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Abstract	

This thesis proposal provides the background and theoretical building blocks for the 
Level Up project, a study to engage youth in local news by designing game-based 
interactions to encourage their interests. Within the historical and cultural context of 
traditional and digital news development, gamification and models for interaction 
and play are examined and critiqued. Self Determination Theory is proposed as the 
foundational theory for engaging users in news by increasing their intrinsic 
motivations and encouraging their interaction and play with content.  This is in 
contrast to traditional models for gamification of digital media content (based, for 
example, on points, scoring, and leaderboards). Self Determination Theory provides 
models to explore modes of interactions with news content that can increase user 
satisfaction, including their feelings of competence autonomy, and relatedness. The 
thesis proposal also outlines three prototypes/experimentation platforms that will be 
used to investigate and empirically test the SDT theoretical model. Overall the 
research provides a foundation for the development of a novel kind of local digital 
news-service that uses game-based interactions in mutually beneficial ways for both 
readers and news providers.  

1 Introduction	

Level Up is a project with an aim to test how young people may be encouraged to 
read and share more local news from official sources with the support of computer 
games and/or game-like interactions. The project is divided into two parts: the 
research conducted in this PhD thesis and a second part focused on business 
development led by Per Holmén Dahlin at Gothia Inovation, that includes the 
implementation of a digital news product. The Level Up project is funded for 4 
years(2015-2019) by the Ann-Marie and Gustaf Anders Foundation for Media 
Research. 

1.1 Is	Online	News	Broken	(and	Does	it	Need	Fixing)?			

The digitalization of the newspaper has not been as fast and revolutionary �as has 
been the case for many other media forms, such as music, film, TV or even games., 
all of which have been radically transformed and are ubiquitous in contemporary 
culture. The online news product is much the same now as it was in 1995 at the 
height of digital transitions in media from Internet influences. In contrast, the added 
functionality and user services of digital media such as Spotify, Netflix or Steam 
has set new standards for digital distribution and user engagement that have been 
beneficial both for the consumer and the producer and are pervasive and integrated 
in culture. The music and film businesses have succeeded in leaving the physical 
media, i.e. optical discs, behind, and they have increased the volume in their digital 
distribution, at first as downloadable content, but now increasingly as streamed 
content. This has, as with the distribution of games, been a more revolutionary 
change than even the audience might be aware of, with a change from paying for 
and “owning” a digital product to instead paying for the “right to use” the product. 
The delayed development of online news has, of course, affected the readers who 
live in an increasingly transformative digital media culture. Young readers 
especially are increasingly turning to other sources than the printed or online 
versions of the local daily newspaper, not the least to social media on mobile 
devices. The slow transfer to a more digitally enhanced version of the local 
newspaper has also made many readers rely and depend on the printed version of 
the paper, as it has in many cases provided a more readable and usable product 
compared to the online versions of today, which have been slow to adapt to the 
affordances of digital media.  

Local news is an important source of information about activities in local regions, as 
well as a basic commodity to involve people in their local communities, and to 
understand and serve as solid building blocks for local decision-making and 
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democracy. One step to encourage not only younger audiences, but also other 
potential digital news readers, back to taking part in the local news stories, and the 
activities they promote, would be to overhaul the way local news is presented online 
to reach the same level of maturity as the digitalization of music, film and games. 
The process towards a more fully functioning online environment for local news has 
been hindered by a number of obstacles. At first it seemed that news media was 
quite quick out of the starting blocks and the first newspaper websites were 
launched around 1995. The primary decision driving news production at that time 
was based on the idea that in an online format (as with most content being produced 
for the newly developing World Wide Web), the news could be widely available for 
free. At the time print newspapers still had their solid revenue from subscribers and 
advertising and online news was not recognized as a form of competition.  Over 
time, readers became more Internet-savvy and more connected to and familiar with 
online content and more readers started reading their paper online. Eventually they  
canceled their print subscriptions, as content was much more widely available 
online.  

With the rapid and radical change in how several other media forms are reaching 
and inviting their users to take part and consume their content., news media too can 
develop further in the digitalization process, particularly when it involves engaging 
users The first step in digital transformation was to merely simulate print content 
and to put it online,. However, the next step is about presenting and structuring the 
content in a way that engages and empowers the reader to become more activiely 
influences by news content. The transformation to the digital for news has been 
slow for a number of reasons. One factor has been that a lot of the revenue both in 
the form of subscribers and advertising money has continued to come from the 
printed edition, and thus the financial basis for producing and consuming news has 
been slow to transition. Another reason is that there has been a lot of hesitation and 
discussion about if news content should be freely available on the Internet or locked 
behind pay-walls, as well as whether online advertising would cover the cost of 
online publishing. Overall there is a conservative stance in the newspaper business 
where the printed paper has been a largely unchanged product offering solid 
revenue over a long time, and this has impeded innovation in ways other media 
forms have resisted. Additionally other problems can arise from the fact that 
innovation, and not the least disruptive innovation, demands that new groups of 
employees with radically different competences are given room to develop in the 
newspaper organization (Westlund, 2011). These and other hindrances for a 
successful transference to online formats begs the question about how to move 
forward and make radical transformations towards a more engaging and inviting 
online product for users. One obvious way would be to consider historically how 
other media have moved to digital formats and how they manage to engage and 
motivate users, not just in the short term but also for continued use and in turn 
secures revenue streams for producers. One might also consider if what motivates 
players to play digital games, unarguably highly interactive media forms, might be 
used to reshape online news and motivate readers to engage with news. Given these 
reflections, in this thesis I build a model for news engagement based on a theoretical 
foundation for the digitalization of news, gamification and engagement influences 
by games and game-like models for interaction and play. The model I offer uses a 
well-researched motivational theory (Self Determination Theory) from its 
application to players of digital games to ones based on encouraging young 
users/readers of local news setting.  

1.2 Aims	

The aim of my research is to increase young citizens’ (16-25 years) reading of and 
engagement in local online news produced by serious local news providers. Serious 
is defined as having a journalistic and ethical foundation with an appointed formal 
news publisher.  
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1.3 Objectives	

The main objective is to test whether gamification of news or using game 
technology to present online news is a viable way to increase the engagement and 
usage of online local news and to determine how that gamification could/should be 
constructed. 
 
It has been shown that effects of gamification as a whole are somewhat difficult to 
predict and that the results are often paired with only certain types of players/users 
(rather than more universal demographics). Further it can be problematic to apply 
only basic gamification models (such as with points, leaderboards and 
achievements) without a clear connection for users to content, or to what is being 
gamified (J. Hamari, Koivisto, & Sarsa, 2014; Bogost, 2015). For news, then, 
especially with local news, the need to build connections from users to content is 
key. There is also a risk that traditional gamification leads to an extrinsic motivation 
for completing an action, that is where the motivation for action is loosely, or not at 
all, connected to the action itself. Extrinsic motivation seldom contributes to long 
term engagement or behavioral change (Vansteenkiste, Simons, Lens, Soenens, & 
Matos, 2005; Richard M Ryan & Deci, 2000). Instead my aim is research and 
illustrate how to make a transference of the mechanisms behind the motivational 
pull for playing games over to online local news through the use of intrinsic 
motivation for users. 

2 	News	and	Digital	News	

*The purpose of the first part of this chapter (2.1-2.2) is to establish the meaning of 
the three terms news, local news and digital news within a Swedish historical 
context. Other topics include: 

• Youth: How are young readers consuming news today ad what is special 
about their needs and interests?  

• Mobile: What is significant and relevant about the increase in the  use of 
mobile platforms for digital news reading? 

• Local/Located: How might the  possibilities to use GPS and to Geotag news 
and Geolocate the reader influence news engagement? 

• Interaction and Engagement: What is the relationship between online news 
format and how might that affect user engagement? 

• Play: What are the conditions and affordances of digital news that allow for 
game-like interactions and play by users? 

2.1 	News,	Newspapers	and	Local	News(papers)	

Having knowledge about and keeping up with current events and changes in one’s 
local area, as well as staying informed about political decisions that may affect 
one’s life is considered to be a crucial building block of a modern democracy 
(Shehata & Strömbäck, 2014) (Strömbäck, 2015 p. 207). This information is at the 
core of the commodity usually referred to as “the news”. Tuchman defines news as 
a kind of window to the world: “News aims to tell us what we want to know, need 
to know, and should know”(Tuchman,1978). However, these states of being, to 
want to know, to need to know, and should know offer a mix of perspectives and 
may be difficult to separate and to define. As readers of news, we formulate our 
feelings about what we want to read, but we are, of-course, influenced and even led 
but what stories and kinds of information circulate in culture and are available to 
read, hear and watch in media at large. In this way it is nearly impossible to discern 
what we independently need or want to know. Further, editors and journalists work 
together to  set a standard for what is considered newsworthy, what should be news,  
and how to ethically cover and report that information about the world. Thus 
determining the influencing factors of news is challenging. This system has the 
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potential for change in conjunction with the digital revolution where the 
readers/users are given increased possibilities to find alternative sources of 
information. Tuchman’s proclamation above might lead one to think that ‘the news’ 
as produced by journalists and editors and spread in a multitude of media formats is 
be the only source available to users, to fulfill their needs and desires to receive 
knowledge about the world at large. However, Sheata and Strömbäck point out that 
(news-) media is only one of at least three ways we receive knowledge about the 
world (2014). They suggest two other ways of receiving knowledge about the 
world, that is personal experience and interpersonal communication. Interestingly 
the authors place these two alternative sources ahead of media-transmission of 
information, more in line with Tuchman’s claims. The digitalization of media and 
the sharing of news via electronic devices have however blurred the boundary 
between media and interpersonal communication quite significantly. A shared news 
article that is read on a Facebook page and commented on by the readers, for 
example, is hard to define either as a form of media-transmission or interpersonal 
communication. The definition problem gets more interesting when one looks 
looking at the role of the news-gathering and news-spreading functions of a local 
newspaper.  

Over the last 150 years, the daily newspaper has been central in forming and 
supporting the growth of Swedish democracy by keeping people informed and 
supporting open debate. During the 1960-70’s, most mid-sized Swedish cities had 
several newspapers, often with differing and opposing “political” stances. During 
the 1990s-2000’s development of increasing sources for news and not least since the 
rise of Internet many local newspapers have gone out of business or been forced 
into mergers or straight buy-outs. An increasing number of cities now only have one 
local newspaper. The politicization of newspapers has been downplayed over the 
last 20 years, and most journalists and Editors-in-Chief will today state that their 
paper and the role as journalists is non-political, at least outside the Editor’s column. 
But news can of course be said to be more than the transfer of information to 
readers. Campbell et. al. have describe news as product, process and culture 
(Campbell, Martin, & Fabos, 2011), and they point out that the news production 
always creates a frame of reference through which events are understood by the 
audience. A newspaper or other media-producing agent shapes this frame of 
reference, and the reader is understood implicitly as one to interpret the news. With 
an increasingly fragmented way to receive news and information in digital culture, 
the frames of reference are multiplied and become somewhat lost making it harder 
for readers to interpret the news and form an undivided, or holistic, image of the 
world.  

2.1.1 The	Local	Daily	Newspaper	

The Swedish law concerning the obligatory archiving of printed matter at the royal 
library provides a definition of a daily newspaper: “en skrift som utgör allmän 
nyhetstidning av dagspresskaraktär med reguljär nyhetsförmedling eller 
allmänpolitisk opinionsbildning, som normalt kommer ut med minst ett nummer 
varje vecka, jämte tillhörande löpsedel och bilaga(In English, roughly translated 
that is  “a written document that is a general newspaper of the daily publication type 
with regular news coverage or generic political advocacy, that is normally 
distributed with at least one issue a week, with attached placard and appendixes.” 
The local daily newspaper combines the above-mentioned kind of publication with a 
focus on local news, events happening in a local community and local politics. 
There is of course also some general articles regarding national and international 
news even in most local papers, but the focus of what is being read is by nature of 
its definition, locally focused. And it is increasingly so in the online versions of the 
local newspapers. In a study of VLT, Vestamanlands Läns Tidning, Torbjörn von 
Krogh noticed that in the online version of the paper 90% of the articles that were 
read were locally produced and concerned local news, while the same number for 
the printed paper was 50% local news and 25% news concerning national Swedish 
news (von Krogh, 2014). The study illustrates though that, if one considers the time 
spent on articles, instead of just clicks (a recognizable feature of digital news 
stories) , the reading pattern is quite similar between the printed paper and the 
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online version. One trend that is interesting and advocates a brighter future for the 
local online paper is that the readers of the online version tend to prioritize locally 
produced material to an even bigger extent than in the printed paper. 

2.1.2 The	Importance	of	Local	Newspaper	Readers	and	Print	vs.	Digital	News?	

There are many studies showing what readers tend to read the most in the printed 
newspaper. In 1983 Lenart Weibull introduced the “reading-staircase” (lästrappan) 
figure that explicates what readers finds the most interesting in the paper and in 
what order they read articles (Weibull, 1983). It has been confirmed for Swedish 
local newspapers in several studies since then (Andersson & Weibull, 2013), (Strid, 
2008). Even though research on reading patterns and what content is read the most 
in online new stories and outlets is rather scarce, some studies are available. In the 
above-mentioned study, Von Krogh notices that the kind of articles that are read in 
volume differs somewhat between the printed papers and the online versions: In the 
printed paper, readers prefer stories about the public sphere before crime and 
accidents and on third place economy and trade. However in the online version, on 
the other hand, crime and accidents dominate with public sphere news coming in 
second and sports in third. This indicates that the online newspaper is used more for 
updating about ongoing events and sport activities instead of deeper analysis of 
public sphere articles.  

2.2 What	is	Digital	News	
2.2.1 Digitalization	(What	Is	It	and	What	Could	It	Be?)		

Since the first computers came into use around the end of World War II, and the 
more general spread of computer during the 1950’s and 60’s, society has in all 
instances became more and more digitalized. From calculations and measurements 
to industrial production and media, all fields have been completely changed by the 
use of digital technology. In later days fields such as education and farming have 
also been thoroughly changed by the increasing digital landslide for media 
information. This transformation, of course, also affects the news world, both when 
it comes to the production and reception of news. Many researchers and analysts 
have tried to describe the digitalization and the effect it has had on media. Bolter & 
Grusin in their book Remediation (2000) took a thorough look at how instances of 
new media are created with reference to earlier media forms. The authors make a 
distinction between immediacy (where users have a sense of presence and direct 
access to information) and hypermediacy (where the frames of reference for 
information are deliberately foregrounded). Both aspects are combined when users 
access digital content. But hypermediacy, in particular points to the fact that digital 
media are not constructed on the metaphor that users only look through a 
transparent ‘window’ at the content they access. But rather users are reminded of 
the (window-) frame, or frame of reference that contextualizes information, when 
content is in their field of view. Digitalization has added to this windowed kind of 
media experience that points as much towards the media as towards the frames of 
reference for content. Thus, the content and its interface (frame) are both a part of 
the media presentation and this affects the reception of content by users more than 
earlier media forms where interfaces were more invisible, or naturalized. Bolter and 
Grusin also present and argued for the term remediation as central to digital media 
forms: “We call the representation of one medium in another remediation, and we 
will argue that remediation is a defining characteristic of the new digital media” 
(2000, p 45). Remediation is the process at the center of turning an earlier media 
form into a digital counterpart, and it offers a relevant description of the mid 1990’s 
in regards to the emergence of the first online newspapers. These editions relied 
heavily on refashioning the earlier paper format in a digital format., overtly 
recalling its heritage. The online papers were made to look and feel like their printed 
predecessor, using headlines and introduction texts to emulate printed newspapers. 
The content was also almost as static as the printed papers. Stories where published 
in parallel with the printed papers stories, that is mostly late in the afternoon or 
during the early evening, and they were seldom updated or changed as news stories 
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developed, as digital formats might allow (Develop with reference to Claes Svahn 
talking about early online DN.) 

Nearly concurrent with Bolter and Grusin, Lev Manovich offered another analysis 
of the phenomena of new digital media providing further definitions. In The 
Language of New Media, (Manovich, 2001) states that there are some 5 common 
denominators for new media elements that define the core of the phenomena of new 
media: 1) Numerical Representation – all media objects, images, sound, film and so 
on, are based on digital code, making it possible to do mathematical, numerical, 
manipulations on them separately or in combinations; 2) Modularity – most media 
are built by modules, where each part is separately editable even when they are part 
of a whole, as an image may be included as part of a web-page; 3) Automation – 
another central concept that could be made at low or high levels, where low level 
automation for example applies the same filter to a series of pictures and a high 
level of automation introduces digital assistants, similar to  Cortana, Alexa or Siri; 
4) Variablility – The numerical representation and modularity of new media objects 
makes it possible to separate the content and the interface level of a product. Parts 
can be exchanged or/and edited during the media productions life-span.; 5) 
Transcoding – The cultural layer and the computational layer of a media product 
that affect each other, leading to new types of media productions. From all of these 
characteristics, Manovich promotes a central concept for the defining feature of the 
digital revolution, that is the database structure. The database has changed how 
users understand and construct narratives and how they experience the world. One 
of Manovich’s main arguments is that the earlier implicit, hidden, choices made by, 
for example, filmmakers or writers and poets, are now made explicit in digital 
forms, and the choice of story paths are handed over to the viewer or media user, 
who ultimately become a co-creator. The story becomes and is formed by each 
user’s path through a database of story-elements that are left free to combine and 
reorder in new ways. These concepts are further developed in Manovich’s own 
experiments with “Soft Cinema” (Manovich & Kratky, 2005) or Peter Greenaways 
VJ-experiments with the “Tulselooper” or Tulse Luper webgames (Noys, 2005) 
Manovich’s approach has further implications for digital games (rather than the 
current state of digital news)  and offer clear examples of how media and media 
productions have changed through the digitalization process.    

2.2.2 Digitalization	of	News	Production		

The digitalization of newspapers started out as a change of production method, 
going from typewriters and typesetting to digital writing/layout and offset-printing 
from digitally printed plates. This transformation took place in the 1980’s and 
changed the production process fundamentally, not least when it came to speed and 
the possibility to use templates and an editing system that allows collaborations and 
a true-to-life preview of how the article would look in the printed paper, including 
images. This transformation to a digital production process made the newspapers 
ready for producing online versions of the newspapers when the World Wide Web 
came around in the mid 1990’s. Most of the major Swedish national newspapers 
made their debut online already within the first few years of WWW´s arrival in 
Sweden. This successive and ongoing change in distribution method is not the only 
thing that changed due to the digital development. When looking closer at the 
changes that are being brought about by introducing computers into the journalistic 
workflow one sees that there are several ways to incorporate and draw benefits from 
digital information technology.  Mark Coddington sorts out the different ways that 
computers in journalism are used by creating a typology (Coddington, 2015). The 
three basic types of usage of the computer for journalistic purposes that Coddington 
identifies are Computer Assisted Reporting, Data Journalism and Computational 
Journalism.  CAR or computer assisted reporting is a modern term for what from the 
beginning was dubbed precision journalism. The form began as a combination or 
journalism and social science, using surveys and content analysis as empirical 
methods to get better answers to journalistic questions. During the late 1990’s CAR 
was used as a tool and aid for public-affairs journalism, but the term has become 
less used over time as database searches and the general use of computers for data 
gathering has become normalized in the newsroom. In Coddington’s typology the 



 

7 

CAR label stands for the more data-oriented and statistical analysis methods that are 
still not totally disseminated in the every day, normalized work of journalists. The 
use of CAR combined with the general digitalization of the workflow is also the 
ground for the other two types that Coddington identifies. Data journalism is a 
somewhat unclear and confusing term, but the common denominator seems to be 
that it describes the use of data and the analysis and visualization of data in 
combination with a journalistic effort to analyze and present complex contexts. 
Potential fields of competence needed for working with data journalism are, besides 
journalists, disciplines like statistical analysis, computer science and scientific 
visualization. Coddington also remarks that data journalism often has been 
associated with the advances in open-data and open source tools for analysis (2015, 
p. p 335). The use of open source and open data is also what makes data journalism 
affordable also for the smaller news-producers. The cost may instead be tied to the 
competence needed to be able to make the most out of the data available. An 
interesting example that Coddington references is The Guardian’s 2009-2010 
project on reporting about the Members of Parliament’s expenses, where they made 
450,000 pages of expense claims public and crowd sourced the readers of The 
Guardian to go through the claims and flag the claims that were suspicious. This 
method worked as a sifting mechanism where the reporters then could pick up on 
the flagged expense claims and investigate them further. This kind of usage of the 
reader as co-workers was not present in the earlier CAR and marks a clear break 
from that tradition. Data journalism also has a lesser tie to investigative journalism 
then CAR did, and it can be applied in many journalistic genres. Compared to Data 
Journalism that has its focus on data and analysis and visualization of data, 
Computational Journalism is more focused on computational aspects as algorithms 
and aggregating, automating and abstracting information. Automated sport reporting 
where, for example, the data from a specific match is turned into a short form story 
about the match is a good example of Computational Journalism. Within the 
category of Computational Journalism we find many different applications at 
different stages of the journalistic process and with different degrees of manual 
input/guidance. But the common denominator seems to be “practices or services 
built around computational tools in the service of journalistic ends” (Coddington, 
2015, p. p 336). These three different ways of using computers to produce news 
content ties well together with the general introduction of computers in industrial 
production and society as a whole. It follows a path from more general use and as 
tools in combination with earlier developed methods towards more specialized and 
computer dependent solutions. The increasing use of computers for production of 
news has also spilled over to a use of computers and computational statistics to 
monitor and analyze the performance of online news. The screens in the news room, 
that from minute to minute show the number of clicks, unique users and time spent 
on articles are described in many accounts of how the modern newsroom works. 
Web metrics such as these were emphasized even before they became an important 
trend and their usage began to increase during 2016-17. A users time spent on news 
content has increasingly become a more trusted and important measure then just 
measuring user clicks on an article. For example Mittmedias Robin Goviks 
discusses the use of web-metrics at Mediedagarna in Göteborg 2017, where he 
states that metrics are important, but that they are more decentralized in the news 
production organization than before and used as a more qualitative approach than 
earlier more quantitatively based metrics (Govik, 2017). Organizations like 
Mittmedia are starting to use metrics in a more fine-grained fashion and tying it 
together with an increased aim at personalized content. This may be characterized as 
a precursor to a more formalized and detailed digitalization of the reading process, 
as for example game-like interactions might provide.  

2.2.3 Digitalization	of	News	Reading	

Newspaper production in Sweden has been more or less digitally based since the 
late 1980’s and many of the larger Swedish newspapers were early to make a 
presence on the Internet, for example Dagens Nyheter had a web version of the 
newspaper already in 1995, and they were even cooperating with the Swedish 
telephone service provider Telenor to offer subscribers a Nokia mobile phone for 
free with a special subscription that made it free to surf on the DN news web 
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(Lewan, 2007). Since Nordicom, an information center for Nordic Media and 
Communications research situated at the University of Göteborg, started measuring 
the number of readers that read the daily newspaper digitally in 2002, there has been 
an ongoing increase of digital readers. The statistics also show that the digital 
increase is not steep enough to meet the decline of the paper version, so there is a 
20% decrease of newspaper reading over the last 15 years.  

 

Figure 1: Graph of daily reach Swedish newspapers, 2001 – 2016 percent. (Mediebarometer, 2010) 

Several Swedish daily newspapers have been reporting substantial increases in 
digital subscribers during the years 2016-2017 (Medievärlden, 2018). This is also 
confirmed by Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2017, where they already in the 
abstract state increases are evident: “In terms of online news subscriptions, we have 
seen a very substantial ‘Trump bump’ in the US (from 9 to 16%) along with a 
tripling of news donations. Most of those new payments have come from the young 
– a powerful corrective to the idea that young people are not prepared to pay for 
online media, let. al.one news”(Newman, Fletcher, Kalogeropoulos, Levy, & 
Nielsen, 2017). 

2.2.4 “Produsage”	and	User	Participation	in	the	Digital	Age		

The digitalization of the newspaper did also set the stage for possible new scenarios 
where the role of the reader might be transformed into a more active and 
participatory one. Bruns (2008) presents a very optimistic view of how the 
networked users could come to change the established production value chain and 
turn it into a whole new construct where the classic role of producers-distributors-
users are combined and the new role of the produser is set at center stage. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Industrial Production Value Chain (Bruns, 2008, p. 9) 

producer è distributor è consumer 

The industrial production value chain 
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Figure 3: The Produser Value Chain (Bruns, 2008, p. 21) 

Bruns’ description of this new value chain is based mainly on the open source 
software community, where openness, an ad hoc meritocracy, and shared resources 
among the participants in a network are central. Another software related industry 
that recently has added elements of produsage to its value chain is the games 
industry. Along with digital distribution has come a change in the way many games 
are being developed. The phenomena of early access on platforms such as Steam 
has changed games from finished and boxed products to open development 
platforms in more or less constant flux, influenced and sometimes almost driven by 
the users who are a large part of shaping the game development by playing early 
versions and giving feedback to the game developers. One might, however, question 
if in the games business,, the majority of cases are more representative of  
produsage as described by Bruns, given the input of players into production and 
development One limitation that hinders produsage is that users seldom have access 
to the same assets or specialized tools as the game producers. The best example of 
produsage when it comes to the games industry is probably the different modding 
(user-produced game modifications) communities, for example around mods like 
Garys Mod or for that matter the various modded Minecraft communities. In 
Minecraft, developers deliberately develop with open code and modders are openly 
encouraged to participate in a community of modification as a key component of the 
game. Another game that encourages produsage among users is Nintendo Mario 
Maker that gives all the assets and a functioning and easy-to-use editor to the 
players to allow them create their own courses for Super Mario and share them 
online for other users to play. 

If we consider more “classic” media the field with one of the biggest changes when 
it comes to production value chain is probably moving images. Before the digital 
revolution as a result of the Internet, more or less all moving images, be it for film 
or television, where produced by professional production companies. The material 
was filmed, edited and “canned” to be distributed either by broadcast to TV sets in 
consumer’s homes, by VHS/DVD/Bluray to consumer’s home cinemas or by film-
media to cinemas where consumers gathered to watch the films. This chain is still 
evident today, but it has decreased and a big revolution has been brought about by 
YouTube, Vimeo and other web services where whomever has access to simple 
production tools and a computer with Internet access can “produse” their own 
material for everyone to watch.   

One relevant question is of course what happened with produsage and citizen 
journalism? Bruns also explores this question, however, all but 1 of Bruns’ 10-12 
examples of Citizen Journalism initiatives has been discontinued. Only Slashdot is 
still active, and to a large extent it works as a community driven news aggregator 
and not a site that “produses” original journalistic content.  

 

(as producer) 

produser 

(as user) 

The Produser 

content content 
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*Information to develop within this section:  

• Generally expand on newspapers and the digital steps that have been taken 
• Add Swedish perspective on Citizen Journalism 
• Add Susanne Ahlmgren’s perspective on produsers and the possibilities 

users have to engage and interact in local online newspapers. Ahlmgren’s 
focus is on the discrepancies between the kind of articles the newspapers 
are opening for interaction via comments and which articles the readers 
would like to comment on. Hence there is a “bridge” to the News Gap 
(Boczkowski & Mitchelstein, 2013) 

 

2.3 Specifics	of	News	and	Digital	News	
2.3.1 The	Specifics	of	Youth	

The famous journalist Carl Bernstein supposedly said that news is “what journalists 
say it is.” In our current state of digital media culture, where user-generated content 
and user input has been an accepted practice (as with produsage) and where 
increasingly the focus is on the receiving end of communication, rather than the 
monolithic producer, one might instead say that news is “what the readers say it is.” 
In accordance with this principle, I conducted a small survey on the topic with 
computer game developments students to examine, informally, how this might 
apply to news. (Svensson, 2016) In connection to the Digital Cultures course for 
first year computer game development students in the Design, Game Writing, 
Graphics and Sound/Music programs at the University of Skövde I have for two 
years in a row conducted a small survey about news and young users, live in the 
classroom with the tool Mentimeter. Students use computers, smart phones or 
tablets to answer some short questions about news and newsreading. The students 
are well placed in the age span of the Level Up project, most of them being between 
ages 19 and 25. First, I asked the total 153 gaming students to define news and to 
state how they personally defined news. Answers revealed somewhat different 
interpretations of what news was, but the most common denominator was that it is 
was something that had happened within a recent time frame, it was a current event. 
Information was the most commonly used single word in the survey, and 29% of the 
students used it to define news. 22% of the students mentioned “händelser” 
(happenings) or “hänt” (happened) in their answers and if also other forms of 
“hända”(happening) were added this kind of words were used by 42% of the 
students. Other commonly used words were “aktuell” (recent) or “aktuellt” 
(recently) which were used by 10,4 percent of the students. The word “Intressant”  
(interesting) was in 6,5% of the descriptions and “Samhälle” (society/community) 
were also in 6,5% of the definitions, but words as verklig/verkliga (real/genuine) or 
åsikter (opinions) were only stated in 0,6% of the definitions. I also constructed a 
word cloud from the answers, and here we can se that “världen” (the world) seems 
to be more used than information, (but that is because information was used both at 
the beginning of sentences with a capital I and in the midst of sentences with a small 
I, perhaps skewingthe data.  “Världen” (the world) was present in 16,9% of the 
definitions. 
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Figure: 4. What does the word news mean to you? First year Computer Game Development students 
from spring 2016 and 2017 combined (153 students).  

2.3.1.1 High School Students (How Do They Read and What News 
Categories are of Interest?) 

In another survey I conducted during the autumn of 2017 with a high school class in 
Huddinge Sweden, I asked about what category of news the students were interested 
in. The students were using the online tool Mobile Stories (see Case 3 references in 
Chapter 6 of this document) for learning about journalism and making a newspaper. 
Of the 105 students that answered the survey, 58 chose one or more alternatives 
from a list of 19 areas of interest. We can see that the interests also in this age group 
follows the general interest in crime, which tops the chart with 78% percent of the 
respondents stating that they are interested in news about crime. War and conflict 
come in second, and accidents and catastrophes in third, underlining that it is mostly 
news with a big impact that attracts the young readers. Local politics is at the 
extreme other end of the spectra with only 3% of the group being interested in 
what’s going on at city hall. Significantly only half the interest was attracted to 
news content compared to YouTube and video on demand services, illustrating the 
competing interests for youth seeking media content and information. 

 

Figure 5: Which categories of news are you interested in? Survey conducted online with participants 
from Huddinge Gymnasium. 
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*I aim to expand and refine this survey in conjunction with the Mobile Stories case 
(see Chapter 6) to see if news preferences change over time when the students start 
to create their own news sites and stories and learn about how to make news 
themselves. 

2.3.2 The	Specifics	of	Mobile	platforms	

*This section will focus on: 

• Exploring how online news changes with of the rise of mobile platforms, 
such as tablets and smartphones 

• Exploring the significance of the increase of mobile reading according to 
Nordicom data (and confirmed by my own surveys) 

• Referencing Oscar Westlund´s doctoral thesis (Westlund, 2011) Cross-
media News Work – Sensemaking of the Mobile Media (R)evolution  as a 
source to source how mobile platforms may be used for Cross media 
content 

2.3.3 The	Specifics	of	Local	and	Location-Based	News	

This section will focus on:  

•  Using local news and the concept of location-based media 
• Using maps and GPS/Geo-tagging for news and geo-localization for news 

readers in digital news delivery   

2.3.4 The	Specifics	of	Interaction	and	News	

This section will focus on:  

• Using the term interactive in conjunction with online news. (I argue the 
term interactive is not sufficient to cover the qualitative experience of 
interacting with media artifacts. I will argue for the use of interactable 
media and also discuss the qualitative aspect of interactions that might be 
called interactabillity or interactedness.) 

2.3.5 The	Specifics	of	Play	and	News?		

This section will focus on: 

•  Exploring deeper aspects of play and illustrating how it has been used to 
describe activities that stretch outside organized games, thus becoming, 
according to Huizinga, for example, a building block for the forming of 
culture. This will serve as a basis to connect to game-line and play-based 
digital news reading that I propose as central to my research. 

Play has long been seen as an important structure in human societies, as one of the 
building blocks for development of culture (Huizinga, 1949) or to build a kind of 
sociological theory from (Caillois, 1961). Play and the ludic perspective has also 
been used to explain why news attracts readers, and not least why people seem 
interested not only in reading happy and “good news” but also in negative and “bad 
news”. Stephenson (1964a) tries to explain the ludic perspective of news reading 
and launches the idea that news reading, unconcerned about positive or negative 
content is a playful and in itself satisfying activity. The ludenic news reading is also 
a way to give freedom to the newsreader “Out of it comes freedom for the person, at 
times, to see through the cultural conditioning of news” (Stephenson, 1964a). Ludic 
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news reading is just a part of Stephenson’s ludic theory of mass communication 
(Stephenson, 1964b)…  

2.3.6 The	Specifics	of	Engagement			

According to Paula Poindexter in her book Millenials, News, and Social Media 
(2012), news consumers can be classified in seven types of consumers according to 
Poindexter News: -enthusiasts, -monitors, -betweeners, -ecelectics,  
-accidentals, -intenders and -avoiders. For Poindexter most young readers are news 
accidentals, that is they don’t intentionally seek out or read news. This kind of 
unplanned, spontaneous newsreading is also confirmed for Swedish audiences by 
Jervelycke Belfrage (2016)  and in the SOM report “Larmar och Gör sig till” from 
2017 (Bergström). For Poindexter, there is therefore a sub-standard coverage of the 
youngest of each generation by news media and that there has been no real critique 
concerning that to determine the effects. In fact this lower representation in news 
articles for 18-25 year olds might also connect to studies illustrating that even in 
their 40’s users consider themselves youthful and disconnected to news.  
(Westerhof, Barrett, & Steverink, 2003). 

* The section will be expanded to include more information about inter-generational 
engagement with news. It will for example use Poindexter’s theories to characterize 
both older and younger reading audiences, illustrating that staying informed in the 
news is not only a factor for youth. Further it will explore the influences that older 
generations might have on influencing news reading that might have changed in 
digital cultures when, for example, newspapers are not localized in home settings. 
As part of a home-based activity, a parent reading the paper was regularly seen by 
the child and the act was normalized. Now that mobile devices allow reading on 
multiple platforms, the influencing generational factors for readers have changed. 
News engagement, across the many platforms for receiving news (radio, TV, 
Internet, phone)  mean rather than just news reading or news consumption, we have 
to consider new ways and develop new terminologies to explore how users interact 
with news in more complex ways. This clarification will provide a transition to 
discussions about game-like, play-based interactions.  

	

3 Gamification	

This chapter focuses on gamification, the term in itself, the effects and gamification 
of news so far. A bridge to the following “Engagement” chapter is built by 
exploring the possible connection between gamification and intrinsic motivation. 
Other topics include: 

• Presentation and explorations of different usages of the term gamification  
• Consideration of the effects of gamification in digital media 
• Exploration of current newsgames and the use of the gamification of news 

Exploration of the effects of the gamification of news and the gamification 
of news production 

• Connection of gamification intrinsic motivation and engagement to offer a 
bridge to Engagement chapter.  

3.1 Game	Design	Elements	in	Non-Game	Context	

The use of game design elements in non-game contexts has been around in for 
example military training since long before the birth of Christ and studied from 
different perspectives during the last 30 years, as serious games, learning games, 
marketing games and in many other contexts (Sebastian Deterding, 2014, p 27). 
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There have been few precise and well-formed definitions of gamification, maybe 
just because games have been applied to so many different fields with many 
different purposes. Perhaps Deterding has delivered the most simple and elegant 
one: “the use of game design elements in nongame contexts” (Sebastian  Deterding, 
2012, p 294). This definition overlaps partially with other definitions of serious 
games, as presented by for example Backlund et. al. (2010) where serious games are 
defines as “games that engage the user and contribute to the achievement of a 
defined purpose other than pure entertainment (whether or not the user is 
consciously aware of it).” Both definitions have in common the fact that there is an 
external goal to be reached, either something to learn or achieve that is a desired 
result beyond the game fulfilling a leisure purpose. 

Another definition of serious games that points in a different direction and more 
towards a utilitarian perspective than most others is a service marketing inspired 
definition provided by Huotari and Hamari: “Gamification is a form of service 
packaging where a core service is enhanced by a rule-based service system that 
provides feedback and interaction mechanisms to the user with the aim to facilitate 
and support the users’ overall value creation” (Huotari & Hamari, 2011, 5). This 
definition connects a certain type of game to the concept of service marketing. In 
todays’ service economy there is a non-physical value instead of a physical product 
that stands for the value transfer in a transaction between the producer and the 
customer. The gamification is in this case an enhancer for the value of the service. 
To build on established theories regarding service marketing could be a stabilizing 
factor when it comes to the sometime fuzzy concepts of gamification. But using this 
kind of marketing theory could of-course be considered going outside the game 
design field, and there is some intense critique against the term gamification, not 
least from game designer and researcher Ian Bogost who states that the term is used 
by consultants that know and care nothing about game design. According to Bogost 
they use it as the quick fix for universal problems and foremost, they use as a 
buzzword to make money for the consulting firms (Bogost, 2015, p 65-79).  

Another view of gamification from a more business-oriented perspective is Kevin 
Werbach’s work that explores a process-based approach to gamification (Werbach, 
2014). He states describes gamification as “the process of making activities more 
game like,” and he captures the essential aspects of this practice. The main benefits 
of viewing gamification as a process, according to Werbach, is to avoid too much 
focus on game design elements or too narrow a definition of what a game is.  
Werbach argues both for fun as being a central part of games and that game 
elements can be moved out of games to keep their meaning. He argues that to 
understand the process-oriented definition “the key is that the program takes 
otherwise dull healthful behaviors and makes them more fun, rewarding, or 
attractive as competitive challenges.” This is what Bogost and others have referred 
to as the ‘chocolate covered broccoli’ approach that is to make something that is 
tedious and straining more fun by making it into a game. (This raises an essential 
question, and one that I return to in Chapter 5 in my discussion of engagement, if 
gamification needs, in fact, to be fun.) Another angle to explore for the process 
model of gamification is the question of game elements and their significance.. 
Werbach, for example, suggests that the progress bar in the online network and 
career tool Linked in are similar to a progress bar often found as an element in 
games. However, one could also question whether the introduction of the bar is 
actually a game element at all, as it does not encourage a specific kind of play.  One 
might suggest it just a visual feedback for completing a goal. A health bar, in 
contrast, often also used as game elements has more usable information for players 
in the game and can influence whether their behaviour is changed because of health 
being drained by an opponent’s actions. In the second case the game-like interaction 
as a result of the use of game elements is more evident, and suggests one must 
explore in more detailed ways whether the inclusion of recognizable game elements 
alone influences use and play. 

The concept of gamefulness, as introduced by Jane McGonigal (2011), further 
enhances exploration of the use of game-based activities and is further explored  by 
Deterding, et. al. (2011). Collectively their aim is to try out an alternative concept to 
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playfulness and put emphasis on the user experience of gameful activities. Where 
playfulness broadly denotes the experiential and behavioral qualities of playing 
(paidia), gamefulness denotes the qualities of gaming (ludus). The authors go on to 
systemize the term of gamefulness by making further definitions. 

1. gamefulness (the experiential and behavioral quality), � 
2. gameful interaction (artifacts affording that quality), and � 
3. gameful design (designing for gamefulness, typically by using �game design 

elements).  

(Sebastian Deterding et. al.., 2011, p. p 11). 

Gameful interaction becomes a term for the kind of artefacts that gives the user a 
gameful experience, However, such definitions are quite complex and hard to 
generalize when the authors try to define what type of game design elements that 
can be used to reach the gamefulness of an artefact. They find that these game 
design elements are situated at many different levels of abstraction and 
generalization. Their literature review leads them to five levels of abstraction, from 
the more concrete interface design patterns, game design patterns/game mechanics 
to the increasingly abstract such as design principles, conceptual models of game 
design units and design processes/methods. The authors conclude with the notion 
that gamefulness might be a good term for academic use instead of gamification that 
has a lot of baggage from industry use and general scepticism from academics about 
the simplified use of points, leader boards and achievements thoughtlessly applied 
to any system and branded as gamified.  

Deterding, returns to and expands the notion of gamefulness in the anthology 
appropriately named The Gameful World (Walz & Deterding, 2015). Walz and 
Deterding describe how games have come to be more and more a central part of 
culture and society during the second half of the 20thth Century and not least in the 
beginning of the 21st. Games and play are, for better or worse, brought into society, 
both for free time but also in the work environment. Deterding clarifies the 
development of gamification and then goes further by trying to describe or view the 
current cultivation of ludus by using terminology earlier used by the anthropologist 
Victor Turner. Turner studies ritual and liminality, the passing from one stage in life 
to another via some kind of rite or ritual. Turner describes the liminal as being in-
between the states, not as one was before, but not yet either as one is after the ritual 
is over and the individual once again settles in society fulfilling a new “role.” 
Deterding focuses on the ritual that binds the individual to society and forms the 
ways that the individual will to act together within society. Deterding makes the 
observation that in Pre-Modern societies work is not separated from play or life in 
general. It is not until the Modern age that the term “work” is used to separate life 
into certain domains. As mentioned earlier, both Huizinga and Callois also separate 
games from work. But during the last 10-15 years, work as well as free time has 
been increasingly mixed with play and games, not in the least because of the 
influence of digital tools and media that are not localized to a particular space.  
Learning games, games for customer loyalty programs, pervasive and AR 
(Augmented Reality) games, Live Action Role Playing, for example, are all mixed 
in digital societies, forming what might be terms as a general ludification of culture. 
Deterding describes the gameful world as categorized into ten rhetorical positions, 
different ways that this ludification is described or propagated by different scholars 
and practitioners. He uses the terms liminal (collective duties embedded in and 
reaffirming social order) and liminoid (individual choices, marginalized spaces 
pocketed away from social order) to describe two different directions or categories 
of rhetorics. Examples of liminal rhetorics are Feedback, Nudging, Status, which all 
seem to use gamification as ways for the individual to raise productivity, get on the 
right track towards a goal. They are based on the pillar that status is a main 
incentive in human society. Examples of liminoid rhetorics are on the other hand 
found in games as cultural forms (where indie and art games can reflect culture and 
society in the same way as film, music and literature does) and games as 
performance, which are split into communal (group) and immersive (individual), 
that form experiences outside of the strive for utility and optimum productivity). 
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This taxonomy of rhetoric can be used as a base for discussing the role games as 
news and news as games can play. This is a parallel to the discussion of the 
opposing (professional) logic of the journalists and the commercial logic of the 
newspaper that Ferrer touches on (Conill & Karlsson, 2016), but here one finds the 
logic of the player’s and the designer’s freedom versus the commercial, controlling, 
logic of the newspaper. 

3.2 General	Effects	of	Gamification		

There is a lack of volume and methodological coherence when it comes to empirical 
studies of the outcomes and long-term effects of gamification, both in general and 
on gamification of news in particular. None of the 45 research articles evaluated by 
Hamari et. al. (J. Hamari et. al.., 2014) is about gamification of news. The focus of 
their literature review is nonetheless interesting for my research as they are studying 
the effects of gamification and the motivational affordances for gamification. They 
conceptualize gamification in three categories/parts  
-Motivational affordance –Psychological outcomes –Behavioural outcomes, to be 
able to breakdown the studies they review in categories. The overall result is 
somewhat inconclusive, but in general most of the articles in the review show a 
positive or partly positive effect of gamification. This reveals a potential to 
encourage, at least short time, participation and engagement by users. The absolute 
majority of the studies are quantitative studies and many of them showed positive 
effects only in some of the studied areas. Hamari et. al. also point out many 
methodological problems in the reviewed articles, for example, small sample sizes, 
short experiment times (that might introduce bias by novelty effect), lack of control 
groups and generally unclear reporting of results.  

Hamari et. al. identify two primary elements that seem to influence the results of the 
studies, the role of the context being gamified and the qualities of the users. 
Contextual factors could be degrees of voluntariness, the system being utilitarian or 
hedonic in nature, or if a user’s involvement was more cognitive or more affective. 
The other main factor that was identified by Hamari et. al. to influence the results is 
the qualities of the participants. As people interact differently with games or game-
like content their reactions to the gamified motivational affordances will be 
different. Hamari mentions player types and that some players are more prone to 
work hard to get to the top of a leaderboard. Player types has been studied for a 
quite some time and the most well known taxonomy is probably the on from Bartle 
(Bartle, 1996), who identifies Socialisers, Explorers, Achievers and Killers. Bartle’s 
taxonomy is based on observations of early MUD (MultiUserDomain) games and 
cannot be generalized without further research, but it is safe to say that not all 
players find the same things motivating, and that they do play for different reasons 
and with different play styles. These play styles could also affect how they react 
towards gamified or game-like systems outside of regular games.  

The subject of player types has in later years been studied in conjunction with 
gamification, for example by Dixon (Dixon, 2011) and Hamari (Juho Hamari & 
Tuunanen, 2014). Dixon is more on the cautious side, suggesting that much depends 
on the game played, and on the situation, and that it is not likely that there can be 
universal player types independent of the type of game. Hamari and Tuuanen (Juho 
Hamari & Tuunanen, 2014) on the other hand, claim that it actually is possible to 
state a high abstraction level type of player, but that it can vary with the game and 
situation. Hence the player type is not a permanent state for the individual player, 
but shifts as the player encounters different kinds of games.  

In his short paper, “Motivations for Play in Online Games,” Nick Yee (Yee, 2006) 
builds on Bartle’s seminal work on player types in online MUDs (Bartle, 1996). Yee 
has made quite a journey to reach beyond the stereotypical image of game-players 
that both media and many researchers are stuck with. Yee’s work has continued and 
together with Nicolas Ducheneaut he now runs the company Quantic Foundry (Yee, 
2015) which has conducted a very large scale (over 220 000 participants) survey 
concerning motivations for play. Based on that survey, he created a Game 
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Motivation Model with six basic categories. The categories, that he presents as 
spheres of interest, with internal variation and differences, are: action, social, 
mastery, achievement, immersion and creativity. Yee shows that there are quite a lot 
of surprizing facts about how for example age affects what motivates the player. In 
several categories the differences between young and old players are significantly 
larger than between men and women.  

Engagement in conjunction with gamification has mostly been studied by surveys 
but for example Boyle et. al. sees the need for qualitative studies of player 
engagement to get a more detailed understanding of how engagement is described 
from a user perspective (Boyle, Connolly, Hainey, & Boyle, 2012). In the case of 
news and gamification the question of engagement from gamification will also 
connect to questions about how far the engagement takes the player when it comes 
to actively sharing the content with other players/readers. The aim of the games or 
game-like content is to get the player engaged in a way so that the player are 
affected by the news content and is willing to share it with other players and/or act 
in different more apparent ways outside the frame of news-interaction system.   

3.3 Newsgames	and	Gamification	of	News		

In his book Newsgames, Ian Bogost writes that “Figuring out how videogames fit 
into the world of news is even more difficult than building the games themselves: in 
addition to determining how to tackle newsworthy topics in game form, journalists 
must also fit games into news media and the news organizations more broadly” 
(Bogost, Ferrari, & Schweizer, 2010, p 177). Bogost et. al. try to categorize games 
that in some way or another are about news. The authors state that games can be a 
viable way to report on news, but not by adding a games-desk to the regular news 
organization or hire an occasional developer on contract. Instead the news-industry 
must embrace games more fully as a possible way of doing journalism. Newsgames 
can not merely be a simulation of the newspaper, television or web-based news. The 
categories that the authors list as a basis for newsgames include current events, 
where games are made to describe, comment and discuss current events. Gonzalo 
Frasaca´s September 12th is perhaps the most famous and often used example of this 
kinds of games. Infographics are perhaps self-explanatory as a type of newsgame, 
and might not by many even be called a game in the “proper” sense of the word. But 
they are multimodal and highly interactable and playable in the manner that one can 
change numbers and pose ‘what if’ questions to actively engage users in the content. 
Common types of games in this category, that can engage people to interact, are 
budget games where one can try to balance the budget of a city or nation. The 
foremost merit of this is, of course, that one might discover common or special 
interests, but also see how some other areas will be underfinanced as a result of 
changes in the systems. Infographics are a classic way to show statistics and 
development in a clear way and with added interaction they can become an even 
more engaging aid to understand complex interdependencies. The magazine Wired 
has even made a complete web-section called Infographics to show off and discuss 
the use of infographics to understand complex information systems.  
https://www.wired.com/tag/infographics/ Documentary Games can be considered to 
be playable actualities that fit well with Grierson’s definition of the documentary 
film as “a creative treatment of actuality”(Winston, 1995). JFK reloaded and Tracy 
Fullerton’s Walden game are two of the games used as examples in the documentary 
chapter, because as different as they seem form each other, they fit well in the 
creative treatment of actuality in the way that they handle real events, that is the 
assassination of John F Kennedy and Thoreau’s project to live outside of society in 
the woods at Walden pond. Puzzles, the fourth category of newsgames, are a classic 
that have been around in the printed papers more or less since their launch. Word 
puzzles have been around far longer than newsmedia, and the Sator square, for 
example, has been found in the ruins of Pompei, dating back then to at least year 71 
AD.  

S A T O R 
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Figure 6: The Sator square word puzzle. 

Bogost et. al note that the news business haven’t fully considered the possible 
revenue of casual games and that the revenue from casual games are actually higher 
then the missed revenue for classifieds that has moved from the news-papers to 
separate businesses like eBay and Craigslist. Literacy games are, as the name 
suggests, about promoting news literacy, partly from the perspective of reading and 
understanding news, but foremost from the view of the news producer. The aim is to 
learn how news is made and to understand and critique what news is. There are 
several such games where one plays a reporter to uncover and tell stories in one’s 
own news media, both as a reporter and a photographer. Community is a category 
that launches the idea that games could be a way to transform the discussions 
around news items into action and get the story out into the world of the 
newsreaders to actually affect the community. ARG´s, Alternate Reality Games and 
other kind of play that use both media and the real world are pointed out as 
examples of this form. Allowing people to interact and bring the engagement into 
the community and add true interaction between community and the people living 
there would be the main benefit of such games. Under the headline of Platforms 
Bogost et. al. discuss the actual delivery media for news content, and they claim that 
none of the new platforms, like the web, social media, blogs or online video was 
created with news in mind. It’s time for the news producers to think about what 
would be the best platform for news, not just try to adapt to the new emerging 
platforms. One of the examples put forward is Impactgames Play the News. It is a 
platform where current news stories are combined with a community portal and a 
role-playing game mechanism that gives the reader/player a possibility to interact 
and comment on the news. The slogan is “Think fantasy sports meets the evening 
news.” The studio is still developing the concept and are still promoting their 
awarded game Peacemaker (Impact_games, 2007), but the interest from the larger 
media-houses seems, unfortunately somewhat cold, suggesting this isn’t a popular 
format.   

Reflections about “fitting” games into news organizations are also interesting in the 
context of the general digitization of news media, especially print-media as I have 
elaborated on earlier in this text. This connects to a point that Foxman (2015) brings 
forward in his chapter with advice to news makers on how to “get into the game.” 
Besides the problem that the news-media producers have not developed their digital 
products in a more sophisticated way, there is also a problem with 
compartmentalization within the organizations. Foxman notices that 
“communication and transparency across departments may expose stories to new 
forms of expertise, while the larger organization can be play testers for experimental 
work by offering initial feedback and aiding in the process of iteration.”  One would 
come a long way towards a more reader compatible way of making news by letting 
different departments work on the same news-stories and develop their own takes or 
lines for the specific story. Of course not all stories are compatible with this way of 
making (or doing) journalism, but many stories, and readers, could potentially 
benefit from different perspectives on a story. Foxman’s report shows that there are 
two main ways of combining news content with games today, either the integrated 
Buzzfeed way, or the New York Times method. In Buzzfeed there is an integration 
of game-designers and analysts in the same office-space. In this version the CMS 
(Content Management System) is also prepared for doing quizzes, puzzles and other 
kinds of games. The other way of doing games is more what The New York Times 
have been doing by, for example, hiring an external game studio to design a product 
for a special occasion.  Both of these ways might not be viable in the long run if 
there are no resources directed towards developing a news platform that is more 
flexible and more inclusive than these news-webs of today. 

* I will add a section here about the double logic problem in shape of the 
logic of the newspaper business clashing with the professional logic of the 
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journalist and how that hinders development of digital online news as 
identified by Conill and Karlsson (2016) I will alo add a section about the 
JOLT initiative at the American University in Washington DC and their 
final report about news and games. (See: https://edspace.american.edu/jolt/) 
Their main question was “can game-design techniques deepen reader 
engagement in news?” They offered a number of engagement design 
“games” and workshops over the last years with some good and some 
mixed results. 
 

 

3.3.1 Gamification	of	News	Production	

In an interview-study by Ferrer-Conill (2017) insight is offered into the gamified 
production process at the American online sports news site Bleacher Report (B/R). 
From the start in 2005 until the B/R was bought by Turner in 2012, they aimed for 
quantity of articles rather than focusing on quality, with an open source platform 
where writers could submit articles and compete for readers. The production was 
gamified with classical PBL (points, badges and leaderboard), and the articles were 
tracked for readers and engagement from readers. In this way the publisher and 
journalists could follow up on the performance and optimize the articles to attract as 
many reads as possible. The ultimate reward in the system was a possibility to be 
hired full time by B/R. After the acquisition by Turner gamification and open source 
journalism has been reduced, but some of the points and badges system still exists in 
the publishing interface. One of Ferrer-Conills’ conclusions is that the gamification 
effects eventually wear off, but the data, the metrics, are still important for the 
journalists, and he points out the problems resulting from the fact that the metrics 
begin controlling the style and type of articles that are written. One possibility for 
why this gamification scheme seems to have worked so well during the first years of 
B/R, is the fact that sports news and journalists interested in sports might have a 
more than average interest in competitions and achievements. The top reward was 
also very much in line with the activity, being hired as a sports journalist, which fits 
well with observations about intrinsic motivation as a motivation for users 
(Sebastian Deterding et. al.., 2013). Ultimately Ferrer-Conill’s article remains 
superficial concerning the experienced effects of the B/R gamification scheme.  

3.3.2		Gamification	of	News	Participation		(The	Swedish	Site	Politism) 

At the Swedish opinion journalistm website Politism one can register and log-in to 
comment on articles. As a logged-in reader one also have the possibility to do a 
“user-career” which includes several steps ranging from Active, to Pitcher, Pitcher 
+, Politist, Co-worker and finally Editor-in-Chief. Users start at the active level 
where they are eligible to comment on articles and vote up or down comments or 
articles. This is where users start to collect karma points that are used to level up to 
Pitcher. At the level of Pitcher the reader/writer can send their own short articles or 
notes, or Pitches, and the Editors will decide if they will take them on or not. On the 
level as Pitcher + users can post pitches directly to the site and do not have to have 
previous approval from the Editors. At the stage of Politist so many readers are 
showing confidence in the writing that users are allowed to publish in the main-flow 
of the site. Stage 5 is being a paid member of the Politism Editorial Team, and at 
stage 6 users can become an Editor-in-Chief. There is no information about those 
two last steps in the ladder, and its possible that the last step is offered more as a 
theoretical possibility than an actual one. This leveling up the ladder of user 
influence and publication possibilities is very reflective of how players might level 
up, or advance to higher levels in a game. On the user profile page, there is also a 
meter that shows the accumulated Karma points and how far it is to the next level. 
This kind of progress bar is a central element in many games and ties it directly to 
how levels of mastery are often shown in games. The Politism set-up is somewhat 
similar to the Bleacher Report’s use of gamification, at least in the way that the 
reader/writer can advance and ultimately get hired by the site based on their input. 
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More research might be conducted, in light of Ferrer-Connil’s claims about B/R 
particularly concerning the decline of the novelty effect and balancing how fast a 
writer can level up in the hierarchy.  

3.	4			Gamification,	Intrinsic	Motivation	and	Engagement 

Gamification or gamified systems often have the aim to change behavior, but few 
studies of the effects of gamification has been running for long enough time to study 
long term behavioral change. See for example the overview from J. Hamari et. al.. 
(2014). One important factor in reaching long term engagement and ultimately 
behavioral change seems to be intrinsic motivation, or at least avoidance of the most 
instrumental forms of extrinsic motivation (Richard M Ryan & Deci, 2000). 
Gamification is often driven by reward systems, giving the player rewards for 
completing different tasks, training and reaching goals. These goals are often made 
to maximize short-term effects in engagement, activity, productivity, weight-loss or 
what may be the goal of the gamified system. The problem is that these short-term 
goals are reached by something outside of the core activity itself, and thus it is 
extrinsic to the activity that is being gamified. C. S. Rigby (2015) describes and 
addresses this problem by suggesting other ways to form rewards that do not thwart 
long time engagement. His suggestion is for example to remove the connection 
between performance and reward, so that rewards are given for engagement itself or 
making more meaningful “badges” that unlock new challenges or rewards 
something that will actually help in the activity that is gamified. Another suggestion 
is to give unexpected rewards, because rewards for a reached goal can be perceived 
as controlling and judging. One of the keys to a successful gamification is then 
probably to look closer at what motivates the user to take part in the gamified action 
and address how that motivation will affect engagement and preferably lead to long 
term engagement and perhaps a changed user behavior.      
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4 Engagement	

Engagement can be described and measured in many ways, but this chapter is 
focusing on engagement as something that derives from fulfillment of a number of 
personal psychological needs that makes the engagement long term and intrinsic to 
the user. It includes the following sections and discussions:  

 

• 4.1 Short overview and of engagement and how I use the term. 
• 4.2 O´Brien and Tom’s conceptual framework of user engagement with 

technology. 
• 4.3 Game Engagement, (+ develop and add table of comparing game 

engagement)  
• 4.4 + 4.5 Description of Self Determination Theory, and 6 mini theories 
• 4.6 SDT to explain game engagement (including an additional section  that 

connects back to O´Brien and Toms) 
• 4.7 Player Experience of Need Satisfaction  (PENS) application and 

explication 

4.1 Engagement	and	Personal	Fulfilment	

The word engagement can mean many different things and is often used in many 
varying situations and frames of reference. From the attributes of engagement as 
described by the O´Brien and Thoms’ framework for engagement (O'Brien & Toms, 
2008) which has also been tested on measuring engagement in online news 
(O’Brien & Cairns, 2015) to engagement metrics and predictive models for possible 
user engagement. A common use of the word engagement is to describe volume and 
time-frame of interactions by readers in online media. This kind of measuring is 
often referred to as engagement metrics and focuses on, for example, the number of 
clicks on a link, times a page is viewed or average time spent on a page. In that 
context it is often linked with terms as retention and customer satisfaction. C. W. 
Anderson (2011) looks at how work in the newsroom is changing with respect to 
metrics and notes that “whereas earlier newsroom sociology emphasized the 
submersion of audience-centered news judgments in favor of professional codes, the 
research discussed has documented that the process of ‘deciding what’s news’ is 
increasingly influenced by quantitative audience measurement techniques.” In the 
case of engagement metrics there is seldom any focus on the experience of being 
engaged or discussion of what it is that engages the user to follow a link or stay on a 
page. It is focused on using engagement as a measuring instrument that, consciously 
or not, is grounds for deciding which news is being promoted on the site or not. 
There are several other ways to view engagement from a far more qualitative 
perspective. Attfield et. al. (2011) defines user engagement as follows: “User 
engagement is the emotional, cognitive and behavioural connection that exists, at 
any point in time and possibly over time, between a user and a resource.”  Note that 
the focus here is on the connection between the user and the media resource. 
Lehmann, Lalmas, Yom-Tov, & Dupret (2012) open their paper with another 
definition: “User engagement is the quality of the user experience that emphasises 
the positive aspects of the interaction, and in particular the phenomena associated 
with being captivated by a web application, and so being motivated to use it.” This 
definition is more precisely aimed at the qualitative aspects of the user experience. 
O´Brien and Toms (2008) focus their definition even more on the qualitative inner 
workings of the experience and on what attributes that affects engagement: 
“Engagement is a quality of user experiences with technology that is characterized 
by challenge, aesthetic and sensory appeal, feedback, novelty, interactivity, 
perceived control and time, awareness, motivation, interest, and affect.” In my 
research, I am more interested in the non-instrumental, more qualitative, dimensions 
of engagement and its foundations, as well how actions are taken or changes in 
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attitude or in worldviews that comes from long-term engagement and possible 
behavioural change.  

4.2 A	 Conceptual	 Framework	 for	 User	 Engagement	 with	
Technology	

By thorough literature reviews and empirical data gathering, O´Brien and Toms 
(2008) create a conceptual framework to describe engagement with technology. 
Their model is most useful in the context of my research when it comes to focusing 
on engagement as a qualitative aspect of the user experience and what attributes 
generate engagement. After a literature review covering the fields of flow-, play-, 
aesthetic- and interaction-theory O´Brien and Toms states that “Engagement is a 
category of user experience characterized by attributes of challenge, positive affect, 
endurability, aesthetic and sensory appeal, attention, feedback, variety/novelty, 
interactivity, and perceived user control (2008, p. 941).” O´Brien and Toms’ model 
of engagement, claims that the process of engagement holds three main phases: 
Point of Engagement, Engagement, and Disengagement, with a possible Re-
Engagement Loop (O'Brien & Toms, 2008, p. 949).   

 

Figure 7: O´Brien and Toms’ Model of Engagement. (O'Brien & Toms, 2008, p. 949) 

As evident from the model in Figure 7, O´Brien and Toms have found several 
attributes that lead to and sustain engagement with technology. The construction of 
the model also has led the authors to a not insignificant change in the phrasing of 
what engagement is. After doing thorough interview studies with four categories of 
technology use (web searching, e-shopping, webcast viewing, video gaming), they 
conclude that engagement “is a quality of user experiences with technology that is 
characterized by challenge, aesthetics and sensory appeal, feedback, novelty, 
interactivity, perceived control and time, awareness, motivation, interest and affect.” 
(O'Brien & Toms, 2008, p. 949)  Notable is how the focus changsd from “a 
category” to “a quality” which indicates that engagement is qualitative experience 
held by the engaged person, triggered and affected by a number of attributes, both in 
the aesthetic field and in the more practical usability area. External attributes have a 
role to play in the disengagement, where external reasons as being “out of time” for 
the activity can lead to disengaging involuntarily. Another interesting element in the 
model is the indication of varying levels of intensity for the attributes, which depict 
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how the intensity of different attributes varies. The novelty effect, for example, 
might be less obvious already after a short while of use and another attribute might 
then instead take over as main attribute for continued engagement. O´Brien and 
Toms stress that engagement, as a whole is dynamic continuum, not an either/or 
switch. They even compare engagement to usability, which according to the authors 
can be poor, average or high (and everything in-between I assume). While building 
the model O´Brien and Toms also categorizes the attributes that are building the 
user experience on three different “threads of experience”, Sensual, Emotional and 
Spatiotemporal. I will get back to O´Brien and Toms model later in the thesis and 
look at it from the perspective of Self Determination Theory. 

4.3 Engagement	in	games	and	gamification	

If one were to leave behind the more basic mechanics and attributes of the 
engagement phases and increase the abstraction level, engagement, in fact, becomes 
more related to the connection between engagement and behaviour, that is 
interaction and the motivation to act. There are several ways of studying the 
mechanisms behind people’s engagement in general, and the engagement and 
motivational pull for playing computer games in particular. In their article 
Engagement in digital entertainment games: A systematic review Boyle et. al. 
(2012) presents a comprehensive literature review of papers that in some way have 
studied engagement in computer games. 55 papers met their selective criteria, for 
example that the papers should contain empirical evidence relating to engagement, 
be from 2001-2011, and be focused on positive aspects of engagement. Boyle et. al. 
chose to organize the papers into six different categories based on different stages of 
the engagement process. Their six categories were 1) Subjective experience which 
looks at the moment to moment experiences of the players during game play; 2) 
Physiological correlates of emotions experienced when playing games; with pulse, 
EEG readings and skin conductivity as examples; 3) Motives for playing which in 
some cases are focused on why certain players play the specific game and in some 
cases are more centred on player types; 4) Game usage which focuses on time spent 
and intentions for playing; 5) Game market and loyalty which focuses on how the 
market attracts players; and finally 6) Impact of games on life satisfaction which 
focus on how playing games affects the players. As might be expected the papers 
showed a wide variety of theoretical grounding as there is no clear consensus on 
how to describe subjective experience or motivation, in connection to playing 
games. Enjoyment, immersion, presence, flow, engagement and arousal are some of 
the terms used in the 55 papers.  

• This section will be expanded on and to make the comparison between 
game engagement / game motivational theories clearer. I am considering 
adding a table that compares different engagement/motivational theories 
over criteria such as universal/dependent on users preferences (player types 
for example), stimulating intrinsic or extrinsic motivation, scientific 
discipline the theory stems from, empirical studies of 
games/gamification/media, how it handles immersion/presence, attributes 
for engagement and/or other criteria for comparison.  

Informed by these different ways of studying and describing engagement, I choose 
to aim for the more qualitative way of studying engagement. Engagement for me in 
this project is not the time spent, nor the moment-to-moment experience, the player 
type, the popularity of the game or the actual clicks the visitors make in an 
application. It is rather the feelings and descriptions that relate to need satisfaction, 
made by the user, that is concerning how the user experiences engagement. It is also 
about finding out what in the interaction with the game or game-like artefact that 
laid ground for further action and engagement, inside and outside the frame of the 
artefact. As the Level Up project is aiming to change the behaviour of young 
newsreaders, I find it necessary to turn to a theory that, through repeated empirical 
studies, promises to be able to explain long-term engagement and changed 
behaviour. As a theory that centres on the intrinsic motivation and the psychological 
needs of the user for continued engagement and behavioural change, Self 
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Determination Theory seems highly suitable as a basis on which to build a model of 
news engagement.  

4.4 Self	Determination	Theory	

Self Determination Theory (SDT), first comprehensively described by Edward Deci 
and Richard Ryan in 1985 has been used to study motivation and engagement in 
many diverse areas (Edward L. Deci, 1985). Of special interest in conjunction with 
my research is that the theory has been used to study engagement in sports and 
training, often with young people as participants in the studies. In SDT there are 
three areas that shall be fulfilled for the user to feel intrinsically motivated and 
engaged. 1) Autonomy is the sense that the user shall feel in control of the action; 2) 
competence is the feeling the user has that they are able to master not just the 
interface but also handle the challenges put up by the game; and the last parameter 
that shall be fulfilled is that the user must feel 3) relatedness in conjunction with the 
interactable artefact, to be part of a larger circumstance, a community or group of 
people. SDT has grown to become a broad framework for the study of human 
motivation in many varied fields.  

SDT has been used to study motivation for and engagement in computer games, by 
for example Ryan, Rigby and Przybylski in their article The Motivational Pull of 
Video Games: A Self-Determination Theory Approach (Richard M. Ryan, Rigby, & 
Przybylski, 2006). They use SDT to show “that perceived in-game autonomy and 
competence are associated with game enjoyment, preferences, and changes in well-
being pre- to post-play”(Richard M. Ryan et. al.., 2006, p 347). In the article they 
present Player Experience of Need Satisfaction (PENS), as a way to measure need 
satisfaction in play. The tests focused on four main PENS variables: In-Game 
competence, In-Game Autonomy, Presence and Intuitive Controls. For multiuser 
games there is also an added category of In-Game Relatedness.  Besides findings 
concerning positive outcomes of self-determination for those players that 
experienced autonomy and competence in playing they also found “a positive 
association between our measures of intuitive controls and the experience of 
presence” (Richard M. Ryan et. al.., 2006, p 361).   

Richard Ryan and Scott Rigby have since continued to develop PENS and the 
method for studying engagement in computer games with SDT. For example in 
Ryan and Rigby’s book Glued to Games (S. Rigby & Ryan, 2011) they aregue that 
there are direct connections between immersion and need satisfaction. They found 
that immersion and “fun” is not a function of content, but instead it is connected to 
the potential of the games interactivity (or in my terminology interactability) to 
satisfy intrinsic motivational needs. Needs are equal to the ones experienced in the 
“real world” and include feelings of autonomy, competent and relatedness. That is, 
tone must feel that one is autonomous, masterful in our undertakings and this has a 
meaningful and relevant connection to others (S. Rigby & Ryan, 2011, p 95).    

Rigby is also the author of the chapter “Gamification and Motivation” (C. S. Rigby, 
2015) in the anthology The Gameful World (Walz & Deterding, 2015). Rigby sums 
up several interesting findings from the use of SDT to study engagement and 
motivation for playing games. One is a connection between motivation and 
engagement that functions as a starting point for further thoughts on behavioral 
change through engagement, “engagement is not synonymous with motivation, but 
is the behavioural expression or manifestation of a motivated state” (C. S. Rigby, 
2015, p 119). In this way engagement could be described as the directional 
expression of motivation. Rigby also nuances the view of gamification and the use 
of SDT, with the inclusion of a discussion of different grades of extrinsic 
motivation. Intrinsic motivation is often presented as the only mechanism that 
drives successful gamification and extrinsic motivations usually is considered to be 
negative. In contrast, Rigby introduces levels of internalization of the extrinsic 
motivation, from fully external with control by rewards and punishment, via 
introjected and identified to fully integrated extrinsic motivations where the goals 
are integrated with what the user is trying to achieve (C. S. Rigby, 2015, p 128). 
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After examining several theories used for studying engagement and motivation for 
playing computer games SDT emerges as a very well suited theory for examining 
the relation between interaction and engagement, from a perspective of the users 
psychological needs. The methods focus on the users’ experience of the interaction 
and perceived autonomy and competence is well aligned for the kind of analyses I 
will perform in the different cases of the Level Up project. C. S. Rigby ( also 
concludes that “in short basic psychological needs become an experiential blueprint 
or lens through which gamification designs ban be vetted and specific mechanisms 
and techniques evaluated” (2015, pp. p 130-131). 

4.5 Self	Determination	Theory:	the	six	mini-theories	

Self Determination is a kind of macro theory that has grown and developed over the 
last 30 years. In a thorough overview Vansteenkiste et. al. (2010) present the birth 
and development of the six mini-theories that exists under the Self Determination 
umbrella. Vansteenkiste et. al. also define and compare some of the mini-theories 
against other theoretical frameworks within the social science field. For example 
they write about the differences in how well-being is defined in SD compared to the 
Standard Social Science Model (SSSM), whereas in SDT it is stated that all humans 
require satisfaction of autonomy, competence and relatedness for psychological 
growth, regardless if the behavior fits in the social context at hand or not. SDT is 
more open for change of behavior and breaking norms, where an individual person 
via autonomy, competence and relatedness can reach goal fulfillment in an 
environment that does not see the actions as autonomous, using and building 
competence and relating to other individuals. Further information and explanations 
of the mini-theories can be found at the website selfdetermination.org (Ryan 
Richard) and in (Vansteenkiste et. al.., 2010) 

4.5.1 Cognitive	Evaluation	Theory	

Cognitive Evaluation Theory, or CET, focuses on intrinsic motivation (IM) and 
factors that block or boost IM. Intrinsic motivation is a way of describing the inner 
motivations that drive people to continue the pursuit of a goal. As long as people 
sense that they are in control of their actions and behaviors, the feeling that the 
behaviors emanate from within, they are intrinsically motivated to continue the 
actions. Experiences of control or coercion reduce the intrinsic motivation and 
people stop the behavior. Vansteenkiste et. al. discuss the differences between IM 
and enjoyment that are studied within a hedonic approach, and they state that 
enjoyment is a by-product that is created when one is immersed in an action. 
Enjoyment is then not a goal that it is pursued as a goal unto itself, in which case it 
would be an extrinsic goal, outside and separated from the action performed. In the 
context of gamification correlations between rewards of different kinds and intrinsic 
motivation are also, then, interesting to consider. Rewards can be used in many 
different contexts and with different purposes, but it seems that the use of rewards 
often undermine IM. Exceptions mentioned as not lowering IM are unexpected 
rewards and rewards that are performance-related, as both of these types of rewards 
are not focused on completion or heightened engagement in itself.  

4.5.2 Organismic	Integration	Theory	

The organism Integration Theory or OIT sub-theory of SDT focuses on extrinsic 
motivation and different internalizations of extrinsic motivation. Extrinsic 
motivation is behavior that is instrumental and aims towards outcomes extrinsic to 
the behavior itself. There are several forms or grades of these extrinsically 
motivated behaviors including external regulation (where people are motivated to 
obtain a reward or to avoid punishment), introjection (where people are motivated 
to comply with a partially internalized contingency to gain pride and self-esteem, or 
to avoid feelings of guilt and shame), identification (people understand and endorse 
the personal value and significance of a behavior and, as a result, experience a sense 
of freedom in doing it), and integrated regulation (the synthesis of various 
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identifications to form a coherent and unified sense of self, a process that likely 
requires considerable effort, reflection, and self-awareness). OIT is further 
presented and exemplified by Vansteenkiste et. al.. (2010, pp. 112-125). OIT 
demonstrates that extrinsic motivations can become increasingly internalized, and 
hence pointing towards a more autonomy when enacting the behaviors. 

4.5.3 Causality	Orientations	Theory	 	

Causality Orientations Theory, or COT, focuses on individual differences 
concerning people’s tendencies to orient towards environments and regulation of 
behavior. Three main orientations have been identified: autonomy orientation, 
control orientation and impersonal/amotivated orientation Vansteenkiste et. al..  
describe the three different orientations as follows: 

 People who are high on the autonomy orientation tend to act in accord with 
their own emerging interests and self-endorsed values, interpret external 
events as informational, and thus typically regulate their behavior 
autonomously (Those who are high on the control orientation tend to act in 
accord with external or internal demands, interpret external events as 
pressuring, and thus typically regulate their behavior with an experience of 
control. Finally, people who are high on the impersonal orientation tend to 
perceive their life experiences as beyond personal control and, accordingly, 
are prone to pervasive feelings of helplessness, ineffectiveness, and 
passivity (2010, pp. 125-126).”  

It should be noted that research suggests even though one orientation seems to be 
overarching and dominant, all three orientations are present in each of us and that 
situations and interactions can trigger a more latent orientation. 

4.5.4 Basic	Psychological	Needs	Theory	

The Basic Psychological Needs Theory, or BNT, focuses on the concept of 
psychological needs and its connection to psychological health and well-being. The 
basic assumption is that psychological well-being is based on autonomy, 
competence and relatedness. The three categories of needs fulfillment were chosen 
because they empirically seem to be the central ones in a large amount of 
psychological phenomena. Vansteenkiste et. al. describe the three basic need 
categories as follows: The need for autonomy refers to the experience of volition 
and psychological freedom. With autonomy, one experiences choice in and 
ownership of behavior, which is perceived as emanating from the self and is in 
accord with abiding values and interests. Need for competence refers to the 
experience of effectance in one’s pursuits (2010, p. 131).  Effectance is a term that 
is connected to Robert W White’s theories on effectance and people’s inner drive to 
accomplish things, increase their competence, and achieve a feeling of mastery 
within their field of interest. White was early to point out that basic drives theories 
were not enough to explain the need of competence and exploratory behavior, and 
he also stresses the role of exploration and play as a driver to learn and master the 
environment and create a feeling of efficacy (White, 1959). The need for relatedness 
refers to the experience of reciprocal care and concern for important others.  BNT 
does not negate that there could be other needs that would be important from a 
motivational standpoint, but more needs would only be added after significant 
empirical findings and analysis. BNT also outlines three conditions or social 
environments that would support the three need categories: Autonomy supportive 
(rather than controlling) context support autonomy, well structured (rather than 
chaotic and demanding) contexts support competence, and warm and responsive 
(rather than cold and neglectful) contexts support relatedness (Vansteenkiste et. al.., 
2010, pp. 131-132). The basic needs are at the foundation of SDT and explain the 
motivations behind different behaviors. The psychological needs are, according to 
Ryan and Deci (2014), applicable to all humans regardless of psychological 
environment or social context.  
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4.5.5 Goal	Contents	Theory	

Over the time SDT has evolved the difference between intrinsic and extrinsic goals 
and their impact on motivation and wellness has been researched. Research by 
among others Kasser and Ryan (1996) has shown that extrinsic goals like the pursuit 
of money, fame or “image” are less, or not at all related to the fundamental 
psychological needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness, while intrinsic goals 
like personal growth and community contribution are likely to satisfy the needs. 
According to Vansteenkiste et. al. (2010) intrinsic goal pursuit has an inward 
orientation that connects to the psychological needs, whereas extrinsic goal pursuit 
has an outward orientation that is focused on gathering self –worth by achievement 
and external validation. In the fifth mini-theory of SDT, Goal Contents Theory 
(GCT) it is posited as people’s natural tendency to move towards intrinsic goals and 
away from extrinsic goals. People that are by some means hindered or deprived of 
their need satisfaction have a tendency to buy into the extrinsic goals of advertising 
or “lifestyle products” as a way of increasing self-worth and finding an identity, but 
this seldom satisfies the basic needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness. 
Vansteenkiste et. al.. (2010) also points out that “GCT is not intended to be an all-
inclusive theory of goals. The list of goals proposed within GCT is not exhaustive 
because some goals (e.g., hedonism) are neither used to validate self-worth nor 
inherently growth-promoting and, therefore, cannot be classified as intrinsic or 
extrinsic.” In this way CGT is not a universal theory of goal structures but are more 
aiming towards connecting the two main types of goals and aspirations 
(extrinsic/intrinsic) with need satisfaction and the three basic fields that are to be 
satisfied for human well-being. Note also that there is a distinction between 
intrinsic/extrinsic motivation and intrinsic/extrinsic goals and aspirations. Hence 
“the content of, and reasons for pursuing, aspirations can be empirically crossed” 
(Vansteenkiste et. al, 2010, p. 147).  

4.5.6 Relationships	Motivation	Theory	

The sixth and most recently researched mini-theory of SDT is the Relationship 
Motivation Theory, or RMT, that focuses on relationships and building relationships 
that also promote an individual’s autonomy and competence needs. Relatedness is 
one of the three cornerstones in SDT and is defined by Deci & Ryan (2014) “to feel 
personally accepted by and significant to others, and to feel cared for by others and 
caring of them.” In a relationship it seems important that also the need for autonomy 
and competence are fulfilled, or else the positive effect of relatedness will be 
diminished. Within RMT research there are results showing that a more 
instrumental or control inclined relationship will lead to poorer quality of 
relationships and less satisfaction of the relatedness goal. If people are given less 
autonomy in a relationship, it will lower the relatedness satisfaction of the 
relationship and there is nothing that proves that this kind of correlation would not 
hold also for “relationships” that are created via social media or game communities.  
If a social gaming platform or similar construct gives the user tasks and the user is 
challenged in a controlling or conditional way, it is important partly that one is 
challenged on the right competence level and partly that one retain some autonomy 
in choosing the order of tasks or the level of challenges to retain as much autonomy 
as possible. The restricted autonomy would, however, according to results from 
earlier research, have a negative result on needs satisfaction for both relatedness and 
autonomy (Edward L Deci & Ryan, 2014). 

4.6 Using	SDT	to	Explain	Game	Engagement	

Self Determination Theory has been used as a base to explore, explain and build 
models of game engagement and intrinsic motivation for play in several research 
articles during the last 10 years (Przybylski, Weinstein, Murayama, Lynch, & Ryan, 
2012; Przybylski, Rigby, & Ryan, 2010) and not least in Glued to Games (2011) (S. 
Rigby & Ryan). The main conclusion is that games engage by letting the player 
have freedom to act, adjusting the game to the players’ competence levels with 
challenges and rewards that fit players and not the least, allow players to relate to 
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other characters, as well as assure the player is acknowledged and supported in the 
game. The latter is extra hard challenge in single player games, where the NPCs 
(Non-Player Characters) have to be programmed to actually react to the player’s 
choices.  

4.6.1 Games	and	the	Need	for	Competence	

The need for competence and mastery has been tested and proven to be a 
“significant predictor of motivation for all players regardless of the specific kinds of 
games they prefer”(S. Rigby & Ryan, 2011, p. p 36). There are several different 
variations of what competence and mastery mean depending on the game genre, and 
the first part that usually has to be mastered is the controls and the interface of the 
game. Today’s console controllers have around 15 buttons that can be assigned to 
different functions. Learning to master the controls is often the focus of the tutorial 
(first levels or parts of a game), and game developers should as far as possible use 
the standard button functions for the games console that they make their game for. 
When the controls are mastered, the next challenge is to make the player feel 
competence and mastery. The feeling of competence is connected to the challenge 
one is subjected to, that is if the challenge is not challenging enough there is no 
feeling of mastery in the task. Therefore challenges have to be carefully modeled to 
meet the players’ level, but there also has to be some kind of feedback. Imagine 
high jumping without a bar: “Jump as high as you can, and we will measure and get 
back to you in an hour and tell how high the jump was.” This is an example of no 
goal with no appropriate feedback. The bar shows where one is going, the goal to 
reach, and there is instant feedback: Either the bar falls down, indicating a failed try, 
or it stays up indicating success. But, if the bar is set too high, totally out of reach 
for the physical potential of the jumper, s/he will not even try to advance. 
“Competence satisfaction is most often achieved by (1) pursuing challenges that 
stretch our abilities but that we believe we can overcome (optimal challenges) and 
(2) receiving meaningful informational feedback on our actions (i.e. information 
that is useful and non-judgmental) that allows us to learn and improve, whether or 
not we succeed the first time out”(S. Rigby & Ryan, 2011, p. 19). To try to prove 
that the satisfaction of the need for competence and mastery are important for 
player’s motivation to play, Rigby and Ryan have experimented with games from a 
wide variety of genres and styles. The styles of games that they focus on in Glued to 
Games are Music Games, in the style of Guitar Hero and Rock Band, First Person 
Shooters (FPS games), like Doom, Sports/Driving Games like Gran Turismo or 
Project Cars and finally Platformers, from early 2D games like Super Mario 
Brothers, to the more recent like Super Mario World. After stating the context for 
challenge in each game they analyze, Rigby and Ryan compare the competence 
satisfying mechanisms of the games over two different criteria, that is how the 
optimal challenges are created and what feedback mechanisms the games presents. 
When it comes to feedback they divide feedback into three different categories; 
Granular Feedback, that is the immediate feedback the player gets for each action 
in the game, for example by flashing lights when the right “notes” are hit in Guitar 
Hero, Sustained Feedback, a more complex level of feedback that indicates more of 
a progress, or a trend, then the immediate success, like score multipliers or larger or 
smaller “squids” at the top of the screen in Splatoon, and finally Cumulative 
Feedback, which could be the total score and progression in the game. Transferred 
to the world of cycling granular feedback would be the current speed, sustained 
feedback the average speed for the ride and cumulative feedback could be the 
combination of ridden distance and distance to go. Different game styles or genres 
show different ways of satisfying the need for competence and mastery, but the 
common denominator is that they all provide the player with feedback, which can 
be both visceral and/or representational, i.e. either felt directly like taking corners in 
race game and feeling the feedback trough a steering wheel, or shown in an enemies 
health meter in a MOBA game. The need for competence satisfaction is not the 
dominant motivational force in all games, but a component that often adds to the 
experience of a game and feedback to the user is necessary to be able to feel that 
one can accomplish goals, the games or ones own goals, while playing. 
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4.6.2 Games	and	the	Need	for	Autonomy	

In a rudimentary sense autonomy can be said to be about freedom of choice, to have 
freedom to choose without being coerced into what to think and do. But there is also 
the dimension that choices must be meaningful to give one need satisfaction. There 
must not be a lot of options from which to choose as it is more important that one 
can choose freely from among them: “At its heart, autonomy means that one´s 
actions are aligned with ones inner self and values; that you’re feel feeling you are 
making the decisions and are able to stand behind what to do” (S. Rigby & Ryan, 
2011, p. p 40). To analyze games when it comes to the satisfaction of the need for 
autonomy Rigby and Ryan sets up three criteria, or opportunities for action, Identity 
which focuses on ones abilities to customize “who” one is in the game, What You 
Pursue that shows what opportunities there are for action and Volitional Choices 
that focus on how the players’ experience the choices that are presented by the 
game. Rigby and Ryan state that even if there is a path the player has to follow, the 
player shall be enticed or interested in following it instead of coerced. The genres 
looked closer at in the book are Role-Playing Games (RPG), Simulations (Sims) and 
Turn-Based Strategy games. RPGs are strong in letting the player make choices 
concerning identity, not just in choosing a class or race and appearance and abilities 
but also in one’s style of play and how one treats other players or NPCs in the game. 
The latter also being connected to RPGs strength when it comes to giving the player 
agency in the story world, to shape his/her own journey through the narrative of the 
game. Simulation games have their strongest point vis-à-vis autonomy satisfaction 
in the fact that they are not scripted so everything comes down to the player’s own 
actions in the game world. Turn-Based Strategy games can be said to have 
volitional choice as their main mechanic, as in every turn of the game one has to 
decide what to do with one’s resources in the game, which short and long term goals 
one is trying to achieve and the strategic path to follow to reach them. If a game 
provides multiple paths to winning, there is a greater likelihood that the game 
satisfies the need for autonomy. The satisfaction of autonomy needs are also at the 
center of replayability, as the game can be played in many different ways and many 
choices can be made differently during the next time the game is played. Another 
observation made by Rigby and Ryan is that some games combine satisfying 
competence and autonomy to reach new heights in audience popularity, this is 
exemplified with games as Halo, Half Life 2 and Call of Duty where the fps genres 
high satisfaction of competence and mastery has been combined with the volitional 
choices and openness that gives a high satisfaction of autonomy. 

4.6.3 Games	and	the	Need	for	Relatedness	

At the center of the need of relatedness is our need to be acknowledged and 
supported in our encounters with other people, but we also see the impact we are 
making when we acknowledge and support people around us. It can seem counter 
intuitive to talk about relatedness in games when it is described as something that 
happens between people. However, Rigby and Ryan show that people find 
relatedness satisfaction in both online games, where, in fact, there are intrapersonal 
relations that are mediated via the game, and in single player games. A multiplayer 
genre where the satisfaction of relatedness can make or break the gaming 
experience is of course Massive Multiplayer Online Games, MMOs. Teamwork is 
essential, and the acknowledgement and support of your team-members are as 
important as in a real life sports team. Combining satisfying the need for 
competence/mastery, and the need for relatedness can be a winning concept where 
the team-members can provide each other with the right kind of positive feedback 
and support and acknowledge the different team member’s achievements. The 
somewhat counter intuitive conclusion that Rigby and Ryan reach is that also 
single-player games can satisfy the need for relatedness, depending on the NPC 
characters. In single-player games, this aspect of relatedness can be found, in, for 
example, dialogues with non-player characters (NPC’s). In single-player games, 
there can even be relatedness to NPC´s with whom players cannot talk to or interact 
with directly, but who may be affected by other player interactions within the 
games, as for example with the citizens of SimCity (MAXIS, 1989) or Cities: 
Skylines (Colossal_Order_Ltd, 2015).  



 

30 

4.6.4 Immersion	and	Presence	in	Games	

Ryan and Rigby describes and analyze how immersion and presence are created in 
non interactable media like literature and film and how those terms comes closer to 
their full potential in games when interaction is added to the story. As our lives are 
“interactive” and we can chose freely what to pursue or use, our competence to 
master tasks and acknowledge others around us and give and get support, our needs 
have potential of being satisfied. In the same way interactable games give us the 
possibilities for need satisfaction. The term presence is used in three different 
variations when it comes to describing presence in games: Physical, Emotional and 
Narrative Presence. Physical Presence is about the feeling of being present in the 
game world, to have taken a journey to the place where the game is set. One 
interesting finding is that it is necessarily not the fidelity of graphics or screen 
resolution that brings the highest physical presence. “The experience of autonomy, 
competence and relatedness satisfaction were among the strongest predictors of a 
player feeling physically immersed in the game world, even when compared to 
things like the quality of the graphics and sound” (S. Rigby & Ryan, 2011, p. p 89). 
Emotional Presence is the second dimension of presence that is studied and focuses 
on the power of emotions and getting the player too feel genuine feelings in 
response to a fictional event. The third dimension of presence studied is the 
Narrative Presence, which focuses on the extent to which the player feels they are 
an integral part of the story. This also builds on the possibilities of the interactive 
game, that we can make a difference to the narrative by acting in certain ways. For 
this element to work and give a high degree of narrative presence, the player has to 
care, intrinsically, about the people in the narrative (feel relatedness), be able to take 
effective actions (experience competence) and, not least, have a feeling of being in 
control, to be able to make choices that count and makes them feel a part of the 
story world and narrative.  

4.7 The	 PENS	 Framework	 and	 Self	 Determination	 Theory	 (as	
Applied	to	Game	Design)	

In 2007 Scott Rigby and Richard Ryan published a white-paper called The Player 
Experience of Need Satisfaction (PENS) (Vansteenkiste et. al.., 2010, p. 147). It 
was published by the company Immersyve, founded by Richard Ryan and Edward 
Deci, who were working as consultants in many fields of business. The most notable 
use of PENS and Immersyv’s services when it comes to computer games are 
Warner Brothers/Monolith’s game Middle Earth: Shadow of Mordor (2007) which 
was published in 20141. The most innovative feature of the game is a system called 
Nemesis, where NPC characters have an AI control that adapts and remembers what 
happens in the game. The NPC´s, Orcs in this case, also have a hierarchical 
command structure and can advance to higher ranks, and in this way, the path that 
the player takes are never the same, depending on the dynamic shifts in who the 
main enemies are and what abilities they have. Added to this is a system where one 
can influence NPC´s and create power struggles within the enemies’ ranks that can 
work to one’s advantage.  I think that the Nemesis system is a good use of all three 
main factors of Self Determination Theory. The need for mastery and competence is 
met in that the player meets a dynamic antagonist that are not the same over time 
and that develops along different lines and the fact that one can influence the enemy 
side and create disorder in the ranks. The need for autonomy is met in the open 
world and dynamically evolving antagonists that try to avoid monotony and overly 
linear game-development. No play through will be like any other play-through, 
which boosts the player’s feeling of autonomy; it is the player’s decisions that form 

                                                        

1 Information on the use of PENS in design of the game LoTR Shadow of Mordor can be found at 
https://www.gamasutra.com/view/news/235777/Designing_Shadow_of_Mordors_Nemesis_system.ph
p and there is also a “post mortem” of development process to be found on Gamasutra 
https://www.gamasutra.com/view/news/234421/Postmortem_Monolith_Productions_Middleearth_Sha
dow_of_Mordor.php#tophead 
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the game. The need for relatedness is met both by the possibility to share stories 
online within the game itself and the dynamic antagonists, where a lot of the 
gameplay are focused on influencing and trying to control the minds of the enemies 
and getting their help when meeting higher ranked adversaries in close combat. 

4.8 Bridges	 Between	 O´Brien	 and	 Toms	 Engagement	 model	 and	
Self	Determination	Theory	

There are several passages in O´Brien and Toms work that support the idea that 
satisfaction of the needs for Competence, Autonomy and Relatedness will support 
long term engagement with media content, be it games or other forms of digital 
content. Concerning both autonomy and competence, as an example, O´Brien and 
Toms state that “Interviewees were also more likely to stay in the engagement when 
they perceived that they were in charge of the interaction and appropriately 
challenged” and “Engagement was sustained for video game players by “the fact 
that you can play for so far and so long and still get new things. I think that’s the 
major appeal” (P8)”.(O'Brien & Toms, 2008, p. 944). Autonomy and competence is 
also touched upon in relation to being in control of actions and feeling mastery 
“Participants expressed the desire to perceive they were in control of the 
interaction…. and to assert that they had the skills and abilities to meet the 
challenges of particular circumstances”(O'Brien & Toms, 2008). Another notable 
reflection passage concerning competence is the note on skill level: “Other gamers 
indicated their enjoyment of video games that adjust the level of difficulty to match 
the player’s increasing skill” (O'Brien & Toms, 2008).  

 

Table 1: O´Brien and Toms (2008 p. 948), Table 3, Engagement attributes connected to threads of 
experience with C, A and R for Competence, Autonomy and Relatedness connections added in green. 

If we look closer at O´Brien and Toms Table 3, reproduced above, Competence, 
Autonomy and Relatedness can be connected to many of the engagement attributes. 
Novel presentation of information automatically stretches our competence, as it is 
something we have not seen or interacted with before. We are intrigued by the 
newness and become interested enough to try it out. The motivation to accomplish a 
task or to have an experience relates a lot to both competence and autonomy; we are 
accepting a challenge of sorts and have made a choice to take part in the endeavor. 
Relatedness might play a part, depending on the circumstance, encouraging 
questions like “Are we ‘publicly’ doing the activity,” or “Will we be part of a group 
when we are engaged?.” Becoming situated in the “story” of the application is 
connected both to the positioning of the self in relation to the story (Autonomy) and 
mastering one’s physical and mental “position” in relation to the story 
(Competence). “Rich” interface that promote awareness of others or customized 
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views of information connects both to Competence in that one has to master the 
interface, Autonomy in found as one makes choices that are meaningful in the 
interface, and Relatedness arises as becomes aware of others. Postitive affect: 
enjoyment, fun, psychological arousal are connected to the feelings of mastery and 
competence. The players are managing what they are doing and feeling good by 
doing it. Feedback is central to Competence and Control and is a building block for 
both Autonomy and Competence need satisfaction. 

There are also connections to need satisfaction, or maybe rather dis-satisfaction in 
the Disengagement phase. The inability to interact with features of the technology 
or manipulate interface features (usability) may be connected to both a problem of 
restricted or meaningless choices (Autonomy) or it being to hard cognitively or 
physical to interact (Competence). The Lack of/too much challenge is directly 
connected to the need of competence and mastery. The negative affects that are 
behind disengagement can also be connected to Competence when it comes to for 
example information overload and boredom (not being challenged). The Positive 
affects that break engagement can be that one actually accomplished what one set 
out to do, one have reached ones goal and are contempt with the progress. Probably 
a combination of ones basic needs for Competence, Autonomy and/or Relatedness 
has been satisfied, depending on the nature of the task.  

O´Brien and Toms report the finding that “Our research suggests that once engaged, 
users´ attention and interest must be maintained (p. 98). Users must be made to feel 
part of the interaction through an awareness of what the system is doing (feedback) 
and feeling connected to the technology (interactivity) or to the people (social 
awareness) and in control over what is happening. (This is much like the how the 
need for Competence, Autonomy and Relatedness is described.)  
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5 Making	 Digital	 News	 Engaging	 Using	 Needs	
Satisfaction	

This chapter first looks at the digitalisation of other media forms than news and then 
describes the transference of use of SDT for game engagement to using SDT for 
news reading engagement. It includes the following: 

• Learning Structural Lessons from Digitalization of Other Media. 
• Games and Autonomy – Digital News and Autonomy 
• Examples of Autonomy increasing actions 
• Games and Competence – Digital News and Competence 
• Examples of Challenging Reader’s Competence 
• Games and Relatedness – Digital news and relatedness 
• Examples of Relatedness in Digital News 
• Summary of Transference of SDT from Games to News 

5.1 Could	 Structural	 Lessons	 be	 Learned	 from	 Digitalization	 of	
Media	Other	Than	News?	

Digitalization of media was a process that started long before the introduction of the 
daily news on the Internet. For reference and to facilitate a discussion about the 
digitalization of news it could be informing to take a look at some other media 
forms and how their digitalization has progressed. 

5.1.1 Music	on	vinyl/CD	->	Online	streaming	services	

The first digital format for distribution of sound was the Compact Disc, developed 
by Sony and Philips and launched in 1982. As computer hard drives at this time 
were often smaller then one CD, the change did not affect the way that listeners 
handled their music. Later when the hard disks outgrew the CD, users had the 
possibility to copy their music onto their hard drives for quicker access and 
heightened accessibility. One problem with this was of course that the music took 
up so much space that it did not really affect they way in which people listened to 
music. When CD-burners started to become available for the general public mix 
CD´s started taking over the role of the mix-tape. The mix tape was a cassette with a 
mix of tracks from different records (LP or Singles). The mix tape was the first way 
of practically re-arranging tracks without having to manipulate the record player. 
This changed behavior took a huge step forward when the compressed format MP3 
was first commercially used in 1999. This gave the user the possibility to put huge 
amounts of music on their computer or mobile MP3 player. Apple launched the 
original iPod, with 5GB hard drive, in October 2001 with the slogan “The coolest 
thing about iPod is that your entire music library fits in your pocket. (Jobs, 2001). 
The MP3 revolution also brought with it a new surge of copying and spreading 
music to friends, like in the old days of cassette recordings from records, the main 
difference being that the quality was not degraded when making second-generation 
copies. The pirating of music really had taken off with Napster, a peer-to-peer file 
sharing network where users could see the files in other users libraries and 
download large amounts of mp3 files. Napster was taken to court on copyright 
issues and was forced to build a system that should hinder copyrighted material 
being shared through Napster. Napster did not have the money to pay 26 million 
dollars to the suing companies and was put into bankruptcy. The peer-to-peer file 
sharing scheme was though just in its infancy, and especially the Bit-Torrent 
scheme soon took over as the main file-sharing activity. Apple had launched its 
iTunes concept with online store and software to try to make it easier to distribute 
music digitally. The benefits were that one could by a single song at a low price. 
iTunes store and other similar online stores for “virtual products” all use the Long 
Tail mechanisms (C. Anderson, 2006). Have “everything” in the store, let people 
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find it easily, let people mix and choose freely and so on. In 2006 the Internet 
streaming technology had advanced so far that it was possible to stream audio with 
reasonable quality and that possibility was used by the creators of Spotify to create 
an ad-driven platform with the possibility to go premium and get add-free listening 
and better quality. Spotify was aiming at having as much music as possible in its 
network and actually paying the distributors and artists a fair amount of money. 
Spotify also uses the digital format to give users the possibility to create and share 
playlists, create radio-stations and other service like information about artists and 
not least an advanced recommendation system, which is another lesson learned from 
The Long Tail (as explored in Chris Anderson’s The Long Tail: Why the future of 
business is selling less of more (2006), that is using the information that can be 
derived from the users. The listener’s behavior is constantly monitored which hones 
the recommendations and the product is shaped by how the user likes to interact, 
search and listen to music. Here we can se how music went from highly centralized, 
rigid structures with the album concept. One could buy a single with one song, but 
the most common was to get the whole album. This was transformed by the digital 
format into individual songs, and then into a huge database of everything where the 
users can make infinite mix-tapes in the form of playlists. Playlists that they then 
share with friends all over the world without posting a clunky packet with metal-
covered plastic tape rolled up in a plastic compartment. 

5.1.2 From	Cable	TV/Media	Rental	to	Online	Video	On-Demand	Streaming.	

Netflix, HBO and other services we see today as hubs for watching TV-series and 
movies on demand are the digital follow up to earlier systems of cable TV networks 
and VHS/DVD rental chains. The transition from renting DVD/BluRay discs to 
Online streaming has also meant that the distributors have become producers and 
are making their own TV series for both adults and children. Owning the IP of the 
main VOD productions is also a step towards being becoming like the big news-
publishing houses that produce most of their material in-house. The main benefit of 
the digitalization of, for example, Netflix is not the fact that there are no DVDs to 
mail in envelopes to users around the country, but instead it is the functionality of 
algorithms to create ‘recently watched’ lists and other viewing suggestions. The 
user becomes aware of the vast number of titles to watch and that there are 
seeomingly no limits to the amount of content available,*’everything’ is available at 
all times. This is another realization of the principles of the Anderson’s The Long 
Tail (Anderson, 2006)  

5.1.3 Games	on	Cartridge/Tape/Floppy	Disc/Optical	Disc	to	Online	Distribution	

With the Magnavox Odyssey, the first home games console launched in 1971, the 
trend of delivering games on cards or cartridges was born. Later, with for example 
the widely popular Comodore 64, games and software were delivered on cassette. 
Later on this turned into floppy disks of different sizes, the 3,5 inch version being 
the most commonly used until Apple decided to stop developing the format from 
their computers. Games for PCs had by this time of course stopped being delivered 
on floppy disks and were then delivered on optical disks, and they still are for many 
games and especially for the game consoles. As opposed to the cards or cartridges 
for the consoles, that were hard for amateurs to make pirate copies of, the cassettes 
and floppy disks were quite easy to pirate copies and share with friends. The copy-
protections that came with the optical disks made it somewhat harder to share, but 
still were no real challenge for the more avid pirates. There are several mechanisms 
involved in the copy from a friend type of piracy, that might not actually affect the 
copyright holders that much, because many of the pirated games are never played 
by the person making the copy, and often it more about collecting and “hoarding” 
games. This mechanism is may be triggered by the ease of the process, with 
virtually no effort I can expand my games library with hundreds of game, that I will 
never have time or interest to play. Before Valve’s Steam platform was invented 
BlueRay was the dominant format for PC game delivery, and still are for consoles 
like Sony’s Playstation systems and Microsoft’s Xbox systems, even though digital 
download has grown also for those sectors. The digital distribution of games was 
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revolutionized when Valve Corporation released their digital distribution and 
community building platform Steam in 2003. The service has grown steadily and by 
late 2017, it had over 150 million registered accounts (over 3 million Swedish 
accounts) and has hit 17,5 million concurrent users. Steam has one big difference 
compared to distribution on physical media. The consumer does not own a copy of 
the game. Rather, the commodity paid for is a license that allows the consumer to 
download, install and play the game, but not sell it as “used”. It can be compared to 
leasing a car, whereas distribution on DVD is like buying the car. The benefits of 
Steam are that it will keep the games updated, it will keep track of all the games in 
the library (no more lost or broken optical discs), and it is allowed to install them on 
several computers. For game-developers there are several functions that are handled 
by the Steam framework, such as patching, micro transactions, network based play 
and also support for user created content via a framework called the Steam 
Workshop. The Steam store is the main shopping area of the system and games are 
categorized and suggested to the potential players by recommendation systems and 
user reviews. Connected to the Steam store is a wish list where one can place the 
games one wants to buy later on, and this often happens when there is a sale and 
there is a notification that an item on the wish list is on sale. The reoccurring sales 
of course leads to the fact that a lot of Steam users have bought a big number of 
games on sale and not even installed them, hence not playing them. It is common to 
observe this hoarding behavior in more or less every Steam user that is asked the 
question “How many games do you have in your Steam library that you have not 
played or not even installed?” A rough approximation is that this applies to 20-30% 
of the total number of games in most users Steam-library. A similar behavior with 
hoarding, in an even more absurd and obvious way, could be observed during the 
MP3 revolution, not least with the peer-to-peer network Napster. Suddenly one 
could fill hard drives with music and build a vast collection of songs. Many had 
“friends” (like us) who bragged about filling 250Gb disks with music, amounting to 
in rough numbers 50,000 songs, with the average playing time of 3 minutes, or what 
equals 150,000 hours of music. If one could listen to music 10 hours a day straight it 
would last 15,000 days, which roughly equals 41 years. In this case, then, if music is 
not collected to be listened to, (or film to be watched, and/or games not bought to be 
played), one can ask what is the purpose of such collecting? There might be a 
parallel in this sort of hoarding-behavior (obsessive collecting) as there is a similar 
interest among news junkies, that there is far more news content than there is time 
to read it. Another parallel is that also digital news is also at risk of being 
“pirated,”,in this case by other news-sources or news outlets, not least by modern 
day news-aggregators that collect news articles from different sources to try to give 
the reader a more tailored collection of news. This is of course not a copyright 
infringement in the same way as when music is copied, but still if the news content 
is behind a pay-wall, the terms of usage to spread the text in the open, especially for 
free might be bypassed.  

The three media forms mentioned above (music, film and games) have in common 
that they all have had a considerable threat from piracy and people having content 
without paying for it. That has, especially in the case of music and games, sped up 
the digitalization process of these industries and been one of the driving forces for 
the development of the services. Spotify hinders and makes unnecessary the 
building of one’s own huge database of music tracks. Steam takes the physical 
media that is copy-able out of the equation and points towards the ‘safety’ of having 
the content in the cloud, so that a disc will never break, and that files will not be lost 
when a computer crashes. The other added bonus of the digital formats is of course 
the possibility to search and sort a collection of titles. An important part of Steam’s 
business model is also being able to reach customers that already bought similar 
games and recommend new games to them. Additionally, sales can last for short 
time periods, and with price cuts of up to 75%, resulting in customers buying games 
that they will probably never play, or likely not even install.  
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5.2 From	Game	Engagement	to	News	Engagement	

• The 5.3 to 5.11 sections shall be reworked (terminology wise if no less) to 
closer reflect the way SDT describes the basic needs satisfaction factors of 
autonomy, competence and relatedness (as outlined in chapter 4.6) 

In the following sections a model for how to use Self Determination Theory to 
enhance local online news will be developed. Digital games and the way that they 
commonly attract and engage users via addressing players’ psychological needs for 
Autonomy, Competence and Relatedness will act as a role model for how this might 
be done.  

5.3 Games	and	Autonomy	

In what way do games give the user a feeling of autonomy? One of the most 
fundamental elements of game design is to give the user freedom to act within given 
limitations. Many games are rather strictly limited concerning real restrictions for 
users, but they may still give the user a sense of freedom of action. Choices are a 
commonly used design principle to give the player a sense that different paths can 
be chosen, but often the actual impact of choices affect the games outcome in quite 
limited ways.  

When it comes to autonomy, games give players real or illusory freedom to interact 
with the game world. The highest sense of autonomy is given in “sandbox” type 
games, like Minecraft (Mojang, 2009), or the upcoming Dark & Light 
(Snail_Games, 2017, with Early access on Steam). Games like this might fall 
outside a strict definition of what a game is, but they are still played (with) by 
millions of players around the world. Even games where the interactions are more 
restricted, sometimes referred to by game-designers as corridor games, where the 
player is funneled through a story, there is a distinct sense that the player can 
change game outcomes by interacting with them, This may be in fact because 
everything that happens is still driven by the player’s interactions within the game. 
That drive from the player might be the least common denominator between games 
and online news,  

5.4 Digital	news	and	Autonomy	

The reading of news is also driven forward by the “player/reader” and is format 
dependent. There are differing degrees of interactability between print and digital 
news formats, but the outcomes may be surprising. For example, in the printed-
paper there exists a great possibility to choose one’s path through the paper, 
skipping pages, glancing at headlines and deciding where to spend time. In the 
digital format, (where, ironically, one might expect more interaction and 
engagement from the medium), readers are often confronted with a high number of 
equally sized linked headlines with small images on 4-5 screens worth of scrolling. 
Such a format promotes quite a low level of engagement and participation for news 
readers. Without a clear overview and higher degree of interactedness, the 
possibilities for the reader to feel autonomy are limited. 
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5.5 How	autonomy	Could	be	Used	in	Digital	Online	News	
5.5.1 Different	“Views”	or	Sorting	of	the	Same	Material	

 
 

Figure 9: Visualization of  sorting. Foto Torbjörn Svensson 

A feature that would promote the feeling of autonomy from the readers’ side would 
be to let the reader customize the presentation of articles. In its basic form this could 
be about controlling sizes and placements of content but that could be evolved into 
more of a filtering and prioritizing function. This might involve not necessarily 
filtering away information, but making the presentation clearer and showing 
connections to other articles within the same topic or area in a clear and usable way. 
The general idea is to give more autonomy to the reader in the reading situation, and 
maybe in a way emulate the way one would browse through a printed newspaper. 
People read a printed paper in many different ways, starting from the end, starting 
with the sports, economy, or local-section, starting from the beginning and 
continuing throughout.  
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5.5.2 Commenting,	Marking	and	Transmediating	Over	Multiple	Platforms	

 
 

Figure 10: Using multiple platforms. Photo Torbjörn Svensson 

This is not just about reaching the same content from several different devices, but 
also retaining ones own annotations, comments and sorting on all platforms that one 
engage with the local news on. Comments does not have to be text only, as the 
younger generation are getting more and more used to communicating with short 
video messages or signs instead of written text. Video also has the benefits that one 
can also just listen to the comment and that is something one can do at the same 
time as one are doing other things. The audio part is also good for inclusiveness 
where one do not shut out groups that have reading disabilities.  

5.5.3 Connect	to	history	and	other	sources	

 

Figure 11: Using archives of earlier editions and background material. Photo Torbjörn Svensson 
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One of the main benefits of the digital format is the possibility to link to material 
outside of the article itself. The maybe obvious is to link to the newspapers own 
earlier articles that are relatable to the article one is reading right now. But, one 
could also link to other articles and material that are not ones own assets. It could be 
encyclopedia entries, maps, reports and even articles from other newspapers. Taken 
to the extreme one could even let readers add links to other pieces or make 
combined searches in the database. It could be interesting to have a “search lab” 
where readers could get help in making advanced searches, for example; “find all 
articles that contains “school”, “budget” and “accredited teachers” from the last 5 
years.” 

5.5.4 Interaction	or	Reconfiguration?	

  

Figure 12: Interacting or re-configuring. Photo Torbjörn Svensson  

 

Perhaps it is not enough to give the reader possibilities to interact with the material 
in the paper. Instead one could also give access to tools that make it possible to 
reconfigure the reading situation and affect how the content is presented and related 
to other content. It is a sensitive issue to let go of the control of how material is 
presented, and it is probably clear to most of us that the presentation in itself, and in 
what context the content is presented, affects the way it is received, or what it 
“means” to the reader. (I do understand the sensitive nature of this question, but I 
conclude that it would be very interesting to experiment with what this re-
configuration of content could result in in terms of encouraging interaction with 
news content. ) 

5.6 Games	and	Competence	

Well-designed games are excellent for allowing the player to feel competent by 
introducing new mechanics, abilities or enemies in pedagogical ways, and thereby 
increasing the challenge as players increase their skills. Progression in this manner 
is a central design element and even in the more open sandbox-type games, like 
Zelda Breath of the Wild (Snail_Games, 2017, Early access on Steam), there are 
mechanisms to teach the player the basic movements and strategies as preparation 
for the more complex and dangerous world outside the starting “plateau” where the 
player/Link emerges from his 100 years sleep. More casual games or more 
mechanics based games also often have different modes or the possibility to tune the 
game so it challenges the player on the right level. Some players are more skilled or 
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pick up new skills faster then others, some players have more precise motor skills, 
and some players are more skilled at the puzzle-solving aspects. All of these 
differences can be catered for in games, either through settings or by the game 
“sensing” what the player has a hard time with and adapting to that. The different 
ways of steering the car, the come-back mechanisms with diversified bonuses and 
the different skill levels of Mario Kart are a good example of how a game can cater 
for different ages and skill levels of the players. Here the steering and choices of 
race level are explicit, but the comeback mechanisms are implicit and in a way 
hidden from the player. 

5.7 Digital	News	and	Competence	

Online news does not generally adapt to the readers’ level of competence or take 
into account that the readers may become more competent and increase in 
knowledge with every article they read within a specific subject area that they may 
find interesting. I recognize this shortcoming as a heritage from the printed paper, in 
when all readers were provided with the exact same paper. This format has changed 
over time to a degree, as earlier there were several print editions over a night and 
morning of the paper. This meant that a news-story could be changed or developed 
during the night, and that there were journalists in the newsroom working with the 
stories during the night. Most printed papers now only have one edition, and it is set 
for printing quite early in the evening. For the digital format there is for some of the 
bigger papers, like DN and SVD, one or a few staff members working during the 
night to update the web, not least to be on high alert and get more staff in to the 
newsroom if there were to happen something out of the ordinary that needs to be 
reported immediately.  

5.7.1 Challenging	Individual	Reader	Competence	

Digital editions have the possibility to develop stories over time and there are 
sometimes announcements that an article is still evolving and readers should be 
prepared for updates. But changes like these do not really challenge the reader’s 
competence individually. Articles could instead be tailored to the individual users 
competence within the subject matter, for example based on what the reader has 
read earlier or has expressed interests in and/or has knowledge about as indicated in 
settings for an account. The content could also be tailored for the reader when it 
comes to language. The complexity and style of language could be tuned to the 
reader’s abilities and evolve over time. This demands an advanced AI-back end to 
the CMS that can adapt and work together with the user to fine-tune the complexity 
level and language used in articles. Text-robots or AI driven reporting are already 
today a reality when it comes to Sports news, and especially Football in Sweden. 
Mittmedia has been keen on adapting the Rosalinda system that creates short pieces 
on Football games, such as who scored when, and what this could mean for the 
team’s future in the series. In a near future, this will probably be expanded to 
incorporate observations about the weather and social media presence of the 
audience. Rosalinda is creating this notes based on among other things the data the 
is sent to the Football association about the number of goals, who made them, when 
and so on. Such data is combined with other sources, possibly the weather data and 
other necessary information. The actual library of phrases that Rosalinda uses was 
constructed by Sports-Journalists. The fact that the content is about particular Sports 
matches makes it much easier to produce the sentences to be used, and Sports 
reporting follows a formula, having a similar structure in the story to bridge 
different team-sports. For more general purpose it would be harder to create a full 
text, but where this kind of technology with text-robots really could be beneficial to 
the individual reader is foremost concerning developing a simplified language or for 
summary of longer articles. In the future generations of machine learning and AI 
systems there may even be possible to feed all relevant information into the system 
and help journalists to point out the interesting angles of a story. This can be 
compared to the kind of crowd-sourced journalism that the British newspaper the 
Guardian tested in a project about Members of Parliament spending in their project 
Investigate your MP´s Expenses in 2009. The investigative site is now offline, but 
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some details are still available online (See more at 
https://www.theguardian.com/gnm-press-office/crowdsourcing-mps-expenses)In 
this projects, the readers sorted through receipts and claims made by all the 646 
members of parliament during 4 years, totaling 700 000 individual documents, and 
they noted and reported activities and events that they thought were anomalous for 
further checking by the journalists. This digging through huge amounts of 
documents could soon be done by AI systems instead. On the other hand, the 
crowdsourcing also made people more aware that the audit was being done and 
created engagement for the news story itself. This also offers scenarios where news 
stories could also adapt to the user’s earlier news reading. If one has read several 
articles on the same theme, and not least the lead story in a series of articles, one 
doesn’t need the same amount of background information, or it might be offered as 
more of an “on demand” information that one could call up when needed. This 
points toward another kind of user interface, one that allows story elements to be 
hidden or shown, linked or masked somehow, so that the reader can focus on the 
main story instead.  

5.8 Building	Readers’	Competence	in	Digital	Online	News	
5.8.1 Meeting	the	Readers	at	Their	Level	of	Competence	

 

Figure 13: Readers are all different, meet them as individuals. Photo Torbjörn Svensson 

Obviously, readers have different backgrounds and different possibilities when it 
comes to comprehending the stories that are told in the newspaper. Differences 
could be connected to language and/or cultural understanding, but they could also 
be the result of different physical or psychological disabilities. Inherent in the digital 
format is the possibility to change how content is presented, but also to adapt the 
content to an individual reader’s competence level. For example, if a reader has read 
5 or more articles on the same topic, that reader will probably be fine without 
having much of the background information on a topic, but if a reader is new to the 
topic, they might need more of an introduction. This language and cultural 
understanding are other areas where the digital format opens up new possibilities for 
adapting to a reader’s competence level. 



 

42 

5.8.2 Reader	Responsibility	

 

Figure 14: “Invite” the reader to the newsroom. Photo Torbjörn Svensson 

The newsroom could benefit in handing over some of the responsibility and some of 
the control to the readers. This way the reader feels closer to the editors and feels 
like they are more treated as peers than receivers of a finished product. This 
responsibility is something that is not sought by all readers and that maybe should 
not be trusted to all readers to be part of, but the newsroom could find support and 
renewed trust from the readers by using their competence in certain fields. 

5.8.3 Clear	Progression	Overview	

 

Figure 15: Feedback of progression. Photo Torbjörn Svensson 

Another aspect that connects to competence of the reader is to make the progression 
and choice of path through a news story clear to the reader. It could be necessary (or 
possible) , in fact, to keep the reader informed of where he/she is in the structure, 
how long articles are, and how long much time remains to finish, and how the topic 
and article relates to other articles, read or unread by the user. 



 

43 

5.9 Games	and	Relatedness	

It is a generally accepted fact that online games are effective at allowing players to 
relate to each other and thereby helping to forge relationships among players. But 
even in single-player games, this aspect of relatedness can be found in, for example, 
dialogues with non-player characters (NPC’s). In single-player games, there can 
even be relatedness to NPC´s with whom players cannot talk to or interact with 
directly, but who may be affected by the player’s interactions within the games, as 
for example with the citizens of SimCity (Nintendo, 2017) or Cities: Skylines 
(MAXIS, 1989).  

• More information about the topic will be developed here focused on games 
and how they support a player’s sense of connection to a topic or theme. 
This will form a transition to the next topic, 5.10 

5.10 Digital	News	and	Relatedness	

The aspect of relatedness is, however, poorly developed in current online news 
formats, where readers often have no sense of whether or not other readers are 
reading the same article, and where they might, therefore, be considered to be co-
participants in the news content. One might be able to read comments about the 
article from other readers, but that activity is limited in terms of its capacity for 
relationship-building. In fact, such occurrences generally do not even happen at the 
newspaper website or in the newsreading app. But instead this kind of relationship 
building, sharing, and co-participation takes place on Facebook or in other social 
media contexts. As such news media platforms are missing a great opportunity for 
both revenue and increased engagement through interactions between users. These 
kinds of interactions in commentary fields and “live discussions” could also lead to 
deepened journalistic work where a journalist picks up comments, insights and 
discussion topics and can go deeper into subject area to follow up an original article. 

Using	Relatedness	in	Digital	Online	News	

5.10.1 Who	is/Has	Been	Reading	This?	

 
 

Figure 16: Let readers relate to each other. Photo Torbjörn Svensson 
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A quite simple technical operation, if one is logged-in as a reader, is to keep tabs on 
who may be reading what article, and that information could be presented to other 
readers. This form of shared information could be made with differentiated 
granularity, meaning information could be shown about how many are reading an 
article presently, how many have read the article in the past, but it could also be 
similar to other social media formats where one can see who the readers are/were. 
This more fine-grained information could perhaps be filtered so one only lists the 
people one has contact with, or their so-called ‘friends,’ as part of the shared 
community of news readers This kind of connection is analogous to conversations 
held at the breakfast table, or in the coffee room, with printed newspaper that started 
with “ Did you see the article about X in today’s paper?” This connection-building 
between readers can enable a conversation about the content but also fulfill a need 
to know whether an article raises any interest or not among peers or family. It is an 
important form of social sharing among newsreaders and has roots in the printed 
paper that could be further developed in digital forms, particularly in game-based 
ones. 

5.10.2 Reader	Groups	

 

Figure 17: Enable creation of communities or groups. Photo Torbjörn Svensson 

The sharing scenario could be taken further to give the Editors, or even the 
individual readers, the possibility to create reader groups that gather around certain 
topics or certain journalists. Such group sharing creates a space for discussions and 
connections with readers who have interests in the same topics. This mechanism 
from social media could be developed in news reading,. In fact such a dynamic has 
been successful in strengthening players’ engagement in certain games, where the 
user groups become almost like a partner to the developers. Of course, there are 
potential drawbacks as well. In a news scenario there could be a downside to such 
sharing if a highly-engaged reader group influences what kind of journalism or type 
of articles that are produced. On the other hand, today’s real-time analytics very 
much control how news is presented, so this kind of shared engagement might offer 
a more transparent system. 
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5.10.3 Geo	–Taged	Articles	and	Readers	

 

Figure 18: Geo-Tag articles and Geo-Locate readers. Photo Torbjörn Svensson 

The location or setting of a news story, if is possible to tie to a specific place, and 
the position of the news reader are of interest when considering ways to develop 
digital news media. Several interesting outcomes could be achieved with the aid of 
positioning systems that were hard, or even impossible, to understand in a non-
digital newspaper. As a majority of the readers of todays digital online local news 
are reading with a mobile device (Colossal_Order_Ltd, 2015), there are possibilities 
to get information about where the readers are positioned. That information could be 
used in combination with Geo-Tags of articles and general filter settings from the 
user to sort or order the news content taking into consideration the proximity 
between user and news.  Such location-based information might be beneficial in 
local news especially, where it is possible for readers to connect with each other or 
become involved in community activities.  

5.10.4 AR	Integration	(or	‘Placing	One’s	Flag’)	

 

Figure 19: Provide geolocated interactions with Augmented Reality. Photo Torbjörn Svensson 
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The Geo-Tagging of articles and Geo-Locating of the user could work in union with 
an Augmented Reality (AR) system, where news stories are visualized in an AR 
overlay (with glasses or whatever the future of AR tech. might be). Here within the 
marked terrain separate users could leave a “flag” that marks their interest or leads 
to comments, or even just shows that the user is interested in a related question 
posed about the story. Colored flags or symbols could be used to express interest or 
to link to something else connected to the article, acting like a poll. As the Level Up 
Project is about local news, there is a desire to promote connections to 
neighborhood identified in the news-stories, and the use of AR integration might be 
a possible design element to encourage and allow for this.  Such design could also 
be a way to bring back the seemingly  “random encounters” with news stories that 
one gets by flipping through the pages of a printed newspaper and encountering 
news. Similar to exploration of worlds and environments in games, the readers can 
have embodied feeling of place and space and build a more physicalized (even if 
virtualized) connection to the stories they read. 

5.10.5 Creating	and	Maintaining	Discussion	Climates	Among	Reader/Players	

 

Figure 20: There will always be trolls. Help readers to keep them in the background. Photo Torbjörn Svensson 

An important goal for any media, but maybe especially for local media, is to help to 
create and maintain a sound discussion climate. In an open democratic society there 
must be room for a big range of opinions that may be valid and that should not be 
hindered from being expressed, as long as they do not break any laws. That said, a 
discussion, not least a political one, can easily derail users who might focus on the 
shortcomings of the others idea, Anonymity also causes issues in digital formats, 
and as has been well-documented, trolls and other factors are of great concern for 
hindering proper debate and free expression online in ways that uphold ethical 
forms of communication. Offering ways to increase personalization (as might be 
possible with AR based characters one encounters in news contexts) to support 
debate and communication is another feature that may be served by greater 
exploration of player-satisfaction with games, and how to transfer that to news.  

Other topics to consider in this discussion: 

• Add more of the PENS (Player Experience of Need Satisfaction) framework 
to online news (See chapter 4.7) 

• Explore Competence as a form of mastery of  “mechanics” in games to 
news -> illustrating how to be able to use the interface and controls so that it 
makes one feel mastery is important. I.e. the interface should not be a 
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challenge the challenges should be the challenges. Providing positive and 
relevant feedback 

• Using Autonomy OFA (Opportunities for Action) from games to 
newsreading. Considering choice and volition in the player experience. 
How do game rewards enhance or detract from a sense of personal agency � 
(Volitional choices)? 

• Relatedness (the need behind players love of connecting) Online game 
genres most important, but NPC´s also enhances relatedness not least if they 
connect to player’s autonomy and competence need and gives feedback on 
the players actions. i.e. shows knowledge of the players actions. 

• Immersion  as measured by the PENS framework, physical, emotional and 
narrative 

5.11 Summary	with	a	visual	model	of	news	engagement	

• I will build a visual model of how the different parts of needs satisfaction 
may build news engagement 

6 Cases	and	Prototypes	in	Level-Up	

In the Level Up project there are three cases/experiments that will be used for 
testing the hypothesis that game-like interactions and using the same mechanisms 
that creates engagement for games can heighten the engagement for reading and 
sharing local news. They are outlined briefly below but shared and outlined in more 
detail in the “Progress and Future Work” ´report provided for reference with the 
50% seminar documents. 

6.1 The	Case	of	Mobile	Stories	

Mobile Stories is a web application that is used in schools, grade 7-9 and Swedish 
Gymnasieskolan (High School) to teach news literacy. Students learn how to make a 
news article and publish it on Mobile Stories website.  Mobile stories will be studied 
from the perspective of news understanding and news literacy to see if this group of 
users will change their news behavior when they fully understand the production 
process of news. 

6.2 The	nUs	Prototype		

nUs is a prototype for a social local news aggregation platform that sports a 
combination of collecting, commenting and spreading news stories from different 
local sources and more straight game parts where news stories form the basis of a 
number of mini-games. nUs is developed at GIAB (Gothia Inovation AB) a part of 
the Gothia Science Park, which is an innovation centre and incubator for tech and 
gaming start-ups, and a lead partner in the Level-Up Project. 

6.3 The	VR/AR	Prototype	

The VR/AR prototype focuses on the use of Augmented Reality to interact with 
geo-located news. It will initially be built in a Virtual Reality environment to 
simulate AR interactions with a natural environment, where the user can find and 
interact with “news-items.” The interaction will primarily be to place a flag or 
marker that is connected to a voice or video message that comments on the news-
item. This new content or comments are added to the original news-item, to be 
found by other users. It will build on user engagement principles and game-based 
interactions developed in the previous research, and it will demonstrate how it might 
be implemented in future scenarios to increase youth engagement in a local news 
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and gaming content. Methods for designing and testing are outlined in “Progress 
and Future Work” report” included in the 50% seminar documentation. 
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1 Progress	of	Research	in	the	Level	Up	Project	

This report covers the progress and future planned work of the research in the Level 
Up project. It is provided in addition to the 50% Seminar Thesis Draft, which 
provides chapter drafts and outlines. The published conference paper and the two 
doctoral consortium application abstracts are presented in appendixes. For access to 
conference presentations, contact Torbjörn Svensson at: torbjorn.svensson@his.se.  

 

1.1 Conference	Work		
1.1.1 2015	

Gamification, möjligheter och problemområden inom teknik och innehåll 
(Gamification, possibilities and problems.) Presentation at the seminar "Om 
inkluderande arbete, interaktiv design och effektmål utifrån utställningsprojektet 
"Det ligger i tiden". (About interactive design and effect in the exhibition It´s about 
time.) �11-12 February 2015, the regional museum in Kristianstad, Sweden. (This 
was completed before the Level Up project started but was informative and privded 
context for thoughts on gamification) 

Kan dataspel göra oss klokare? Spelteknologi, nyhetsmedier och kulturarv 
(Can computer games make us wiser? Game technology, news media and cultural 
heritage). Presented together with Associate Professor Jonas Ingvarsson at 
MEG2015, National news media symposium, Göteborg Media Days 5-6 March 
2015. (This was before the official start of the Level Up Project but provided a 
context for research.) 

2015-10-10 Visited CPH: Dox VR Lab. Listened to and interviewed participants in 
the VR lab workshop that was focused on exploring storytelling possibilities in 360° 
film. Discussed the pros and cons of 360 storytelling with documentary filmmaker 
Christian Stephen. 

2015-12-01 Participated in Workshop Creating Video Content for the Occulus 
Rift, Scriptwriting for 360° Interactive Video Productions at ICIDS (International 
Conference on Interactive Digital Storytelling) 2015 in Copenhagen, Denmark. The 
workshop was led by Mirjam Vosmeer from Interaction & Games Lab, Amsterdam 
University of Applied Sciences. The workshop focused on feedback in interactable 
360° video applications.  

1.1.2 2016		

Research Proposal - September 2016 The research proposal titled Engagement 
from Interactability was presented at a seminar in the Scientific Seminar Series at 
University of Skövde. Readers for the paper were Associate Professor and Director 
of MTEC Research Group Lissa Holloway-Attaway  and Senior Lecturer in 
cognitive science Tarja Susi. 

2016-10-30 Presentation at Doctoral Consortium POCG 2016 (Philosophy of 
Computer Games) Malta. I presented and got feedback from Olli Tapio Leino 
(Assistant Professor, Univ. of Hong Kong) and Ivan Callus (Professor, Univ. of 
Malta), and fellow presenters on my thoughts about the term interactable and 
interactability at the Doctoral Consortium of the 10th Philosophy of Computer 
Games Conference in Malta, 30th Oct - 4th Nov 2016. For abstract, see Appendix 3 

2016-11-09 – 2016-09-12 Attended ECREA (European Communication 
Research and Education Association) Prague. Networked and attending talks and 



  

a panel titled Playful Journalism: At the Intersection of News and Games with Janet 
Jones, Tanja Sihvonen, Raul Ferrer Conill and Marko Siitonen.   

1.1.3 2017	

2017-03-18 Participated in Workshop at IEEE VR, Los Angeles, USA. Attended 
the workshop Diving into the Multiplicity: Liberating Your Design Process from a 
Convention-Centered Approach led by Dr. Rebecca Rouse, RPI, where I 
participated in a group that paper-prototyped a VR application for news 
engagement. 

2017-04-25 Presentation at Digital Media Europe Conference in Copenhagen, 
Denmark. Seminar presentation at the Wan-Ifra conference Digital Media 
Europe 25 April 2017 called ”Look to the Nordics” arranged by GAMI (Global 
Alliance for Media Innovation). Presented, together with Johan Hoffman from 
Gothia Science Park, our respective parts of the Level Up project for around 50 
participants from the European media business.  

2017-07-03 Presentation at Doctoral Consortium DiGRA2017, Melbourne 
Australia. Presented thoughts about using Self Determination Theory to study news 
engagement at the doctoral consortium, 3rd of July, at the DiGRA 2017 conference 
in Melbourne Australia. Leaders for the DC were Dr. Steven Conway, Swinburne 
University, Melbourne. The presentation was also commented on by Dr Shouvik 
Mukherjee, University of Kolkata, India. For extended abstract, see appendix 4. 

2017-10-30 Presentation at Kid E-Lit Symposium, University of Skövde 
Presented on location-based gaming and using Self Determination Theory as 
principles for digital on-line news.  

2017-11-14 Presentation at Doctoral Consortium, ICIDS2017, Madeira 
Presented about how interaction with local digital news can be designed by taking in 
to consideration how psychological needs could be fulfilled according to Self 
Determination Theory. Leaders for the DC were Dr. Nuno Correia (Universidade 
Nova de Lisboa, Portugal) and Dr. Nuno Nunes (Instituto Superior 
Técnico,  Portugal). For published short paper, see below and appendix 5 

1.2 Published	Conference	Papers	

Publication in Proceedings for ICIDS 2017 
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-71027-3_49 
Svensson T. (2017) User and Player Engagement in Local News and/as Interactive 
Narratives. In: Nunes N., Oakley I., Nisi V. (eds) Interactive Storytelling. ICIDS 
2017. Lecture Notes in Computer Science, vol 10690. Springer, Cham 
Full text added as appendix 5. 

1.3 Pilot	Studies	and	Surveys	

May 2016 + May 2017: Short pilot study with game development students made as 
a live-survey with the tool Mentimeter. Sample size 2016, 98 students and 2017, 79 
students. Questions and results added as appendix 1 and 2 

Survey concerning media use, platforms for media reading and news sharing, with 
Mobile Stories users in Huddinge November 2017 (sample size 100) and Karlskrona 
April 2018 (sample size 27). Data collected and basic sorting and analysis done, but 
still to be fully analyzed and integrated in the research. 



  

1.4 Interviews	and	study	visits	

2017-05-24 Level Up Project, 2 study Visits/Meeting, Stockholm. Both the 
research and business development parts of Level Up met Jan Friedman, Board 
Chairman for Mittmedia (a Swedish publishing house), who confirmed the situation 
in Swedish print media and talked about the time frame of the transfer to on-line 
distribution. Another visit was made to Dagens Nyheter, where the Senior Journalist 
Claes Svahn talked about production of on-line news at DN and presented an 
overview of DN´s digital development from the early days in 1995 to now.  

2018-04-10 Interview with Inga-Lill Bengtsson and Mohamad Kanina at 
Kristianstadsbladets project Mosaic. Mosaic is a free of charge printed newspaper 
with 10 issues a year and a daily blog that sports articles in easy Swedish, Arabic 
and English aimed mostly at people that are new to Swedish culture. The interview 
focused on reaching the audience at their level of language, understanding of 
Swedish culture and knowledge of the local issues in Kristianstad.  

1.5 Networks	and	Connections	

Member of the reference group for the project Medier och Demokrati (Media and 
Democracy) situated at Lindholmen Science Park in Göteborg. In the summer of 
2017, the Media and Democracy research and innovation program was launched to 
facilitate collaboration on experimental projects between universities and media 
companies in Sweden. Its core mission is to initiate, finance and run research and 
innovation projects that provide new knowledge and tools for journalism and civil 
dialog. 

Member of the (MIK) Media and Information Literacy Network for West Sweden. 

 

2 Future	Research	in	the	Level	Up	Project	

2.1 Conference	papers	–	planned	manuscripts	

Paper, in draft stage, on using game engagement as a model for news engagement. 
Will be submitted to the Gamification track of the 52nd annual Hawaii International 
Conference on System Sciences, HICSS 2019, 8-11 January 

Planned paper on Virtual Reality Simulation of Augmented Reality News 
Interactions, based on the experiment with AR as noted below in 2.4. To be 
submitted to the ICIDS 2018 conference in Dublin, 2018, 5-8 December  

Planned paper, in collaboration with MTEC researcher Stefan Ekman, concerning 
the terminology of interaction. Interactive, interactable, interactability, 
interactedness, as new terms are needed to describe the qualitative aspect of 
interacting. To be submitted to Nordic DiGRA Bergen, Norway, 2018, 28-30 
November  

 

2.2 Case,	Prototype	and	Experiment	to	Test	Model	of	Engagement	

Work with the following prototypes and cases will comprise the last chapter of the 
thesis and will be conducted from Summer 2018-Spring 2018. (An broad outline is 
provided in the 50% Seminar Thesis Draft submitted with this document. 



  

2.2.1 The	Case	of	Mobile	Stories	

From 1963 until 2016 the Swedish National Board of Education 
“Skolöverstyrelsen” and the Swedish newspaper publisher’s organization (TU - 
Tidnings Utgivarna) ran a project, first called Tidningen i Skolan (Newspaper in 
school), and later Mediekompass (Media compass). This was a project to support 
and work with news media and foremost newspapers in schools. During the later 
part of the period the project also had a website (http://www.mediekompass.se/). 
The mission statement was in brief to support schools with pedagogical resources 
for teaching about and with media and daily newspapers, from year 1 to education 
for adults, within more or less every subject. With the newspaper and other media 
used in education, schools are working on issues from the world outside the school 
that the youngsters may be dealing with at home and in society in general. The 
actuality of news stories was stated to be an important complement to the school 
curricula.  

The website Mediekompassen was aimed mostly at teachers and had many links and 
ideas of how to use media in education. There was also a “news-crossword” that 
was updated with the latest news stories. 

2.2.2 What	is	Mobile	Stories?	

During 2016 two journalist/teachers, Lotta Bergseth and Jenny Sköld developed an 
idea to try to make a news-literacy application to be used in schools. The age span 
for the app. is planed to be 13-19 years old, starting in Grade 7 and going up to the 
last year in Secondary School (Swedish gymnasium). Mobile Stories has funding by 
the Swedish funding agency Vinnova. Mobile Stories won the award “Idea of the 
year” at the TU award show 2017. News literacy is taught by the project of making 
a web-based newspaper. Students are doing research and interviews, photographing 
and laying out their article and during the time they work, they receive tips and 
tutorials on journalism, source criticism, article types and how to write. Already 
when a group is creating an article, there is a discussion about which news to write 
articles about, and during the process there is a group, that includes teachers, that 
acts as Editors and decides if the article is ready for publishing or if there are 
changes to be made before publishing. 

2.2.3 	Game-like	Interactions		

Most school children aged 13-19 are well accustomed to using a mobile phone, 
most often a smart phone, for communication, playing games and expressing 
themselves on social media. To fit into the users’ lives, Mobile Stories is used on 
mobile phones and tablets and contains choices and actions that are familiar from 
other forms of mobile phone interactions. 

2.2.4 SDT/CAR	Connections	in	Mobile	Stories	

Mobile stories relate to Self Determination Theory and its three cornerstones of 
Competence, Autonomy and Relatedness by helping and guiding the users in groups 
and with different roles. Autonomy is both present in the app. and in the decisions 
that are made by each production team. The app suggests formats for articles but 
does not try to control which subjects or questions that are suitable for making an 
article about. The choice of topic and type of article is up to the group to decide, but 
there is also an editor function held by a teacher or group of teachers and students 
who have to give an approval for use to the group before they set up the new article 
in the app. As there is a set amount of styles the articles could be made in (short, 
long read, interview, review, debate and so on) there is a certain lack of freedom 
and that is one interesting field to look closer at when studying Mobile Stories. The 
competence of the users is met to a degree as there are guides that can be used for 
the tasks at hand. So if, for example, one wants to know how to conduct and 
interview, one can get help with that question right in the app. That is all fine, but 



  

what will be interesting to study is how, if at all, the students that work with Mobile 
Stories are thinking when it comes to also satisfying the competence needs of the 
reader. There are several different elements to consider from a research context, 
including, language proficiency and general readability on the target device, via 
understanding of the article’s topic and the ability to interpret how this news-piece 
fits in the bigger picture of news in general. When it comes to Relatedness, the aim 
is to follow the students that work with mobile stories and see how they receive 
news that are created by their peers and to investigate if  they will change their 
attitude towards news when they know more about the process behind its creation.  

2.2.5 Method	

In the case of mobile stories both surveys and interviews will be used. The aim is to 
conduct surveys both before and after the group has used Mobile Stories and 
published articles in the system. Surveys have been conducted with students in 
Huddinge (n=100) and Karlskrona (n=27). The surveys will examine if working 
with Mobile Stories changes news-reading and sharing patterns. Interviews will be 
conducted to get a more in-depth understanding of how students experience working 
with news this way and if news reading patterns and engagement with news has 
changed during the use of Mobile Stories, not least grounded in the needs 
satisfaction of competence, autonomy and relatedness.   

2.3 The	nUs	prototype	
2.3.1 What	is	nUs?	

nUs is a prototype for a social local news aggregation platform that supports a 
combination of collecting, commenting and spreading news stories from different 
local sources and more game-based elements where news stories form the basis of a 
number of mini-games. nUs is developed at GIAB (Gothia Inovation AB) a part of 
the Gothia Science Park, which is an innovation centre and incubator for start-ups 
that are often formed by former students from the University of Skövde.  

2.3.2 Game-like	interactions	/	Gamification	in	nUs?	

nUs is not “just” a news-gaming platform, even if there is a whole section with 
games like quizzes and word-puzzles based on the news stories that the user has 
aggregated in his channel. The reader/editors are rewarded points and there is a kind 
of leaderboard where users can see and compare their score with other users. So in 
that sense nUs uses a kind gamification that I have argued against in my thesis 
proposal. The scoring of points are though quite under-stated and not at the 
forefront of the apps. functions. If it triggers any of the readers to engage, this may 
be viewed positively, but it is also important that it is not a hindrance for the user 
not interested in or engaged by point scoring. 

2.3.3 Connection	to	SDT/CAR	in	nUs?	

The connection to Self Determination Theory (SDT) in nUs lies primarily in the 
possibilities to give the user a sense of autonomy that comes with the role of being 
the editor in their own social-media-news aggregating set-up. The users are free to 
decide which news they want to link and use in their own channel. Being a social 
media news aggregation platform it is also closely connected to relatedness, as 
connections to other users are one of the central functions in nUs.  

2.3.4 Testing	the	Platform	on	Users	

User tests are continually being conducted by the GSP part of Level Up and the plan 
is to integrate a prototype version of nUs at the SLA (Skaraborgs Allehanda) web 



  

during early 2018. I will have the possibility to add questions to questionnaires and 
get access to usage data. 

2.3.5 Method	

Questionnaires and user interviews will be used to test engagement and effect of 
nUs. I will promote the use of the User Experience Scale (UES) as test setup for 
nUs as there is evidence for that this kind of test is working well in an on-line news 
environment. (O’Brien & Cairns, 2015) 

2.4 VR/AR	Prototype	
2.4.1 Experimentation	with	a	VR/AR/MR	Platform	for	Local	News	

The basic idea for this experiment was conceived during a workshop, led by Dr. 
Rebecca Rouse, at the IEEE VR conference in Los Angeles in Spring 2017. I 
participated in a group that on my initiative tried to envision how VR technology 
could be used in the context of local news. The paper-based prototype was 
something like the outermost branches of a news-tree, and the example we used was 
reportage from a fictional event about Skövde fashion week that we divided into 5 
different short video presentations/interviews. The user was proposed as standing in 
an environment where s/he can see 5 portrait format video screens and could freely 
choose in which order s/he wants to watch them. The user could then use their own 
mobile device to record a short video comment to be presented together with the 
video material made by the journalists. The user should also be able to respond with 
like/dislike commentary in connection to the different videos. 

2.4.2 Location	Based	AR	vs.	Set	location	VR	

After the workshop the idea for developing a news platform that would focus on 
user-engagment has matured, and I envision the platform of this system being 
Augmented Reality/Mixed Reality rather than Virtual Reality, as I think it would be 
highly beneficial to combine locations with news stories. As Level Up is focused on 
local news, it would be ideal to connect stories to places and to give the user a 
possibility to interact in several ways with the content to increase their engagement. 
A first version, which will be a VR simulation of an AR news platform, will be 
constructed during Summer 2018, with the support of an external Intern who will 
assit in the development. The aim is to be able to conduct tests with users from the 
targeted age group of 16-25 during Fall 2018. 

2.4.3 Connection	to	SDT/CAR	in	VR/AR	Prototype	

Autonomy is given to the user in the way that news could be connected to the 
environment by being location-based. The user chooses freely to engage in news at 
certain locations, but can also choose to create own content or comments about 
things that other users can see and react to. In this way doubles as a location-based 
social media. Relatedness is an important component as one can identify sites of 
interest, or  “place one’s your flag” at certain locations where one has in essence, 
participated in the content, commented or even created own content. The “reader” 
will see and have the possibility to interact with other “readers” comments and 
content. The system’s feedback helps and encourages the user to interact with the 
location based news items and thus satisfies the need for feeling competent. 

2.4.4 Method	

The method I am planning to use for studying the VR simulation of the AR news 
platform is experiments with test users where I follow the users’ progress by 
recording and listening to their comments about what they are doing in a “think 
aloud” like set-up. The platform will also record usage data that can be combined 



  

with the recorded notions of subjective experience and that can be used in post 
session interviews. 
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Abstract 

The main objective of my PhD research project is to create a conceptual 
framework that explores and explains how engagement (such as sharing, 
commenting, or take a stand in the community, etcetera) are affected by 
presenting news in the format of games (or with game-like interactability) on a 
local newspaper platform. 

To study the connection between interaction and engagement I am using Self 
Determination theory (SD theory), launched by Edward Deci and Richard Ryan 
in 1985 (Deci 1985), and used to study intrinsic motivation in many diverse 
areas. Not least have Ryan, Rigby and Przybylski in their article The 
Motivational Pull of Video Games: A Self-Determination Theory Approach 
(Ryan, Rigby, and Przybylski 2006) used SD theory to test and describe how 
computer game players are motivated to play. In SD theory there are, in short, 
three areas that are to be fulfilled for the user to feel intrinsically motivated and 
engaged. 1) autonomy is the sense that the users shall feel in control of the 
action; 2) competence is the feeling the users have that they are able to master 
not just the interface but also handle the challenges put up by the game; and the 
last parameter that shall be fulfilled is that the users must feel 3) relatedness in 
conjunction with the interactable artifact, to be part of a larger circumstance, 
for example a community or group of people.  

My hypothesis is that if the user feels intrinsically motivated, that it is for the 
users own sake and internal goal that action is taken, the engagement will 
increase and will have effects such as continued use and sharing of content. 
Intrinsic engagement is a factor that for example Sebastian Deterding mentions 
as central for engagement in gamified productions. (Deterding 2011) (Walz and 
Deterding 2015)  

As one step in trying to understand engagement I will study possible 
connections between interacting and engagement. Computer games or game 
like artifacts are said to be interactive, but I sense a slight mismatch between 
the artifact and the human user when using the terms interactive and 
interactivity. Interactivity puts focus on the artifact and not on the relationship 
between the user and the artifact, which is where – in my opinion – intrinsic 
motivations and engagement are created and located. Instead I suggest that we 
use the term interactable and interactability to describe the qualitative level of 
interactions between the artifact and the user.  

This terminology also makes it possible to talk about levels of experienced 
interactability, which can be high or low independent of the artifacts factual 
interactive potentials. A highly interactive piece of software can have a low 
interactability that hinders the user from experiencing autonomy and 
competence.   

What do I want feedback on 
The main issue I want to get feedback from the consortium on is the term 
interactable media versus interactive media and how that affects how we view 
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the user and the users connection/involvement in the actual interactions of a 
game or game-like environment. 
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INTRODUCTION  

The main objective of this PhD research project is to explore and explain how 
engagement is connected to interaction in the context of transforming a local 
newspapers web-based edition to an interactable game-like environment that puts 
the reader in a central position.  

NEWSGAMES  

In the book Newsgames: Journalism at play Bogost et. al.(2010) describe different 
forms of interactive newsgames. Some of them are designed for specific and special 
purposes, like budget balancing or promoting a special social issue, such as Juliana 
Ruhfus Aljazeera journalistic game Pirate Fishing (Ruhfus 2015). Here you play as 
a journalist investigating illegal fishing off Sierra Leones coast. At the other end of 
the spectrum sites such as Buzzfeed include small games and quizzes as a central 
part of the design of the site and work with interactable content in their CMS 
(Content Management System). However, these forms of news gamification are not 
well suited for involving users to interact with daily local-news.  

INTERACTABLE LOCAL DAILY NEWS  

The focus of my project is exploring user engagement and interaction with daily 
news on a local level. This excludes big budget special occasions projects and 
focuses instead on forms of interaction with the daily news and considers alternate 
forms of presentation and representation of content. Swedish daily news websites 
could be described as interactive news, but the interaction seldom goes further than 
allowing users to choose what articles to read and in which order or the ability to 
share the news article via Facebook, twitter or other social media.  

Working to understand engagement in connection to news I will study possible 
relationships between interacting and engagement. My hypothesis is that if the user 
feels intrinsically motivated, that it is motivated for the users own sake, and if an 
internal goal action is taken, the engagement will increase and will result in other 
forms of engagement, such as continued use and sharing of content. Intrinsic 
engagement is a factor that for example Sebastian Deterding mentions as central for 
engagement in gamified productions. (Deterding et al. 2011);(Walz and Deterding 
2015)  

 
ENGAGEMENT IN NEWS AS GAMES  

Ryan, Rigby and Przybylski use Self Determination Theory to test and describe how 
computer game players are motivated to play in their article The Motivational Pull 
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of Video Games: A Self-Determination Theory Approach (Ryan, Rigby, and 
Przybylski 2006). This is a theme and theory that is further used in Rigby and 
Ryan ́s book Glued to Games.(2011) where they argue that computer games, and 
especially on-line multiplayer games are generally very good at satisfying the three 
basic psychological needs set up in Self Determination (SD) theory: Autonomy – a 
true or illusory freedom to act without feeling coercion; Competence – tutorials, 
increasing complexity and difficulty levels that keeps you challenged; Relatedness – 
the connection to other players, be it team-mates or adversaries in the shape of other 
players or NPCs.  

Could the way the need fulfilment works in games be transferred to how news is 
presented? With this game-based option, the possibility for a far more interactable 
way of presenting news is evident. This method gives increased freedom, 
competence and relations to the news consumers, or rather news-engagers following 
Paula Poindexters reflections about how social media has changed the way 
millennials consume news (2012, p 54).  

VR/AR/MR Support in The News Interface  

To be able to get closer to the way in which games engage and satisfy needs I 
suggest altering the forms and contexts in which news is experienced and designed 
through more immersive technologies such as Virtual Reality/Augmented 
Reality/Mixed Reality (VR/AR/MR). With these tools and environments more 
complex dimensions for arranging and working with the content are offered. As AR 
technology is still in its infancy on the mass market, at least compared to the 
usability and quality of the latest VR headsets, it seems appropriate to start 
experimenting then with VR for my project. The overall aim however will be to mix 
the material real world with a news “overlay” in an advanced AR location based 
news experience that is highly interactable and social in nature.  
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Abstract. This paper presents a new approach to the understanding of 
gamification within the context of local news, foregrounding the varied ways 
that games and interactable narratives engage player/readers through increased 
interactability, relationship-building and dynamic storytelling. The research 
extends a model of Self Determination Theory in an approach for development 
of a new kind of local digital news-service where readers are given more 
possibilities to interact with the non-fiction narratives of news stories. 

1 Introduction 

The PhD research described in this paper is conducted within the Level Up project, 
funded by the Ann-Marie and Gustaf Anders media research foundation. The main 
goal of the Level Up project is to increase the reading and sharing of local news 
presented via a digital platform and targeted towards youth (16-39 years). 

The field of Newsgames is fully outlined in the Newsgames book [1] and 
Foxmans TowCenter report Play the News [2]. However, my project is not 
about making games for local news, neither is it focusing “classic” 
gamification where for example, players gain points for reading news. Instead 
my research focuses on how games and interactive narratives engage players 
and if this engagement can be transferred to non-fiction interactive media.  

In my research I will review the digitalization of the local news media in light 
of the transition of games and narratives to the digital realm. I focus on how 
digital (on-line, multiplayer) games engage users by facilitating autonomy, 
challenging competence and offering relatedness to other players. Could these 
mechanisms be transferred from on-line games to on-line news services and 
also there engage readers? 

2   Gamification: a Problematic Term 

The “gamification” of local news to many may seem a straightforward task to 
add traditional game functions (creating point systems, leaderboards and using 
player achievements) for readers of local news to engage them in the content. 
But if one avoids an overt and overly simplistic definition of the term (“the 
use of game elements in a non-game context”) as many claim (Deterding, et 
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al. 2011) one can provide a critique of the term that expands the understanding 
of player engagement through increased interactability of the news medium. 

Ian Bogost’s influential positional piece Gamification is Bullshit [4] followed 
up with an extended analysis in Why gamification is Bullshit [5] in the 
anthology The Gameful World has strongly influenced many game-scholars 
definitions and understanding of the word gamification. Deterding takes 
another approach than Bogost and offers a sociologically influenced reflection 
on gamification in his article The Ambiguity of Games: Histories and 
Discourses of a Gameful World [6]. Here Deterding offers the possibility to 
widen the term and deepen the discussion around the engaging mechanisms of 
games, without fully dismissing the impact that rewards for players can 
generate. I find this a fruitful foundation for further exploration.  

2.1  Self Determination Theory and Breaking out of 
Gamifications Black Box 

Deci and Ryan have since their seminal book on the subject in 1985 [7] 
together, individually, and with other scholars published several papers and 
books [8] [9] presenting and showing the use of Self Determination Theory. 
Self Determination Theory (SDT) is a psychological needs fulfillment and 
motivation theory that is based around the three concepts Competence, 
Autonomy and Relatedness. “Competence or mastery is our fundamental need 
to wwfeel effective and successful in the moment-to-moment activities of 
life… …Autonomy is our fundamental need to feel volitional in what we do. 
We want to determine the path we are on and whenever possible have 
meaningful opportunities from which we can chose freely… …Relatedness is 
our fundamental need to feel supported by others.” [10 p 120-121]   

SDT has lately been applied to computer-games by Deci and Rigby in both a 
journal article [11] and later the book Glued to games [12]. Scott Rigby has 
also deepened the description of motivation and SDT applied to gamification 
in the article Gamification and motivation in the anthology The Gameful 
World [10].  

The idea to gamify actions and objects, from saving energy in a home setting 
[13], to social networking sites for employees [14] has often involved points, 
badges, achievements. The main problem of these kind of gamifications, 
besides the fact that the positive effects seem to be very dependent on 
situation and users [15], is that gamelike reward systems may be added to non-
games or other gaming situations not easily identified as traditional games. 
Games are, of course, comprised of many elements, but at its base, a game 
may be defined as an activity in itself, a set of actions taken by a player to 
fulfill a task in a game world. The playing of the game by the rules is a means 
to the games end. This also holds for analog games. To gamify something that 
is not a game is splitting this relationship and the “gaming” then becomes the 
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means to reach another end, outside of the game’s end. Players get rewarded 
for striving towards a goal that lies outside of the game. In this case players 
are actually rewarded for an activity that they would hopefully have engaged 
in for other reasons than rewards.  

According to SDT the above-mentioned forms of gamification is identified as 
extrinsic rewards/extrinsic motivation, to motivate by giving the user/player a 
reward that is not well connected to the activity. If we are to use any kind of 
reward systems or progression enticer for on-line news they should be well 
connected to the activity of engaging in local news.  

Using SDT to Analyze and Change On-Line News? As research has shown, 
millennials are engaged by news but not from the same news sources as earlier 
generations [16]. Additionally they do not read the printed newspapers or 
newspaper web sites. If we study the newspaper or digital versions of today’s 
newspapers compared to digital games from a SDT perspective, we find that 
there are some interesting differences. When it comes to autonomy, games 
give players real or illusory freedom to interact with the game world. The 
highest sense of autonomy is given in “sandbox” type games, like Minecraft 
[17]. The reading of news is also driven forward by the player/reader and is 
format dependent. There are differing degrees of interactability between print 
and digital news formats, where the printed newspaper actually can give a 
higher degree of interactability than a high number of equally sized linked 
headlines on 4-5 screens worth of scrolling in the digital format. Without a 
clear overview and higher degree of interactedness the possibilities for the 
reader to feel autonomy is limited.  

Well-designed games are excellent at letting the player feel competent by 
introducing new mechanics, abilities or enemies in pedagogical ways, thereby 
increasing the challenges as players increase their skills. On-line news does 
not generally adapt to the readers’ level of competence or take into account 
that the readers may become more competent and increase in knowledge with 
every article they read within a specific subject area.  

It is a given that on-line games are effective at allowing players to relate to 
each other and thereby help to forge relationships among players. This aspect 
of relatedness is, however, poorly developed in current online-news format, 
where often readers have no sense of whether or not other readers are reading 
the same article, and where they may, thus, be considered co-participants in 
the news content.   

In all three primary areas of SDT (autonomy, competence and relatedness), 
games provide a means for fulfilling the needs of its users. The digitalization 
of news media has not, however, provided the users with the same 
possibilities. And it is here that- gamification models could be focused and 
extended. This change could provide a basis to acknowledge the differences 
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and similarities between individual users, and it could provide game-like 
possibilities regarding choices and paths, challenging the readers competence 
for news subjects. Significantly, it could also provide a method through 
dynamic user content creation to support relationships among readers.  

This view of gamification opens up for increased interactions where news 
readers can comment and draw deeper relationships to news-stories with the 
possibility to offer their personal insights and to create additional content.  

3. Status and Next Steps: Case Studies and Halfway 
Seminar 

The theoretical framework laid out in this paper will be used in two case 
studies to empirically study interaction and engagement with news. The first 
case to be studied is the ongoing work with the Level Up projects internal 
prototype for a local news social media platform with the working title nUs. 
Right now the core of nUs is a news-aggregating mechanic where the 
user/player acts as editor and promotes stories from regular news sites, but 
with added comments. The second case is Mobile Stories, a project where the 
basic idea is to teach schoolchildren (ages 13 and up) about journalism. The 
core of Mobile Stories is a mobile app that is a learning tool and an 
editor/publishing platform for news content.  

The Level Up project is coming up to its halfway point during the autumn 
2017 and documentation of the research will be presented late this year taking 
into account the research I propose for the Doctoral Consortium at ICIDS. 
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