make the events fit the tone of the game’s narrative more seamlessly and therefore feel more 

natural for the playtesters.              

4.3.1 First Pilot Study 

Some useful feedback regarding the general feeling of the mods were expressed during the 

first pilot study, as well as some valuable insights into the design of the events in the mods. It 

was noticed that the playtester during one of the pilot studies payed far more attention to the 

characters in the mod than what had previously been assumed would be the norm, and that 

their reaction to her replacement was much stronger. It was hypothesized that this was partly 

due to the fact that the playtester in question had very little prior experience with the game, 

but also due to the fact that the mere act of being part of a playtest influenced their playstyle; 

they were not as relaxed as they would be during an ordinary playthrough. This insight lead to 

two decisions regarding the design of the mods. To begin with, the number of times the central 

character is mentioned by name after her replacement is minimized. The name of a character 

is important since that is essentially a label for the character. Also an important aspect of a 

character is the physical representation (Sheldon 2004, p. 38), and these two aspects are two 

of the scarce ways in which individual characters are represented in Crusader Kings II (2012). 

Since refraining from changing either of them would result in a failure to create a new 

character, and therefore invalidating the whole study, it was decided that the best solution was 

to not expose the player to the change any more than necessary while still creating a new 

character by randomizing name, picture, and most of the traits. By doing this it was possible 

to still give the new character a name. Two extra events were also added to the chain, one that 

executes before the CEC even starts, and one that fires simultaneously to the CEC. By adding 

an extra event to play through before the CEC, even before the playtesters are confronted with 

the event that the study revolves around, the playtesters were given more time to get 
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comfortable in their role, and could therefore produce more reliable results since their 

playstyle was more likely to be similar to their usual one. By adding an event chain that the 

player experiences in parallel to the CEC their focus were more naturally distributed, and not 

wholly focused on the CEC, and the playthrough of the mods flowed more like a real game 

session. 

The insights gained during the playtest also prompted me to add a question for the 

interview regarding how used the playtester is to playing Crusader Kings II (2012). 

4.3.2 Second Pilot Study 

To see what effect the changes implemented after the first pilot study had on the play 

experience, a second pilot study was subsequently conducted. This was done both to test the 

changes, but also to gain more reliable results by not only using one individual for testing. 

Since the second tester, self-reportedly, was more focused on strategy games and resources, it 

of course does not answer whether a more RPG geared tester still would have the same 

problems. But by testing the solutions it at least gives an indication, and coupled with the fact 

that the solutions were discussed with the first playtester as well as developers of the game, it 

was deemed that the testing conducted was sufficient to be able to perform the real study. 

During the second pilot study the replacement of the central NPC in the CEC went 

unnoticed by the player. This was true even though they claimed that the builder character, 

the central NPC, was their favorite character in the events and that they thought the event 

itself was consistent. Other points that were raised during the second pilot study was the fact 

that some notifications still appeared, and distracted the player. Also, the fact that 

surrounding countries might raise armies can be a bigger distraction than what had previously 

been anticipated, since only events taking place in the player character's own territory had 

been taken into consideration. This was due to the fact that the surrounding countries had 

been stabilized, and notification concerning them had been turned off, in regard to their 

relation to the player character, but the surrounding countries still fought each other which 

caused their armies to show up on the player character’s map. During development it was 

decided to decrease the interactions and relation the player character have with her family, 

her neighbouring brother and niece, due to my conclusion that the theory of Sheldon (2004, 

pp. 38-39), that states that background and family are important aspect of a character, was 

not central enough to this study to be allowed to influence the test results. What had been 

overseen was the fact that their relationship to each other was still in play and could influence 

the game state. These concerns were addressed before any actual testing took place by making 

sure that as many notifications were disabled as possible, and by stabilising the surrounding 

countries to as far an extent as it was realistically possible. That the surrounding countries 

might affect the player was however something that remained a possibility, and therefore 
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something that needed to be taken into consideration when looking at the results of the actual 

study. 

4.3.3 Conclusions 

Based on the pilot studies it was decided that it was possible to gain the knowledge necessary 

for this study by conducting the playtests according to the design presented so far. By focusing 

on the characters, and asking questions designed to make the playtester reflect upon their 

experience of the characters in relation to the events mechanics, some trends were discernible 

among the informants. Since this study’s aim is to establish what the relationship is between 

a player’s connection to characters in a game and the mechanics used in the game, it is good 

that focus is maintained on the characters. 

The playtesters in the pilot study did not comment on the fact that they played as a female 

ruler during playtesting, which lead to the conclusion that the decision to have a female player 

character did indeed not impact the gameplay in an any significant way, at least not during 

such a short gameplay session. 

Another thing looked at during the pilot studies was the fact that some random events 

still fired, and the way that these might interfere with the results. There seemed to be no 

immediate ill effects that became apparent during the pilot studies though, and this was 

probably mainly due to the fact that most of them were not immediately personal ones, and 

therefore not regarded with much concern. In fact, the fact that some of them fired seemed to 

only heighten the feeling of real gameplay and make the players more comfortable during their 

playthrough. 
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5 Evaluation 

In this chapter, the results from the playtests will be presented and analysed. The thoughts 

and indications derived from this will function as a basis from which conclusions, related to 

the question this paper aims to process, will be drawn. 

At the end of the chapter a summary of the paper will be presented. 

5.1 The Study 

The study was conducted by first allowing the playtesters to play one of two mods, and 

afterwards conducting an individual interview. The mod each playtester played through was 

randomized. The time it took to conduct the study varied, but on average the playtesting took 

05:44 minutes and the interview 07:59 minutes. All participants were anonymous in this 

study, and the questions asked can be found in Appendix A. Since semi-structured interviews 

were used in this study the actual interviews conducted deviated some from the structure 

presented, but all questions from the guide were posed at every interview, even if the order 

differed. The questions were formulated to not be unnecessarily leading, to avoid influencing 

the informants’ answers, as well as being open enough to encourage individual thoughts or 

opinions to be expressed. 

The results will be presented through a brief overview of the playtests themselves, as well 

as the results of the study, followed by a more in-depth presentation of different views and 

opinions expressed by the playtesters. 

5.1.1 Participants 

All in all, there were ten participants taking part in the study.  The playtesters were all people 

between the ages of 21 and 33 years old, and among the participants there were two women 

and eight men. Seven of the playtesters were game development students, and three of the 

playtesters were working as game developers.  

Convenience sampling was used to find participants for the study since the playtesters 

had to have a grasp of the mechanics used in Crusader Kings II (2012), but also be available 

for testing in a location where the author of this paper could participate in the session. The 

lack of female participants was not a choice in the selection process, but rather a result of the 

convenience sampling. Since the gender imbalance in the study is apparent, and the female 

participants are hugely underrepresented, the matter of gender will not be factored into the 

results since no reliable conclusions could be drawn from such a small sample group. The fact 

that there might be a difference in experience regarding game testing and analysing between 

the students and the professional game developers is something that is discussed in “5.2 

Analysis”.  

See table 1 below for an overview of the participants. 
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 Age Gender Mod played 

Informant 1 21 Male 1 

Informant 2 24 Male 1 

Informant 3 21 Male 2 

Informant 4 21 Male 2 

Informant 5 25 Female 1 

Informant 6 21 Male 2 

Informant 7 28 Female 2 

Informant 8 33 Male 1 

Informant 9 28 Male 2 

Informant 10 28 Male 1 

Table 1 Overview of playtesters. 

As previously mentioned, the environment the study was conducted in could affect the results 

by influencing the playtesters, or distracting them (Østbye et al. 2004, p. 104). It was therefore 

desirable that the different play sessions took place in similar settings, if not the exact same 

one. To as far an extent as possible the playtesting took place in the same location, namely the 

library of the University of Skövde, where seven of the studies were conducted. However, the 

developers that participated in the study resided in Stockholm, and the location for the 

playtest sessions that they took part of therefore had to change to accommodate that. The 

sessions were conducted in a room that resembled the ones the other play sessions had taken 

place in at the university; a conference room in the company’s office building. By keeping the 

environment as similar and unchanging as possible the deviating factors between the different 

sessions was minimized and the results from the playtests became more credible. 

5.1.2 Results 

In this chapter, the results of the study will be presented. Following this paragraph is a table 

(see table 2) presenting a summary of the informants’ answers based on the interviews 

conducted. The table presents the informants preferred genre if they had to choose between 

RPGs or strategy games, their favourite event chain in the mods, their favourite NPC in the 

mods, as well as the reaction, if any, they had to the replacement of the builder character. The 

results will also be expanded upon later by presenting important aspects that were made 

apparent during the interviews. Focus is put on what the playtesters value the most when they 

play, narrative content or mechanical effects, as well as how, and if, they reacted to the 

replacement of the builder character.  
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This information is used as a basis for analysis under the heading “5.2 Analysis”, and will 

there be put into the theoretical context previously presented in this paper. 

 

 RPG or 

strategy games 

Favorite event 

chain 
Favorite NPC 

Replacement 

reaction 

Informant 1 - 
2 

(CEC) 
The courtier Didn't notice. 

Informant 2 RPG 
1 

(Tainted rye) 
The builder Didn't notice. 

Informant 3 Strategy games 
2 

(CEC) 
No opinion Felt natural. 

Informant 4 50/50 
2 

(CEC) 
The builder Felt natural. 

Informant 5 RPG 
2 

(CEC) 
The builder Didn't notice. 

Informant 6 Strategy games 
2 

(CEC) 
The builder Felt natural. 

Informant 7 50/50 
2 

(CEC) 

The builder's 

apprentice 
Felt natural. 

Informant 8 Strategy games 
2 

(CEC) 
The courtier Took notice. 

Informant 9 RPG 
1 

(Tainted rye) 

The builder's 

apprentice 
Was confusing. 

Informant 10 RPG 
2 

(CEC) 
The courtier Took notice. 

Table 2 Results from the playtesting. 

Among the informants there were four who preferred the genre RPG over strategy games, and 

three who preferred strategy games over RPGs. Two informants claimed that they had no 

preference for one genre over the other, and one stated no preference of any kind. Eight of the 

playtesters chose the CEC as their favorite event chain, and two chose the first event chain. 

The builder was the favorite NPC for four playtesters, the courtier for three, the builder’s 

apprentice for two, and one playtester had no opinion on the matter. Among the five 

playtesters who played the first mod, the one without any notification regarding the 

replacement of the builder character, there were two who noticed the replacement and three 

who did not. Among the playtesters who played the second mod, the one with a notification 

regarding the replacement of the builder character, there were four who thought the 

replacement felt natural and fitted in the game, and one who found it confusing. 

Among the playtesters there were five who expressed that content and narrative was most 

valuable when interacting with events, and three who instead favored the effects that the 
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options lead to or afforded the player. The content of the events is of course also tied to the 

effects, but what was looked at was whether the narrative ramifications or the purely 

mechanical ones were what mattered most to the playtester. Two of the playtesters argued for 

a more diverse standpoint, claiming that if the effects were related to a character, then they 

cared more about the character and content. If the effects were not character-related, for 

example a province modifier, then they did not care beyond the effect it gave.   

In contrast to the pilot testing one of the playtesters reacted to the fact that they played as 

a female character in the mods.  They expressed worry about playing as a woman since they 

had noticed during regular gameplay sessions that the player could get “punished” for playing 

as a woman by having relationship-penalties implemented in the game towards female rulers 

etc. They were therefore convinced that something bad would happen in the events due to the 

fact that they were playing as a woman, and this might therefore have affected what choices 

were made in the events. 

5.2 Analysis 

In the background section of this paper it is theorized that the more time a player spends in a 

game, the more likely they are to form parasocial relationships with the characters in the game. 

This is due to increased immersion and identification with the player character, and therefore 

also a heightened inclination to form relationships with, and connections to, NPCs through 

the player character. Since the playtesting sessions spanned only a short amount of time, 

averaging at 05:44 min, the playtesters were not given any opportunity to really get to know 

their own character or any NPC. What was apparent, however, was that, as evident by the 

results, the builder character was the most popular among the NPCs. Based on the literature 

theory previously presented in this paper it was anticipated that the NPC present in the CEC, 

where the player needs help from someone, would be a better candidate for forming parasocial 

relationships with for the player. This is due to the fact that the player’s identification with the 

player character would benefit from having to assume a more active role as that character, as 

well as focusing completely on the player character’s needs and wants.  

The reason most playtesters gave for liking the builder character more than the other 

candidates was on the other hand exposure. They liked her more since they interacted more 

with the event where she played a central role. This fact, that prolonged exposure would 

benefit the relationship, ties into the thoughts previously presented by Wen Song and Jesse 

Fox (2016). This was also reflected in how four of the informants motivated their choice of the 

CEC as their favorite event chain, they claimed it was based on the length of the event chain; 

the amount of event windows it consisted of. This would indicate that the amount of time spent 

in a narrative has an impact on the immersion and connection the player feels to that event. 
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These results point to the fact that it is not the number of hours the player has logged in 

a game that affects the connection they feel to the characters in that game, at least not when 

looking at a short play session, but the amount of time spent during that session with a 

character. This would mean that someone with only a couple of hours in the game would be 

just as likely to form a strong connection to an NPC as someone with thousands of hours 

logged if they spend the same amount of time interacting with that character during a play 

session. This could of course change if game sessions spanned longer amounts of time, which 

is the norm, were considered, but that was outside the scope of this study. 

Something that became apparent during playtesting that could counter this conclusion, 

however, is the results from the sessions with the developers. The developers that played the 

mod where the replacement is not announced to the player were the only ones who noticed 

the replacement. This could be caused by any number of different factors. But the fact that 

they all had either worked as playtesters before, either through positions in Quality Assurance 

or through other means, or had taken part in similar situations before, is likely to have made 

them more comfortable in their role as playtesters. If they were more comfortable in their role, 

then they would have been able to relax and play the game in a more normal way, and therefore 

would have had an easier time focusing on things besides the interaction with the mods, such 

as characters and the like. The developers did not have noticeable more hours in the game 

than the other testers did, so the trend among them was probably not influenced by anything 

other than their experience in developing for the genre. 

As another counterpoint to this argument it was also evident that many of the playtesters 

who played a lot of strategy games did not put a lot of value on the characters themselves; that 

they dismissed characters quickly and never pursued any relationships with them other than 

what was beneficial in the moment or necessary from a purely mechanical standpoint. Only 

one informant made it clear that they usually focused on the roleplaying aspects of the game, 

while three expressed habits of not caring about characters. However, as presented in “5.1.2 

Results”, there were five informants who assigned a higher value to the content of the events, 

rather than the mechanical effects of them. Most of these playtesters seemed to value the 

content and narrative in the events only from their player character’s perspective. As 

presented in “2.1 Parasocial relationships”, the identification that the player feels towards the 

player character is the basis for any connections, any parasocial relationships, they might 

cultivate towards the NPCs in the game. Since the play sessions were so short there is a 

possibility that the playtesters singular focus on the player character was a result of needing 

to establish that relationship first, before making any other connections. 

The hypothesis presented in the chapter “2.2.2 Genre Convention” regarding the affect 

that the player’s playstyle might have on their view of the character; that players with a focus 

on the strategy elements will be more inclined to view the characters as resources, while 
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players interested in the RPG elements will focus on the characters and their relationship with 

them, is also interesting to look at. In general, the playtesters who played more strategy games 

talked more concretely about the pros and cons of the different interactions and the effects 

they gave. They were also more inclined to be selective about what events they focused on, 

with a preference for the one focusing on the player character, the CEC. For example, one of 

the playtesters valued the builder character only because she was most relevant to the event 

they were most invested in. This playstyle, with a more selective focus favoring personal 

events, could be an indication of preferences in the game; that events should be reserved for 

things dealing with the player character only.  

All the playtesters that played more RPGs, on the other hand, focused more on the content 

of the events over the mechanical effects presented. They seemed to value the amount, and 

quality, of the options and the long-term effect of the choices, in regard to both possible future 

events and emergent narrative, as well as mechanical effects, more than anything else. This 

result would indicate that longer event chains with a lot of options are more important than 

personal ones, and that it is more important that the events tie into each other than that they 

have any dramatic impact on the gameplay mechanics. 

All in all, it seemed as if the playtesters felt more inclined to focus on the roleplaying 

aspects of the game when they played the event that focused on the personal aspects of the 

character, and when they are exposed a lot to the relevant NPCs in longer event chains. 

It was also interesting that two playtesters chose the builder’s apprentice as their favourite 

NPC. During development of the mods that character had not even been considered as 

important, or a possible choice, and in an ironic twist she had only been included to fill a 

mechanical role. The reasoning presented by the two playtesters for their choice was very 

dissimilar, for one it was based on the narrative of the event, see “4.1.2 Second Event” for a 

summary of the event’s narrative, and for the other it was a question of circumstance. The first 

one took notice of the fact that the apprentice appeared suddenly after the builder died, and 

the playtester suspected foul play, but then she went on to found the carpenter’s guild and 

pleasantly surprised the tester with her skills. For the other playtester it was the replacement 

itself that affected their opinion, the builder’s apprentice got the testers attention after the 

builder character passed away, and became the favourite because of her connection to the 

event chain itself. 

5.3 Conclusions 

The paper’s aim was to answer the question: “How does the mechanics used in a resource-

based game affect the player’s connection to the non-player characters in the game?”. This 

chapter will present a summary of the conclusions reached under the heading “5.2 Analysis”. 
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Based on the results of this study it is theorized that, in the case of short play sessions, it 

does not matter how much experience the player has in the game prior, but it is the amount of 

exposure in the current session that might have an impact on the player’s connection to the 

characters in a game. Also visible are indications that players feel more inclined to focus on 

the roleplaying aspects of the game, and make more narrative-based choices, when the event 

is focused on the player character personally. There were also indications that NPCs that the 

player had been exposed to a lot promoted more role-playing based choices from the player, 

and therefore might affect the options chosen in events. This would indicate an emotional 

attachment, or at least a heightened sense of investment, from the player towards the player 

character or the NPC. This theory is supported by Greer’s (2013) theory about the emotional 

bonds that form between the player and their digital companions in a game. The theory is also 

supported by the previously presented theories by Song and Fox (2016), as well as Horton and 

Wohl (1956), regarding the connection between the time spent playing as a character, or 

exposed to them, and the strength of the parasocial relationship the player forms with said 

character.  

One of the conclusions reached under the heading “2.2.2 Genre Conventions” were that 

there were systems in place in the game for the player to be able to relate and connect to the 

characters, but the questions was if the player utilized these systems or not. As stated in a 

previous chapter, Crusader Kings II (2012) uses emergent storytelling to express its narrative, 

and it does this by using a character-centric system as defined by Riedl and Young (2003). By 

doing this the game forces the player to interact and relate to the characters in the game to at 

least some degree, even if it is very selective and driven solely by goals regarding gameplay 

mechanics.  These mechanics promotes a connection between the player and the NPCs in the 

game, as well as between the player and the player character. Even the playtesters that in the 

interview express a singular focus on effects and gameplay mechanics were therefore forced 

to interact and relate to the characters in the game to some extent. 

Among the playtesters there were five testers, with no majority in any preferred genre, 

that expressed appreciation for events more concerned with the private affairs of the 

character, such as the CEC where the player gets to build a private retreat for the player 

character. This would indicate that even players who have no intention of forming 

relationships with the NPCs or the player character have the potential to become invested in 

the player character’s personal events thanks to the mechanics present in the game. It also 

indicates that there is room for more character-focused events in the game, and that the 

mechanics available are enough to foster interest from the players to engage with the events. 

There are of course already events of a personal variety in the game, but they could be 

expanded on, or more consciously designed, to adhere to the indications presented in this 

paper. 
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In summary, the mechanics for promoting and influencing the player’s connection to the 

characters in Crusader Kings II (2012) are implemented, but it is up to the player as to what 

extent they are used or employed.  It is of course possible from a developer perspective to 

influence this choice by making it more readily applicable or more cumbersome to have these 

character interactions, but in the game’s current state it is possible for the player to define the 

role of the characters to a rather high degree themselves. 

It is important to remember that the conclusions drawn in this paper can only be 

referenced as indications since the sample group was too small to give clear results. 
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6 Concluding Remarks 

6.1 Summary 

This study was conducted with the aim of exploring the relationships between the mechanics 

used in resource-based games, specifically Crusader Kings II (2012), and the connection 

players form with the characters in the game. To do this two mods of the game were created, 

and a group of five playtesters played each mod, which lead to ten studies being conducted. 

Each playtest session was immediately followed by a semi-structured interview. The results 

were then summarized and analysed with the previously established literature background as 

a foundation. From these results and this analysis conclusion were drawn to give an indication 

of an answer to the question central to this study. It became apparent that the mechanics found 

in the game, as well as the design of the events, could be used to influence the player’s 

connection to the characters. 

6.2 Discussion 

Additional playtesters would have opened up a lot more possibilities for the study, but since 

there was limitation both on the scope of the paper as well as on the available playtesters, this 

left the unexplored aspects of the subject to be discussed under the heading "6.3 Future Work". 

An aspect of the study that could have been approached differently was the speed at which 

the events appeared. The pacing was discussed under the heading “4.2.3 General Design”, but 

some complications were still experienced during testing that did not emerge during the pilot 

tests. Some playtesters thought that the events appeared too quickly to be considered normal 

for the game, and this would likely have affected the playtester’s immersion or playstyle by 

forcing them to put more focus on the events than what they would in a normal gameplay 

session. Since it was preferable that all the playtest sessions were conducted in the same way 

the playtesters were not allowed to change the pace of the game, the speed of which of course 

is a personal preference in ordinary play. This problem could have been circumvented by 

allowing the playtesters to play the game exactly how they wanted, but that would in turn have 

introduced a lot more other variables to be taken into account and analysed in the results. 

The results of this study could be used for gaining an understanding of the role that 

characters play in games such as Crusader Kings II (2012), and how different players relate to 

them. It could be helpful when deciding what to focus on when writing events for games such 

as Crusader Kings II (2012), in regard to how much the developers value roleplaying aspects 

versus strategy game genre conventions and the connection between the player character and 

the NPCs. It could also be useful for getting an indication as to how to optimize the mechanics 

in a game to promote the desired result in regard to the player’s relationship to the characters. 

There have not been many studies made on the subject of grand strategy games, especially 
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with a focus on the characters present in them, and therefore this paper could also help expand 

that area of research, even if only in a very modest way. 

6.3 Future Work 

Based on the theoretical framework presented in this study there are aspects of the player’s 

connection to the character in the game that would be interesting to look at in future work. 

Since the strength of the parasocial relationship, the connection, between the player and the 

character that they interact with seem to affect the importance and the amount of attention 

that character gets, it would be interesting to also evaluate to which degree this is true. This 

could be done by developing four different prototypes instead of two; two that are player-

driven and two that are NPC-driven, with one in each category that notifies the player about 

the replaced character and one that does not. In other words, make an additional two 

prototypes but change the focus from the player character to the NPC; one prototype that is 

impersonal and one that is personal.  

If a person enjoys a narrative or a character, they are more likely to excuse bad behavior 

or immoral actions for the sake of relating to the character and enjoying the media (Krakowiak 

& Tsay-Vogel 2014, p. 391). This would mean that people are more inclined to relate to, and 

enjoy, characters that they like and perceive as good people. It would be interesting to look at 

how the perceived “goodness” of a character affects the connection and relationship that the 

player forms with the characters in the game. This could be done by having different characters 

interact with the player character, one who would have a likeable personality and one who 

would be disagreeable or maybe even hostile. By looking into this aspect of the character 

interaction it might be possible to see inclinations as to whether it is only exposure to a 

character that affects the connection a player feels, or if the character’s perceived personality 

plays a role as well. 

In this study, there were an imbalance between the number of male and female 

participants. An interesting thing to look at with a larger group of playtesters would be if the 

gender that the informants identify as has any effect on the result. On this subject, it would 

also be interesting to test if the gender of the player character, in this study it was a woman, 

has an effect on how people relate to the character or responds to other characters and events. 

Already in this small sample group of informants there were one who expressed opinions 

indicating that this would be the case. On the same note it would be interesting to further study 

the influences that the game’s representation of women, as well as more marginalized groups 

such as people who do not identify as straight, influences people’s view on both the game as 

well as real history. Since the game takes place in a world heavily inspired and influenced by 

real history it will probably influence and affect the way that people view and relate to history. 

It is important to remember that the game does not exist in a vacuum, and the views presented 
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in the game might be interpreted as the truth by some players. If women or other marginalized 

groups experience game play penalties for these aspects of their character it could also 

influence how people view these aspects of characters in both themselves as well as in others.  

This study only used short gameplay sessions to test its premise, and by doing so deviated 

from how the game is usually played; in multiple long sessions. Since the study found 

indications that the length of an event chain affects how the player relates to the characters in 

the chain it would be interesting to see how this carries over into longer session more closely 

resembling actual gameplay. Would the length of the session affect the relationship between 

the player and the NPCs in the game? Or maybe between the player and the player character?  

Since both the time and the scope of this study was limited, as well as the people available 

as informants, it was not possible in this study to explore these different aspects of the question 

stated as well. It would, however, be an interesting thing to conduct further studies about.  
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Appendix A -  Questions asked 

• Is it okay that we do this in English? 

• How old are you? 

• What gender do you identify as? 

• Do you play a lot of strategy games? 

• Do you play a lot of RPGs? 

• Have you played a lot of Crusader Kings II? 

• Have you played more RPGs or strategy games? 

• Out of the three event chains you played through, which one was your favorite? 

o Why? 

• Out of all the characters you met during the event chains, which one was your favorite?  

o Why? 

• One of the events focused on your stress and desire to build a get-away; what are your 

thoughts on that chain? 

• Do you have any thoughts or opinions regarding the builder-character in that event 

chain? 

o Do you think her character was consistent through the whole chain? 

o Why/why not? 

• Any other thoughts or opinions?  

 

If they mention the character-change: 

• What did you think about the replacement? 

o Was it strange that it changed? 

o Did it affect your immersion in the events? 
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