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ABSTRACT
In this paper we discuss the different elements of the gam-
ing experience and their relation to other concepts within
HCI. The objective is to showcase how the different elements
that form the gaming experience can be used to understand
further issues regarding user experience. The objectives of
games are, after all, to provide players with a positive ex-
perience. Understanding the elements that eventually lead
players to have a positive experience should provide feed-
back about the wider user experience concept. Although
video-games and non-game applications seem to be two dif-
ferent domains of study, in terms of experience, they both
aim to improve the individual’s experience.

Categories and Subject Descriptors
H.5 [Information Interfaces and Presentation]: Mis-
cellaneous

General Terms
Human Factors
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User Experience, Video-Games, Theory, Games

1. PUSH START TO BEGIN
Games are fun to play. Their objective is to provide

participants with a positive experience; people engage with
games freely and with no more motivation than having a de-
sire to enjoy themselves. But game-players do not only gain
an enjoyable time; they also learn, share and form culture [8].
There is a trend in which game-like applications are being
developed to provide something more than a positive expe-
rience [15]. Such efforts are directed towards using learned
concepts to improve games, rather than learning from games
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to improve what we know. This has changed a little over-
time as there is a strong argument to consider video-games
as a source to learn about learning [6].

One of the first from the findings from game research was
that games are hard to define; for example, Juul [10] reviews
many definitions in order to propose a new one. Regardless
of all the complexity that scholars may face in finding a suit-
able definition for games, individuals are able to recognize a
game when we see one. That is, games are not really defined
in terms of their physicallity, but in terms of the experience
they provide.

Video-games, or computer-games, are games played with
the help of technology. Historically, the game has been im-
plemented in a computer using the monitor to represent the
status of the game; the CPU of the computer to enforce the
rules of the game, or play as an opponent; and the input
devices (mouse/keyboard/etc.) to manipulate it. Although
these are still the main characteristics of video-games, per-
vasive games are pushing the boundaries of the actual use of
video to play video-games. Once games were implemented
into their video-game form, they became a topic of con-
cern for computer scientists and engineers: designing better
graphics, better AI, better networks, etc. It eventually be-
came a domain for HCI [22]. All the methodological arse-
nal of HCI is currently being devoted into improving video-
games.

Also, HCI is developing a growing interest in understand-
ing User Experience (UX) [14, 11]. The scholarly study has
been bumpy in trying to understand the concept and then
design and implement applications that have UX at its core.
So, what about if we look at it from the other perspective?
Games are about providing a good experience. So, what can
we learn about the experience in video-games that can be
used to improve the understanding of experience in HCI?

In this paper, using the Core Elements of the Gaming
Experience (CEGE) theory [2, 3] as a guideline, we argue
that the discussion over user experience could benefit greatly
from learning from the experience of playing video-games.
The paper presents the interactive elements of the CEGE
theory; first discussed within the game context and then
within a non-game environment. The theory provides a ro-
bust explanation of the experience in video-games, which is
discussed below. The paper describes how a positive gaming
experience is formed. And then, by exploring the different
elements in relation to non-gaming experiences; it strongly
informs thinking on UX by providing an account of a suc-
cessful UX in a non-gaming context. The paper is divided
in five sections, first we present the model for the gaming



experience, and then we discuss the three main elements of
the model: control, facilitators and ownership. The paper
closes with our conclusions.

2. THE CORE ELEMENTS OF THE GAM-
ING EXPERIENCE

CEGE are the hygienic factors of the gaming experience.
Hygienic factors [7] are necessary but not sufficient condi-
tions. The gaming experience is the one-to-one relationship
of the player with the game; once the player starts engaging
with the game. Thus, the CEGE are the necessary but not
sufficient conditions to provide a positive experience. If they
are present, then there is no guarantee that the experience
will be positive, but if missing, then the experience will be
negative. The CEGE take a narrow view of everything that
could involve the experience of playing video-games. It does
not look at why players select a certain game [20], or how
social interactions affect the experience [13], or which type
of fun the player seeking [12]. The core elements are just
part of the process of playing the game; it is how the player
builds the interaction in order to achieve a positive outcome.

The CEGE are presented in a hierarchical model. The two
main components of the model are the actual video-game
and the interaction of the player with the game, which we
call Puppetry (Figure 1). It is the combination of these two
that leads to a positive experience.

Figure 1: The CEGE Model: Video-game and Pup-

petry are needed to reach and enjoyable experience

The video-game is the tool needed to engage with the
game. The video-game is how the player sees the game,
and it is formed by the environment and the game-play.
The former is the body of the game while the latter is the
soul. Environment is perceived via the graphics and sounds.
Game-play is defined by the rules and the scenario that cov-
ers those rules. See Figure 2.

The interaction process, named Puppetry, leads to the
enjoyment when the player gains control of the game. After
getting control, then player then takes ownership over the
game. That is, the actions happening on the game are the
result of the player efforts. Control is aided by a set of
facilitators that can also help the player reach a sense of
ownership. Ownership is what eventually leads to positive
experience (see Figure 3).

The player needs to first get control of the game. There
are six items that define the control of the game: controllers,

Figure 2: The CEGE Model: Video-game is formed

by the game-play and environment of the game.

Figure 3: The CEGE Model: Puppetry represents

the interaction of the player with the game.

small actions, memory, point of view, something to do and
goal. Controllers refer to the actual input device used; can
the player actually use them? Small actions are the actions
that the objects in the game can perform, and specially, how
they relate to the controller. Memory is about the player
remembering all the actions and the mappings into the con-
trollers. Point of view is what the player can actually see in
the screen and how it can be seen. Something-to-do refers
to keeping the player occupied. And goal, which is what the
player is supposed to do, even if vaguely at the beginning.

Then there are the facilitators. These are elements foreign
to the game, but that come with the individual. How much
time has the player to engage with a game? May be only 5
minutes a day, so playing Starcraft is not an option. Pre-
vious experiences, what about those games the player had
used before? May be the current one is not so good, but be-
cause of the previous one the player is still happily engaged
with it. Finally, aesthetics values, there is something in the
game that appeals to the player.

Finally, there is ownership. Ownership is formed by big
actions, personal goals, you-but-not-you and rewards. Big
actions is when the player uses the small actions in order to
do something, he puts them together to create his strategy.
Personal goals are the extra goals that the player creates
while playing a game, there is still a main goal to be met,
but something on the side is always good. Rewards are
about the game giving kudos to the player every so often; it
is the game acknowledging the player’s ownership. And you-
but-not-not-you is giving the player a cathartic moment in
order to become, or do, something out of the everyday life.

All these elements and interactions are needed in order to



achieve a positive gaming experience. But these elements
are not exclusive to the video-game domain. They are al-
ready part of the HCI literature in different aspects. They
have been studied for the design of different applications.
In the following sections, we discuss the three elements that
form puppetry; only this time, we propose how these ele-
ments would adapt to the wider UX by looking to non-game
contexts.

3. ON CONTROL
Game is what we play, video-game is how we play it.

There is a difference between playing the game and con-
trolling the video-game. Playing refers to the whole of the
interaction, controlling refers to the six elements described
above. Instrumental interaction [1] looks at this duality. It
provides a differentiation between the instrument that it is
used and the task that is being done.

Instrumental interaction provides a differentiation between
the actual devices used to manipulate the widgets of a GUI,
versus the actual implications of such movements. In order
to push a button, the user needs to go through the mouse
to do so. Although most users would associate both activi-
ties as being the same. Once the application changes device,
such as using a touch screen or a computer without a mouse,
the application stays the same. The button stills needs to
be pushed, but now, this can done be via the keyboard or by
putting pressure on the surface of the screen. In the gaming
experience this is also present: small actions and controllers.
They provide a differentiation between what the objects in
the game can do, and what the player has to do in order to
do them. Further more, this relationship is also dependent
on memory, can the player remember all the actions that
can be done? And if not, does the interface help in bringing
them to memory? This is basic usability and already dis-
cussed by Norman [17]. However, applications still do not
help users in making the link between action in the screen
and action in the real world.

Further more, to gain control, the game provides the player
with a general goal. The player might not know the specific
goal, but he has an idea of where to start. If normal ap-
plications want to improve the experience of the users, they
should allow for a clear goal specification. Unlike a game,
were the goal is the part of the game, in productive appli-
cations the user is engaging with the tool because there is
a goal to achieve. The user is the one providing the goal,
not the application. But, some times the user does not have
a clear goal. This is where the application can learn from
games: provide a way to clarify the goal of the user.

To gain control of video-games, the player also needs to
feel that something is being done. There has to be some-
thing to do that keeps the player busy while the actual goals
of the game are specified. This is something that gets lost
in productive applications. Is it possible to keep the user
active while reaching the goal? Could Word, for example,
understand that it is necessary to provide a list taking ap-
plication, in which the user could write the different words
that describe what she is trying to write?

Finally, there is point-of-view. What the player is seeing
has an influence on how the game is being understood. It
is not the same to see the game in first-person as in third-
person, each view procures a different reaction according to
the information present. Do applications provide to the user
all the information that is necessary? Do they let the user

specify which information is needed at what moment but
not at another?

4. ON FACILITATORS
In order to reach ownership, the player needs to have

a sense of control. If control is poor, then facilitators are
needed to reach ownership. Facilitators play to the subjec-
tive part of the player and are formed by previous experi-
ences, time and aesthetic values.

Previous experiences influence the way we experience things
in the future [4]. Nielsen [16] suggested keeping homogene-
ity when designing new interfaces. Jacob et al [9] suggested
to take advantage of what the user already knows, and sug-
gested a series of trade-offs between relaying less or more
of this knowledge. These two examples showcase the use of
previous experiences within HCI design, some of it may have
to do with marketing and loyalty, but if a user has had a frus-
trating experience trying to use a tool, it is unlikely that the
user will try the new version of the same tool. Time relates
to how long the user is willing to try the tool. Raskin [18]
already discussed this when he suggested giving the user a
sense of the application being ready instead of being stuck.
Taking time into consideration by allowing the user to think
and engage with the application; do not require more of the
user’s time than is needed. Then, there are the aesthetic
values of the application [21, 19]. However, an application
that is aesthetically pleasing is not necessarily providing a
positive experience; unless the user is there to appreciate it.

Facilitators are a palliative to poor control. Eventually,
they would wear off and bad control would lead to a poor
experience.

5. ON OWNERSHIP
Once the player has control of the game, there is the op-

portunity to gain ownership. It is from ownership that there
is a direct link to a positive experience. Would a user of a
normal application feel that what is happening with the ap-
plication is the result of her own actions?

The concept of ownership is somewhat similar to the con-
cept of appropriation [5]. In order to have a sense of owner-
ship in video-games, there are four different elements. Not
all of them are applicable to different experiences, but they
are still valuable to explore.

Starting with those elements that are not directly related
to productive applications. Video-games allow players to ex-
periencing a cathartic moment, a you-but-not-you moment.
It would be ridiculous to argue in favour of something simi-
lar in productive applications. However, they should provide
the opposite to users. A user engaging with an application
to perform a task should be proud of the work being done,
he should be able to become a super-me. Rather than you-
but-not-you, the application should provide a you-as-you-
want-to-be.

Next, there are rewards. Rewards let the player know
that the game is acknowledging that is being owned by the
player. Productive applications should also provide a sense
of progress. Let the user specify the goal, and then start
marking how far forward the user has moved towards that
goal. Let the user know when he is going in the wrong
direction, and not, do not delete their whole work and make
them start the level again, rather, allow them to track their
progress, and understand when something went wrong.



Then there are big actions. Let the user use all the small
actions that the application provides to complete the goal.
Do not limit her. Allow her to use Word documents as
scratch paper, let her to use SPSS to sort information. The
user knows better than the application what it is that she is
trying to do; if the small actions permit it, let her do a big
action.

Last, there are personal goals. In a game, the player may
alter the main goal in order to complete a secondary one
not vital for the game, but important for the enjoyment.
In productive applications, let the user create small goals,
write paragraphs under a certain time, write a second paper
while writing a first one. Do not hug all the recourse, give
the user freedom to, once a goal is defined, explore other
goals.

6. GAME OVER
The objective of this paper was to enrich the discussion

of User Experience by looking at the experience of playing
video-games. Of the three main components that have a di-
rect effect on the player’s interaction with the game, control,
ownership and facilitators, ownership is the one to keep an
eye on.

Several of the concepts related to control and facilitators
are old or have been taken into account before. Ownership,
on the other hand, relates to the somewhat newer concept of
appropriation. Ownership, formed by big actions, you-but-
not-you, rewards and personal goals, should be the objective
when designing for experience. Designers should provide ap-
plications that would facilitate the users making the appli-
cation their own. The application should help the user in
clarifying the goals, in rewarding, and in helping the user
become proud of the task they have completed.

In other words, what normal applications should learn
from games is to pay attention to what the user is trying
to do, and help the user make the tool his own in order to
do so. It is not about the interface, application or tool; it is
about the user’s needs. Just as in games, if the player wants
to have fun, he just has to play the game, regardless of its
form. And then, game on!
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Eduardo H. Calvillo Gámez’s research is sponsored by

SEP-PROMEP.

8. REFERENCES
[1] M. Beaudouin-Lafon. Instrumental interaction: an

interaction model for designing post-WIMP user
interfaces. In CHI ’00: Proceedings of the SIGCHI

conference on Human factors in computing systems,
pages 446–453, New York, NY, USA, 2000. ACM
Press.
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