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Abstract 
The purpose of this thesis was to find whether the abstraction of dialogue responses 

in computerized role-playing games could affect role-players’ immersion, PC control, 

and the meaningfulness of play. Two versions of the same role-playing scenario were 

created and tested by a group of eight players who all had role-played previously. 

Though results show that both interfaces come with pros and cons neither interface 

was found to be superior for role-playing. Rather it was a question of players 

favoring different ways of being presented with information. A more extensive study 

with more respondents is necessary to find out if role-players in general prefer 

either.  
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1 Introduction 
Dialogue between a player’s character and NPCs (non-player characters) in the game world 

is central to role-playing games because it can serve as a way for players to express 

personality and act out a role. Different CRPGs (computerized role-playing games) present 

players with dialogue in different manners, using different interfaces. One popular model, 

used in CRPGs such as Dragon Age: Origins (Bioware, 2009) and Vampire The Masquerade: 

Bloodlines (Troika Games, 2004) is the sentence selection interface. In a sentence selection 

interface players choose from a list of responses the PC can say. Upon choosing an 

alternative the PC will say the line that has been displayed in the list of alternatives and the 

NPC will respond. Another interface, which has grown in popularity lately, is the abstract-

response interface. In abstract- response interfaces players choose from abstract 

representations of what the PC will say rather than the exact lines the PC says. Depending on 

the level of abstraction these representations can consist of anything from summaries of 

what the PC is going to say to actions describing the intent of what the PC is going to say 

such as ‘tell joke’ or ‘give compliment’. In the CRPG Mass Effect (Bioware, 2010) players 

choose mainly from summaries. Once they have chosen a summary they feel represents 

what they want the PC to say the PC says a corresponding line to which the NPC responds. A 

study has already been made (Sali et al., 2010) in which a sentence selection interface was 

compared to an abstract response interface. The two interfaces were found to have 

different pros and cons.   

The purpose of this study is to compare a sentence selection interface with an abstract 

response interface using a different level of abstraction than the one used in Sali et al.’s 

study and to study how they affect role-playing in terms of meaningful play, engagement 

and control. The dialogue options in the abstract response interface are short phrases which 

consist only of summaries of what the PC will say and no actions. A similar model has been 

used in contemporary CRPGs Mass Effect I, Mass Effect II and Dragon Age II (Bioware, 2011).  

In order to research the relationship between meaningful play, control, engagement and the 

abstraction of dialogue in CRPGs, a study with eight participants was conducted researching 

the following hypotheses: 

 Players have more control over their PCs in a sentence selection interface than in an 

abstract-response interface even where the responses consist of short phrased 

summaries. 

 Players' expectations regarding whether they are going to role-play an undefined or 

predefined character have an impact on how they feel about having less control over 

their PC. Players who expect to role-play a character which is less defined by the 

game will expect to be in control of their PCs and find a lack of control over their PCs 

as something negative. Players who expect to role-play a character which has been 

predefined by the game will not mind. 
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 Players will feel that they have more control over the outcome of their decisions and 

choices because they are more predictable using the sentence selection interface 

rather than the abstract-response interface with short phrased responses. This will 

affect whether players feel the decisions they make are meaningful or not when role-

playing.  

 Both interfaces will continue to provide equally engaging experiences.  

Participants in the study played two versions (one abstract response- and one sentence 

selection version) of a role-playing scenario which had been created for the occasion, 

partaking in dialogue with a number of NPCs. The dialogue was displayed in a dialogue 

interface created in Unity by Royce Kimmons (2010).   

  

 

 



 

3 
 

2 Background  
The term dialogue refers to conversation (Sykes, 1982). In computer games, such as role-

playing games, dialogue can fill many functions such as advancing the plot of the game or 

revealing a character's personality (Novak, 2008).  According to Adams and Rollings (2007) a 

role-playing game is a game in which a player controls the actions of one or more characters 

in an imaginary setting, the object of the game being to experience adventures and improve 

the PC’s skills. Computerized role-playing games (CRPGs) are played on computers and take 

place in virtual worlds. Core mechanics in CRPGs include player actions such as choosing and 

managing PC skills so that the PC is suited to overcome game challenges (Adams and 

Rollings, 2007). At times players will be able to customize their PCs' attributes to their liking 

by changing both moral and cosmetic attributes. Other player actions can consist of 

managing the PCs inventory, buying goods and seeking treasure, engaging in conversation or 

battle with NPCs or other PCs in multiplayer games. In several single-player CRPGs such as 

Mass Effect II (EA, 2010) and Dragon Age: Origins (EA, 2009) the PC can form a party with 

NPCs, with whom the PC may interact through dialogue.  

In multiplayer CRPGs, players and PCs can interact with other players and PCs as well as 

NPCs. Multiplayer CRPGs can be played on-line as in the MMORPG (massively multiplayer 

online role-playing game) World of Warcraft (Blizzard, 2004). In World of Warcraft (2011) 

players design their own characters in line with game regulations and are able to form 

parties together and communicate through natural language over an on-line chat. Natural 

language is ordinary language spoken by human beings while scripted dialogue is presented 

to players through a menu where they choose amongst scripted dialogue options (Adams 

and Rollings, 2007). In World of Warcraft players can communicate as their PCs or as 

themselves through speech or written dialogue. For players who are dedicated to role-

playing there are servers where players are expected to stay in character while interacting 

with other PCs and not interact as themselves (Yee, 2006). Because players can interact 

through natural language in multiplayer CRPGs, rather than having to choose from scripted 

responses, they allow for more ways of expressing PC characteristics than single-player 

CRPGs.  

 

2.1 Role-play in CRPGs 
A number of approaches and perspectives will be discussed in this chapter to gain an 

understanding for what role-playing can consist of, starting with an attempt at grasping the 

concepts of game and play. Roger Caillois was a French intellectual who identified a set of 

recurring patterns present in all kinds of games and divided games into four categories.  He 

named games that test players' skills agôn. Alea are games of luck and chance, illinx are 

games of vertigo and mimicry are games of imagination, representation and simulation. 

Bateman (2009, p101) claims that almost every video game has elements of mimicry calling 
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video games “a tool for imagination”. Mimicry is present when players imagine themselves 

to be part of the scenario presented to them in the video game.  According to Caillois (2001) 

mimicry is likewise present in all play because all play demands the acceptance of a closed 

and imaginary universe where the play takes place. He means that play can consist of acting 

in an imaginary setting or of a person who makes believe or makes others believe that they 

are an imaginary character. In doing so they disguise, forget or leave their personality 

behind. He mentions theater as a typical form of mimicry but also gives an example of 

children playing out the roles of their parents, exploring the daily lives of men and women 

(Caillois 2001). Role-playing thus can be described as an act of mimicry.  

If mimicry is part of all play it is necessary to explore the difference between role-playing 

and other play and games further. According to Bartle (2004) role-play is a sub-class of play 

where assuming a role is not enough to classify it as role-play. Players who role-play must 

also maintain that role, allowing it to change only for reasons that make sense for the 

character they are role-playing. 

 

2.2 Role-players on role-playing  
What a role-playing experience consists of will most likely differ from player to player and 

from time to time. Still there seem to be a few things role-players agree are essential. Nick 

Yee (2006) has collected data from 30, 000 users of MMORPGs in order to learn more about 

what role-players consider to be good role-playing and what good role-playing etiquette is. 

He used a working definition of role-playing of his own which reads “creating a novel 

persona for your character that fits in the context of the game world and interacting with 

others through that persona.” Yee (2006) found that how a player's character should behave 

and interact with others was central. Role-players seemed to agree with Bartle (2004) in that 

in order to role-play players must maintain a role. The most common guideline given was 

that good role-players must stay in character. In an MMORPG this can mean either refraining 

from making out-of-character-comments such as discussing everyday topics over the chat or 

acting in line with what the character they created would have done. In single CRPGs it is not 

possible for players to slip out of character in the first sense given.  

In most single-player CRPGs players are limited to choosing from scripted dialogue options in 

order to interact with NPCs. In many single-player CRPGs players face moral choices where 

they can establish what kind of a character they are role-playing. In Baldur's Gate II, Shadows 

of Amn (BioWare, 2000) and the CRPG Neverwinter Nights (BioWare, 2002) it is possible to 

choose an alignment such as 'good' or 'evil' for the PC at the beginning of the game and then 

role-play in accordance with that alignment by choosing befitting dialogue options.  

Yee (2006) found that according to players, being consistent when role-playing is not 

enough. Players must also have a coherent story and psychology for their PCs so that their 

PCs can react to a variety of situations and still stay in character. 44 % of the respondents in 
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Yee's study had created a detailed background story for at least one of their characters. 

Female players were slightly more likely to have created a background story. It is possible to 

create a background story and a personality for PCs in many single player CRPGs too even 

though the player is restricted to means offered by the game to express them. According to 

Adams and Rollings (2007) players engage in an act of self-definition when they choose a PC 

and that PCs attributes. The PC represents the player in the game world and therefore they 

define activities such as avatar selection, customization and construction as self-defining 

play. Adams and Rollings (2007) have divided attributes into cosmetic attributes and 

functional attributes. Functional attributes affect the gameplay and cosmetic attributes 

don't. Hardcore players, whose main interest lies in winning, will often try to optimize 

functional attributes to create a powerful PC that will give them the greatest advantages in 

the game. Throughout the game, players will be presented with choices where there is a 

best option for winning the game. Here the term choice can be deceiving, in fact, according 

to Portnow (2009) it is not the correct term at all. Portnow (2009) means that decisions 

come in two kinds; choices and problems, and that the term choice refers only to decisions 

where there is no best answer. The term choice is reserved strictly for when players decide 

between two things of equal or incomparable value. Problems on the other hand have a best 

answer and can be solved. This distinction helps in clarifying matters concerning decisions 

and will be applied throughout the remainder of the text. It is also an important distinction 

to make in regards to what signifies good role-playing. In many single player CRPGs decisions 

that seem like choices are in fact problems. In Dragon Age (EA, 2009) players can 

communicate with party-members through dialogue. In many cases it is possible for players 

to gain favorable responses from the party-members by deciding on the correct dialogue 

option. The NPC's approval will increase and eventually give bonuses such as improved NPC 

combat skills. In order to role-play good, players in Dragon Age will therefore most likely find 

themselves in a situation where they have to make a decision which is not in their favor and 

is not the best solution for excelling at the game but will allow them to stay in character. This 

is the case in other CRPGS too such as Mass Effect II (EA, 2009 ). 

Another guide-line that helps define good role-playing regards story-telling and players 

imposing events upon other players' characters (Yee, 2006).  An example is given where one 

player includes another player's character in an event, their PC kissing the other's on the 

cheek, without asking that player's consent. Not only has the other player role-played bad, 

they have also robbed the first player of the opportunity to role-play themselves. The other 

player has decided for them what their PC will do. Though this cannot apply directly to 

single-player CRPGs there are similar situations where the game robs players of the chance 

to role-play for their characters. They are very common in CRPGs as well as other genres of 

video games and can be referred to (Adams and Rollings , 2007) as narrative events. They 

are events such as cut-scenes, which narrate events to the player and whose content the 

player cannot change. Narrative events have a purpose in CRPGs- they can be used to 

present events that take place when the PC isn't present and to show a prologue introducing 



 

6 
 

the player to the role-playing scenario amongst other things. But Adams and Rollings (2007) 

stress the importance of balancing narrative and gameplay. According to them too much 

narrative makes players feel as if they don't have the freedom to play the game in their own 

way. They no longer feel as if they are creating their own experiences, just as a player in an 

MMORPG might feel when narrated into an event without giving consent.   

Conclusively, self-defining play such as choosing attributes for a PC, both functional and 

cosmetic such as  looks and a background story, then sticking to that PC and staying 'in-

character' seem to be important aspects of the role-playing experience according to role-

players themselves (Yee 2006). Sometimes making bad decisions out of a gameplay 

perspective is required out of a player who wants to stay in character. Players do not 

approve of being denied control and the right to make decisions for their PCs in situations 

where they expect to, when role-playing (Yee, 2006).  

 

2.3 Criteria for comparison 
In order to compare the two interfaces three criteria for comparison have been chosen; PC 

control, meaningful play and immersion. Choice and decision-making are central aspects of 

role-playing (Bartle, 2004) and according to Salen and Zimmerman (2004) the relationship 

between players' actions and their outcomes are essential in order for play to be perceived 

as meaningful. Dialogue interfaces in CRPGS present players with decisions and choices 

crucial to role-playing (explained in detail in chapter 2.5). Therefore it is of interest to find 

out whether different dialogue interfaces are especially effective at providing players with 

meaningful choices. Immersion can be seen as a player motivation for role-playing (Yee, 

2006) and an indicator of how involving an experience is (Brown and Cairns, 2004). Research 

suggests that there are different kinds of immersion in games which are dependent on 

different game qualities (Brown and Cairns, 2004, Ermi and Mäyrä, 2005). Therefore it is 

relevant to find out how these qualities are affected by the abstraction of dialogue.  

The criteria have been chosen with concerns to what players themselves found important 

when role-playing in Yee’s study (discussed in chapter 2.2) and with consideration to 

whether they might be affected by the abstraction of dialogue.  

2.3.1 PC control in CRPGs 
Respondents in Yee's (2006) study did not enjoy when other players decided what their 

characters did for them and considered this to be bad role-playing. According to Salen and 

Zimmerman (2004) play implies interactivity in that there are two agents with an active 

relationship present. They define playing a game as “making choices within a game system 

designed to support actions and outcomes in meaningful ways” (Salen and Zimmerman 

2004, p.58). PC control can also affect the way a player feels about a PC and what 

perspective players have (Adams and Rollings, 2007).  A distinction can be made between 

PCs designed by the players themselves and PCs provided by the game. Diane Carr (2008) 
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gives Lara Croft, heroine and PC in the action game Tomb Raider (Core 1996) as an example 

of a defined character which has been supplied by the game. Lara Croft is the action heroine 

of the action adventure game Tomb Raider (Core, 1996) and she comes with a set of 

personality traits and abilities that players cannot choose. Adams and Rollings (2007) 

distinguish between player-designed PCs which have no personality other than the 

personality players create for them and PCs designed by the game. They divide PCs into 

specific characters which have histories and personalities defined by the game and non-

specific, undefined characters which haven't been defined by the game. According to them 

players who are playing specific, predefined characters will not be under the impression that 

they are their PCs because the PC is a character in its own right. According to Adams and 

Rollings (2007) the relationship between a player and a specific character is like a reader's 

relationship to the protagonist of a novel.  They mention the PC April Ryan from The longest 

Journey (Funcom, 2008) who will not always do what the player tells her to as an example. It 

is possible to role-play both non-specific and specific PCs however players will need to create 

a role for their non-specific character themselves in order to role-play it. If a character is too 

specific, players may not be given sufficient opportunity to choose and decide for their 

characters to actually role-play. Adams and Rollings (2007) also make a distinction between 

indirect and direct control. Indirect control is when the PC is a character with a mind of its 

own, separated from the player. With direct control the PC becomes a puppet.  

2.3.2 Meaningful play in CRPGs 
To clarify what Salen and Zimmerman (2004) mean by “a game system designed to support 

actions and outcomes in meaningful ways” we look to their definition of meaningful play. 

They state that in order for there to be meaningful play in a game, there must be a 

relationship between a player's actions and how the system responds to those actions. They 

also name two conditions concerning the relationship between player action and outcome 

that affect the meaningfulness of play. The first is whether the result of a player's actions is 

communicated effectively to the player once the player has acted and the second concerns 

whether the player's actions have an outcome that is not isolated but affects the game 

experience at a later point. Further they claim that to create meaningful play in a game, the 

game system may not be too chaotic nor too fixed (Salen and Zimmerman, 2004). Whether a 

game system is chaotic or fixed affects the relationship between player action and outcome 

and the predictability of that very outcome. If a system is fixed the system remains 

unchanged regardless of player action, if it is slightly less fixed it becomes periodic and 

predictable, responding the same way to players' actions every time. If a system is chaotic 

the outcome of a player's actions is random and forever changing and the player has no 

chance of predicting it. In between chaotic and periodic are complex systems and these, 

according to Salen and Zimmerman (2004), appeal to players the most. Degan (2004) too 

explores this concept. He refers to a quality of nervousness in games that must be balanced. 

Systems that are too nervous will become too unpredictable and players will not feel that 

their actions make a difference while systems that are too stable will offer a very repetitive 
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gaming experience. Degan (2004) also introduces the term 'agonizing decision'.  He describes 

an 'agonizing decision' as a problem with no solution created by the quality of uncertainty 

that a game may provide. This uncertainty can consist of being able to determine another 

player's possible actions in a game of chess but not being able to predict which action they 

will choose.  Adams and Rollings (2007) also share the idea that decisions are an important 

element of games. They claim that people love to design, create and modify things to reflect 

their personal choices and that the appeal of self-expression is so strong that players will 

sometimes make choices that are not the best option out of a gameplay perspective. 

Conclusively a gaming experience can be said to consist of players making decisions (Salen 

and Zimmerman, 2004) and overcoming challenges such as solving problems and choosing 

courses of action for their PCs. According to Bartle (2004) and research made by Yee (2006) 

on what players themselves expect out of good role-playing, we must add on to that 

prerequisite to define role-play. Good role-playing does not only consist of making decisions 

but it also means sustaining a certain consistency in making these decisions and in doing so 

expressing character traits that are in accordance with the character a player has decided to 

role-play.  

2.3.3 Immersion and role-playing 
The concept of immersion is vague and all inclusive (McMahan, 2003).  In an effort to define 

it more precisely McMahan (2003) describes immersion in games as a state in which players 

are caught up in the story and world of a game. Brown and Cairns (2004) have made yet 

another attempt at defining immersion in games by interviewing gamers themselves about 

immersion and their gaming experiences. They claim that immersion is an important 

element of pleasurable gaming experiences and have found three stages of involvement 

amongst gamers that make up a continuum of increasing immersion; engagement, 

engrossment and total immersion. They have found that to reach higher levels of 

involvement players must pass certain barriers. To become engaged with a game players 

must invest attention, time and effort. When engaged with a game players want to continue 

playing but lack emotional attachment present in more intense stages of immersion. To 

become engrossed with a game, game features must combine to affect players' emotions.  

At this stage players are less aware of their surroundings. At the final stage of total 

immersion, players felt completely absorbed within the game to an extent where the game 

was all that mattered and the only thing to affect the respondents' thoughts and feelings. 

They found that barriers to be overcome before a player can feel complete immersion are 

empathy and atmosphere. They refer to empathy as attachment for instance to an NPC but 

also the ability to empathize with a character in a certain situation. Atmosphere is made up 

of the game’s plot, graphics and sound as well as the relevance of game features to the 

actions and location of game characters. They found that all but one of the games 

mentioned in the interviews were first person perspective games. RPGs too were mentioned 

as being especially immersive. The seven players interviewed shared a general idea of what 

immersion means. This however was a scale of involvement rather than a static experience. 
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Brown and Cairns (2004) found that all players enjoyed the experience of immersion, yet 

immersion was not necessary for enjoyment.  

Yee (2006) found that immersion makes up a category of player motivations along with 

social motivations and achievement among MMORPG players. Each category of motivations 

is made up of subcomponents. The category for immersion consists of discovery, role-play, 

customization and escapism. 57% of players had a primary motivation for playing and 20% of 

them had immersion as their primary motivation. Female and male participants were found 

to be equally motivated by role-playing. Role-playing and immersion hence, seem to go hand 

in hand. This notion is further supported by research done on immersion by Ermi and Mäyrä 

(2005). They have created a gameplay experience model for comparing gaming experiences 

based on immersion in which they divide immersion in games into three different types; 

sensory immersion, imaginative immersion and challenge-based immersion. Imaginative 

immersion is when players become immersed within the story of the game and begin to 

identify with its characters. Challenge-based immersion is related to flow and is achieved 

when there is a balance between player skills and the difficulty of challenges in the game 

(Ermi and Mäyrä, 2005). Sensory immersion is when players are immersed into the virtual 

world through their perceptions such as audio-visual feedback. The model is based on 

results from interviews with 16 children on their favorite games and what they found 

appealing with computer games. (Ermi and Mäyrä, 2004). By comparing 13 games belonging 

to different genres they also found that in role-playing games imaginative immersion was 

strongest. Immersion thus seems to be a part of the role-playing experience. On the other 

hand, an immersive game does not necessarily have to be a 'better' game. In their study 

respondents considered The Sims 2, which is a popular game, the least immersive. They 

argue that this could be because The Sims 2 is a fairly casual game. 

2.4 Dialogue Interfaces in CRPGs 
In this chapter the two interfaces (one sentence selection interface and one abstract 

response interface) selected for the study will be described in further detail then discussed 

in relation to the chosen points of comparison, related research and possible pros and cons.  

Both interfaces present players with scripted responses and similar versions of both have 

been used in contemporary CRPGs. The abstract response interface is based upon the Mass 

Effect conversation wheel used in the Mass Effect series (EA, 2010) and Dragon Age 2 (EA, 

2011). It will be compared to a sentence selection interface similar to interfaces used in 

CRPGs such as Vampire the Masquerade: Bloodlines (Troika Games, 2004) and the 

contemporary EA single-player CRPG Dragon Age: Origins (EA, 2009).  

 

2.4.1 Dialogue in Mass Effect 
In Mass Effect 2 (EA, 2010) players interact through dialogue using a conversation wheel.  

Options are organized around the wheel after the intent and attitudes they express. 
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Typically players will have access to questions and information-seeking options on the left-

hand side of the dialogue wheel under the dialogue option 'investigate' while options 

moving the conversation forward or changing topic can be found on the right hand side. 

Generally dialogue options on the right hand side of the wheel are organized according to 

what attitude they convey. The game offers three alignments that influence NPC responses 

and future dialogue options available to players; renegade, paragon and neutral. The 

character alignments are expressed through dialogue options and actions, awarding the 

player with renegade or paragon points. Points unlock actions and provide players with new 

opportunities hence making dialogue a part of gameplay. Deciding which dialogue option to 

take is a strategic decision. Responses are organized with paragon dialogue options on top, 

neutral responses in the middle and renegade options at the bottom. Renegade options are 

in red and paragon in blue. Thus players are able to choose a renegade option simply by 

taking the bottom alternative, rather than having to distinguish between the actual 

responses themselves. The dialogue options from which players choose are not exact 

representations of what the PC will say but summaries expressing the attitude or alignment 

the PC conveys as well as the overall message. Once players have chosen a response, the PC 

says a line that corresponds with the summary. The following example (Figure 1 & Figure 2) 

shows dialogue as it is displayed in Mass Effect 2 (2010). 
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Figure 1. A screenshot of dialogue in Mass Effect 2 (EA, 2010).   

I chose the renegade option “Tell me more about geth.” Once players have chosen a 

response for their PC the PC says the corresponding line out loud. The corresponding line 

this time was “I have questions about geth.” 
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Figure 2. A screenshot of dialogue in Mass Effect 2 (EA, 2010).   
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2.4.2 Dialogue in Dragon Age: Origins 
In Dragon Age: Origins (EA, 2009) responses are listed in a menu and without any apparent 

organization. Players must read every option to discern if they convey different attitudes and 

then choose. Typically there is a range of alignments similar to those in Mass Effect 2 (EA, 

2010) represented amongst the dialogue options. In Dragon Age: Origins too, dialogue 

options come with consequences affecting gameplay. The following dialogue (Figure 3) is an 

extract from a conversation in Dragon Age: Origins (EA, 2009).  

 

Figure 3. A screenshot of dialogue from the CRPG Dragon Age: Origins (EA, 2009). 

2.5 A comparison 
In this chapter the criteria chosen for comparison presented in chapter 2.3 will be discussed 

in relation to sentence selection interfaces such as the Dragon Age: Origins (EA, 2009) 

dialogue interface and abstract-response interfaces such as the Mass Effect conversation 

wheel. Speech act theory (Searle, 2009) will be used to illustrate differences between the 

two interfaces further. 
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Previous research (Sali et al, 2010) suggests that different dialogue interfaces give different 

user experiences. Sali et al. have compared three different versions of the game Facade 

(Procedural Arts, 2005) with only minimal changes in content and gameplay, using three 

different dialogue interfaces; an abstract-response interface, a sentence selection interface 

as the one used in Dragon Age: Origins and an interface where users converse with NPCs 

through natural language referred to as the NLU (natural language understanding) interface. 

They found that players enjoyed the sentence-selection interface more than the abstract 

response interface, and when asked which interface they found the least enjoyable most 

players mentioned the abstract response interface. Most players thought the abstract 

response version offered the highest sense of control over the outcome of their dialogue 

choices but less control over the PC's actual statements and provided a rather unrealistic 

model of conversation. The sentence selection interface was found to offer the strongest 

involvement with the game's plot but less control over the outcome of players' choices. 

Because the dialogue-interfaces affected the perceived relationship between players' 

decisions and choices and their outcomes it is possible that players will find choices and 

decisions in either interface more meaningful.  It is also possible that players find either a 

highs sense of control over the outcomes of their choices and decisions or control over the 

PC's actual statements more meaningful when role-playing. The abstract response interface 

and the sentence selection interface were found to be equally engaging; however story-

involvement was especially high in the sentence selection interface which could indicate that 

imaginative immersion, which is high in role-playing games, was higher in the sentence-

selection interface. Therefore it is of interest to find out if one interface gives players more 

challenge-based or imaginative immersion than the other. Sali et al.’s study (2010) did not 

reveal whether players identified and empathized more with characters using either 

interface, an aspect which can effect whether a user experience is immersive. (Brown and 

Cairns, 2004, Ermi and Mäyrä, 2005).  

To shed more light on the relationship between the level of abstraction of player responses, 

immersion, PC control and meaningful play another level of abstraction will be used in this 

study than the one used in Sali et al's study (2010).  

2.5.1 Speech act theory 
Speech act theory was initially developed by J. L Austin (Austin, 1962), a philosopher of 

language. Austin (1962) argues that speaking a language can be seen as acting rather than 

simply describing things and that in speaking, we perform speech acts. Speech act theory has 

been expanded upon by John R. Searle (2009), a professor in philosophy, who has 

contributed by identifying a set of rules and conditions which can be used for classifying 

speech acts. He has divided speech acts (acts performed when speaking) into utterance acts, 

propositional acts and illocutionary acts. An utterance act is the act of uttering words. When 

saying 'Jim is a nice guy' the speaker performs the act of uttering words. An illocutionary act 

is the act performed in saying something such as commanding, promising, apologizing or 

asserting. In saying 'Jim is a nice guy' for instance, the speaker may perform the illocutionary 
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act of asserting or promising. The nature of the illocutionary act being performed is 

indicated by illocutionary force. Stress, word order, the mood of a word, intonation and the 

context in which the utterance act is being performed can all be indicators of illocutionary 

force. Illocutionary acts can express an array of different things such as purpose (the 

purpose of a question for instance is to get an answer while the purpose of a request is to 

get someone to do something) and psychological states (a promise expresses intention while 

an assertion expresses belief). Performing a propositional act consists of referring and 

predicating. Propositional content constitutes that which is being asserted, promised or 

stated in the illocutionary act. In saying 'Jim is a nice guy' the speaker refers to 'Jim' and 

predicates the expression 'is a nice guy, 'hence 'Jim is a nice guy' is the propositional 

content. The effects of a performed illocutionary act in a hearer are referred to by Austin 

(1962) and Searle (2009) as perlocutionary acts. Performing the illocutionary act of warning 

someone for instance may result in the perlocutionary act of scaring them. Performing the 

illocutionary act of promising may result in the perlocutionary act of convincing the hearer.   

In the sentence 'I apologize for hurting you' the illocutionary act of apologizing is indicated 

by the performative form of the verb apologize in 'I apologize' and the propositional content 

consists of 'I hurt you' or ‘I made you disappointed’ etc. An utterance can have several 

illocutionary acts depending on the context in which it is performed (Searle 2009). Searle 

(2009) gives the utterance ‘It's really quite late’ as an example. ‘It's really quite late’ can have 

the illocutionary act of requesting as in ‘it's really quite late, let's go home’, of stating that ‘it 

is in fact really quite late’ or of objecting that ‘it isn't early, it's really quite late.’  Dialogue in 

both Mass Effect 2 (EA, 2010) and Dragon Age: Origins (EA, 2009) relies heavily on context to 

indicate what illocutionary acts are being performed in different dialogue options.  

The following dialogue (Figure 4) is an extract from a conversation that takes place between 

the Commander and Yeoman Kelly, an NPC who is stationed on the Commander's spaceship. 

The dialogue options have been listed here for simplicity’s sake. 

(Yeoman Kelly): I have a degree in psychology. I'm good at sensing when people are overly 

taxed. 

(PC): 

1. You’re a counselor? 

2. Investigate 

3. It’s good you are here 

4. Keep your distance.  

Figure 4. An extract of dialogue from Mass Effect 2 (EA, 2010). 
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Choosing the dialogue option “keep your distance” results in the PC saying “I don't need you 

analyzing me Yeoman.” Depending on the context, the utterance “keep your distance” can 

mean a number of things. For instance it could be interpreted as the commander ordering 

Kelly to keep physically distant from him or her. If players share this interpretation they will 

be surprised at what the PC actually says. However “keep your distance” is a response to 

Kelly saying “I have a degree in psychology. I'm good at sensing when people are overly 

taxed.” Viewed as a response to that specific line the dialogue option may be seen as a 

dismissal or a declination of Kelly's services, possibly even a warning that she is not wanted, 

which makes the PC's corresponding response more understandable. In both Dragon Age: 

Origins (EA, 2009) and Mass Effect 2 (EA, 2010) players must  interpret the context in which 

the dialogue option is given to identify the illocutionary act in the utterance and to be able 

to predict what perlocutionary act can be expected out of an NPC as a response to that 

utterance. In Dragon Age: Origins (EA, 2009) however, players know the propositional 

content of what their PCs are about to say. In Mass Effect 2 players have to interpret their 

dialogue options without knowing the exact propositional content of their utterances. 

Illocutionary force indicators such as word order or the mood of a word may be different in 

the dialogue option and in what the PC actually says. Therefore players are likely to be more 

reliant on context to understand what their PCs’ are actually saying and to predict what 

response an NPC might give which makes abstracted responses in Mass Effect 2 susceptible 

to misunderstandings.  

2.5.2 PC control  
Sali et al. (2010) found that players felt they had less control over their PCs using their 

abstract-response interface than when using the sentence selection interface in their study. 

Though it is uncertain whether they used the same level of abstraction in their abstract-

response interface as was used in Mass Effect 2 (EA, 2010) it is likely that the same applies 

for Mass Effect 2 (EA, 2010). The possible reason for a difference in perceived PC control 

between an abstract-response interface and a selection interface can be illustrated with an 

example of how both dialogue systems provide players with information. In Mass Effect 2 

(EA, 2010), players will not only learn more about other characters and the game world 

through dialogue, they will also learn more about their own PC through dialogue.  

The following example (Figure 5) is taken from Dragon Age: Origins (EA, 2010). The PC has 

recently arrived in a town called Lothering and initiated conversation with a new party 

member called Leliana. Here the player can gain access to information about the setting of 

the game as well as Leliana's history by choosing from the following dialogue options: 

1. What do you know of this place? 

2. I'd like to talk. 

3. I think you should go. 
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4. Nothing, never mind. 

Figure 5. Dialogue from Dragon Age: Origins (Bioware, 2009.) 

The first option gives the following response from Leliana; “Lothering...I think it started as a 

settlement by the river, and then grew when it became the place where two roads met. 

There are always people in Lothering, but many are just passing through.”  

In Mass Effect 2 the PC Commander Shepard can initiate a similar conversation with NPC 

Miranda Lawson aboard the Commander's ship The Normandy. Even though the dialogue in 

Mass Effect 2 is displayed as in 'figure 1' above, in the game, I have listed the options here 

(Figure 6 & Figure 7) for simplicity's sake.  

1. Can we talk? 

2. Investigate 

3. Goodbye 

Figure 6. Dialogue from Mass Effect 2 (EA, 2010). 

Dialogue option number two (Figure 7) will open up into the following dialogue options: 

1. Normandy Status 

2. What do you do here? 

3. Return 

Figure 7. Dialogue from Mass Effect 2 (EA, 2010).  

Upon choosing the second alternative Shepard says “What exactly are your duties aside 

from keeping an eye on me?” Miranda will respond with “I'm the illusive man's agent. You're 

his most important asset. My job is to make sure you succeed. Aside from that...I send 

regular reports to the illusive Man, updating our status.” As in the example from Dragon 

Age: Origins (EA, 2009) in figure 3 the dialogue from Mass Effect 2 (EA, 2010) in figure 4 and 

5 presents the player with information about NPCs and the setting. In Mass Effect 2 (EA, 

2010) however, Shepard's conversation with Miranda also provides the player with 

information about Shepard. In the second dialogue option in figure 5 Shepard asks Miranda; 

“What do you do here?” The dialogue option does not imply that Shepard believes Miranda 

is keeping an eye on him/ her. Yet once the dialogue option has been chosen the player 

learns that this is in fact the case.   

Language can communicate an array of things about those who speak as well as the 

situation they are in. Trudgill (2000) who is a professor in sociolinguistics explains that 

language can vary not only depending on the social characteristics of a speaker, such as 
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gender, ethnic group and social class but also of the social context the speaker is in.  

Dialogue options in a game are a way for players to express character and define who their 

PC is. This perceived lack of PC control could reflect negatively on the role-playing 

experience since making choices to express character is a part of role-playing (Bartle, 2004).  

However it is possible that players who expect to role-play a specific character which has 

been predefined by the game's designers are more likely to accept a lesser degree of control 

over what the character says. In Dragon Age: Origins players will always know what their PC 

intends to say. On the other hand, players will always be restricted to the dialogue options 

available in single-player CRPGs when the dialogue is scripted, and will therefore never be in 

full control of what their PCs say. If players were to choose from the lines Shepard says 

directly instead they would still be presented with the same options and players may still be 

surprised at the notion that Shepard is aware Miranda is “keeping an eye” on him/her. 

Players still won't have the option of role-playing a Shepard who isn't aware of this if they 

wish to question Miranda as to what her duties are on the ship. The only difference is that 

players will be fully informed as to what questions they are actually asking in Dragon Age: 

Origins. Sali et al. (2010) found that some players found the dialogue options to be more 

varied in the sentence selection interface than in the abstract response interface they tested 

even though they had the exact same dialogue options to choose from.  

Players in Sali et al.'s (2010) study enjoyed the abstract response system the least but 

whether the lessened sense of PC control had a direct influence over enjoyment is not 

certain. It did however have a negative impact on players' sense of presence.  Presence is 

described by Mcmahan (2003) as the sensation of being present within a virtual 

environment. However it is possible that an abstract response interface is well suited to 

provide an experience of role-playing a specific PC which has been predefined by the game. 

Therefore it is relevant to determine whether players’ expectations have an impact on how 

they perceive the lack of PC control when expecting to play a defined, specific character and 

a less defined character.  

2.5.3 Meaningful play 
In previous chapters the importance of decisions and choice in games and how roleplaying 

can be seen as choosing and deciding to express certain characteristics in a PC with 

consistency (Bartle, 2004) has been discussed. The dialogue interfaces in Mass Effect 2 (EA, 

2010) and Dragon Age: Origins (EA, 2009) fill a number of functions that are relevant to 

decision making and choice in the games. In Dragon Age: Origins players can gain access to 

more gameplay through quests, gain skills, party members and skills for their party members 

by making good decisions. They can also choose to express different characteristics such as 

kindness or cruelty and affect the plot in different ways. In Mass Effect 2 (EA, 2010) it is 

possible to get discounts from stores, alternate ways to solve problems, access to skills and 

party-members through dialogue. The game rewards players who roleplay a paragon or 

renegade character all the way by giving them additional dialogue options to choose from. In 

Mass Effect 2 (EA, 2010) NPCs usually respond differently depending on what dialogue 
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options players choose. This does not always affect gameplay or the plot but can act as a 

confirmation of what the PC is like.  

One objective of this study is to establish whether the abstraction of dialogue options has an 

impact on players’ ability to make a choice or a decision. If players feel that they are not 

given enough information about the choices they make this might affect the user-experience 

positively or negatively. In Sali et al.'s study (2010) players felt they did not have as much 

control of their PCs in the abstract-response interface as in the sentence selection interface. 

However, players felt they had more control over the outcome of their choices and decisions 

instead. In Mass Effect 2 NPCs react not only to the abstracted dialogue option a player has 

chosen but to what the PC actually says. According to Searle (2009) saying something and 

meaning it is intending to perform an illocutionary act. The effect produced by an 

illocutionary act in a hearer, which in this case would be the NPC, is called a perlocutionary 

act. In Mass Effect 2 (EA, 2010) where the dialogue options players are presented with are 

not exact representations of what the PC will say but abstracted responses players will 

occasionally find their PCs adding illocutionary acts and propositional content to the 

utterances players have chosen for them. The NPC responds to what the PC says rather than 

the abstracted response. This could make it difficult for players to foresee the consequences 

of the actions they have chosen for their PCs. If players don't expect the consequences of 

their choices and decisions because they are not given sufficient information about what 

they are actually choosing this could make the relation between action and consequence 

seem more chaotic and less predictable. If too chaotic it is possible that the choice or 

decision no longer feels meaningful. It doesn't matter what the player chooses because it is 

impossible for players to predict the outcome of their actions anyway. However, this was not 

the case in Sali et al's. study (2010).  One possible explanation for this lies in the abstraction 

of the responses used in the study. Sali et al. (2010) describe the dialogue options in the 

abstract-response interface they used as “actions and short phrases which are abstract 

representations of an exact line of pre-scripted dialogue to be spoken by the player” (Sali et 

al. ,2010 p.181) It is not clear to what extent the responses are abstract, if they mainly use 

short phrased summaries or actions. In an example (Figure 8) of the abstract-response 

interface used in Facade (Procedural Arts, 2005), the following dialogue options are given; 

 1. Ask Trip if he is OK.  

2. Praise Trip.  

3. Flirt with trip  

Figure 8. An excerpt of dialogue from the game Façade (Procedural Arts, 2005) as retold by 

Sali et al. (2010).  

These options describe the intended illocutionary act rather than presenting it in an 

utterance making it very clear what the illocutionary act is and therefore also what the 
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expected perlocutionary act to the given illocutionary act might be. Though players know, 

upon choosing option number 3, that they are flirting with Trip, and hence can expect Trip to 

respond to the flirting somehow, they have no idea how their PC flirts which further 

illustrates why players would feel that they had less control over their PCs and more over 

the outcome of their choices. In Mass Effect 2 (EA, 2010) however, responses are usually not 

as abstract as in Sali et al.'s (2010) example. The following example is taken from a 

conversation between Commander Shepard and Yeoman Kelly, an NPC stationed on the 

Commander's ship in Mass Effect 2 (EA, 2010).  

Yeoman Kelly says “I trust you implicitly. The moment I met you, I knew I could close my 

eyes, fall back, and you'd be there.”  

If players choose the paragon dialogue option: “I'd embrace you” Commander Shepard says 

“I might do more than just catch you Kelly upon which Kelly replies that “That's an enticing 

thought.”   

Here it is not as obvious what the illocutionary act of the chosen paragon response “I’d 

embrace you” is. The illocutionary act may simply be asserting or promising. Players must 

interpret the context in which the response is chosen to understand its meaning and If they 

fail to realize that the response is actually an attempt to flirt with Yeoman Kelly her response 

may be unexpected and unwanted. Therefore it is likely that the abstraction used in the 

responses is going to have an impact on whether players feel that their actions have 

predictable consequences or not. It isn't clear what exactly Sali et al. (2010) mean by actions 

and short phrases and how often they have used either. In this paper the terms 'short 

phrases' or ‘summaries’ will be used to describe the level of abstraction of the responses in 

the previous example from Mass Effect 2 (EA, 2010) and 'actions' will be used to describe the 

level of abstraction in the example from the abstract response version of the game Facade 

(Sali et al., 2010). It is relevant to find out whether an interface using only short phrases as in 

the previous example from Mass Effect 2 gives players the same sense of control over the 

outcome of their actions.  

2.5.4 Immersion 
Sali et al. (2010) found that players thought their abstract-response interface and sentence-

selection interface were equally engaging. According to Brown and Cairns (2004) 

engagement can be seen as the first stage of immersion.  Sali et al. (2010) describe Facade 

(Procedural Arts, 2005) as an interactive drama, where almost all interaction between 

players and the game takes place through conversation. Therefore it ought to be especially 

high in imaginative immersion which Ermi and Mäyrä (2004) describe as dependent on how 

involved players are with the plot of the game and how much they identify with the 

characters. However, 47.1% of the participants were most involved with the story in the 

sentence selection system as opposed to only 29.4% who were most involved with the story 

in the abstract-response system. Because Sali et al. (2010) did not make a difference 
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between different kinds of immersion in their study it is only possible to speculate as to 

what the reason for this is. Participants who found the abstract-response version most 

engaging did so because they thought it was easier to predict the outcome and effect of 

their choices upon the story in this particular version. They felt that they had most control in 

this version hinting at that control may influence the immersiveness of games. Hence the 

higher sense control associated with the abstract-response version may offer an explanation 

to why players found it as immersive as the sentence selection interface even though they 

did not get as involved with the story. It is also possible that players identified more with the 

characters in the abstract-response system. This is unlikely however since Sali et al. (2010) 

found that the sentence-selection system was especially efficient for characterization of 

both PCs and NPCs. Neither interface can be expected to have produced more sensory 

immersion because the audio-visual content of the game remained unchanged in all three 

versions but it's possible that either system provided more challenge-based immersion. 

Players found the NLU version of the game to be the most challenging which can explain why 

players also found it more engaging.  It is likely that control over gameplay which is related 

to play being perceived as meaningful can also result in a more engaging gaming experience. 

Therefore it is relevant to establish whether players feel that either interface has more 

challenge-based immersion or imaginative immersion and whether players identify and 

empathize as much with NPCs and PCs using either interface. It is also possible that some 

players find control over different aspects of the game such as PC control or control over the 

outcome of their actions more important when role-playing. According to Sali et al. (2010) 

some players preferred having more control over what the PC would say while others 

enjoyed having control over what the outcome of their actions would be. Knowing what 

their PCs would say allowed for more association while knowing the expected outcome of 

their actions made the game feel easier.  
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3 Problem formulation 
 Sentence selection interfaces using scripted dialogue are common in CRPGs.  Research by 

Sali et al. (2010) suggests that dialogue interfaces have an impact on players' enjoyment and 

engagement and that different interfaces come with different pros and cons. The purpose of 

this paper is to investigate further into how the pros and cons of each interface may affect 

roleplaying and whether different levels of abstraction of dialogue options in abstract-

response interfaces affect the experience differently. Sali et al. (2010) found that the 

abstraction of dialogue options affects story involvement, sense of presence, realism, the 

predictability of decisions and their consequences and PC control. However it is not entirely 

clear exactly how abstract the responses in the abstract-response system of Sali et al's study 

(2010) were. Therefore an objective of this study is to establish whether the relationship 

between the level of abstraction of player responses, PC control and the predictability of the 

outcomes of players' decisions is different when comparing a sentence-selection interface 

with an abstract-response interface using only one level of abstraction and not a 

combination of several as in Mass Effect 2 (EA, 2010) or in Sali et al's study (2010). Rather 

than using actions for abstracted responses the interface created for this study will present 

players with short phrases or summaries of the PC's responses. Short phrases are likely to 

provide players with less control over the outcome of their choices and decisions rather than 

more control as the abstracted responses in Sali et al's study (2010). When using short 

phrases the propositional content in the dialogue options and the propositional content in 

what the PC actually says differ.  Therefore players must interpret the context to understand 

what illocutionary act is being performed. Because the NPCs react to what the PC says rather 

than what's been said in the dialogue option players who misinterpret the dialogue option 

will not be able to predict the NPCs’ response. For instance a player who believes he has 

chosen to ask a question may be surprised or annoyed if he finds he has actually chosen to 

flirt with the NPC. This may affect whether players find the decisions they make meaningful 

and whether they can role-play. It is also possible that players find control over different 

aspects of the game more or less important while role-playing.  

 

3.1 Hypotheses 
The aim of this study is to find what the relationship between immersion, meaningful play, 

PC control and the abstraction of player responses in dialogue interfaces is and how it 

affects role-playing.  

In order to answer this question the following hypotheses will be tested: 

 Players have more control over their PCs in a sentence selection interface than in an 

abstract-response interface even when the responses are short phrases or 

summaries. 
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 Players' expectations regarding whether they are going to role-play an undefined or 

predefined character have an impact on how they feel about having less control over 

their PCs. Players who expect to role-play a character which is less defined by the 

game will expect to be in control of their PCs and find a lack of control over their PCs 

as something negative. Players who expect to role-play a character which has been 

predefined by the game will not mind. 

 Players will feel that they have more control over the outcome of their decisions and 

choices because they are more predictable using the sentence selection interface 

rather than the abstract-response interface with short phrased responses. This will 

affect whether players feel the decisions they make are meaningful or not when role-

playing.  

 Both interfaces will provide equally engaging experiences.  

3.2 Anticipated results 
Though players will get a more specific account of what their PC says using short phrases 

rather than actions in the abstract-response interface, they still get an even more exact 

account of what their PCs say in the sentence selection interface. Therefore it is likely that 

they will feel they have more control over their PCs using the sentence selection system. If 

this turns out to be the case it is also relevant to investigate how the lack of PC control 

affects the role-playing and whether players’ expectations on whether they are role-playing 

a more or less specific character have an impact on how they feel about having less control 

of their PCs.  It is likely that players' sense of control over the outcome of their choices and 

decisions in an abstract response system using only short phrases is lessened. There is a 

difference between having the PCs intended illocutionary act (the action a player performs 

in saying something) described as in Sali et al's (2010) example and having to discern the 

illocutionary act by interpreting the context. 

Even though both interfaces have been found to be equally engaging this might change 

when responses are abstracted differently in the abstract-response interface. In Sali et al's 

study (2010) no difference was made between imaginative and challenge-based immersion. 

The abstract-response system seems to have offered more challenge-based immersion 

because the relation between action and consequence was clearer, which challenge-based 

immersion is dependent on.  The sentence selection version offered more story-involvement 

which ought to result in higher imaginative immersion. Ermi and Mäyrä  (2005) have found 

that identification with characters is also important for imaginative immersion therefore 

both interfaces' ability to produce engaging experiences with consideration to whether they 

offer more imaginative or challenge-based immersion will be tested. If players no longer feel 

that they have more control over the outcome of their choices this should have a negative 

impact on challenge-based immersion in the abstract-response interface. However it is 
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possible that imaginative immersion will be higher when players know more of their PCs' 

actual lines. 

 

3.3 Method 
A role-playing scenario including at least one NPC with whom players will have dialogue will 

be created for the study. Players will only interact with NPCs through the dialogue system 

and there will be no additional gameplay as the purpose of this study is to compare the 

impact of different dialogue interfaces upon the role-playing experience. Half of the players 

will be asked to role-play a predefined, specific character with a background story and a 

specified name which will be presented to them before the role-playing session starts. The 

other half of the players will be able to choose a name, gender and age for their PC. They will 

also be asked to choose three attributes describing their PC’s personality from a list. The 

gameplay will not be affected by if they are playing a predefined character or not. Three 

roles will be available to players consistently throughout the whole scenario; altruist, neutral 

and egotist. Players will be presented with the same number of dialogue options and the 

same plot using both interfaces. Consequences such as NPC reactions and plot changes will 

be the same.     

Playing the scenario using either interface will take approximately 15 minutes and players 

will play the scenario twice, using both interfaces one after the other. To minimize the effect 

of the order in which the interfaces are used, which may have an impact on how players 

perceive them, half of the respondents will begin with one version and the rest with the 

other.  Brown and Cairns (2004) found that to become immersed in a game, players need to 

invest time, attention and effort. They did not specify how much time but it is unlikely that 

players will reach the state they described as total immersion, where players lost track of 

time and were absorbed within the game for hours, by merely playing for 15 minutes. There 

is not the time to create a longer scenario and it is likely respondents will be unwilling to 

partake in a longer study.  

3.4 Creating abstract responses 
In Sali et al.'s study (2010) players could choose from 'actions' and 'short phrases' when 

responding with the abstract-response interface. In the Mass Effect conversation wheel 

most dialogue options are shorter versions of what the PC will actually say rather than 

actions even though they also use actions. In this version of the abstract-response interface 

players will choose from short phrased summaries of what the PC actually says. Players will 

not know what the PC’s actual line is before choosing. In Mass Effect 2 there seem to be no 

apparent rules stating how a summary relates to what the PC actually says. Sometimes the 

PC will add illocutionary acts and propositional acts to players' chosen responses; sometimes 

they will change the illocutionary act and the propositional content.  If the illocutionary act 

in the short phrased summary is a question the NPC will always respond to that question. 
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The mood expressed in the summary is sometimes enforced or can be interpreted 

differently from what the PC actually says. I will not use rules for how summaries must 

represent the PC's lines. The degree to which the summaries are representative of the PC’s 

lines is most likely going to affect players' perceived control over the avatar and the 

outcome of their actions. Therefore effort will be taken to make the summaries as 

representative as possible keeping as much resemblance between the propositional and 

illocutionary acts performed in the PC's utterance and the abstracted response. The dialogue 

options in Mass Effect 2 (EA, 2010) are usually no more than 1-7 words long, therefore a 

standard of no more than 7 words will be used when creating the abstracted responses.   

They will be organized after what role or alignment they are to be associated with as in Mass 

Effect 2 with Paragon on top, neutral in the middle and renegade at the bottom. Questions 

will come underneath.  

3.5 Collecting data 
A qualitative approach will be taken to collecting and analyzing data. Respondents will 

partake in semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews are well suited for 

comparing these particular experiences because they provide the researcher with guidelines 

and themes to ask the respondents about but are still flexible. In qualitative research the 

focus lies on the respondents' perspectives and opinions rather than the researcher’s 

(Bryman, 2011). The purpose of this paper is to compare player experiences by finding out 

what players themselves think and feel about what they have experienced. Therefore it is 

important that the form of the interview is flexible so that questions and themes can be 

expanded upon into different directions and that individual responses can be given. Because 

the responses to the interviews are going to be subjective and each interview most likely will 

have covered slightly different aspects of the questions it may be hard to generalize results. 

The interviews will most likely be conducted in the home of the researcher.  

The questions posed to the respondents can be found in Appendix I, attached at the end of 

the document. There are a number of things that need to be taken into consideration when 

designing the questions. In a qualitative study questions may not be too specific or 

suggestive, thus preventing alternate ideas or perspectives from surfacing. (Bryman, 2011). 

They should also be understandable to respondents (Bryman, 2011). Therefore the 

interviews will be held in Swedish. A pilot study will be held before starting the study with 

only one respondent to find whether the questions are relevant for researching the chosen 

points of comparison. Respondents will play one of the versions first upon which they will be 

asked a set of questions concerning that version. Then they will play the second version and 

they will respond to the same questions again only this time comparing the two versions. If 

they were to play both versions first and then respond to the questions it is possible that 

they will forget what it was like to play the first version.  
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3.6 Analyzing data 
Data achieved during the semi-structured interviews will be structured and sorted according 

to themes such as PC control, immersion and meaningful play or other themes found to be 

relevant after the interviews have been held, and then summarized. This is a a well-tried 

method for analyzing data within qualitative research (Langemar, 2008). During the 

structuring and summarizing phases data will also be interpreted by the researcher. 

Therefore it is important to discuss and reflect on the interpretations made by the 

researcher in relation to the researcher's perspective, the purpose of the study and expected 

results and how norms and cultural aspects can affect both the researcher's and the 

respondents during the study. This will discussed further in chapter 5.  

3.7 Respondents 
Snowball sampling will be used to identify respondents for the study. Snowball sampling is 

effective when in search of respondents with specific qualities or knowledge (Langemar, 

2008). In this case the target group consists of individuals with previous experience of 

playing CRPGs and with a self-proclaimed interest not only in CRPGs but in role-playing when 

playing CRPGs.  For the purpose of this study previous experience is defined as having played 

at least one CRPG for more than an hour in English. Respondents have Swedish as their 

mother-language but are all familiar with the English language. The content of the scenario, 

including the dialogue, will be written in English. As respondents are not native-speakers this 

may affect their understanding of the dialogue. However few CRPGs have been released in 

Swedish. Therefore it is still relevant to study the impact of different dialogue interfaces on 

the role-playing experience even when the dialogue is not written in the respondents' native 

language. Possible effects upon the results will be discussed further in chapter 5 along with 

the results of the study. Eight respondents will participate in the study. 

3.8 Discussion 
In qualitative studies an inductive method is common, generating a theory about the chosen 

area of research first once data has been collected and analysed (Bryman, 2011). In this 

study five hypotheses and their anticipated results have already been discussed. Surveyors 

must keep an open mind when using qualitative research methods. Having a too defined 

hypothesis or theory about the results can influence the surveyor's perspective when 

collecting and analysing data. The hypotheses and their expected results (described in 

chapter 3.1) are quite specific and this may influence the results. Yet a qualitative approach 

with semi-structured interviews and a very select group of respondents may be better for 

getting in-depth information about how players perceive different user-interfaces than a 

quantitative approach which is more concerned with producing quantifiable data and 

statistical results. One disadvantage with using a qualitative approach is that extending the 

findings to other contexts and informants can be difficult because it is not possible to make 

quantifiable generalizations (Langemar, 2008). Yet it is important to discuss to what extent 

findings can be generalized. This is dependent on the collection of data, the relevance of 
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questions during interviews and the sample of respondents and will therefore be discussed 

further once data has been collected (Langemar, 2008). 
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4 Procedure 
In order to compare the impact of different dialogue interfaces on a role-playing experience 

an approximately 10 minute long role-playing scenario called The Deal was created. The Deal 

is a CRPG where all interaction takes place through dialogue and by choosing from certain 

actions describing the PC’s navigation in the game world such as 'go to elevator'. The 

dialogue was created using Unity and a dialogue editor; Unity 3D Dialogue Tool v.1, created 

by Royce Kimmons (2010).  Two versions of the deal were made, one sentence selection 

version and one abstract-response version.  

The following dialogue (Figure 9) is from a screen shot of the sentence selection version of 

'The Deal'.  

 

 

Figure 9. A screen shot of dialogue in the sentence selection version of 'The Deal' (2011). 
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The following figures (Figure 10 & Figure 111) are screen shots from the abstract-response 

version of the same dialogue as in figure 9.  

 

Figure 10. A screen shot of dialogue from the abstract-response version of 'The Deal' (2011). 

 

In the abstract-response version players choose from summaries of the responses given in 

the sentence selection version. Upon choosing either of the summaries the PC will say the 

corresponding line from the sentence selection version as in figure 4. 
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Figure 11. A screen shot of dialogue in the abstract response version of 'The Deal' (2011). 

Upon choosing the dialogue option 'I'm having second thoughts' the PC will give the 

response above. 
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4.1 The Deal 
The first step towards creating The Deal was brainstorming different role-playing scenarios 

where the gameplay would consist of dialogue and descriptive texts only and in which 

players were given the opportunity to make meaningful choices and decisions. The first 

scenario I settled upon was a murder investigation where players were to role-play a police 

officer questioning suspects. Players were to choose from three fictive interrogation 

techniques- good cop, bad cop and diplomatic cop which I decided to call bully, friend or 

neutral. They were to always be represented amongst the players' dialogue options. The first 

scenario however was discarded in favor for another scenario that had much more potential 

for creating meaningful choices and decisions and which was given the name The Deal. The 

Deal is inspired by the prisoner's dilemma, a theoretical model of conflict and cooperation 

created by Merrill Flood and Melvin Dresher as described by P. Straffin (2001).  Albert Tucker 

(2001) has added a story to explain the model, in which two accomplices charged with a 

crime are interrogated separately. If one confesses and the other doesn't the former will be 

rewarded one unit and the latter fined two. If both confess both will be fined one unit each 

and if neither confesses both will be released. In The Deal the PC is part of an international 

crime syndicate called The Lucky Nines. The PC must lead a team of two to steal information 

from a corporation's downtown office. The operation goes wrong when they are discovered 

by a stray office worker and one of the accomplices, Tony, shoots him. Players must discuss 

a strategy with Tony convincing him to give himself up to the police, to blame the other 

accomplice Emmanuel, to place the blame on the PC or to remain silent no matter what in 

case the police should interrogate him. Two weeks later Tony and the PC are interrogated by 

police officer Dunne and players can choose whether to confess everything, blame Tony, 

blame Emmanuel, take the blame themselves or not confess anything. There are three 

outcomes. If players confess everything or blame Emmanuel they are given a shorter 

sentence but are killed by The Lucky Nines upon release from prison. If players choose not to 

confess anything everyone goes clear and if they convince Tony to confess and choose to 

blame him in the end he is killed in prison by The Lucky Nines for sharing their secrets while 

the PC and Emmanuel gain a much shorter sentence.  Originally the idea was for there to be 

even more possible outcomes so that the relationship between player actions and 

consequence would be even stronger however there is still room for players to make 

meaningful decisions concerning the lives of their accomplices and their own PCs. Using the 

specific dialogue system I have chosen branching dialogues quickly become very complex 

and difficult to manage. Therefore I chose to cut down on content which resulted in the 

scenario being 10 minutes instead of 15 as was planned.   
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Instead of players choosing between friend, bully or neutral dialogue options players can 

choose from neutral, altruist and egotist dialogue options. Role-playing as an altruist in The 

Deal means always putting the good of others first, taking consideration to other people's 

feelings and going that extra length to help improve their lives. An altruist will disapprove of 

people who are egocentric and approve of altruistic behavior. An egotist sees only personal 

gain and acts upon their own feelings and desires disregarding those of other people. In 

cases where there are more than three dialogue options they will be organized on an 

altruist- egotist scale. In the following example (Figure 12) players can choose from any of 

the three attitudes.  

 

Figure 12. A screen shot of dialogue in the sentence selection version of 'The Deal' (2011). 

The top response is altruistic, the middle neutral and the bottom response, egotistic. Figure 

13 shows the corresponding dialogue options as displayed in the abstract response 

interface. There too options are organized according to attitude with altruistic on top, 

neutral in the middle and egotist at the bottom. 
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Figure 13. A screen shot of dialogue in the abstract response version of 'The Deal' (2011). 

4.2 Decision and choice in The Deal 
One of the purposes of this study is to compare the two interfaces' ability to present players 

with decision and choice and whether this affects the role-playing experience. Players are 

presented with the same decisions and choices in both the sentence selection and the 

abstract response version of The Deal.  

At one point in the scenario the NPC Tony is worried and confides in the PC. What the PC 

actually says is in brackets. In the abstract response version players choose from the 

responses outside the brackets, after which the PC will say the full line (now written within 

the brackets). In the sentence selection version of The Deal players choose directly from the 

responses within the brackets.  The following example of conversation (Figure 14) from 'The 

Deal' presents players with a choice. 
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Tony: I'm an engineer, I've got a family. I don't go round pointing guns at people. I barely 

know how to load this thing. 

PC: 

1. Don't worry. (I got your back okay, you'll be fine.) 

2. It's standard procedure. (It's only a safety precaution.) 

3. Quit whining. (The Nines are your family now. Besides, you're an engineer right? You'll 

figure the gun out in no time.) 

Figure 14. An excerpt of dialogue from The Deal (2011). 

Tony gives the same reply regardless of what response players choose, thanking the PC for 

the words of wisdom. In this case players are given a choice rather than a decision. What 

players choose doesn't have any consequences but it allows players to express different 

attitudes and to role-play different characters. In the following example (Figure 15) players 

must decide what to say in order to convince Tony to confess that he has shot a man to the 

police.  

Tony: I killed a man. I should confess but I'll never see my kid grow up. How are they to get 

by without me?  

PC:  

1. Take responsibility for your actions. (Our mistakes have resulted in the death of an 

innocent man- his family needs him and now he's gone forever.) 

2. Your family deserves better. (You gamble, you lie and you kill- your family would be better 

off without you Tony.) 

Figure 15. An excerpt of dialogue from The Deal (2011). 

 

If players choose the first option Tony refuses to confess while choosing the second option 

convinces him that he must. If players succeed in making Tony confess they may get a 

shorter prison sentence or no sentence at all at the end of the game. 

4.3 Character creation 
One purpose of this study is to test whether players' expectations about whether they are 

playing a defined or undefined character will affect how they feel about having less control 

over their PCs when role-playing. In order to test this the idea was for half the players to  
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create background stories for their PCs before playing The Deal while the rest were given a 

detailed background story predefining the PCs for them. This idea was discarded. If players 

were to create their own background stories they might choose characteristics and 

attributes for their PCs that weren't represented amongst the dialogue options present in 

The Deal which may lead to unrealized expectations. The task of creating a background story 

within a limited amount of time can also be demanding for players who know little about the 

universe in which the role-play takes place. Therefore players were given a list of 19 

attributes and adjectives that could define their characters instead. They were encouraged 

to choose three attributes as well as a name, age and sex for their characters in order to give 

them an idea of what kind of character they wanted to role-play. The rest of the players 

were given a predefined character for which a name, age, sex and the three attributes to go 

with it had already been decided. The attributes describing the PC were all descriptive of the 

PC's personality such as 'aggressive,' 'sarcastic' and 'lone wolf' rather than physical attributes 

and none defined whether the PC was an altruist or an egotist giving players the freedom to 

choose whether they wanted to play their characters as altruists, egotists or neutral even 

though they were restricted to certain attributes.  
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5 Results and Evaluation 
In this chapter the results of the study will be described, discussed and evaluated. Players 

were asked a number of questions (listed at the end of the document) regarding PC control, 

freedom of choice and engagement with the game's plot and their PCs. The purpose of the 

study was to research the impact of different levels of abstraction of dialogue upon player 

experiences in terms of meaningfulness of play, immersion and PC control.  

 

5.1 The players 
The study was conducted on eight people; two women and six men. They were all in their 

twenties, ages ranging from 21 to 26, and they were all university students at the University 

College of Skövde where they studied videogame development. One woman played a 

predefined character and one an undefined character.  Because players were selected using 

snowball selection all were known to or friends with the interviewer.  This may have had an 

impact on the results. All players had played several CRPGs. They players are presented in 

Figure 16. 

Players Sex Age Predefined/Undefin

ed PC 

First version played 

Player 1 male 24 undefined abstract 

Player 2 male 26 undefined Sentence selection 

Player 3 female 21 undefined abstract 

Player 4 male 23 predefined Sentence selection 

Player 5 female 22 predefined abstract 

Player 6 male 25 predefined Sentence selection 

Player 7 male 22 predefined abstract 

Player 8 male 23 undefined Sentence selection 

 

Figure 16. A table over the respondents who partook in the study. 

5.2 Results 
In this chapter the results from the study will be presented. The results are based on my 

interpretations of the participants’ responses to the interview questions (attached in 

appendix I). Because the interviews were conducted in Swedish, player quotes have been 

translated from Swedish into English by me. 
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5.2.1 PC control 
As expected, a majority of the players found they had more control over their PCs in the 

sentence selection version. For many players PC control was related to the number of 

dialogue options they could choose from and whether they fit the characters they had 

chosen to play or been assigned. Several players mentioned wanting more control regardless 

of what interface they were using. 

I would have wanted a lot more control but I always want more control in games. Because it is a role-

playing game and you're playing a role, you've got an idea- this is what my character is like and then I 

think it should be possible to play that character as you've imagined it. (Player 2)  

For those who felt they had less control over their PCs using the abstract interface it was 

usually a question of not being able to tell what attitudes the dialogue options were 

conveying or not knowing exactly what their PCs would say. The results are displayed in 

Figure 17.  

 

Figure 17.  

Because it was text-based and I could see all the text I knew exactly what I could say. Then you weren't 

misled if you chose an alternative that wouldn't end up the way you expected when the PC actually talks. 

So when it's all text, it gives you a lot more control. (Player 1) 

Players thought the abstract interface offered more control over the PC because it gave more insight 

into how the dialogue options were said.  According to player 6, knowing what the PC would say in 

detail didn't necessarily make the attitude with which it was said more apparent. When speaking 

with Tony in the sentence selection version of the game players can choose to tell Tony 'The Nines 

are your family now. Besides, you're an engineer right, you'll figure the gun out in no time...” The line 

is meant to be sarcastic but player 6 didn't realize this until he chose the corresponding option ”quit 

whining” in the abstract version. ”Quit whining” seems to have worked as an indicator of the PC's 

attitude, making it clear, when the PC's line followed, that it was meant to be delivered with sarcasm. 
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The player describes that there was; Less control (in abstract) over what you say but the meaning of it is 

stronger when you know that the choice you make is as sarcastic as you think it is...In this version you got 

an option that was pretty mean or sarcastic and when the PC said the corresponding phrase you felt that 

yeah, that was pretty sarcastic.  (Player 6) 

He would have wanted more control in the sentence selection version, possibly by tagging the 

options in the sentence selection version after attitude with an icon or color but didn't think it 

necessary in the abstract version. 

Though the sentence selection interface gave some players a higher sense of control over their PCs, 

more control wasn't necessarily a positive thing. Some players thought the sentence selection 

interface gave them too much control, and found not knowing what their characters would say 

entertaining. All in all 6 players preferred more control to less while two preferred less control.  

If you can't control exactly what you're going to say it feels as if you have less control even though you 

have as much control. It is a gamble and it is both good and bad but in a way it makes it more interesting. 

The conversation is more interesting if I know exactly what I'm going to say but if I only know that now I'm 

going to give a nice reply it's a little more interesting to read the answer. (Player 8)  

Player 8 also commented on that once you've chosen a response in the sentence selection interface, 

the response is displayed again on the screen. 

I think it's more fun to experience something, to see what happens. If you know what you're going to say 

you experience it twice which makes it a little more boring because first you read the option, then you 

press it and it is displayed on the screen. You experience it twice and that isn't fun. (player 8) 

Player 5 thought less control made the scenario feel more like a game.  

Of course it's nice to know what exactly you're going to say but at the same time it's not as much of a 

game then. Just dialogue options. Not knowing makes it a little more interesting. It was nice to know what 

you'd say and it felt like you had more control then but it wasn't as much fun. (Player 5) 

Player 5 however, played the sentence abstract interface first and made the same choices in the 

sentence selection version and recognized the options she had chosen previously. I wanted less 

control. I had almost complete control, especially since I already knew what the alternatives would 

lead to but even if I hadn't known I would have had a lot of control. (Player 5)   

Player 2 on the other hand found lack of control to be something very negative. 

That was the big difference; I had no control over how I'd express myself. You're surprised by everything 

you say. You're like, that's not what I meant to say. It was extremely negative and I hate it. ..In role-playing 

games you play a role and then you want to act that role out but if you don't know how you're going to 

say things then you can't play that role. (Player 2) 

5.2.2 Predefined or Undefined PC 
Players were divided into two groups where half played a predefined character and half an 

undefined character in order to test whether their expectations would affect how they felt 

about being in control of their PCs.  Three of the players who played a predefined character 

were positive towards the abstract interface in general. Player 4 and 6 thought the system 
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offered more control because it was structured, player 5 thought it offered less control but 

found the lack of control entertaining. However, player 8 who played an undefined character 

also preferred having less control over his PC.  Player 7 couldn't tell any difference between 

the interfaces and in his answers mainly focused on the difference between the first time 

and the second time he played the scenario. The two players who thought the abstract 

interface offered more control played the sentence selection version first. There was no 

indication that playing a predefined character made players more positive about having less 

control over their PCs yet it is still possible that a more extensive study could prove 

otherwise.  Player two played an undefined character an expressed a great dislike for the 

abstract interface but suggested he might have enjoyed it more should he have played a 

predefined character instead.  

It could have been more interesting but it was unreliable and then you weren't as interested, it felt more 

random...It feels important to have control over the character but if I hadn't chosen as much about the 

character myself it could have been interesting because then it could have been like 'oh, did he say that, 

that's cool, what a cool character.' But when you get to choose the character yourself you really want to 

be in control. My character couldn't have said that. You had expectations when you could create it 

yourself. (player 2) 

 

5.2.3 Expressing personality 
Four of the players who felt they had more control over their PCs in the sentence selection 

interface also felt they could express personality better in the sentence selection interface 

and the two who thought they had more control in the abstract response interface thought 

they could express personality better there. One player didn't respond to the question and 

one player thought he had equal control over his PC in both interfaces but felt he could 

express personality better in the sentence selection interface. For the five who could express 

personality better in the sentence selection interface expressing personality was linked to 

how you said things. 

It was a little easier (in the sentence selection interface) since you knew exactly how you said things. That 

is important for expressing personality but it was more fun the time before (in abstract). (Player 5) 

In a sense it went better now because I could see all the text in the dialogue options- not just summaries. 

Often when I role-play, even though I don't choose a certain option, seeing it in the menu and knowing I 

could say it makes it feel as if it's something my character might say and that makes my character more 

profound. The text feels like thoughts, you see a funny or interesting option but still choose to say another 

one. Then it feels as if the game is deeper and that there are more options than there are. (Player 1) 

For player 6 and player 4 who thought expressing personality was easier using the abstract 

interface it was mainly a question of understanding the attitude expressed in the dialogue 

options. 
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It was a lot easier to choose more fitting alternatives when you knew what they meant. If there's a lot of 

text it can be hard to know if an alternative is sarcastic or not. You're not really sure and that makes it 

harder. (Player 6) 

5.2.4 Meaningful Play 
According to Salen and Zimmerman (2004) meaningful play happens when the actions 

players take have consequences and when the relationship between players' actions and 

their consequences is not too chaotic or too stable. If a system is too chaotic the outcomes 

of the choices and decisions players are faced with are entirely unpredictable while a system 

that is too stable may result in an experience that is too predictable. Because the two 

interfaces provided players with different information about the choices and decisions they 

make the goal was to find out whether this affected the predictability of their consequences, 

whether players felt their actions had more consequences or that they had more freedom of 

choice in either interface.   

Freedom of choice 

Three players thought there was more freedom of choice in the sentence selection version, 

one player thought the abstract response interface gave a greater freedom of choice and 

four thought there was no difference between the two versions in this aspect or that the 

difference was unrelated to interface. For five of the interviewed the perceived freedom of 

choice was related to control. For four of the interviewed more control gave a sense of 

greater freedom of choice. Figure 18 shows the players opinions on which interface offered 

the most freedom of choice.  

 

Figure 18. 

Player 3 thought the sentence selection interface gave her more freedom of choice. 
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I have the information I need to make a decision that's right for me or for my character. (player 3) 

Player 6 who was playing a character which had been predefined as sarcastic thought it was 

easier to identify different attitudes in the abstract response interface and therefore felt 

obliged to choose sarcastic responses.  

There was less freedom of choice in this version (abstract) since the sarcastic alternatives were truly 

sarcastic. They were more distinct so it was easier to choose them even though the avatar said the same 

thing.(player 6) 

Player 6 played the abstract version after the sentence selection version and noticed that 

there was an organization amongst the alternatives so possibly they could match summaries 

with corresponding responses  

 

Action and consequence 

Seven of the players agreed that there was no difference between the two interfaces 

regarding the choices they made and how they affected the game's story. Player 4 however, 

thought that his choices had more consequences in the abstract interface version. He 

explains that it was; partly because I made other choices this time but also because I understood what I 

said better, how it would affect, it was very clear (player 4) 

 

Control over the story 

While most players agreed that the relationship between their actions and consequences 

was the same in both interfaces half of the players felt they had more control over the 

game's story using either interface. Player 6 and 4 felt they had more control using the 

abstract interface and player 1 and player 3 felt they had more control using the sentence 

selection interface. Both players who thought the abstract response interface gave them 

more control played the sentence selection interface first and both players who thought the 

sentence selection interface gave more control played abstract first. The players thoughts on 

which interface offered the most control over the story are summarized in Figure 19. 

After using the abstract interface player 6 said  It was a little better than last time. Because I read a 

little better I think. Also the dialogue options and how it was built-up, you were more guided in the story. 

(Player 6) 

After playing the sentence selection version player 3 stated that I felt more into what happened, 

as if I had a greater understanding for what happened so that was better. I would have wanted a little 

more control. I wanted to do other things than what you could do. (player 3) 
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Figure 19.  

 

Predictability and difficult choices 

Players were asked whether any of the choices they made had unexpected consequences in 

either of the versions and whether they found any choice or decision they made especially 

difficult. Because several players chose the same dialogue options both times they played it 

was difficult to measure any difference between the two interfaces. Two players mentioned 

they were not surprised by the consequences of their actions in either interface. Player 2 

and player 7 thought that it was hard to predict the consequences of their actions in the 

abstract interface.  

The effect was unpredictable. I didn't really know what it would mean to answer what I answered but I 

think it was pretty good anyway. For example, if you had a parenthesis next to it where it said 'good guy, 

bad guy'  like a representation of what your choice means then maybe it would have ruined the bubble a 

little but at the same time it would have been easier to know. (Player 7)  

Player 1 made more or less the same choices both times he played and was only surprised at 

the consequences of his choices the first time. This however was something he appreciated. 

In the end I thought you wouldn't be able to get out of the situation that easily and that you would have to 

sacrifice yourself or somebody else but I chose that no one should confess and it actually worked. It was 

surprising, nice. It went good for the character and good for the others and that was surprising. (player1) 

Player 5 also made the same choices in most cases. She thought that none of the choices she 

made were difficult in either of the versions and liked it that way. 
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I suppose it might have been fun with a hard choice but choices where you can't predict the consequences 

are usually irritating because then it doesn't go the way I want it to...Yes, it might be exciting but I always 

save first. I usually get annoyed if I don't save because then I can't return and see if I can get the 

consequences I wanted. (Player 5) 

She explained that she usually has an idea of what she wants to happen when she plays. 

Player 4 on the other hand thought none of the choices he made were difficult and 

requested more difficult choices. Player 3 and 2 thought the abstract interface made 

decision-making hard.  

It was easier to predict the consequences (in the sentence selection interface) because then you knew 

what you would say. Otherwise you don't know if you've said something mean and might hurt somebody. 

(player2) 

Player 3 thought an occasion where the NPC Tony confides his doubts about the mission and 

the player can choose to console him or chastise him was a hard choice in the abstract 

interface. She played the abstract response version first.  

I was a little uncertain of my choices and which I should take, which I wanted to take, because it felt as if I 

turned out a little nicer than I had wanted when I spoke with him (in the abstract response interface)...(in 

the sentence selection interface) I had more control over what she (the player's PC) said so I felt more 

secure about the choices I made. (Player 3) 

The response the PC says that corresponds to the dialogue option she chose was meant to 

be interpreted as sarcastic but she interpreted it as being nice instead. Player 6 had trouble 

interpreting the very same dialogue option in the sentence selection interface however and 

realized that it was sarcastic only after having played the abstract response version. Because 

the two players played different versions first it is possible that this might have had an 

impact on how they interpreted the abstract dialogue option.  

For player 6 and 8 some choices were difficult to make because of their morality. Player 8 

mentioned one decision that he thought was hard to make the first time he played the 

scenario. 

If you're going to talk to the police or not when Tony's shot the guy- if you're goody two- shoes or if you try 

to hide the truth. (Player 8) 

The second time he played however, he didn't think making decisions was difficult at all. 

No, now I chose to see what the other alternatives were like so it was easy for me to be a little tougher and 

more pushy. It was fun to see what the other side of the spectrum was like. If I would have played the 

same I would have known what would happen. It's a little bit like being your own Antichrist. You think it's 

funny to say things like 'you're an asshole'.  

To summarize, three players (7, 3 and 2) thought the outcomes of their decisions and 

choices were less predictable or that making decisions was difficult because of the abstract 

interface. Player 3 and 1 felt they had more control over the story using the sentence 
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selection interface and player 6 and 4 felt the opposite.  5 people felt they had more PC 

control in the sentence selection version and 2 in the abstract response version. All players 

but player 4 agreed that the actions they took came with consequences to the same extent 

in both interfaces. Player 4 thought the choices he made in the abstract response version 

came with more consequences even though neither did. All in all it seems the sentence 

selection interface may have provided more players with a somewhat more predictable 

experience. Five players (player 1,2,3,4 and 6) preferred having control over the story and 

PC. Player 4 wanted more control over the other NPCs, player 2 and 1 mentioned wanting 

more control in both interfaces. Player 8 enjoyed having less control over the PC as he did in 

the abstract interface but thought both interfaces gave him enough control over the story. 

Player 5 enjoyed having a lot of control over the consequences of her decisions but thought 

she had too much control over the PC in the sentence selection interface. The results 

suggest that different players find different levels of predictability enjoyable and meaningful.  

 

5.2.5 Immersion 
Players were asked whether they were curious about what would happen when they chose 

dialogue options and if they wanted to know how the story would end. They were also asked 

whether they identified and sympathized with their characters. Failed expectations about 

what the PC would say were often mentioned as a reason for loss of engagement with the 

game's story and characters.  

Sympathy and identification 
The interfaces were equally proficient at making players sympathize with their characters. 

Players were more inclined to sympathize with their characters the first time they played the 

scenario and more prone to exploring the second time. One player sympathized more with 

his PC in the abstract interface and one in the sentence selection interface. 

Player 6 preferred the summaries in the abstract version to what the PC actually said 

because he thought they suited the character better. He could disregard the PC's lines and 

imagine the PC only said the summaries sympathizing more with the PC in the abstract 

interface. 

Yes, I think in a better way. Many things were clearer and then you could really feel 'ha, ha', I'm so mean. 

You laugh at the things you say. Even though the character doesn't say what you expect it to the dialogue 

option is funny. Even though what the character says isn't the same you can think, this is what I said, 

damn that's mean. (Player 6) 

Player 3 however felt she could connect more with the character when she knew exactly 

what the character would say.  

Now it was more like she was a part of me in a different way. It feels as if you can share the PC's thoughts 

when you know exactly what she's thinking. Then it's easier for me to identify with the character. (Player 

3) 
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As with sympathy for their PCs players identified more with their PCs the first time they 

played the scenario. Two players identified more with their characters in the sentence 

selection interface and one player identified more with his character in the abstract 

response interface.   

Player 2 felt he couldn't identify with the PC in the abstract version. 

When you don't have control you can't connect with the character because he becomes unreliable, you 

can't trust who you are. You don't get into it. You don't make any personality choices only story choices. 

(Player 2) 

For player 6 the abstract version made the essence of the dialogue options clearer which 

helped him identify with the PC. 

It's a lot smoother when you want to say things. Instead of deliberating and reading a long text of what 

you're going to say exactly to make sure if there's a word that changes the meaning of it and that kind of 

stuff. (Player 6) 

Many players could not sympathize or identify with their characters because they played 

characters they found mean or unsympathetic. 

Curiosity 

Players were equally curious to discover what would happen in the scenario's story and what 

would happen when they chose dialogue options in both interfaces. One player was more 

curious about what would happen in the story the first time she played. The rest of the 

players were more curious what would happen when they chose dialogue options the 

second time because they could compare experiences with the first time.  

 

Failed expectations 

Players were asked whether any dialogue options they chose ever turned out to mean 

something different than what they had expected and how they reacted to this. Seven 

players mentioned it happened in the abstract response interface and none in the sentence 

selection interface. For two people it resulted in a short loss of engagement and two players 

were slightly irritated. One thought it very irritating and expressed a strong dislike for the 

abstract interface altogether. One player found it a surprising but positive experience.  

It matched quite good with what I thought. It wasn't the exact attitude I expected but it had the same 

meaning. It was a little frustrating. Not much but you got a little irritated. (player 3) 

When I chose the option 'great' I thought he was sarcastic so that didn't end out the way I expected. He 

said something I hadn't thought he'd say. It was a little frustrating, it popped the bubble. I visualized the 

whole scenario with my character, Tony and Emmanuel and the whole office but when that happened it 

popped the bubble. It was like right, it's really just a game, somebody has programmed this. (player 7) 
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Yet another player found the same dialogue option misleading.  

...If you press great he starts talking about 'how are your sister?', then it felt like it didn't correspond that 

well. Great can be a little snippy. You're not really sure if it's ironic or pleasant. I was surprised but then I 

understood the organization. Getting surprised was positive, if you don't know what you've got to look 

forward to it makes it better. (Player 8) 

Results suggest that for some players (players 1, 5, 8) the abstract response interface had 

more challenge based immersion. It was referred to as being “more of a game”, “a gamble” 

and “more fun”. The sentence selection interface on the other hand never disturbed players 

engagement with the plot or PC, both requirements for imaginative immersion (mäyrä 

blabla) by causing failed expectations as the abstract interface did. Yet players were as 

curious to find out what happened in both versions and an equal number of players 

identified and sympathized more with their PC's in either interface.  

5.2.6 Player motivation 
There was a considerable difference between how players played, felt and what motivated 

them in their choices during the first time they played the game and the second time they 

played. The first time all players claimed to have chosen dialogue options they thought their 

characters would have chosen to a certain extent, thus all role-playing. The second time 

however, only three players (player 2, 3, 6) chose the alternatives they found most suitable 

for their characters exclusively. The players’ motivations are shown in Figure 20. 

Yes, I wanted to (try other alternatives) but it felt wrong since I played the same character and ought to 

make the same choices. Maybe I thought too much about it but I did some things differently. Before it 

suited my character pretty good to say certain things but the second time (abstract interface) it didn't. For 

example, I chose to be sarcastic and the alternative in the beginning where you ask why the overalls? is 

sarcastic (in sentence selection). But when you only see the short response- 'why the overalls?', and not 

the whole response the reason why seems pretty obvious if you're intelligent (as the player's character 

was). (Player 2) 

Three players chose to try other dialogue options out regardless of what their characters 

would have done or chose to role-play other characters, mainly because they were curious 

about the consequences of their actions (player 4,7 & 8).  

I made the choices to see what would happen if I acted differently from the first time. I had already played 

once so I thought it would be fun to see what the consequences would be if I did otherwise. (Player 8) 

I didn't think much about it (staying in character). I mainly wanted to find out what happened if I made 

other choices. (Player 4) 

Two players (player 1 and 5) were equally motivated by consequences and role-play when 

choosing dialogue options.  
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Figure 20. 

5.2.7 First and second play-through 
All players were affected by whether it was the first time or the second time they played the 

scenario. For player 7 however, the experience changed completely the second time he 

played the scenario regardless of what interface he was using. He didn't realize that there 

was a change of dialogue interface at all. He compared playing the scenario a second time to 

watching a movie twice. 

I didn't care as much about the character because the story was already given. The first time you see a 

movie the story isn't given, you don't know what's going to happen. The second time you take notice of the 

details because you don't concentrate as much on the story...Especially when you play again immediately 

afterwards you think more of about the design of the game. (player 7) 

The second time he played he realized he had less control over the story when he chose 

differently and still got the same consequences.  

You know what's going to happen, it's a triggered event. Also you get immediate feedback on what you 

say. The same thing happened so my choice doesn't matter. (player 7) 

He also lost imaginative immersion with the game the second time he played and thought 

making decisions was easier.  

Say you're this super goodhearted warrior who's supposed to save the princess and then you come to a 

point where you can kill some peasants for some xp and a weapon and at the moment when you do it 

everything becomes more gameplay-minded than story-minded. My PC would never have done it but still I 

did it because I wanted more XP. When you do that, you stop caring about the character, you lose 

interest...The decisions are easier when you don't identify with the character- you see it as a game and a 

framework of rules.  (Player 7)  
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5.3 Evaluation 
One of the biggest weaknesses of the study was that in order to compare the two interfaces, 

players had to play the same scenario twice. For several players it changed their motivation. 

It also had an impact on their engagement with the game’s plot and characters. One player 

was so focused on the difference between the first and the second time he played that he 

took no notice of the different interfaces at all. To him having played the scenario already 

completely changed the experience for him when he played the second time. This makes it 

difficult to discern whether there was a difference in players’ engagement with the game 

dependent on which interface they were using. Many players played differently the second 

time because of a change in motivation. In many cases the difference between the second 

and first time players played the scenario seems to have had a greater impact on the player 

experience than which interface they used. For many players a change in motivation 

resulted in them not role-playing the second time they played the scnario. As one purpose of 

this study was to find whether either interface was especially suitable for role-playing 

undefined or predefined characters   

Several players chose different dialogue options the second time they played, others chose 

the same on purpose which suggests that most players could recognize which dialogue 

options the alternatives in the sentence selection interface corresponded with in the 

abstract response interface and vice versa. Hence they had more information about what 

the dialogue options they had chosen the first time meant the second time they played 

which may have made some players feel more in control of their PCs and the game’s plot.  

Therefore it could be beneficial to do a second study comparing two different scenarios 

rather than using the same twice to complement this study. 

It is possible that there were too many variables affecting players’ experiences (such as 

whether they were playing and undefined or predefined PC, which interface they played first 

and so forth) and too few respondents to discern any recurring patterns related to the 

variables and to show which variables had an impact on what. One variable, which should 

not have had an impact on the result, was whether players noticed that player responses 

were organized according to attitude, with the most altruistic response on top and the most 

egotistic at the bottom of the list. The intent was for the interviewer to inform players of this 

before initiating the play-session. Unfortunately it slipped the interviewers mind and as a 

result some players noticed that there was an organization and others didn’t. This might 

have helped players who did notice in their orientation amongst the responses and can have 

had an impact on the results making them feel more in control when using either interface. 

It did come with one benefit however. Because there was no indication that responses were 

organized it was more similar to the abstract interface used in Mass Effect 2 (EA, 2010) 

which has the same approach and is in use amongst role-players today.   

Though the study has failed to produce any uniform conclusions about role-players’ 

preferences when it comes to dialogue interfaces its results have served to show that 
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players are different. They take in information in different ways- some more effectively 

when they are presented only with short summaries of what their PCs are going to say, 

others need to know exactly what their PCs are going to say in detail to feel in control. Some 

players want to be in control of their PCs and others don’t.    
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6 Conclusion 

6.1 Results summary 
The purpose of this study was to research the relationship between immersion, meaningful 

play, PC control and the level of abstraction of player responses in dialogue interfaces in a 

CRPG. A number of hypotheses were tested and they have been listed below along with a 

summary of the results. Eight respondents partook in the study. They played the same role-

playing scenario twice, one time using an abstract-response interface and another time 

using a sentence-selection interface. Half of the respondents played the abstract response 

version first and vice versa.  Half of the respondents played an undefined character and the 

rest a character which had been predefined by the game. The results are summarized in 

Figure 21. 

 Players have more control over their PCs in a sentence selection interface than in 

an abstract-response interface even when the responses are short phrases. 

Five players felt they had more control over their PCs using the sentence selection interface 

and two felt they had more control over their PCs using the abstract response interface. 

However, this wasn't necessarily something all players enjoyed. Two players felt they had 

too much control over their PCs in the sentence selection interface. The rest were positive 

about being in control.  

 Players' expectations regarding whether they are going to role-play a specific or 

non-specific character have an impact on how they feel about having less control 

over their PC. Players who expect to role-play a character which is less defined by 

the game will expect to be in control of their PC and find a lack of control over their 

PCs as something negative. Players who expect to role-play a character which has 

been predefined by the game will not mind. 

Three of the players who preferred the abstract interface played an undefined character. 

Two of them felt the interface gave them more control rather than less. One of the players 

who favored the abstract interface enjoyed having less control over the PC. One player who 

played an undefined character enjoyed the abstract interface the most too because of its 

lack of PC control. Therefore it is impossible to tell from this study whether playing a 

predefined or undefined character changes players' expectations about the amount of 

control they will have over their PCs and results in them not being more positive about 

having less control.  

 Players will feel that they have more control over the outcome of their decisions 

and choices because they are more predictable using the sentence selection 

interface rather than the abstract-response interface with short phrased responses. 

This will affect whether players feel the decisions they make are meaningful or not 

when role-playing.  
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Two felt they had more control over the game's story using the abstract interface and two 

felt they had more control using the sentence selection interface. Three felt both interfaces 

gave them equal control over the game's story. Three players thought that the abstract 

responses made making decisions or predicting the outcomes of them difficult. Though four 

players felt they had more control over the story in either of the interfaces only one player 

thought his actions came with more consequences in one of the versions namely the 

abstract response interface. The relationship between player action and outcome was the 

same in both versions and players' actions didn't result in more consequences in either.  

As mentioned above five players felt they had more control over their PCs in the sentence 

selection interface and only two felt they had more control in the abstract response 

interface. Counting both PC control and control over the sentence selection interface seems 

to have offered a slightly more predictable experience. Six of the players enjoyed being able 

to predict the consequences of their decisions and being in control of the story. For two 

players less control over the PC gave them a more enjoyable experience. These results 

suggest that the level of abstraction of dialogue has an impact on the meaningfulness of 

play, during role-playe, but that different players prefer more or less predictability and 

control.  

 Both interfaces will continue to provide equally engaging experiences.  

The systems were equally proficient at engaging players but the abstract interface seems to 

have interrupted several players’ engagement with the plot and PC when they had failed 

expectations about what the PC would say. 

What the players preferred 

All in all four of the players preferred the abstract response interface and 3 players preferred 

the sentence selection interface. One player didn't notice the difference between the 

interfaces but thought the greatest difference was between whether it was the first or 

second time he played. For players who preferred the sentence selection interface, PC 

control, expressing personality and engagement with the PC was important. All three were 

primarily motivated by living out a role rather than overcoming challenges or achieving 

certain consequences when making choices and decisions.  

I liked version 2 ( the sentence selection interface) better because I think it worked better when there was 

only text. Then I know what I'm going to say and it's easier to make a choice. Also the joy in playing lies in 

seeing the dialogue, reading the story, to see when you talk. If it had been more cinematic like in Mass 

Effect maybe an abstract interface would have been better. Now I thought it was better to know (what the 

PC said) directly. (Player 1) 

Of the players who preferred the abstract interface two did so because they enjoyed a 

certain lack of control over the PC. Player 5 enjoyed having a lot of control over the story but 
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preferred having less control over the PC and player 8 thought the game was more fun when 

it was 'more of a gamble.'  

Player 6 and 4 however preferred the abstract response interface because they had more 

control over the story and their PCs and felt that they could express their PCs personalities 

better in the abstract response version. Conclusively, for some players a shorter summary 

that carried only the essential meaning of what the PC would say rather than a longer more 

detailed version of what the PC actually said, as in the sentence selection interface, was 

easier to interpret while a majority thought more detail gave more control over the PC.   

 

Players Sex Age Predefined

/Undefined 

PC 

First 

version 

played 

Player 

motivation

(roleplay/ 

consequen-

ces) 

Most PC 

control: 

 Most 

control 

over story: 

Preferred 

interface 

Player 1 male 24 undefined abstract both Sentence 

selection 

Sentence 

selection 

Sentence 

selection 

Player 2 male 26 undefined Sentence 

selection 

roleplay Sentence 

selection 

equal Sentence 

selection 

Player 3 female 21 undefined abstract roleplay Sentence 

selection 

Sentence 

selection 

Sentence 

selection 

Player 4 male 23 predefined Sentence 

selection 

consequen

ces 

abstract abstract abstract 

Player 5 female 22 predefined abstract both Sentence 

selection 

equal abstract 

Player 6 male 25 predefined Sentence 

selection 

roleplay abstract abstract abstract 

Player 7 male 22 predefined abstract consequen

ces 

_______ _________ ________ 

Player 8 male 23 undefined Sentence 

selection 

consequen

ces 

Sentence 

selection 

equal abstract 

 

Figure 21. A table over the results. 
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6.2 Discussion 
 

A similar study has been conducted by Sali et al.  (2010) in which they compared a sentence 

selection interface with an abstract response interface but with a different level of 

abstraction than in this study. Their abstract response interface presented players with 

actions representing what the PC would say to choose from while the abstract response 

interface in this version allowed players to choose from summaries of what their Pcs would 

say. They found that the abstract response interface they used gave players more control 

over the outcome of their actions, which was not the case in this study. They also found that 

players were more engaged with the story and the PC in the sentence selection interface.  

The difference in results implies that different levels of abstraction may come with different 

pros and cons. When comparing the two studies it is worth mentioning that their study was 

conducted on 42 players whilst this study only had 8 participants and it is possible that 

results would change if it had more.  

The results of this study show that not all players feel more in control of their characters or 

of the game's story when role-playing simply because they have more detailed information 

about what their characters are going to say. Some feel more in control when they only have 

abstract summaries of the very same information to go on. They also suggest that some 

players prefer having less control over their PCs than others when role-playing. This 

information could be valuable when making CRPGs that target certain groups of players. No 

interface was remarkably superior to the other in this case and a more extensive study with 

more participants would be necessary to find if a majority of role-players favor either 

interface.  

6.3 Future research 
If the study were to continue a first step could be to test more players. It would be 

interesting to find out more about players who prefer more or less predictable experiences, 

to what extent players prefer either of the interfaces, and whether a majority of players find 

they have more control using either interface.  

It isn't clear whether the tested group is representative of a larger number of players or if 

the results would change. Therefore it could be of interest to perform a quantitative study 

and possibly to include more women and players of other ages as well as more women.   

It would also be interesting to test interfaces using other levels of abstraction. It was 

suggested by several of the players that there should be some indication in the abstract 

interface of what attitude the response was to portray. One player however thought it might 

disturb his immersion with the game. Therefore it could be useful to test how players 

perceive the two interfaces with some kind of indicator present.  
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Appendix I: Interview questions 

 

Did you have freedom of choice in the game? 

Did your choices affect the progression of the game’s story?  

Did you consider possible consequences of your decisions before you made up your mind? 

Was there any choice that was especially difficult? 

Was there any choice that you found especially interesting? 

Did you choose dialogue options that matched what your PC would have said or was there 

anything else that affected your choice? 

How much control did you have over your character? 

How did you perceive the difference between the dialogue options you chose and what the 

avatar said? * In the abstract response interface. 

Did any of the dialogue options you chose turn out to mean something that you hadn’t 

expected? 

Could you express your character’s personality in the game? 

Did you ever make a dialogue choice that didn’t have the effect you had expected? 

Did you feel that you had control over the game’s story? 

Did you ever feel that the way an NPC responded to something you did was illogical?  

Did you sympathize with your character? 

Did you identify with your character? 

Was it interesting to play your character? 

Were you curious about what would happen if you chose a certain dialogue option? 

Were you curious to find out how the story would end? 

 

 

 


