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Abstract 
 

This study researches the possibility of creating immersion through the use of 

breaks in fiction that includes the player inside of the game world through the 

use of their real name, age gender and more. The qualitative method is used in 

the form of semi-structured interviews with two groups of respondents (one 

consisting of experienced players and one with inexperienced) who were made 

to play an artefact, in the form of a visual novel like experience set in a chat 

room. The reason for having two groups was to find out if their experiences 

would differ or not. 

The results of the study show that the majority of the respondents were able to 

immerse themselves in the artefact and that the fiction breaks and the use of 

the player’s real life information played a role in achieving this. However a 

minority of the respondents did not agree with this and stated that they found 

the fiction breaks distracting and that the use of them broke their immersion. 

This, along with the fact that the artefact mostly focused on the narrative rather 

than gameplay, makes it hard for the study to draw any definitive conclusions 

for video games at large. It does however show that it is possible for fiction 

breaks to immerse the player. 

Keywords: fourth wall, immersion, magic circle, expansion, contraction, 

fiction break 
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1 Introduction 

The breaking of the fourth wall is a common tool used by game developers to poke 

fun at or comment on the nature of their game, usually by acknowledging the 

audience or the player. Conway, in his text A Circular Wall? Reformulating the 

Fourth Wall for Video Games (2008), argues that it’s possible that some of these 

supposed breaks actually enforce the player’s immersion. He cites Evidence: The 

Last Ritual (2006) as an example of this with its use of the players e-mail account as 

well as referencing real life websites during the course of the story.  

Conway pushes the idea that this phenomena can be described as the magic circle 

expanding behind the player and as such including him/her in the world of the game, 

which should work in favor of making the player more involved in the game as a 

whole, a completely opposite effect compared to what a fourth wall break usually 

causes. The research and testing of this study has strived to give this relatively 

unexplored theory more staying power and recognition. This was done by using 

Conway as a foundation with this question as the core: How will breaks in fiction 

affect the immersion of the player? 

More and more people play games every year and as such it’s important to take into 

account new players when creating stories for videogames. If it’s possible to reach 

both of these audiences when using this new narrative techniques it can only be seen 

as something positive. Even if it only speaks to one or none of the groups, this 

knowledge is still important when it comes to writing in videogames.  

The artefact that was created to test this question was the conducting of an interview 

with participants from both newcomers and experienced players after they played a 

section of a game that Conway’s theory (2008) can be applied to. This game took the 

form of a visual novel that contained segments that were inspired by the fourth wall-

breaking games that Conway references in his text. 

A qualitative study was the preferred method to research a subject like this, since the 

point of the research was to evaluate if the two parties in question interpret the 

content of the artefact in different ways. Conducting interviews will yield more 

detailed information and might lead to questions from the subjects that were not 

considered beforehand. 
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2 Background 

Conway (2008) is the author of the theory that this study aimed to test. The theory 

tackles the subject of how the fourth wall has a stigma in game studies as a tool that 

can only be used for comedic purposes. It also puts forth the idea that the magic 

circle of a video game is in constant flux during play, expanding and contracting. The 

connection of the fourth wall and the magic circle is also discussed. 

Because the artefact that this thesis aimed to use is a visual novel it becomes 

necessary to first establish what this entails. Lebowitz and Klug in their book 

Interactive storytelling for videogames (2011, pp. 193-194) defines the visual novel 

as “a type of game that is in many ways similar to reading a book.” However they go 

on to say that unlike a book a visual novel uses character portraits and backgrounds 

that changes depending on the current location in combination with sound effects 

and music, as well as voice acting and choices that affect the story. When it comes to 

what ultimately sets a visual novel apart from regular books and stories that feature 

branching paths Lebowitz and Klug (2011, pp. 193-194) points to how visual novels 

usually hides the effects of decisions until a later time using variables. This is 

something that was done in the artefact as well to prevent the long term outcomes of 

the choices from being too transparent, while still providing clear short term effects. 

Save slots and text skipping are also integral defining functions of the visual novel 

but didn’t figure into the artefact since it was not long enough to warrant these 

features. 

It’s not uncommon for certain visual novels to also use the fourth wall in their 

narratives. Ever 17: The Out of Infinity (2002) does this by inserting the player into 

the position of the character Blick Winkel who, just like the player, has the ability to 

move through time in the game world and see it from the perspective of the 

protagonists and make choices on their behalf. The artefact used a similar idea to 

this, but instead of having the player embody a character the player him or herself 

was a part of the game’s fiction. This is expanded upon in chapter 3 and 4. 

2.1 The line between fiction and reality 

 

The fourth wall is a well-worn term when it comes to fiction, finding its roots all the 

way back in the theatre. If we imagine a regular stage, among other things it usually 

consists of three walls, two on each side and one in the back. The fourth wall then is 

the imagined wall between the performers and the audience. It’s invisible to the eye 

but to both parties it’s clear that there is a separation between them, the barrier 

between the real world and the fiction. The term has also been adapted by cinema 

and television where it serves a similar if not identical purpose. 

Conway (2008) lays out how the fourth wall is usually seen and used within games 

and starts by naming the 3 most common ways that it’s done: 
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● A direct acknowledgement of the player by the game. 

 

● A display of self-awareness by the game about what it is, a game. 

 

● Making a reference to something outside of the game's fictional world. Be it an 

event, a person or a thing. 

 

Conway continues by stating that the fourth wall is usually seen as the player’s 

suspension of disbelief, so shattering it should in turn break the player’s suspension. 

However this is not what Conway believes. To fully understand where Conway is 

coming from with his theory it is also necessary to have a grasp on the magic circle. 

2.1.1 Huizinga 

 

The magic circle is the focal point of the thesis and its origins and function should be 

explained, since many of the other sources will be expanding on it. Huizinga (1955, 

p.10) is cited as the creator of the theory of the magic circle in many of the works that 

researches the subject and in his book Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in 

Culture he describes it as such:   

All play moves and has its being within a play-ground marked off beforehand 

either materially or ideally, deliberately or as a matter of course. Just as there 

is no formal difference between play and ritual, so the ‘consecrated spot’ 

cannot be formally distinguished from the playground. The arena, the card-

table, the magic circle, the temple, the stage, the screen, the tennis court, the 

court of justice, etc., are all in form and function play-grounds, i.e. forbidden 

spots, isolated, hedged round, hallowed, within which special rules obtain. All 

are temporary worlds within the ordinary world, dedicated to the performance 

of an act apart.  

In short, the magic circle is a place where the rules of the real world are changed to 

make play possible. I.e. jumping into a block wouldn't produce a mushroom or a coin 

on planet earth, but in the game Super Mario Bros. (1985) this is what happens. A 

football field or a hockey rink during a game are also examples of a magic circle since 

new rules and expectations are imposed on players during that time in those places. 

However it is possible to break the magic circle. If a foreign element enters it the 

rules become muddled and the game changes to something other than what it was. 

Modding (changing the properties of the game by reprogramming aspects of it) is an 

example of this in video games. 

2.1.2 Expansions and contractions 

 

This knowledge of the magic circle is what Conway (2008) uses as a starting point for 

his text. The expansions and contractions that he talks about is the magic circle 

expanding and contracting to include or exclude the player from the fiction. Conway 
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defines the differences and requirements for expansions and the contractions by 

giving examples. What most other scholars and game developers think of when the 

fourth wall break comes up is a contraction. Characters acknowledging the player or 

taking away control from him/her. He cites a part from Max Payne as an example of 

this. It reads simply, "You are in a computer game, Max", which instigates a 

memorable monologue from the player-character: 

The truth was a burning green crack through my brain. Weapon statistics 

hanging in the air, glimpsed out of the corner of my eye. Endless repetition of 

the act of shooting, time slowing down to show off my moves. The paranoid 

feeling of someone controlling my every step. I was in a computer game. 

Funny as hell, it was the most horrible thing I could think of. (Max Payne) 

To Conway (2008) this separates the player from the game by pointing out that the 

player and his/her world is outside of and different from the world in the game. The 

player and the character the player has been controlling up until this point are 

disconnected when the game draws a clear line between the two. This is something 

that will be avoided when creating the artefact. An expansion on the other hand is an 

inclusion of the player and the possible technological interactions of the real world 

into the game world. Evidence: The Last Ritual is his given example. Evidence starts 

by sending an e-mail to the players chosen account with a message that pertains to 

the game’s narrative. During the course of the story it also integrates real life 

websites into its fictional representation of the internet and asks the player to 

interact with it to further the story.  

The player’s world and the game’s has melded into one and this should in theory 

mean that the fourth wall can’t be broken anymore, since the player is included 

behind it. This in turn means that the rules of the game also blend with the real 

world, which should let the player more easily suspend his/her disbelief which is the 

main point of the study and is something that the artefact needed to use as a core 

idea. However this is not an opinion held by everyone. 

2.2 Conflicting opinions 

2.2.1 Only comedy 

 

Freelance game designer and lecturer Ernest Adams in his text Designer's Notebook 

(2004) pushes the thought that any attempt to break the fourth wall should be 

avoided as the player's immersion already is quite tenuous in videogames. “A slap in 

the face”, as he calls it, will only serve to take the player out of the experience and 

should be avoided (Adams, 2004). Conway agrees to a certain degree about this 

notion, but only when it comes to his so called contractions. Expansions actually 

stand in complete contrast and instead serve to increase the player's immersion, 

according to Conway’s theory (2008).  
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Adams talks about Metal Gear Solid in this text and comes to the conclusion that the 

game's attempts to be self-referential only serve to harm it. Having the protagonist 

being told to press the “Action” button by another character in the game is to him a 

prime example of one of his face slaps. To illustrate this point Adams brings up the 

movie Alien (1980) and wonders how the audience would react if all of a sudden 

Ridley Scott, the director, decided to throw in a self-referential segment during one 

of the more suspenseful parts of the movie. He thinks they would be infuriated 

There are also those who reside somewhere in the middle of the argument. Lee 

Sheldon is an example of this, even if he leans more toward the side of Adams rather 

than Conway. In his book Character Development and Storytelling for Games 

(2014) he is of the belief that every break in the fourth wall should be there for a 

good reason, and preferably in a comedic setting where the story isn’t aiming to be a 

realistic depiction of the real world or close to it (2014, pp. 186-190). It’s more 

difficult to create immersion in video games compared to other mediums like film or 

literature according to Sheldon. Therefore he thinks that going for a laugh at the 

expense of the fourth wall is more likely to take the player out of the experience than 

it is to make him or her laugh (2014, pp. 186-190). 

2.2.2 Counterpoint 

 

The problem with Adams earlier example of Alien is that he compares two mediums 

with different properties and strengths. Something that wouldn’t work in a movie 

might work in a game and vice versa. This is something that Matthew Weise, the lead 

game designer for the Singapore-MIT GAMBIT Game Lab (2008), makes clear.  

Including this, Weise also tackles Adams opinions of Metal Gear Solid and provides 

a counterpoint by saying that the game doesn’t break fiction; instead it acknowledges 

that the fiction and the real world are never truly separated when it comes to video 

games. Metal Gear Solid never explicitly references the player in its dialogue. Instead 

the protagonist is told to press the “Action” button, read the backside of the disc case 

to learn secret radio frequencies or switch the controller to another port to overcome 

one of the antagonists mind controlling abilities.  

Every character in the game seems to think that Snake (the protagonist) has the 

ability to use concepts like the controller, memory card and power ups and Snake 

never denies this. As such the game doesn’t break the fourth wall and Conway’s 

theory about the expanding magic circle (2008) becomes the more applicable 

concept. However Weise uses a slightly different terminology and instead talks about 

a threshold instead of a fourth wall or the magic circle, linking back to Janet Murray. 

2.2.3 Connecting fiction and reality 

 

Janet Murray writes in her book Hamlet on the Holodeck (1997, p. 113) about 

avatars, characters in video games that are used as shells for the player to inhabit. 
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The point of using them is to make it easier for the player to embrace how the 

fictional world differs from their own. Avatars usually come in the form of point of 

view characters and silent protagonist to more easily let the player embody the role. 

Murray calls these kinds of characters threshold markers, a connecting tissue 

between our world and the game world. In the artefact a character like this will be 

used as the player character for the exact reasons that Murray states here.  

This is not the only way that games and the real world can connect. Murray also talks 

about game controllers and describes them as threshold objects, used for interaction 

in the game world and also to have a presence in both worlds at the same time. The 

instant feedback of pulling the trigger on the plastic gun replica and seeing the 

response on the screen is the height of emotion to Murray (1997, p. 146). The same is 

true to a lesser degree when pushing a button on a controller. These two concepts 

serve the point that when playing a game we, the players, exist in two realities at the 

same time. With this theory as a basis Matthew Weise points out that the player is 

more likely to say that they themselves accomplished the feat that the character on 

the screen just did, “I defeated the boss.” 

Britta Niezel (2008) is similarly to Weise and Murray of the thought that the player 

takes on the role of both player and the player character in a game. In her text 

Metacommunicative Circles she uses the text adventure Zork (1980) to prove her 

point. When issuing a command in that game the player is outside of the diegesis 

(the fiction) but when the player soon after is addressed by the text in the game he 

subsequently becomes a being inside of the game. The text in the game describes all 

of the events in it in second-person, using the pronoun “you”. The game does this to 

imply that the player is inside the game, experiencing all of the events. But at the 

same time he/she is also sitting at their computer, playing the game. The player 

inhabits two places at once. This is what Niezel describes the experience as. The 

artefact will use a slightly different method to address the character than Zork. 

Instead of using the word you the artefact will prompt the player to enter his/her 

own name along with other personal info and use this to address the player in an 

attempt to make it even more clear that the player exists in two places at once. 

Conway’s theory (2008) that the player can be included inside of a game’s fiction is, 

as seen with Niezel and the others previously mentioned, not a single occurrence. 

Variations of it has been presented before and points to a certain consensus among a 

part of the scholars. 

2.2.4 Immersion through the breaking of fiction 

 

Barry Conway (2013) continues this line of research with his own theory about how 

fiction breaks might be beneficial when it comes to immersing the player. Through 

his text How is player immersion affected by breaking the fourth wall, he also gives 

room for other people in the field to put forward their theories. One of these 

developers are Chuck Jordan, known for being a designer on such games as The 
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Secret of Monkey Island (1991) and other Lucasarts classics and he has this to say 

about the subject:  

The audience remains constantly aware that they're witnessing a story, if only 

because what's being shown is too fantastic or too horrible to be real. 

Acknowledging the storyteller acknowledges that disconnect and invites the 

audience to suspend their disbelief. (B. Conway, 2013) 

Basically if the game makes it clear that it is fiction, it’s easier for the player to not get 

hung up on that fact and instead push it aside and interact with the game without 

getting distracted. This line of thought is then further strengthened through a study 

conducted by Interest-Involvement-Research (1991) which, while old, is still relevant 

in this context. The study found that “people like to be included in the context of 

their media” and that if the fiction acknowledges them the audience is ready to 

interact with it, which is exactly what this thesis’ artefact aims to do.  

Similarly another study conducted by the same group (1992) where a body of 

students divided in two groups were shown a situational comedy edited to show one 

group a version with fourth wall breaks and another one without them, the results 

were similar to the first study. The results here also showed that the viewers of the 

fourth wall breaking version were more engaged than their counterparts. However 

they also come to the conclusion that an overreliance on fourth wall breaks might tire 

the audience in the long run. Barry Conway (2013) makes the point that this can be 

said about any technique but still shows signs that fiction breaks might only work to 

create immersion if it’s sporadically used. This study was conducted using television 

so it’s relevance to video games might be limited. 

2.3 Immersion 

Immersion is the second part of the research question and as such it becomes 

important to clarify exactly how this thesis will be using the term, since there are 

multiple interpretations. Jennet et al. in their book Measuring and defining the 

experience of immersion in games (2008) describes immersion as the feeling of 

being pulled into a game and its world. It’s possible for the player during complete 

immersion to forget what’s happening around him/her, the passing of time or even 

regular duties. This is a common description of how immersion usually manifests. 

2.3.1 Murray on immersion 

 

To Janet Murray the term immersion comes from the sensation of being completely 

surrounded by a different reality. She likens the experience to being submerged 

under water, but instead of water it’s the fictional world that the player, watcher, 

reader etc. is interacting with (1997, p. 98). She uses this metaphor to further 

describe the process of playing a game and learning how to move in at as swimming. 

However, the player’s options should be limited to prevent them to break the illusion, 
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but at the same time be logical to the situation at hand (1997, p. 106) a philosophy 

that the artefact took into account. 

The more real the virtual space feels the more we want to interact with in in the 
manner that we feel would be natural. Games that try to recreate a real environment 
might look the part but if nothing happens in them it feels lifeless and doesn’t 
immerse the player in any meaningful way (1997, p. 109). If a person is on the stage 
rather than in the audience they want to do more than just move around on it (1997, 
pp. 109-110). Star Trek: The Final Unity is not a visually impressive game but by 
letting the player use objects and gadgets in the way they are supposed to in the 
fiction makes the experience that much more immersive  (1997, p. 112). Interactions 
of this kind form a feedback loop, urging the player to more engagement, which in 
turn should result in more belief in the fiction. This study applied this theory to the 
visualization of the artefact, where the setting is a chat room. The player is able to 
choose their answers to the characters messages as well as creating their own 
username in an attempt to replicate the experience of interacting with a real chat 
room. 

2.3.2 Brown and Cairns 

 

Brown and Cairns (2004) through a series of interviews, described in their article A 

grounded investigation of game immersion, attempted to construct what they call a 

division of immersion into 3 clearly defined levels: engagement, engrossment and 

total immersion. To them immersion is used to describe the players degree of 

involvement in a game. This involvement hinges on a few things, they call them 

barriers. Some barriers are of the players own making, if they are distracted by 

something while playing the possibility for immersion is lowered. Subsequently if the 

game’s structure prevents the player from having a smooth and enjoyable experience 

immersion becomes nigh on impossible to reach. Each of the 3 levels requires more 

barriers to be removed to be attainable. These barriers and their requirements were 

used as a basis when creating the questions for the qualitative interviews of the 

thesis. 

2.3.3 Engagement 

 

Engagement is the first stage and is required before moving on to deeper levels, the 

same is true for the second level. To reach this level the player must be able to invest 

time, attention and effort. He/her must also have an interest in the subject matter 

and be able to perform the moves in the game in a satisfactory way. The second point 

relates back to Murray’s theory (1997, p. 98) that players enjoy the learning 

experience and that it’s an essential part in the immersion process. Giddings and 

Kennedy (2006, p. 142) describes this sensation as a flow that pulls along the player, 

encouraging him/her to keep interacting with the game and stop thinking of the 

world outside of it. 
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2.3.4 Engrossment 

 

For the second level the primary barrier is the game’s ability to affect the emotions of 

the player through the use of its features. To the test participants things like the 

visuals, plot and interesting tasks was deemed important when asked about this 

subject. Because of the time, effort and attention the player has invested at this point 

the investment they feel in the game is high. This keeps the player interacting with 

the game and it becomes harder for them to stop. Because the game has most of their 

attention now their emotions can be directly affected by it. One of the players 

described it like this: “Everything else is irrelevant; you know it’s there but it’s 

irrelevant.” 

Some of them even made attempts to create a completely distraction free 

environment to become more susceptible to immersion, which further suggest that 

the game is not the only part of the puzzle when it comes to immersion (Brown and 

Cairns, 2004). This was taken into account when deciding on the location where the 

study’s tests would be held. 

2.3.5 Total Immersion 

 

Presence is the keyword of the final level. Here the game is all that matters at the 

moment for the player. “I suppose it’s best described as a sense of being cut off from 

the world you actually inhabit” is the quote they use to illustrate this (Brown and 

Cairns, 2004). But Brown and Cairns (2004) also points out that the feeling of total 

immersion is a fleeting one by using another quote from one of their players. 

I don’t think for the next couple of years we will feel like we’re really there all 

the time apart from a few moments when someone is coming round a corner 

and shooting us and you get really scared. But it doesn’t matter we feel that we 

are there enough (Brown and Cairns, 2004). 

The barriers for complete investment are atmosphere and empathy. The ability to 

grow attached to the characters and the world of the game and sympathize with their 

situation is empathy, while atmosphere refers to how the game uses its graphics, plot 

and sound to create a believable and cohesive whole. For the artefact this meant that 

if the player can’t empathize with the events and the characters or finds the setting to 

be too outlandish and unrelatable it would prove difficult to create any kind of 

immersion. 

Brown and Cairns believes that if the player needs to be attentive and use all of their 

senses the greater effort this requires will in turn make the player feel more invested.  

A first person perspective was also mentioned to be conducive to a more immersive 

experience. Through their test the prevailing thought is that the level of immersion 

the player feels correlates to how many different attentional sources (hearing, seeing, 

thinking) the game requires the player to interact with (Brown and Cairns, 2004). 
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Hoffman and Nadelson (2009) offer a slightly different point of view. Through a 

study they conducted they found that challenge played a major role when immersing 

a player. To reach goals and the feeling of achievement it brings after the struggle, 

that is what the players stated as the one of the most engaging parts of the session. 

This is similar to Brown and Cairns point that the more attentive and active the game 

forces the player to be, the more immersed he/she gets. By using a character that is 

actively deceiving the player, the artefact forces the player to see through the lies to 

find the correct path through the story. The point of this was to add challenge to the 

visual novel to use these theories on immersion in a successful manner. 
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3 Problem 

As seen in the background, the opinion on the usage of fiction breaking methods is 

quite divisive. Whether or not it’s possible to immerse the player by using these 

methods has not been proven yet, but this study aspired to provide more material to 

this debate. On one hand we have the detractors like Adams (2004), who believe that 

fourth wall breaks and the likes of it should only be used in comedic situations. While 

Conway and his ilk push the thought that, if correctly used, fiction breaks might serve 

to create a more engaging experience. 

This study took the side of Conway (2008) and tried to prove his point by using this 

question as the core: How will breaks in fiction affect the immersion of the player? 

This means that the thesis did not create a new theory of its own, instead it aimed to 

test if what Conway believes is true or not. The results that this study provides has a 

chance, but is not guaranteed, to put an end to the debate surrounding fiction breaks 

in video games. But it will give more ground for further research of the subject and 

might give some credence to Conway’s theory if it proves to be true. 

3.1 Method 

3.1.1 Artefact 

 

To test Conway’s theory (2008) the study aimed to create an artefact in the form of a 

visual novel where the player is known and acknowledged by the fictional world and 

its inhabitants. The point was to try and erase the line between reality and fiction to 

see if this immerses the player or not. The artefact portrayed a fictional chat room 

and tried to emulate the experience of interacting with that environment by having 

the text be written out in chunks based on a time interval and by providing a visual 

representation through the usage of a chat window as a background image, as seen in 

Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1 Example of how the chat room in the game will look. 

This was done purely on a narrative basis, since it is a visual novel the only 

interactive parts will be choices that the player will have to make during the course of 
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the story. Gameplay can be an effective tool when it comes to creating immersion but 

it wasn’t a part of the thesis since its author didn’t feel comfortable enough with his 

skills to create an artefact of testable quality where gameplay may play a role in 

creating immersion. 

The artefact took inspiration from games that have been known to include scenarios 

such as the ones that Conway describes. For example how Evidence incorporates the 

players e-mail and the real internet into its world. Or how Mother 3 (2006) inserts 

the player into the game and lets him/her interact with the characters after the 

ending. They even call the player by the name that was inserted at an earlier point 

and the player is explicitly told to insert their own name at that point. 

Interactivity was still a part of the experience, even if the artefact was a visual novel. 

This was done through the usage of choices that create branches in the story. The 

player was also asked to insert various strings of information at the start, such as 

where they live, how old they are and what their real name is. The artefact then used 

this information against the player by letting the characters in the visual novel learn 

about the players role in their world and who they really are, which in turn was 

supposed to increase his/her immersion according to Weise’s theory of the 

connected fictional and real world. The player character in the game also fulfils 

Murray’s description of an avatar (1997, p. 113) since the point of the character was 

to give the player the ability to insert themselves into the story through the usage of 

their real name, home town etc. 

Learning how the game works and seeing that it does more than just providing 

branches to choose from can be likened to the learning experience that Murray talks 

about (1997, p. 98), where the satisfaction and mental challenge of figuring out the 

game’s systems and rules creates immersion. Furthermore, for the player to be 

solving the mystery through their own choices and interactions as well as being 

included in the fiction through their real name, home etc. is not dissimilar to what 

Niezel (2008) discusses, but to an even greater scale compared to her example Zork 

were the player is only referred to in a second person perspective using the word you. 

Figure 2 illustrates how this will look in the game. 

Figure 2 Illustration of how the player’s information will be used. 
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3.1.2 Method of study 

 

The qualitative method was the chosen style for this study. Kristen Ringdal in his text 

Enhet og mangfold. Samfunnsvitenskapelig forskning og kvantitativ metode (2001, p. 

134) calls these kinds of interviews “conversational interviews” and believes that the 

point of them are to get information or to be informed about the given subject by the 

interviewee, which is what needed to be done for this study since the point was to 

find out if the respondents can get immersed or not in a game with fiction breaks.  

This style was chosen on the belief that a quantitative study would not provide the 

detail needed for this kind of research. The study is of the belief that through direct 

conversation with the respondents it would be easier to find out the underlying 

reasons for their opinions, something that would not be possible in a survey and is 

critical to the study because immersion can manifest in different ways depending on 

the person in question’s preferences. They may have difficulty to grasp how the game 

works or struggle to maintain an interest in the story or the characters (Brown and 

Cairns, 2004). Since there haven’t been many studies conducted on this particular 

subject, especially when it comes to game studies, any new information or player 

opinion will as such be a valuable addition to the research field as well as future 

video game writing and development.  

The type of interview that was conducted was of the semi-structured kind, which 

Østbye et al in the book Metodbok för medievetenskap (p. 103) describes as an 

interview with previously established themes for questioning that still gives the 

interviewer a great amount of flexibility by providing the opportunity for follow-up 

questions. Since the point of this study was to find out if the expansions that Conway 

illustrates serve to improve the player’s immersion the questions were based on 

Brown and Cairns (2004) 3 levels of immersion. They clearly lay out what is needed 

to reach each level and as such the study’s questions should reflect those 

requirements to pinpoint the level of immersion that the player experienced during 

the test. These questions could read as such:  

 Did you during the play session feel invested in the events of the story?  

 Could you empathize with the characters?  

 Did it feel like you were watching a chat room? 

Observation is usually also a big part of this kind of interview, which in this study’s 

case would involve watching and documenting the players’ reactions to events in the 

game and then incorporating that in the following interview. The session would end 

with the whole group coming together in a conversation which might have given rise 

to new information that couldn’t be garnered from the play session or the interviews 

(Østbye et al, p. 103). It would be necessary to structure this discussion to keep the 

respondents from deviating from the topic of the test. This was to be done by 

including the author of the test into the group as a moderator. However this did not 

come to pass in the end and the interviews were conducted with 1 person at a time. 
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3.1.3 Selection 

 

The study involved 2 different groups of respondents. One consisting of people who 

play games regularly, have knowledge about the fourth wall, how it can be broken 

and what this usually constitutes within video games as well as being familiar with 

game development. The other group consisted of people who weren’t avid video 

game players and had no knowledge about fiction breaks or game studies in general; 

a complete opposite of the first group.  

To categorize them into one of the two groups a couple of questions was posed to the 

respondents, such as how many hours a week they play video games and if they know 

what the fourth wall or the magic circle is and how it is used within different forms of 

media and if they have played narrative focused games with choices before. Another 

deciding factor was if the respondent is a part of one of the game development 

programs of the university or not, since the selection will consist of students from the 

University of Skövde, which roughly consists of people from 18 to 35 years of age. As 

the university has programs dedicated to game development among its many other 

programs it makes for a clear dividing factor when deciding where to draw the line 

between the two groups of respondents.  

As stated in the introduction the reason for the two groups of respondents is to test 

the Conway’s theory on two target groups at the same time to see if it’s possible to 

use it to success regardless of the player’s experience with video games. If this proved 

to be the case it might have served to give the technique more usage within the 

mainstream of games instead of the niche it currently inhabits.  Dividing the two 

groups also helped to prevent the group of testers from being too diverse which 

possibly could have diluted the test results. Gender was not relevant for the study 

when selecting participants since it is of the belief that all of them are equally capable 

to answer the questions it poses. However it tried to have an even number of every 

gender in its tests to minimize the possibility of this becoming a factor in the results.  
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4 Implementation 

For this study an interactive story called Breaking Fiction was created. The purpose 

of this artefact was to have the respondents in the interview sessions experience a 

game that Conway’s theory of the expanding magic circle (2008) could be applied to 

and afterwards answer questions based on their own personal experiences with the 

artefact to ascertain which factors increased or decreased their immersion. This 

information was then used to answer the research question. In this chapter the 

creation and the iterative process of the artefact will be discussed. 

4.1 Research 

The artefact used branching storytelling through the use of choices that affected the 

player’s path through the game. Lee Sheldon mentions in his book that branching 

narratives are often only used for “(…) additional interactivity or to encourage 

playing the game more than once” (2011, pp.318-319). He goes on to make the point 

that narrative and gameplay needs to work in unison and that branching choices 

needs to take this into account as well. They need to affect both to be deemed as an 

effective choice in the eyes of Sheldon. The artefact of this study utilized a twist on 

the regular formula of branching storytelling by having the player go through all of 

the possible choices in any order they wanted and use the information from them all 

to unlock the true ending. Doing it this way side stepped the issue that some 

branching stories have in the form of some endings being inconsequential, which is 

something that Sheldon brings up (2011, p. 319).  

This idea was inspired by the game Virtues Last Reward (2012), which is a hybrid 

visual novel and puzzle game in which the protagonist has the ability to jump 

between timelines and retain some information learned in previous branches and use 

it to his advantage when solving the mysteries posed to him. In the artefact this 

manifested in the form of the player learning information about the characters from 

each of the branches and then restarting to reach another ending to learn more 

information until they have enough to unlock the path to the real ending.  

According to Sheldon this makes the structure of the artefact’s narrative that of a web 

instead of the previously mentioned branching kind (2011, pp. 324-327). What 

defines the web structure is that the player can move through the narrative in other 

directions instead of the normal start to end. Sheldon describes it as moving from A 

to C to B or in any order you want to, instead of strictly A to B to C. This matches the 

structure of the artefact’s narrative, as seen in Figure 3. 

When it comes to how the game would break its fiction the primary source of 

inspiration came from Evidence: The Last Ritual (2006), a game that starts with the 

player inserting their own e-mail address into the game. This comes into play during 

the course of that game’s story where it sends hints and necessary information to the 

mail account for the player to then use in the game.  
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The player themselves play a role in the game and is spoken to directly both in the 

game and through the e-mails. Similarly to this, the artefact of this study lets the 

player insert some of their personal information in a similar fashion to what 

Evidence does, namely through text prompts at the start. This information is then 

used at several points in the story, more on that in the following part. 

4.2 Progression 

The artefact was, as previously mentioned, supposed to take the form of a visual 

novel with the setting being a fictional chat room with an aim to include elements of 

fiction breaks of the kind that Conway describes as expansions. The final artefact did 

not diverge from this outline in any major ways. 

To start with, the program that was ultimately decided to be used in the creation of 

the artefact was Twine (2009) since it provided the necessary tools for creating an 

interactive non-linear story without the need for complicated coding or the creation 

of art assets. The author of the study also had previous experience with the program 

and this made the creation process less arduous as the need for tutorials and learning 

the basic functions of the program was not necessary, and this sped up the creation 

process. 

Figure 3 Example of the complete story “web” with named nodes in Twine. 

The decision to have the game’s setting be a chat room provided some unusual 

challenges when writing the text, which mostly consisted of dialogue, since regular 

speech or body language doesn’t have a place in an environment of this kind, it’s just 

text on a screen and a username to indicate who wrote it. Therefore it became 

necessary to emulate how a conversation in a chat room usually plays out to give the 

setting the authentic feeling that Murray talks about in the earlier Star Trek example 

(1997, p. 112). At the start the text was just written out on a blank page and reading it 

was not that different from reading a book. Since this didn’t emulate the feeling of 
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being in a chat room some changes were necessary. This was done by using the “live” 

variable in Twine which makes it possible for the game to write the text out in a 

timed interval, as if the characters were writing in a chat window and reacting in real 

time, as well as having them use emoticons and images and having the characters 

personalities come through in the way they write. One character never uses capital 

letters and has poor spelling, while another one writes immaculately. Finally at 

certain points in the narrative the player can choose to wait instead of saying 

anything and this will let the current conversation continue without their input, like 

it would in a real chat room, leading to other story branches and reactions from the 

characters. 

The background of the game window also complements this by using a screenshot of 

a chat window (see Figure 1 or 2). To make this look as natural as possible it became 

necessary to position the text in such a way that it avoided going outside of the chat 

window in the image. This led to the need to divide some of the text nodes in Twine 

into smaller parts which in turn created a problem of organizing them all in a 

reasonable fashion as they increased in number exponentially. The solution to this 

problem was to space out the nodes (see Figure 3) more than before, give them 

distinctive and recognizable names and to gather scenes that connected story 

sequences together into groups. The clear structure helped the readability of the 

project and made working on the project less cumbersome. 

As previously mentioned the structure of the artefact’s story is that of a web, which is 

somewhat unusual compared to more prevalent methods in that it gives the player 

the ability to move about the narrative in a non-linear fashion, potentially seeing 

events out of order (Sheldon. 2011, pp. 324-327). When writing, it then became 

important to make certain that the player wouldn’t run the risk of stumbling upon a 

segment that, due to lack of information and context, would leave them confused as 

to what is going on.  

The solution to this problem was to make some story paths separate from each other 

by focusing on one of the characters per path and close off the rest, until the player 

gathered the necessary information to have the proper context, see Figure 4 for an 

example. This might be seen as restricting the player and limiting their choices, and 

there is some truth to that, but these limitations are shared by the player and their 

character. The player him/herself is the protagonist that needs the information to 

continue on, so naturally they can’t continue if they haven’t gained that information 

yet. The player character and the player are in the exact same position, so instead of 

disconnecting the two, this aspect of the game might actually serve to increase that 

connection. Weise’s theory (2008) that the player inhabits both their own world and 

the fiction’s world when interacting with games served as the basis for this idea and 

lends credence to the thought that these restrictions won’t take the player out of the 

experience, so long as the player and their character have the same knowledge of the 

situation and the character’s actions doesn’t differ too greatly from what the player 

would have done or expected. 
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Figure 4 An example of how the artefact locks certain paths until the necessary 

information has been gathered. 

The locking of the branches was accomplished through the usage of the “if” 

statement at the bottom of the page in Figure 4. When the player gains the 

information needed for this path in one of the other paths the variable “thetaknow” 

will be set to true. When the player reaches this page Twine checks if the variable is 

true or not, and if it is the player will have access to the hidden choice which leads to 

a new story path. Otherwise the game will give a hint that there is something that the 

player is missing to prevent the player from deeming the path in question as 

superfluous and ignorable. In the segment visualized in Figure 4 this is done through 

the “Maybe there is more to her…” line. 

The thesis was aimed at the subject of how fiction breaks can create immersion, so 

naturally the artefact had to include this in some fashion to be able to evaluate the 

question that the study poses. It does this in more than one way. Firstly it asks the 

player to enter some of his or her personal information in a text prompt which is 

then used at certain points in the story of the explicit purpose to connect the player’s 

world with the game world which is in line with what Niezel (2008) talks about in 

her text. This can be seen in Figure 2 where one of the characters in the game, who is 

anonymous and gets his/her text written in italics to make it stand out from the rest, 

addresses the player directly and uses the information given at the start to point out 

to the player that they know everything the player told them at the start, the 

character is speaking directly to the player here which is an example of a fiction 

break.  

What prevents it from becoming what Conway (2008) describes as a contraction, 

something that separates the player from the fiction, is that exact action where the 

character reaches out to the player through direct conversation as well as using the 
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player’s real name and home town. This suggests that the two worlds, the player’s 

and the character’s, exists in the same universe, the same fiction. The artefact’s world 

has expanded and included the player’s world, which is a primary concept in 

Conway’s theory about the expanding magic circle. 

The anonymous character also comments on the player’s actions and the events 

throughout the game; the more the player finds out about the characters and the 

mystery of the story the more active this character gets. This is done through a 

variable in Twine that activates when the player reaches important points of the 

story, such as a character ending. If the variable is activated new text will be added to 

the pages it relates to, and if it’s not active there won’t be any text there. The 

character was added to provide another element of fiction breaks and also to serve as 

a guide for the player to point out when the player gains necessary information or if 

there is a hidden path that the player can’t access in the current story node. 

Four characters were created for the story, outside of the player character who is 

what Murray describes as an avatar (1997, p. 113), a character that the player inhabits 

that usually lacks any personality or traits to easier let the player imagine themselves 

into the role. What makes the avatar different in this study’s artefact is that the 

player inserts himself/herself and plays the role of their real self as a character in the 

story through the information entered at the start. The player character will not have 

any written dialogue because this might result in a disconnection between what the 

player wanted to say and what their character actually said in the game. However the 

player will have the ability to make choices during the experience which will alter 

which character’s ending they’ll see. Besides the player these are the characters in the 

artefact: 

 Lewthr, the comic relief of the trio. A guy who won’t think twice about 

cracking a joke even if it is at someone else’s expense. Despite his silly 

demeanor he actually has a good head on his shoulders which can be seen 

when he calls out Theta when she tries to hide her true feelings or when he’s 

not satisfied with the player not presenting evidence when they assert that 

they have time travel powers. 

 

 Theta, a self-serious woman who despite her hostile exterior hides a caring 

and friendly side beneath. Much of the artefacts comedic content comes in the 

form of friendly but sometimes harsh banter between Theta and Lewthr. 

 

 xxdeerxx, the dad of the group (even if she is a woman). She is the admin of 

the chat room that serves as the game’s setting. She was the one who invited 

the two other users to the place and because of this they have a certain 

amount of gratefulness to her since they were both feeling lonely before 

getting the invitation. xxdeerxx and Theta are also in a romantic relationship 

which is revealed during one of the endings along with Theta’s true 
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personality. 

 

 The anonymous user, who actually is all of the other characters using some 

sort of program to write anonymous messages to comment on the player’s 

actions and tease them without the player finding out who’s doing it and by 

extension become paranoid about the true nature of the story, possibly 

wondering if there is some big conspiracy behind it all. This is achieved by 

letting the messages contain hints like: “Heh you'd like to know that wouldn't 

you. We're sorry to say that you wouldn't know who we were even if we told 

you. You might have an inkling as to what kind of people we are though, if 

you put that little brain of yours to use. Think long and hard, we know you 

can do it.” 

By using the first pages of the story to convey each of the characters personalities the 

player is quickly made to understand what to expect from each one of them. This was 

done in accordance to what Lebowitz and Klug (2011, pp. 88-89) writes about 

characterization: “(…) once you know a bit about someone, it should be fairly easy to 

predict how he or she will speak and react in different situations (…).” Theta, for 

example, is very hostile to the player’s presence at the start but none of the other 

characters takes this seriously. This sets up her personality but also gives some hints 

about her more caring side. Similarly Lewthr is immediately friendly and facetious, 

using exclamation points and suggesting that the player is a bot if they don’t say 

anything at the start. 

The format chosen for the artefact of this study is that of a visual novel like 

experience set in a chat room. When it comes to what the player will be able to do in 

a game of this kind it comes down to choices and the collection of knowledge and as 

Brown and Cairns (2004) wrote this might have an effect on the immersion of the 

player depending how it’s handled. Salen and Zimmerman explain in their text Rules 

of Play; Game Design Fundamentals (2004, pp. 61-66) that if a game offers the 

player choices they need to be meaningful and have clearly discernible effects. In the 

case of the creation of the choices for the artefact Salen and Zimmerman’s views were 

taken into account. If the player is presented a choice that makes them expect a 

certain outcome and something completely different happens instead this might 

cause a disconnection between the player and their character in the game. Something 

that is important to avoid since the artefact aims to make it seem as if the player and 

the player character are one and the same, as discussed before. 

To prevent this, the artefact used what Serdar Sali in his text Playing with Words: 

From Intuition to Evaluation of Game Design Dialogue Interfaces (2012) calls sentence 

selection responses when writing the choices. This entails letting the player see the 

whole sentence that their character will say or do instead of a shorter more abstract 

line, this style of choice can be seen in Figure 1 or 2. Sentence selection makes it 

completely clear to the player what their choices will entail which in turn should 
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make the effects of them more predictable, avoiding the possibility of the previously 

discussed disconnections. 

The narrative goal of the artefact is for the player to find out information about all of 

the characters and solve the mystery of the anonymous character and how he or she 

seems to know things about their real life. As the player finds out more and more 

about the characters the artefact also starts to drop hints about the true nature of its 

narrative. The fiction is broken through the use of the player’s real name, gender etc. 

as well as the anonymous character pointing out when the player returns to a 

previously visited story node or has the ability to go back to the beginning. “We are 

done here, let’s go back (player name).” 

The real ending of the artefact is unlocked when the player has gathered the 

information needed from all of the other characters’ endings. The reason for this is 

revealed to the player by the anonymous character, who blocks the player’s path until 

they provide personal information about the other characters. After doing this the 

anonymous character reveals his/her identity and it turns out that all three of the 

other characters were behind the anonymous one, pushing the player to reveal what 

they know to prove that time travel exists in their world, which is a play on the 

player’s ability to restart the artefact and gather information from different timelines, 

contextualizing the player and what they did during the story in the world of the 

game. The purpose of this, along with the other fiction breaks, is to connect the 

player’s world and the fictional one by having the player’s actions affect the state of 

the fictional world. One of the characters even points out that they need outside help 

from our world to perform these kinds of tests. 

4.3 Pilot Study 

A pilot study was conducted with the explicit purpose of laying the ground work for 

the tests further on in the essay, as well as evaluating which questions worked well 

when it came to creating a discussion and getting usable answers from the 

respondents while also evaluating if the created artefact serves its purpose as a tool 

that can be used to research the subject that this study tackles.  

The pilot study was conducted with one person of the experience gamer category, 

who played the latest version of the artefact to completion in a simulated test 

environment consisting of the respondents own room. A shorter interview was also 

conducted after the completion of the game session. The place was chosen for the 

convenience of the tester but also to replicate as closely as possible the usual 

environment where she plays during her video gaming sessions. This was done in 

accordance to what Brown and Cairns (2004) talks about when they discuss the 

subject of the play environment and how it affects immersion. The fewer the 

distractions, the more immersive the experience will be, and for the respondent this 

matched how she felt about her own room. When asked after the interview the 

respondent agreed with this theory, saying that she didn’t get distracted during the 

play session and could focus entirely on the act of playing the artefact. 
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During the test the structure of the text turned out different than the intended layout 

for the test person with some text appearing below the image and animated pictures 

forcing the page to stay at a certain position which might have had an effect on the 

respondent’s experience. This was caused by the respondent’s computer, which has a 

lower resolution than the one where the artefact was created. Going by this 

information it will be necessary to have all of the respondents to play the game in the 

intended resolution to avoid this problem which otherwise might have a negative 

effect on their immersion and dilute the results. 

Another problem that came to light during the test was the text speed, which during 

some parts of the story, particularly the longer parts where the game skips between 

story nodes to keep the flow going to the next choice, was too fast and led to the 

respondent backtracking to the last story node. This is something that will need 

adjustment for the final version of the artefact since the player isn’t supposed to go 

back between nodes while playing.  

Repetition is a big part of the experience when playing the artefact and as such it was 

one of the points of interest during the test. This did not turn out to be a major issue 

however; the only thing the respondent commented on was her positive reaction to 

having choices visible immediately in some nodes, which lessened the feeling of 

repetitiveness that might have otherwise been there by speeding up the playing 

experience. 

The player is asked to enter their name at the start and to the respondent this wasn’t 

clear enough as a window such as this is often a part of other games where the player 

is asked to name their character. Because of this the respondent didn’t use their real 

name which made some of the games usage of this information different than what 

was intended. The solution to this problem was to specify more clearly that the player 

is supposed to enter their real name at the start. It may also help to inform the 

respondent before the play session that they are expected to insert their real life 

information into the game. With this it also becomes important to inform them that 

the information won’t be saved anywhere, nor will it be used outside of the play 

session or get documented in any way. 

One of the paths that the player needs to go through, the one for the character 

xxdeerxx, was hard for the respondent to find. This suggests that it might be 

necessary to make the path to this part of the story more intuitive. This can be done 

through the usage of hints from the anonymous character, similar to how he points 

out that there might be more to the character Theta in Figure 4. 

The interview consisted of questions similar to the examples given in chapter 3 and 

they were created in accordance with Brown and Cairns (2004) three levels of 

immersion and also to find answers to other questions the study has posed.  

 Did you feel distracted from the game at any point during the session? 

 Did you during the play session feel invested in the events of the story? 
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 Could you empathize with the characters?  

 Did it feel like you were watching a chat room? 

 Did you imagine yourself as the main character? 

 Tell me about the characters. Did anything stand out?  

 Did you have an emotional reaction to the story? If so, what kind of reaction? 

 Was the game intuitive to play? Any stumbling blocks? 

These questions were used in the pilot study, but it is not certain that they will be 

used in their current form at later tests. However the general subjects that they cover 

will remain the same, since they mirror the elements that affect immersion from 

Brown and Cairns text (2004). 

During the play session the respondent was able to focus on the artefact without 

getting distracted which is the optimal way to get immersed as described by Brown 

and Cairns (2004). The respondent also didn’t have any problem coming to grips 

with how to interact with the artefact and she didn’t find any of the choices or the 

events following them to be unclear or disconnected. 

After the test the respondent answered that she was intrigued by the time travel 

elements and the mystery, as well as the relationship between the characters. She 

also didn’t have any problem empathizing with the characters, stating that she felt a 

bit hesitant and uncomfortable when it came to light that the player came to know 

personal information about the characters during the course of the story. She also 

expressed that she felt bad about leaving the story unfinished during her second 

playthrough. The anonymous character also served to create a sense of unease, 

especially when one of his/her messages was hidden in between the other characters 

conversations. At a few points during the session the respondent laughed, which 

suggests that the comedic elements of the artefact work as intended. 

The player could easily describe each of the characters and their personalities and 

didn’t feel like they acted out of character at any point. She was surprised when it 

was revealed that xxdeerxx was a woman, but when thinking about the fact and the 

clues that were given to her beforehand by the narrative she arrived at the conclusion 

that the reveal was a natural part of the character. 

Aside from the technical issues there was no confusion from the respondent when it 

came to the setting of the story and the little touches like the timed text was 

mentioned as contributing factors to this. By inputting the information at the start it 

became easier for the respondent to imagine herself in the role of the player, even 

more so when the game started to use the information against her. She pointed to the 

fact that the game spread out the usage of the personal information throughout the 

narrative instead of using it immediately or in one single place as a positive factor 

when it came to imagining herself as the protagonist. This, in conjunction with the 

fact that the player was able to empathize with the characters and immerse herself in 

the setting along with the other answers that the respondent provided points to the 

fact that the artefact is suitable for usage in this study. 
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5 Evaluation 

As previously mentioned in chapter 3.1.3 the tests encompassed 2 groups of 

respondents. One consisting of experienced video game players, and the other of 

people who weren’t avid video game players and had no knowledge about fiction 

breaks or game studies in general. However both of the groups were be made to play 

the same artefact for the explicit reason to test if it was possible for all of them to 

retain immersion during fiction breaks, the primary goal of this study. 

In the end 9 respondents participated in the interviews. 5 experienced players and 4 

from the other group, which means that there almost was an even amount of 

respondents from both of the groups. Furthermore the selection of respondents did 

not differ from the previously mentioned parameters when it comes to age or gender. 

5.1 The Study 

Every interview and play session was conducted with a single person from one of the 

groups who first played the artefact to completion and then answered the questions 

that were posed to them in a semi-structured interview. All of the personal 

information that the game used was not saved anywhere and the only information 

that was recorded in the test results was the age and gender of the respondent since 

this information might provide additional insights about the results when compared 

later. 

The test session was conducted in a casual environment where the respondent felt 

comfortable and that also had a high chance of remaining quiet while playing. During 

a few sessions some noise was present but this did not affect the experience 

according to the respondents. 

The questions used for all of the respondents’ interviews were as follows: 

 How did you feel about the game world? 

 

 Describe the main character 

 

o How did it feel to play as him/her? 

o What did you think about the usage of your personal information? 

o Did you react to the fiction breaks? (A short explanation was given to 

the people who did not know the term). 

 

 Tell me about the characters. 

 

o Did you react to anything about them or what they did? 

 Any thoughts about that? 

o Did you have any emotional reactions? 
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 How do you feel about the story? 

 

o Did you have any emotional reactions? 

o Did the fiction breaks affect your enjoyment?  

 Did they feel unnatural? 

 

 What did you think about the play experience? 

 

o Was anything unclear? 

o Did you get distracted at any point during play? 

 Were you able to stay fully focused on the game? 

These questions differ slightly from the ones used in the pilot study. But, as noted in 

that same section of the study, they still cover the same subjects and were changed 

only to create a better and more natural interview that opened up for more 

discussion rather than straight answers. This proved to be the case during the 

sessions, pointing to the fact that the change was a successful and necessary one. 

5.1.1 Regarding the game world 

 

The first question aimed to find out if the player felt that the game world looked and 

worked like they expected it to. Since the world of the artefact was that of a chat 

room the steps that were taken to make it feel more genuine included scrolling text 

and the usage of gifs and images, things that one would usually see at a regular chat 

room. Every single one of the respondents identified the setting of the game as that 

of a chat room and a majority of them pointed out that the main reason for this was 

that they recognized the look of the chat room, represented by a background image in 

the artefact, as well as the way that characters wrote and the scrolling text. With this 

information in mind the artefact succeeded in creating a believable environment in 

accordance with Murray’s text (1997, pp. 112).  

However a few of the experienced respondents voiced the opinion that the inability 

to write their own answers instead of just clicking on them took them out of the 

experience. One of these players (respondent 5, a male experienced gamer) even 

stated that they felt that the options themselves did not fit with what they wanted to 

say which is not a desirable experience when it comes to building immersion. 

5.1.2 The main character 

 

All of the respondents, except the one who felt alienated by the responses, could 

imagine themselves as the main character. Most of them answered that the usage of 

their real name and other information played a big role in solidifying this opinion 

and some of them told the interviewer that the genuine feeling of the chat room also 

played a role in this. They felt that they were viewing a chat room like they would in 
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real life and this made it easier for them to imagine themselves as a user in that chat 

room. 

Respondent 2, a male experienced player, could insert themselves as the main 

character but also felt that they were an outsider among the other characters. The 

same player reacted to the fiction breaks related to the character in the intended way 

and described the feeling as uncanny and a little scary. He also felt that the 

characters in the game talked to him personally when they used the real information 

and by extension the feeling of being a participant in the story was stronger during 

these parts than the others. Some of the other respondents mirrored this opinion 

with respondent 7 (inexperienced female) stating that the usage of real life 

information felt completely natural and in tune with the world that the game was 

building. 

However respondent 5, who had problems before, felt that usage of the real 

information put the game on a precarious balance between immersion and a break 

from it. To him the breaks took him out of the story at a few points but at other 

points he retained it. When asked why he had a hard time answering but suggested 

that the anonymous character’s quips were the main thing that he had a hard time 

swallowing. Similarly respondent 6 (an inexperienced female) also believed that the 

information took her out of the story with the main difference being that she 

experienced a complete disconnect when it was used. 

5.1.3 The supporting characters 

The purpose for this question was to find out if the respondents could empathize 

with the characters in the game, which according to Brown and Cairns (2004) is a 

core component when it comes to creating immersion, and the reception to this was 

mostly positive. All of the respondents could empathize with the characters, but the 

level of empathy differed between them all with some people like respondent 3 and 1 

(both experienced players) having problems identifying the characters by name and 

by extension had a hard time separating them.  

Respondent 3 was able to appreciate the relationship between the characters which 

she felt helped her relate to the story and the world better when it “clicked” for her. 

Respondent 2 also had a small amount of difficulty placing the characters but he was 

able to sympathize with the character xxdeerxx when her gender was revealed. 

Otherwise Theta was the character that resonated with the majority of the 

respondents and her true personality and humoristic qualities was given as the main 

cause for this. Some people like respondent 7 pointed out that Theta seemed to have 

the most relatable problems of the group since she struggled with finding work as 

well as being lonely. Lewthr on the other hand did not get much sympathy from the 

respondents and he even got some criticism for only being goofy and not much else 

from respondent 6 (an inexperienced player). 
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5.1.4 About the story 

A majority of the people interviewed answered that they got more and more 

interested in the story the further on they got and revealed more of the game’s 

secrets. Respondent 7 (unexperienced) was intrigued by the connection between the 

real world and the game world and when asked she told the interviewer that it felt 

completely natural to her that the story broke the fourth wall in that way and that it 

did not detract from the experience in any way. Instead she felt that it only 

strengthened her will to find out more about the story and its mysteries when the 

breaks started to happen. This sentiment was echoed by respondents 2, 4, 6 and 8 

with number 4 describing the experience as thrilling as well as feeling like the game 

was incentivising her to fantasise about the game world and fill in the blanks on her 

own. Respondent 2 however felt that the ending was a shift in tone compared to what 

he felt the game was building up to. The friendly nature of the characters did not fit 

in well with what he described as a pretty serious atmosphere towards the end. 

Respondent 3 did not think that the fiction breaks succeeded in immersing her and 

was instead more confused about them as well as the purpose of the anonymous 

character, who she never understood the point of even after the reveal. On this 

matter respondent 5 agreed to some extent stating that he felt the same about the 

fiction breaks on this point as he did before when it came to the main character. He 

called the narrative an augmented reality narrative and had a hard time accepting the 

fiction breaks as a natural part of the story. 

5.1.5 About the play experience 

The point of this question was to find out if the player had any problems when it 

came to the act of playing the game. A smooth play experience free from distractions 

is something that Brown and Cairns (2004) believe is of utmost importance when 

creating immersion, which is something this study’s artefact aims to do. 

For the experienced players this was not a problem and all of them could play the 

artefact with only minor issues impeding their way to the end. The most common of 

these issues was, like with the pilot study, the text speed being too fast. Another 

common issue was that some players found that the goal of the game was hard to 

grasp at first; three out of four of the inexperienced gamers required at least one hint 

at some point to understand that they were supposed to find information to use at 

certain points in the story. Respondent 6 was unique in that she pointed out that she 

wanted to have the ability to skip through the text that she already had read and told 

the interviewer that this was distracting and took her out of the experience. 

Aside from this all of the players were able to focus completely on the act of playing 

the artefact and answered as such when questioned. This was the case even for the 

people who experienced some noise during their playthrough. 
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5.2 Analysis and conclusions 

The fact that all of the respondents were able to recognize the game world as that of a 

chat room through the visuals and the text scrolling shows that the artefact was 

successful in creating an authentic feeling world which is an important condition 

when it comes to creating immersion. That some people wanted to write their own 

responses was an expected criticism of the artefact and its creator tried to find a 

solution to the problem but was not able to do this in the allotted time. However 

most of the people who were displeased by this did not have any problems 

immersing themselves. 

The exception to this point was respondent 5 who did not like the dialogue options at 

all. The reason he stated for this was that he felt that the answers he was able to 

choose from did not reflect what he wanted to do in the given situation. He described 

the options as provocative and aggressive when he instead wanted to be friendly or 

sometimes crack a joke or two. Basically he wanted the main character to express 

more personality than it did. A problem that would arise if this was done in 

accordance with this respondent’s wishes would be that not every player has the 

same personality. If the main character had a certain personality the possibility for 

some people, maybe even a majority, to be alienated by the choices would rise. This 

was a topic that was considered during the development of the artefact and the 

choice was made for the main character to not have a clear personality to make it 

easier for people from all the walks of life to insert themselves into the character. 

This is a core component that the artefact used to create an experience where the 

player themselves feel involved in the events of the story. By looking at the results 

from the interviews this was the case for most of the respondents who stated that 

they did not find the dialogue options weird or out of character. Going by this it 

seems like the respondents could reach the first step on the road to immersion by 

believing in the game world itself. 

When it came to the main character, everyone except number 5 was able to insert 

themselves into the role. The choice to use the player’s personal information proved 

to be a fruitful one since many of the respondents pointed to this as one of the 

deciding factors. This lends some credence to Conway and the other proponents’ 

theories about the possibility to create immersion through fiction breaks and by 

including the player in the fiction. It also suggests that the player character fulfils the 

role of an avatar (Murray, 1997, p. 113) in a satisfying manner by letting the player 

insert themselves into the world without drawing attention to it. But since not 

everyone felt this way it makes it hard to draw any definitive conclusions. 

The characters of the artefact was a subject with a wide variety of responses, but all 

of them could empathize with them on some level which is one of the steps in the 

third level of Brown and Cairns division of immersion (2004). This along with the 

fact that most of the respondents could believe in the world and its workings, which 

is the other part of the third level, makes it possible to draw the conclusion that these 

people reached this level of immersion that Brown and Cairns call total immersion 
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and it is the highest level of their division. Were it not for the outliers one could 

argue that this fact alone proves the possibility that the artefact immersed the players 

but since not everyone believed in the world and some people had a hard time 

empathizing with the characters a clear conclusion cannot be reached through the 

results of this study.  

However the argument for the possibility of immersion through the use of the 

artefact can be strengthened by the results from the fourth question that handled the 

fiction breaks throughout the story. From the results of the fourth question it’s 

possible to draw the conclusion that the fiction breaks in the artefact can create 

immersion for certain players. For example one of the players (number 7, 

inexperienced) was able to immerse herself to the point that she felt that the fiction 

breaks were completely natural and instead of taking her out of the story it only 

strengthened her conviction to find out the mystery of the story. This was the case for 

4 more participants with one of them going so far as to start fantasising about the 

world and creating answers where the game didn’t give any. Both of these answers 

relates to Brown and Cairns second level of immersion, engrossment. These players 

became emotionally invested in the artefact to the point where they felt so engaged 

that they started imagining new things about the setting and starting to solve the 

mystery in their head.  

But, as with the third question, not everyone felt this way as seen with participants 3 

and 5. Participant 3 (experienced) only got confused by the fiction breaks and had a 

hard time following the mystery of the story, while 5 (also experienced) balanced 

between being engaged by the breaks and being disconnected by them. The majority 

were immersed by the usage of the fiction breaks, some even going further than that, 

but once again the dissenting opinions makes it hard to draw any conclusions from 

the results. However the argument for the possibility of immersion is stronger than 

the argument against based on the answers from this study’s interviews. 

Regarding the playability of the artefact, the results that the interviews provided 

suggests that the respondents did not have any major problems when interacting 

with the software. The artefact did not have demand any complicated controlling 

from the player since gameplay consisted solely of clicking hyperlinks to choose an 

answer to move the story forward as well as inserting personal information at the 

beginning. Based on this it was not expected for the respondents to have any 

problems interacting with the game, and this was also the case based on the answers 

that were given.  

However some technical difficulties and an issue that some players had with the text 

speed prevented the artefact from being completely spotless in the playability 

department. For some of the respondents this meant that their immersion did not 

grow over the course of the session. Instead it fluctuated every time they got taken 

out of the story by something that they did not enjoy or hindered their play 

experience. This prevented those affected from ever going past the first of Brown and 

Cairn’s 3 steps. For the majority this was not the case and as such it’s possible to 
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draw the conclusion that most people will be able to immerse themselves in the game 

without having any problems playing it, but some people will find some rough edges 

that hinder them from immersing themselves completely. 

The study included 2 different groups of respondents, experienced and inexperienced 

players (see chapter 3.1.3). The reason for this was to find out if the technique used 

to create immersion through fiction breaks could be used on both of these target 

groups or if they would react differently. The results of the conducted test shows that 

there were some differences between the two target groups, but when it comes to 

those who could get immersed and those who couldn’t both of the groups are almost 

evenly represented with participant 6 (inexperienced) and 5 (experienced) being the 

clear dissenting opinions among the other respondents. Respondent 7 was the only 

one who had any major trouble finding her way through the story and even her came 

to grips with it after a few tries. She did not have any trouble when it came to how 

she was supposed to play the artefact. Aside from this the results from the two 

groups were of a similar character. 

One of the reasons that the two groups did not have that many differing opinions 

about the artefact might have been the fact that it did not contain any kind of 

challenging gameplay that might be found in other genres of games. Most if not all 

people in the study had interacted with some form of narrative media or used 

hyperlinks on the internet before. Since playing through the artefact is a similar 

experience as that of following links on a web page most of the respondents could 

interact with it competently almost immediately, regardless if they were experienced 

or not.  

The lack of challenging gameplay made the artefact approachable by both of the 

groups which proved to give positive results in regards to the players’ ability to get 

immersed by it. However this makes the results from this study hard to apply to 

other kinds of games where challenging gameplay plays a larger role, which is the 

majority of most console and computer games released these days. A similar study 

conducted on a game of that kind might be necessary for the theory to have more 

staying power. 

The results of the study seem to point to the fact that most players from any of the 

targeted groups will be able to immerse themselves in the created artefact. The 

fiction breaks used in the artefact were embraced by the majority of the players and 

created an immersive environment for them. However the dissenting opinions paired 

with the fact that only 9 people out of the millions of video game players worldwide 

partook in the test makes it hard to draw any definitive conclusions about the results 

of the study. Further research is needed for this to become an accepted theory in the 

field. 
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6 Concluding Remarks 

6.1 Summary 

This study sought to find out if it’s possible for a player to retain immersion while the 

game breaks the fourth wall by including the player inside of the fiction. Two groups 

were used as respondents for the tests, experienced players and inexperienced 

players. The purpose of this was to see if these two different target groups reacted 

differently to the technique or if it was applicable to them both.  

The basis of the theory is Conway’s text A Circular Wall? Reformulating the Fourth 

Wall for Video Games (2008) in which he proposes that it’s possible to use fiction 

breaks as a method to create immersion for the player instead of just functioning as a 

tool for comedy. Since immersion is a broad term with many interpretations it 

became important for the study to make it obvious which theory it would make use 

of. Brown and Cairns 3 levels of immersion was chosen as the primary source for 

immersion and their text served to create a ground work for the creation of questions 

for the interviews that was conducted for the study. These interviews were semi-

structured to create an environment where the respondents had the ability to discuss 

their play experience freely within the confinements of certain subjects. 

The artefact that was created for use in these interview sessions was a visual novel-

like experience that used a chat room as its setting and broke its fiction through the 

use of the player’s real life information, such as their real name and address. The 

player him- or herself was the main character of this game and the purpose of this 

was to include the player inside of the fiction which was one of Conway’s main points 

when it came to creating immersion through fiction breaks. 

The results of the study suggest that most people were able to immerse themselves in 

the created artefact and that the fiction breaks played a major role in creating this 

immersion. However this was not the case for some of the respondents who felt that 

the breaks only served to take them out of the experience, a completely opposite 

reaction to what was intended. Since the majority had the response that the study 

advocated it’s possible to draw the conclusion that it is possible to create immersion 

through the use of fiction breaks, but the dissenting opinions also point to the fact 

that not everyone will be as receptive to this technique as the majority of the 

respondents in this study. 
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6.2 Discussion 

The use of the fourth wall and fiction breaks in narrative video games is not an 

uncommon one, but as Conway (2004) and his peers point out it is mostly used for 

comedic purposes and most game writers shy away from using this in a more serious 

narrative because of the fear that players will find it harder to believe in the world of 

the game if the walls between the real world and the fiction are unclear. The results 

of this study show that this fear is not completely unfounded. But it also shows that it 

is possible to create an immersive experience while also having the breaking of 

fiction play a big role in the narrative. 

For the future of game development the results that this study provides may give 

more developers the courage to create more stories that break the fiction in the ways 

that Conway describes as expansions, letting the player and their world intermingle 

with the world of the game to let the player themselves become a part of the 

narrative, without the fear of breaking the player’s immersion. This was the primary 

concern for most creators as seen with Ernest Adams (2004). 

The respondents of the study numbered at 9 in the end with 5 experienced players 

and 4 inexperienced. Both of the groups contained almost the same number of 

people, but with the inexperienced group lacking one person to reach the number of 

experienced people this may be seen as a flaw in the study. 9 respondents is also not 

a large enough collection of people to garner any conclusive statistical result from 

and the fact that all of the respondents are students at the same university leads to 

the selection of respondents lacking any kind of geographical diversity. However the 

group of respondents contained an almost even amount of men and women from 

both of the groups which is a clear strength of the study. 

The fact that the artefact did not contain any form of challenging gameplay hinders 

the results of the test from being applicable to other games than the ones in the genre 

of the artefact. This makes it hard to draw any conclusion for video games as a whole 

when it comes to fiction breaks. The artefact is also not perfect in its execution which 

can be seen from some of the players’ responses where they point out some of the 

technical difficulties they had during their experience with the artefact and this 

hindered some of them from immersing themselves. The environment that the tests 

were conducted in was a casual one that was mostly silent during play. However for 

some of the respondents this was not the case and this might have affected some of 

their answers. But none of the respondents was of that opinion when asked about it. 

When creating the characters for the game it was important to the creator of the 

study to be as inclusive as possible to let as many people as possible have the ability 

to empathize with the characters. The story features a lesbian relationship as well as 

a character that is described as the dad of the group who turns out to be a woman 

and the most competent of the characters. Since the setting of the game is a chat 

room none of the characters meet face to face and the only representation the player 

has of them is their username. As such it is up to the players themselves to imagine 
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what the character behind the username looks like, with a few exceptions such as 

Theta and xxdeerxx’s genders and relationship. A lesbian relationship could be 

something that some player’s would react to or be put off by. But none of the 

respondents reacted in this way and it was not the purpose of the artefact to make 

any kind of statement with this. The two characters are homosexual, but this is just 

an aspect of who they are. The characters are written by the author of this study and 

he is a white male which might have had an impact on how the characters in the 

story act and write. However efforts were made to create characters that could come 

from any part of the world, as long as they have the necessary internet connection for 

the chat room. Letting the player insert their own personal information is another 

example of this, since it the player can input any name or any city in the world etc. 

6.3 Future Work 

Based on the results of this study it is possible to create immersion through 

expansions, but it has only been tested on the visual novel-like experience that the 

artefact of the study is. To make the theory applicable to video games at large it 

would be necessary to create artefacts that represent more gameplay heavy games, 

instead of the purely narrative experience of this study. This could be done as a part 

of a larger study, since the low number of respondents of the current study is one of 

its more prominent flaws. The larger study could avoid this problem by including a 

larger group of people that are more diverse to better represent the world of video 

games today. The inclusion of more gameplay would also test the theory further, as it 

adds another factor to consider when putting the two groups of respondents against 

each other. It’s possible that the less experienced players would not be able to 

interact with the game as easily as they did with the artefact of this study and by 

extension have a harder time to immerse themselves. 

When it comes to how the artefact might be developed into a more complete 

experience this study is of the opinion that it serves its purpose as it is, but possible 

improvements that could be made by a large team with more skills aside from just 

writing could be the inclusion of a more graphically expressive chat room, instead of 

just the background picture and scrolling text that exists at this point. Some visual 

novels include settings for text speed and since this was a problem for many of the 

respondents an inclusion of this would most likely result in a more player-friendly 

experience and might lead to the people who had problems with the current artefact 

having the ability to immerse themselves more easily in the new one. Another 

suggested improvement from the respondents was the ability to write out their own 

answers. Since many text adventures, such as the previously mentioned Zork (1980) 

gives the player this ability including this in the current artefact shouldn’t be 

impossible. This function was considered during the development of the artefact but 

was discarded since the completion of the artefact took priority and the addition of 

this feature would have added a considerable amount of time to the process. If the 

author of this study would continue to develop the artefact the creation of the writing 

system would be the most feasible thing to include. The ending of the story was also 
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rushed for the artefact to be completed on time and one of the respondents also 

commented on the fact that the ending did not feel similar in tone to the rest of the 

story. A rewriting of the ending to have it connect better to the rest of the story would 

as such be something that would lead to a better product in the end, if given the time 

it needs. In conclusion this study has proven to a point that it is possible to create 

immersion through fiction breaks in video games, especially in those that have a 

narrative focus. The results that this study provides should serve as a solid base for 

further studies on the subject. 
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