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ABSTRACT 
Videogames can transform the perspectives and attitudes of play-
ers. Prior discussion on this transformative potential has typically 
been limited to non-entertainment videogames with explicit trans-
formational goals. However, recreational gaming appears to hold 
considerable potential for igniting deeply personal experiences of 
profound transformation in players. Towards understanding this 
phenomenon, we conducted an explorative autoethnographic study. 
For this, the frst author played fve narrative-driven videogames 
while collecting self-observational and self-refective data of his 
experience during and outside gameplay. Our fndings ofer inti-
mate insights into the trajectory and emotional qualities of person-
ally meaningful and transformative videogame experiences. For 
example, we found that gameplay experiences that were initially 
perceived as bewildering or disorienting could evolve into more 
harmonious experiences laden with personal meaning. This shift 
in experience developed through diferent forms of subsequent 
re-engagement with initially discrepant game encounters. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Playing videogames can change who we are as people, by expand-
ing our perspectives on ourselves, others, or life in general. Such 
perspective transformation has been understood to develop through 

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution International 
4.0 License. 

CHI ’24, May 11–16, 2024, Honolulu, HI, USA 
© 2024 Copyright held by the owner/author(s). 
ACM ISBN 979-8-4007-0330-0/24/05 
https://doi.org/10.1145/3613904.3642543 

the act of refection [47]. Concurrently, videogames have been char-
acterized as refection machines and consequently as a medium capa-
ble of serving as an agent of change [65]. Prior discussion on trans-
formation and refection in videogames, however, has traditionally 
been limited to so-called serious games [101], or non-entertainment 
games aiming to produce specifc and measurable changes in play-
ers [27], for example, in the context of education [3, 15, 59] or 
well-being and healthcare [17, 97]. 

However, focusing on pre-defned and measurable transforma-
tive goals seems to only cover a single, surface-level facet of trans-
formation [92]. Phelps and Rusch [92, 103] called attention to exis-
tential and emotionally resonant aspects of player transformations 
in games that “seek to be felt rather than read” [92, p.3]. These pro-
found and individualistic, albeit elusive transformations have been 
overlooked; thus, a signifcant part of the transformative potential 
of videogames remains unrealized [92, 104]. Thus, in present study, 
we approach the idea of transformative play from the perspective 
of a player’s aesthetic experience [85]. In contrast to more conven-
tional and rational learning processes, the aesthetic experience has 
been viewed as a more inefable but feelingful means of gaining 
new understanding and changing our ways of thinking [16, 69]. 

A nascent body of research implies that recreational gaming has 
signifcant potential for evoking such aesthetic forms of transfor-
mation in players [14, 23, 98, 100, 103, 120]. This potential seems 
to relate to a range of eudaimonic [29], or refective, emotionally 
challenging, and meaningful aesthetic responses that do not ft 
into the traditional scope of what constitutes positive player ex-
perience (PX) [14, 23, 77, 120]. Prior research surrounding refec-
tive or transformative player experiences has typically relied on 
retroactive third-person approaches where participants are asked, 
for example, by interview or survey, to recount gaming experiences 
of their past [14, 22, 23, 77, 120]. However, relying solely on such 
retrospective accounts may result in a limited range of reported 
experiences [see, 52, 54, 63]. 

Much remains unclear about how players of entertainment video-
games generally encounter aesthetic experiences of transformation 
extending beyond the gameplay context [77, 120]; the emotional 
and perceptual qualities of transformative player experiences, dur-
ing and after gameplay [14, 120]; and how transformative player 
experiences should be viewed in current PX conceptualizations, 
such as immersion [1, 65]. A better understanding of this phenome-
non could (1) allow us to recognize, characterize, and study certain 
eudaimonic human-technology interactions, (2) inform the design 
of more efective and enjoyable interactive technologies for various 
recreational and prosocial applications, and (3) help videogames 
mature as an aesthetic medium conveying intricate and nuanced 
themes and expressions. 
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We conducted an autoethnographic study to explore the ca-
pacity of entertainment videogames to produce personal and pro-
found forms of transformation in players and to track how such 
player experiences may evolve over time. We adopted autoethnog-
raphy as a method because it allows access to intimate and nu-
anced descriptions of lived experience that are less constrained 
by one’s memory and more rooted in the immediacy of experi-
ence [19, 42], and it lends itself well to examining how impressions 
change over time [19, 68]. Furthermore, players’ subjectivity and 
cultural background are an inseparable aspect of their videogame 
experience [111]; in turn, autoethnography is a method that ac-
knowledges and accommodates the researcher’s subjectivity as an 
intrinsic element of research [2, 31, 42] and aims to elucidate what 
constitutes one’s own experience [40]. 

For this, the frst author played fve narrative-driven videogames 
while recording self-observational and self-refective data of his ex-
periences, both throughout and beyond gameplay. Two of the games 
fostered emotionally powerful, personally meaningful, and refec-
tive experiences that the autoethnographer deemed transformative. 
Related to these transformative videogame experiences, four overar-
ching themes were developed: (1) investment, (2) personal relevance, 
(3) self-refexivity, and (4) re-engagement. The contributions of the 
work are twofold: 

(1) Our study provides insights into videogame experiences that 
are profound, personally meaningful, and transformative. As 
such, it helps unpack the broad concept of eudaimonic game-
play. In particular, we highlight post-play re-engagement as 
a potentially pivotal component in the trajectory of trans-
formative videogame experiences. 

(2) Our fndings characterize a form of self-refexive player en-
gagement that may support transformative refection. More-
over, through the four overarching themes, we discuss ways 
in which the transformative potential of videogames could 
further be fostered. 

2 RELATED WORK 
This section frst clarifes what exactly we mean by transformative 
videogame experiences in present context. Then, this section re-
views various related concepts and their interconnections. Finally, 
we state the purpose of the present study. 

2.1 Transformative Aesthetic Experience and 
Empirical Aesthetics 

In this work, we approach the phenomenon of transformative ex-
periences from the perspective of players’ aesthetic experience, i.e., 
a range of experiences from sensory pleasures to complex patterns 
of feelings, emotions, and meaning-making processes [85]. As such, 
the aesthetic player experience accommodates the immediate ex-
perience of gameplay and the ways players makes sense of their 
experience outside of gameplay [85]. More specifcally, we investi-
gate the powerful aesthetic experiences that can be considered as 
transformative in the sense that they result in a reconstruction of an 
individual’s worldview, producing a change in their perspective or 
identity [90]. These types of transformative aesthetic experiences 
have received little theoretical consideration in videogames. 

Bopp et al. [14] suggested that the feld of empirical aesthetics 
could provide Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) games research 
a useful conceptual basis for exploring aesthetic player experiences, 
including those that may be regarded as transformative. Empiri-
cal aesthetics has a long history of investigating the psychological 
and neural processes underlying art experiences [see, 91, for an 
overview], and it has posited that transformative aesthetic expe-
riences are among the most powerful responses we can have to 
art [90]. Whereas a comprehensive account of empirical aesthetics 
remains outside the scope of this study, we briefy summarize how 
transformative aesthetic experiences have been understood to be 
produced and what kind of emotional responses have been related 
to them. 

According to theories of empirical aesthetics, transformative 
aesthetic experiences can be triggered by a discrepancy between the 
viewer’s perception of an artwork and their sense of self [90, 91]. 
Moreover, the artwork must be assessed as of high personal impor-
tance [90, 91]. Thus, the viewer perceives the artwork as potentially 
threatening their self-image, as it conficts with their schema and ex-
pectations [90, 91]. In the transformative aesthetic outcome then, as 
described by Pelowski et al. [91], the viewer is expected to confront 
their feelings of discrepancy and to acknowledge the insufciency 
of their prior schema. To resolve this incongruence, the viewer is 
then expected to adjust their schema or processing approach — and 
change some core aspect of their self-image — and thus to “grown 
and learn from interaction” [91, p.95] 

Such transformative outcomes have been associated with pow-
erful and profound emotional responses, which are characterized 
by a progression from initially negative feelings towards ultimately 
positive ones [90, 91]. Prior to undergoing the change in the self, an 
individual is expected to report feelings such as confusion, anxiety, 
and a desire to disengage from the experience [91]. After undergo-
ing the change in perspective, one is expected to report feelings such 
as catharsis, happiness, or insight [90], epiphany [91], or personal 
wholeness and human connectedness [26]. Moreover, transforma-
tive outcomes are closely linked to notions of self-awareness and 
metacognitive refection [91]. 

2.2 Refection, Transformation, Learning, and 
Aesthetics 

Refection has been much researched in HCI [9, 47], but there is 
some fuzziness in the use of this term [6, 9, 47]. In present work, we 
follow the framing of Baumer et al. [6, p.94] — which is infuenced 
by the ideas of Dewey [37], Schön [109], and Moon [83] — and 
we view refection as “reviewing a series of previous experiences, 
events, stories, etc., and putting them together in such a way as to 
come to a better understanding or to gain some sort of insight”. 

We view refection in this somewhat broad sense, since we are 
mainly interested in one of its possible outcomes: i.e., transforma-
tion. Fleck and Fitzpatrick [47, p.218] characterized such refection 
as transformative refection, in which “the refector’s original point 
of view is somehow altered or transformed to take into account 
the new perspectives s/he has just explored”. Thus, it is perhaps 
unsurprising that education is a domain in which (transformative) 
refection has gained notable attention within HCI [see, 6]. 
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Indeed, the concepts of refection and transformation have his-
torically been closely connected to education and learning. Already 
over a century ago, Dewey [36, p.59] defned the educational process 
as “one of continual reorganizing, reconstructing, transforming”. A 
major work on transformation within education is Mezirow’s trans-
formative learning theory [79–81] — infuenced by the theories of 
Dewey [56] — which emphasizes the central role of critical refection 
in learning. Mezirow’s [78, 79, 81] transformative learning has been 
proposed as being triggered by a disorienting dilemma that reveals 
the insufciency of one’s frames of reference through which one 
understands their experiences [70]; thus, the transformative learn-
ing experience is about undergoing a process of self-development 
through which these frames are widened [70]. 

In addition, learning seems closely intertwined with the idea of 
transformative aesthetic experiences. Again, for Dewey, an essen-
tial goal of education was to “enrich and expand everyday experi-
ence” [95, p.1]. Later, Dewey [see, 38] became increasingly involved 
in arts, as he believed that art holds a unique capacity to foster 
enriching experiences [96]. Thus, for Dewey [38, p.30], the aes-
thetic experience held refective and transformative qualities, and 
he associated it with a “satisfaction of the imagination”. 

Hence, the aesthetic experience seems to be often viewed as 
another means of learning and understanding: one that contrasts 
“any strict demand of unemotional evidence for rational interpre-
tation” [38, p.30]. Or, as Kokkos [69, p.158] described: “Aesthetic 
experience provides the means through which meanings that are 
inefable, but feelingful, can be expressed and understood”. Simi-
larly, Girod et al. [51] argued that separating such aesthetic ways of 
knowing from cognitive, rational knowing hinders the development 
of a more holistic understanding. Thus, the aesthetic experience 
is closely related to transformative refection and learning [69]. 
However, it is perhaps these notions such as inefability and feeling-
fulness that seem to distinguish it from more conventional, rational 
processes of learning. 

2.3 Interactive Technologies and Inefable 
Transformative Experiences 

These more inefable transformative experiences have gained in-
creasing attention in HCI, given the growing need for technology 
that fosters our well-being [66]. For example, Kitson et al. [66] 
called attention to the phenomenological nature of transformative 
experiences and to how interactive technologies could support the 
development of such experiences that can foster personal growth 
and meaning in life. Transformative experiences have often been 
viewed as being preceded by self-transcendent experiences, refer-
ring to a feeling of connectedness with something larger than one’s 
self [66, 124]. Self-transcendence has been seen to encompass a 
range of more general and milder experiences, including mind-
fulness, fow, compassion, elevation, awe, peak experiences, and 
mystical experiences [66, 124]. In their recent exploration of us-
ing technology for fostering transformative experiences, Miller et 
al. [82] designed an immersive virtual reality (VR) experience that 
aimed to elicit self-transcendent emotions in users. 

However, as noted by Kitson et al. [66], due to their oftentimes 
inefable nature, transformative experiences are challenging to de-
sign; moreover, one is not able to design the experiences themselves, 

but rather the conditions that can invite them [66]. Miller et al. [82] 
argued that designers can ultimately only provide the afordances 
for these personally meaningful and transformative experiences, 
which will each be unique to the individual who undergoes it [82]. 
However, Miller et al. [82] suggested that for a positive transforma-
tive change to emerge from a perceptual experience, such a change 
must be accommodated by the perceiving individual, which re-
quires that the individual has the capacity to refect on and process 
the new information. Thus, they argued that in addition to directly 
prompting for refection, designers should consider approaches that 
can support this refective processing within an experience [82]. 

2.4 Transformation and Eudaimonic Videogame 
Experiences 

In the context of videogames, prior discussion on transformation 
has often revolved around games that are outside the scope of 
entertainment and aim to produce some specifc and measurable 
changes in players [e.g., 27, 59]. However, these approaches, as 
Rusch [103, p.5] described, “do not cover the kind of profound 
transformation that can ignite subtle, elusive, uniquely personal, 
internal shifts that are based on what resonated with players”. Such 
descriptions seem to relate to the more aesthetic and inefable facets 
of transformation. 

In recent years, much work has emerged in HCI games research 
around emotionally complex, mixed-afect, meaningful, refective, 
and thought-provoking videogame experiences that seem to re-
late to the aesthetic facets of transformation [12, 14, 22, 25, 29, 
30, 77, 120]. These experiences are typically bundled under the 
broad moniker of eudaimonia [23, 29]. However, this bundling hin-
ders elaborating and distinguishing the nuances and motivations 
underlying the diversity of experiences aforded by games, includ-
ing transformative refection. Indeed, refection and transforma-
tion have been associated with eudaimonic entertainment experi-
ences [5], and videogames have been regarded as a highly efective 
medium for eliciting refection [65, 73]. 

However, until recently, little research has focused on experi-
ences of refection and transformation in recreational gaming. In 
their study on refective player experiences, Mekler et al. [77] found 
that games can often prompt players to refect on various topics, 
which they found an enjoyable activity in itself. However, instances 
of higher-level transformative and critical refection [47] seemed 
rare in players’ day-to-day gaming experiences [77]. In a subse-
quent study on perspective-challenging moments in games, Whitby 
et al. [120] found that players frequently reported experiences of 
endo-transformation: i.e., transformation limited within the in-game 
context. In contrast, experiences of exo-transformations that infu-
enced players’ beliefs and behaviour outside the gameplay context 
were rare [120]. 

However, Bopp et al. [14, p.11], in their study on aesthetic, or art 
experiences in videogames, found that some players could describe 
experiences that had somehow changed them and “contributed to 
their becoming a ‘better’ or more authentic version of themselves”. 
Such experiences were described to have resulted in an elevated self-
understanding or expanded self-image [14]. However, it remained 
unclear how these transformative encounters arise during gameplay 
and how the emotionality of player experience relates to them. 
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Regarding their videogame art experiences more generally, the 
emotions that players most frequently reported were prototypical 
aesthetic emotions [see, 108] (e.g., feeling of beauty, and fascination) 
and epistemic emotions [see, 108] (e.g., interest, and intellectual 
challenge) [14]. Bopp et al. [14] stated being surprised that negative 
emotions did not fgure more prominently in the surveyed video-
game art experiences. 

However, feelings of discomfort [53] and emotional challenge [13, 
21, 23] do seem to relate to a spectrum of emotionally rich and 
refective, eudaimonic gameplay experiences [29]. Recently, Cole 
and Gillies [23] found that some players purposefully seek out 
refective gameplay experiences that challenge their self-identity 
and prior perspectives as a pathway to psychological growth and 
self-expansion. They also introduced the concept of emotional explo-
ration to help explain why players would seek out such emotionally 
challenging experiences, and proposed that one major motivating 
component of these endeavours is to satisfy one’s psychological 
need of relatedness [see, 32, 106]. Furthermore, they argue that 
compared to other media, such as flm or literature, videogames 
aford opportunities for interactive vulnerability, allowing deeper 
and more personal emotional engagement [23]. 

2.5 Resonating, Lingering, and Meaningful 
Experiences 

Another recurring pattern in refective or transformative player 
experiences appears to be notions of resonance and lingering. Marsh 
and Costello [73, p.116] proposed that game experiences need to 
“resonate or linger with the user/player after an encounter to encour-
age refection, afect attitudes and change behaviors in order to ful-
fll a persuasive purpose”. Similarly, Bopp et al. [14, p.12] found that 
feelings aforded by refective videogame experiences that players 
deem as art “seem to resonate and linger with players – sometimes 
long after playing”. Likewise, when examining player narratives 
on meaningful encounters with videogames, Rautalahti [100, p.11] 
described how players’ personal life events “resonated with the 
game experience”. In fact, Rusch [103, p.14] proposed “designing 
for psychological resonance as a means to prompt intrinsically 
motivated and personalized transformation”. 

Indeed, Mekler and Hornbæk [76] identifed resonance as one of 
the components of meaning-making. They referred to resonance as 
an intuitive experience of something making sense, “without the 
need to refect on why or how it does so, or being able to explain 
it” [76, p.6]. They described another closely related component of 
meaning as that of coherence, which results from thinking about 
one’s experiences and “understanding them in relation to life as a 
whole” [76, p.5]. They argued that resonance, in this more intangible 
sense, has gained far less research attention than more conscious 
and deliberate refective processes [76]. Moreover, whereas Mekler 
and Hornbæk [76, p.10] provided outlines of diferent components 
of meaningful interaction, they recognized that there is a need 
for “examples and narratives of sources of meaning and concrete 
meaning-making processes”. 

2.6 Immersion versus Refection 
Whereas immersion is a term that is often used as a synonym for 
player engagement, it has been argued that one may be engaged in 

a game without being immersed [1]. In its more precise meaning, 
immersion is often understood as “a lack of awareness of time, a loss 
of awareness of the real world, involvement and a sense of being in 
the task environment” [61, p.657]. In contrast, Aeschbach et al. [1] 
proposed the conceptual model of alienated play to describe a form 
of play in which the player is playing while simultaneously observ-
ing themselves play. They hypothesised that such alienated play 
could facilitate a critical distance that enables players to critically 
refect on the game content [1]. 

As such, it has been argued that immersion may be antagonistic 
to refection [1, 65]. In the context of persuasive or serious games, 
distancing players from the game — e.g., by supporting players in 
role-playing as someone other than themselves [e.g., 59] — has been 
considered as a useful paradigm for fostering behavioral changes 
in players [64]. However, it remains unclear how such strategies 
apply to cases in which players purposefully seek out self-expansive 
aesthetic experiences that challenge their prior perspectives, say, 
in the context of eudaimonic entertainment [e.g., 23]. 

Outside videogame context, immersion has been associated with 
technology-mediated transformative experiences [67, 82]. However, 
also within this broader HCI context, the term is often used in vari-
ous diferent meanings [67]. For example, related to their VR expe-
rience aiming to evoke self-transcendent emotions in users, Miller 
et al. [82, p.196] described how they “hoped to create a convincing 
and immersive experience that was realistic while acknowledging 
its virtuality”. The VR experience included a minimalistic freside 
chat scene that aimed to trigger self-refection and introspection 
in users, and the authors reported it as “profoundly immersive for 
some” but boring for others [82, p.207]. 

2.7 Summary of Related Work and Research 
Aim 

In summary, transformative experiences have been seen as a possi-
ble outcome of refection [47, 91]. In this study, we approach trans-
formation from the perspective of players’ aesthetic experience [85]. 
The aesthetic experience has been viewed as an inefable but feel-
ingful way of expanding and transforming our understanding [69]. 
Empirical aesthetics has posed transformative aesthetic experiences 
as being triggered by a discrepancy that challenges the individual’s 
understanding and self-image [90, 91]. Thus, negative emotional 
responses are expected, but ultimately one is expected to arrive 
at profoundly positive emotional responses [91]. HCI has recently 
begun investigating the ability of interactive technologies to elicit 
similar profoundly meaningful transformative experiences [66, 82]. 
However, due to their inefable nature, transformative experiences 
are challenging to design [66]; Miller et al. [82] argued that de-
signers must consider how interactive technologies could support 
the process of transformative refection within an experience. A 
nascent body of literature implies that recreational videogames 
may provide a powerful vehicle for igniting individualistic and 
profoundly meaningful transformative experiences in players [e.g., 
14, 100, 103]. However, it still remains unclear to what extent play-
ers generally encounter such transformations [120], and how these 
transformative encounters unfold and are perceived throughout 
and beyond gameplay [14]. 
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The present study aims to investigate the capacity of narrative-
driven entertainment videogames to evoke aesthetic players ex-
periences that may be deemed profound, refective, meaningful, 
and transformative. Furthermore, we examine the phenomenolog-
ical nature of transformative videogame experiences. Hence, we 
emphasize the subjective perspective of the player, and seek to 
describe the perceptual and emotional qualities of such videogame 
experiences and track how they may evolve over time. As such, our 
approach aims to provide nuanced and longitudinal characteriza-
tions of transformative aesthetic experiences in videogames. 

3 METHOD 
For this study, we conducted an autoethnography. The following 
section discusses autoethnography and its relation to HCI, and 
then describes the rationale for its selection for the present study. 
We then provide some information about the autoethnographer’s 
background. Finally, we describe the study procedure. 

3.1 Autoethnography in HCI 
Autoethnography is an approach to qualitative research that aims to 
describe and analyze (graphy) personal experience (auto) in order to 
understand cultural (ethno) experience and phenomena [42]. Thus, 
an autoethnographer both writes about their personal experiences 
caused by or made possible by their particular cultural identity, and 
analyzes them using methodological tools and existing research 
literature, attempting to connect their individual experiences to a 
wider cultural context [19, 42]. 

Autoethnographic data can originate from the researcher’s pre-
sent as well as past, and it usually consists of artefacts such as 
feld notes and journals [19]. Although self-awareness of the re-
search purpose may afect the data collection, raw data from the 
authoethnograper’s present is useful, as it allows to “preserve vivid 
details and fresh perspectives” [19, p.89]. Later, through “an exten-
sive and skillful practice of writing” and analysis, the researcher 
refects on the broader meanings derived from this data [35, p.5]. 
Autoethnographers may use storytelling devices, such as narrative 
voice and character development, to engage readers in the emotions, 
thoughts, and actions of the author [2, 19, 42, 72]. 

So-called frst-person research, such as autoethnography, is rooted 
in sociology and anthropology — but its value is increasingly recog-
nized in HCI, as it “allows researchers to investigate the lived expe-
rience from within, generating deep, evocative, and rich insights ... 
with an insider’s perspective [that] is rarely available through other 
research methods” [34, p.754]. First-person research methods difer 
from third-person methods due to their emphasis on subjectivity 
and the individual’s perspective [35]; as such, autoethnography is 
not concerned with traditional ideas of generalizability or repli-
cability, but rather it aims to produce rich, lifelike, and evocative 
descriptions that resonate with its readers [41, 42]. In recent years, 
the use of autoethnography has become increasingly prominent in 
HCI [e.g., 8, 18, 44, 57, 58, 60, 71, 87, 93, 110, 113, 118, 122]. 

However, in the context of games research in HCI, frst-person 
research methods have not yet gained much traction, with the 
exception of Hammad et al. [55] who recently presented an autobi-
ographical design journey (a method drawing inspiration from au-
toethnography) on the experience of returning to long-term single 

player games. In the study, the frst author — the “Player-Designer” 
— revisited four narrative-driven single-player games for a course 
of 15 hours of play, while recording thoughts and feelings during 
gameplay, and post-play refections [55]. 

3.2 Rationale for First-Person Approach 
We adopted autoethnography as a method because it allows access 
to intimate and intricate confessions of player experience that are 
less constrained by players’ ability to recall their past videogame 
experiences but are more rooted in the player experience in its 
present. Prior studies on personally meaningful, refective, or trans-
formative player experiences have been limited to third-person 
research methods, such as interviews or surveys where players are 
asked retrospectively to recall and describe their past gaming ex-
periences [14, 22, 23, 77, 120]. Time and interaction play a key role 
in the experience of narrative-driven videogames, which typically 
have complex and dynamic structure [7]; thus, relying solely on 
somewhat surface level retroactive questioning arguably cannot do 
justice to the videogame experience in its entirety. 

Thus, autoethnography allows recording some of the more im-
mediate and fuctuating aspects of player experience, which might 
be lost in purely retrospective accounts. Solely on retrospective ac-
counts may lead to a limited range of reported player experience, for 
example, due to the fallacy of memory [52, 63]. Whereas emotional 
memories are typically vivid and lingering, the involvement of emo-
tions may leave people vulnerable to misremembering events [63]. 
Another memory bias which may afect shaping of retrospective 
accounts is the recency efect, which refers to the phenomenon in 
which “recently encoded information is remembered better than 
less recently encoded information” [52, p.231]. 

Moreover, autoethnography allows accommodating the player’s 
cultural background and subjectivity as an inseparable part of their 
videogame experience. As described by Sicart [111, p.63], “[t]he 
player is a refective subjectivity who comes into the game with 
her own cultural history as player, together with her cultural and 
embodied presence . . . bringing to the game a presence of culture 
and values that also afect the experience”. Therefore, we adopted 
a method that acknowledges and accommodates the researcher’s 
subjectivity as an intrinsic aspect of research [2, 31, 42] and at-
tempts to elucidate and make apparent what constitutes one’s own 
experience and perceptions [40]. 

Autoethnographers typically write about epiphanies, referring 
to lived experiences perceived to have signifcantly impacted one’s 
life [42]. These epiphanies are “self-acclaimed phenomena in which 
one person may consider an experience transformative while an-
other may not” [42, p.275]. In this way, autoethnography seems 
uniquely suited to explore the topic of transformative videogame 
experiences — which, as aesthetic experiences, are bound by our 
perception and the inefable aspects of being [11]. Nevertheless, 
writings on epiphanies can illuminate how a person may experience 
intense life events and “efects that linger – recollections, memo-
ries, images, feelings - long after a crucial incident is supposedly 
fnished” [10, p.595, as cited in [42], p.275]. 
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3.3 Background of Autoethnographer 
To contextualize the autoethnography, we present information on 
the frst author’s background and position in relation to the re-
search and its topic [94]. In the context of the present study, the 
autoethnographer is a member of an HCI research group, and he 
has as an academic background in cross-disciplinary technical stud-
ies connecting engineering, computer science, and design. The 
autoethnographer is a male, heterosexual, and in his mid-twenties. 
We do not wish to imply that attributes such as gender, sexuality, 
or age would be information that all autoethnographers should 
necessarily disclose, but we do so here, since they proved to be par-
ticularly relevant for some of the autoethnographer’s videogame 
experiences, as will become apparent in the Findings section. 

Further, he characterizes his research paradigm as interpretivist 
and constructivist, emphasizing the socially, culturally, linguisti-
cally, and historically constructed and interpretive nature of reality 
and knowledge [88]. He expresses a personal interest in engaging 
with the more inefable and profound aspects of human experience 
— e.g., through arts, culture, and contemplative practices, such as 
mindfulness and meditation — which motivated conducting this 
frst-person exploration of videogame experiences. 

Pertinent to this study, the autoethnographer has for most of his 
life identifed as an experienced gamer, with a preference for story-
driven single-player games and competitive frst-person shooters. 
His standpoint on the research topic is that he frmly believes that 
videogames hold considerable potential for evoking transformative 
aesthetic experiences, as he could readily recall various personally 
signifcant videogame experiences of his past. However, these mem-
orable and seemingly infuential videogame experiences would date 
back several years into the autoethnographer’s childhood and ado-
lescence, as his engagement with videogames has decreased over 
the years. 

Thus, the autoethnographer found it difcult to develop a retro-
spective account [40, 71] of his potentially transformative video-
game experiences of the past. For example, he could fondly re-
member the gloomy and enigmatic atmosphere of Diablo II [86] 
and grasping the basics of the English language and the idea of 
exchange economy through it; the feeling of being immersed in 
the awe-inspiring and lively fantasy world of The Elders Scrolls 
IV: Oblivion [115] where it felt like anything was possible; or the 
heart-wrenching but beautiful narrrative of The Last of Us [39], 
which seemed to open his eyes to the more somber emotional ex-
periences aforded by videogames. However, these sentimental and 
personally signifcant videogame experiences, despite evidently 
having left lasting impressions on him, were now but vague memo-
ries of a distant past. He could only recall the blurred outlines of 
most of these videogame experiences, and could not remember how 
these player experiences evolved, or how they might have afected 
or transformed him. Thus, we chose to focus on exploring novel 
videogame experiences. 

3.4 Procedure 
We conducted an autoethnographic study in which the frst au-
thor played through fve narrative-driven videogames while record-
ing self-observational and self-refective data throughout and be-
yond gameplay in the form of (1) feld notes, (2) refective journals, 

and (3) memos. The main purpose of feld notes was to collect 
self-observational data during and immediately after gameplay, to 
record “cover, elusive, and/or personal experiences like cognitive 
processes, emotions, motives, concealed actions, omitted actions, 
and socially restricted activities” [102, p.3]. The aim of refective 
journals was to collect self-refective data resulting from introspec-
tion, self-analysis, and self-evaluation [19] and to record how the 
videogame experiences would linger and evolve after gameplay. 
Furthermore, as recommended for autoethnographers, more spon-
taneous and unconstrained memos [19] were recorded regarding 
salient patterns and emerging themes throughout the process. 

3.4.1 Game Selection. The fve game titles were God of War [107], 
Doki Doki Literature Club! [117], The Stanley Parable [49], Blood-
borne [48], and The Beginner’s Guide [43], which were played in the 
respective order. The selection was based on several criteria. First, 
as prior research on emotional dimensions of player experience 
appears to revolve largely around narratively rich games, all the 
selected games were ones that place an emphasis on narrative. For 
example, the concept of agency has been associated mainly with 
story-driven games [116]; in turn, agency has been connected to 
emotionally complex, eudaimonic player experiences [22]. Second, 
all the games have gained critical acclaim and praise for evoking 
powerful and refective emotional experiences (e.g., see [30] for 
eudaimonic experiences in God of War). Third, games were selected 
based on the frst author’s personal interest and motivation towards 
playing them, which was deemed a potentially important criterion 
since transformative aesthetic experiences seem to require a cer-
tain readiness to undergo the psychologically disruptive process 
of self-change [90]. Moreover, for variety, the selected titles en-
compass both mainstream, ‘triple-A’ games (namely, God of War 
and Bloodborne) and more ‘avant-garde’ [see, 21] titles, created by 
small teams or individual developers. As demonstrated by Cole and 
Gillies [21], when considering videogames that place an emphasis 
on storytelling, the length or replayability may not be relevant for 
their aesthetic impact; in fact, although these more avant-garde 
games are typically short in length, players praise them for the “in-
tensity, novelty and quality of the emotional experience” aforded 
by them [21, p.123]. 

God of War is a third-person action-adventure game set in the 
world of Norse mythology, where the player controls Kratos, the 
Greek God of War left alone in raising his son Atreus after his wife 
passes away. Doki Doki Literature Club! is a visual novel viewed 
from the perspective of a male high school student invited by his 
childhood friend Sayori to join their school’s literature club. The 
player is given the choice to romantically pursue female members 
of the club in this psychological horror game that is initially posed 
as a lighthearted dating simulator. The Stanley Parable is a story-
based frst-person game in which, alongside a voiceover narration, 
the player navigates as an ofce worker named Stanley through 
diverging pathways and storylines alongside a voice-over narration. 
Bloodborne is a third-person action role-playing game in which you 
play as a Hunter who is struck in strange nightmare and must hunt 
down horrifc beasts to escape from the dreamworld. The Beginner’s 
Guide is a frst-person story-based game in which a narrator guides 
the player through a set of unfnished and abstract videogames. 
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3.4.2 Data Collection. The games were played through during a 
period of fve weeks, during which feld notes, refective journals, 
and memos were recorded. The frst author completed all of the 
story-driven games, i.e., reached the conclusion of their main nar-
rative and end credits, with the exception of Bloodborne — which, 
after roughly eight hours of gameplay, having already successfully 
defeated several bosses, the autoethnographer reported as having 
ceased to stimulate notable emotional or intellectual engagement 
in him. The playthroughs accumulated roughly 44 hours of active 
gameplay, excluding the time to record feld notes. As an efort to 
ensure a reasonably constant emotional and physical state during 
gameplay, this data collection was conducted principally during 
regular working hours. 

After this gameplay period, the recording of refective journals 
and memos continued for a consecutive period of six weeks. During 
this 11-week period, a total of 34 text documents were created 
consisting of 14 feld notes, 8 refective journals, and 12 memos — 
comprising roughly 15000 words, written mainly in Finnish, which 
is the native language of the autoethnographer. 

3.4.3 Data Analysis. Rather than proceeding as a linear process, 
data collection was intertwined with data analysis and interpre-
tation [19]. During formative analysis [40], the feld note and re-
fective journal data was organized under “broad initial thematic 
domains” using an open coding approach [123, p.48]. 

After the 11-week period of cyclical data collection and formative 
analysis, a summative analysis [40] was conducted whereby an 
overarching process of categorization and comparison [114] was 
undertaken. The purpose of this categorization was not to form 
a comprehensive or general picture of all aspects of the data, but 
rather stimulate a more detailed analysis in which recurring issues, 
changes in attitudes, and overarching patterns are identifed and 
developed into meaningful themes [40]. Categories were generated 
both inductively by responding to emerging topics and themes, and 
deductively by adopting existing categorization structures used in 
prior literature (for more details, see the OSF repository). 

Later, to stimulate deeper refection and analysis [19], the au-
toethnographer wrote an initial narrative, producing a descriptive, 
evocative, and self-refexive account of his experiences with each 
game title. It was written seven months after the beginning of data 
collection with the help of prior autoethnographic data. This initial 
self-refexive narrative comprised approximately 8800 words, or 18 
pages, written in English. Although we make no claims for replica-
bility, in the spirit of transparency, this narrative as well as a more 
detailed description and an illustration of the categorization can be 
found as supplementary material in the OSF repository. 

Finally, as a result of formative and summative analyses, refec-
tive writing, and continuous rereading of the data, four overarch-
ing themes were developed that served to diferentiate videogame 
experiences that were emotionally powerful and personally trans-
formative from those that were more mundane and emotionally 
indiferent. These themes form the foundation of the following 
autoethnographic narrative [e.g., 40, 71]. In accordance with Mc-
Donald et al. [74], the analysis was conducted solely by the frst 
author to retain the subjective and self-refective nature of the re-
search, but there were broader discussions surrounding the results 
between the frst and second authors. The themes in their fnalized 

form were developed nine months after writing the initial narra-
tive. Thus, the complete analysis process spanned approximately 
18 months. 

4 FINDINGS 
In this section, we present our fndings structured around the four 
themes: (1) investment, (2) personal relevance, (3) self-refexivity, and 
(4) re-engagement. Pertinent to the autoethnographic approach, the 
write-up of the fndings intends to convey a vivid and evocative 
account of the autoethnographer’s personal experiences [e.g., 40, 
71]. Some of the games feature potentially sensitive content, such as 
depictions of self-harm or mental disorder, which will be discussed 
and therefore readers who may be sensitive towards such topics, 
please be advised. 

The following section frst describes the meaning of each theme 
and how it was derived from the data. Then, we provide brief ac-
counts of the autoethnographer’s experiences with the three games 
that did not result in transformative outcomes. Finally, we present 
more detailed accounts of the autoethnographer’s experiences with 
the games Doki Doki Literature Club! and The Beginner’s Guide, 
and characterize how they were deemed as meaningful, profound, 
and transformative. These accounts are synthesized from his feld 
notes, refective journals, memos, and initial self-refexive narrative 
written over the course of 7 months. Quotes are extracted from the 
above-mentioned writings, and they are at times translated from 
Finnish to English and lightly edited for grammar and brevity.We 
now shift to a frst-person singular narrative — i.e., that of the 
frst author. 

4.1 Understanding the Themes 
4.1.1 Investment: Heightened Emotional and Cognitive Involvement. 
The theme of investment relates to the feelings of emotional and 
cognitive involvement, and particularly to a high degree of their 
mutual concurrence. In the data, somewhat broad notions such as 
“emotional investment”, “emotional challenge”, "intellectual inter-
est", and "cognitive challenge" seemed to be associated with such 
investment. The terms “cognitive involvement” and “emotional in-
volvement” that I ultimately resolved to use were those originally 
developed as subfactors of immersion by Jennet et al. [61]. In the 
present work, cognitive involvement is understood as a state of 
heightened cognitive efort experienced during gameplay — ex-
pressed, for example, as a high salience of epistemic aesthetic emo-
tions, such as interest, curiosity, and confusion. Here, emotional 
involvement refers to the degree of emotional attachment and re-
sponse to the videogame (e.g., its gameplay, narrative, characters, 
and themes). High emotional involvement seemed to have been 
expressed most clearly as the game’s capacity to evoke pronounced 
emotional responses, such as feelings of beauty or being moved, as 
well as more negative emotions, including anxiety or sadness. 

Conversely, the lack of investment seemed to express itself gener-
ally as a sense of indiference regarding the outcomes of gameplay. 
More specifcally, low cognitive investment appeared to relate to 
boredom and perceptions of predictability and monotonous game-
play, whereas low emotional investment appeared to relate to an 
emotional indiference and a lack of emotional attachment to the 
game narrative and its characters or themes. For instance, in God of 

https://osf.io/yg26r/
https://osf.io/yg26r/?view_only=e7bd2939188549a8b1b501446e3fa79e
https://brevity.We
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War, I quickly felt that I was not particularly engaged in its game-
play, which I found repetitive and even tedious, nor was I drawn 
emotionally into its narrative, which I found somewhat predictable. 
On the other hand, I found the mechanically demanding Bloodborne 
to be immersive and viscerally pleasing, but there was an absence 
of a deeper emotional attachment and personal connection to its 
gameplay and cryptic narrative. Conversely, whereas The Stanley 
Parable was perceived as intriguing and insightful, what seemed to 
be lacking was a deeper emotional attachment to its narrative and 
its outcomes. 

4.1.2 Personal Relevance: Playing as Myself. The theme of personal 
relevance refers to a salient feeling of identifcation with the game 
and its contents, for example, characterized by notions that I was 
to some extent “playing as myself”. This was associated with a 
heightened sense of relatedness — i.e., “belongingness and connect-
edness with others” [105, p.73] — and a tendency to relate my own 
experiences and beliefs into the game context. This perception of 
personal relevance seemed to be supported by ambiguous player-
character relationships where the distinction between the character 
and myself was vague. The feeling of personal relevance seemed 
to shape my gameplay experience, for example, in situations in-
volving difcult in-game decisions, resulting in a heightened sense 
of investment and agency. Depending on the outcomes of these 
decisions, they were at times followed by intense self-refection 
and self-blame. 

Conversely, in cases of low personal relevance, the perceived 
distance between myself and the playable character appeared to 
be much more explicit. In these games, I was controlling a more 
explicitly defned or less relatable character, often from a third-
person rather than a frst-person graphical perspective. For example, 
I found it difcult to see myself in the masculine and coarse Kratos 
in God of War or in the mysterious Hunter of Bloodborne. Similarly, 
if I had more extensive personal experience as a white-collar worker 
at some ofce building, I might have connected with Stanley on a 
more intimate level in The Stanley Parable. 

4.1.3 Self-Reflexivity: Transgressing Norms of Play. The theme of 
self-refexivity refers to a phenomenon where games, by highlight-
ing their own artifciality as videogames, draw the player’s attention 
to themselves as a player of a game. These instances where associ-
ated with metafctional techniques, impressions of unconventional 
game design, and feelings of surprise and insight due to subver-
sion of my prior understanding of what videogames can or are 
“supposed to” be. Such cases often related to situations seemingly 
blurring the line between fctional and reality, for example, when 
the game system was felt as being somehow “self-aware”. These 
oftentimes surprising and disruptive instances seemed to relate 
to a heightened state of investment, characterized by notions of 
intrigue and confusion, or even anxiety and disorientation. More-
over, these self-refexive instances seemed to highlight a lack of 
competence — i.e., one’s “capacity to interact efectively with his 
environment” [121, p.329] — as they revealed a defciency in my 
understanding of videogames. As a self-identifed skilled gamer, I 
was accustomed to feeling competent during gameplay, i.e., fnding 
the game as being “intuitive and readily mastered” [106, p.349] and 
as evoking feelings of “accomplishment and control” [106, p.350]. 

In contrast, this self-refexive dimension was lacking in games 
such as God of War and Bloodborne, which were in line with my 
expectations and provided me with more conventional gameplay 
experiences. For instance, as a person relatively familiar with the 
action-adventure genre of videogames, God of War felt almost 
painfully predictable and conventional both in terms of gameplay 
and narrative progression. However, these feelings were frequently 
associated with a high sense of competence related to playing and 
understanding the game. In turn, this did at times relate to certain 
more facile emotional responses, such as feelings of fun or reward, 
but not to more profound or refective responses. In the case of The 
Stanley Parable, although insightful self-refexive instances were 
prevalent, they were perceived in a more lighthearted and less per-
sonal manner; thus, the game stimulated no profound emotional 
responses or deeper self-refection. 

4.1.4 Re-Engagement: Reliving Experiences that Linger. Finally, the 
theme of re-engagement refers to instances where the videogame 
experience would linger and live on, even after the gameplay was 
fnished. Both videogames that were deemed as transformative 
left a powerful and vivid imprint in my memory, and they would 
frequently seem to occupy my mind for days or weeks. During 
this time, I would feel compelled to revisit my game experience, 
either mentally through memory or by watching online gameplay 
videos, reading other people’s reviews and comments of the game, 
or listening to the game soundtrack. As revealed by subsequent 
refective journals and memos, such re-engagement seemed to be 
often associated with meaning-making processes in which I was 
refecting on the personal signifcance of my videogame experience. 
Conversely, the non-transformative videogame experiences seemed 
to result in little to no post-play re-engagement or refection; in-
stead, after the end credits had rolled, I would generally no longer 
think of my game experience. 

4.2 Portraits of the More Mundane Videogame 
Experiences 

Here, we briefy summarise the more ordinary videogame experi-
ences with God of War, The Stanley Parable, and Bloodborne, which 
did not result in profound or transformative outcomes. For more 
detailed descriptions and refections on individual videogame ex-
periences, readers are advised to consult the initial self-refexive 
narrative in the OSF repository. 

4.2.1 God of War. To my disappointment, my overall game expe-
rience with God of War was emotionally quite bland and shallow. 
The majority of gameplay seemed to consist of either combat, ob-
stacle climbing, or puzzle solving, all of which I quickly found 
monotonous and even tedious. Early on in the game, I perceived the 
game as very conventional and predictable in terms of its gameplay 
mechanics and narrative progression, which seemed to hinder a 
deeper cognitive and emotional investment in the game and its 
outcomes. However, perhaps for someone less accustomed to the 
action-adventure genre, God of War may provide a more stimulating 
and engaging experience. 

However, this is not to say, that I had no emotional and refective 
moments with the game. One such experience occurred during a 
scene in which Kratos was teaching Atreus to hunt, and the boy 
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shoots an arrow at a deer. The animal is left sufering, and Atreus 
must fnish the kill with a knife but is unable to do so. Kratos then 
lends his hand, and the father and son do it together. The scene 
made me briefy refect on my own relationship to hunting, which 
is a hobby of my father and brother, but it has never interested 
me. I started examining the feelings and thoughts that the scene 
evoked in me, but they seem to be in agreement with my self-image; 
thus, the refection ceases and I continue with the game. Thus, had 
I actually experienced something similar, or had the scene revealed 
some internal confict, perhaps it would have afected me on a more 
intimate level. Moreover, a key theme of the game seems to be 
parenthood; perhaps if I had played it as a father, it might have 
resonated with me on a more personal level, as it evidently has 
with others [see, 30]. 

4.2.2 The Stanley Parable. With The Stanley Parable, my overall 
experience could be characterized as fun, insightful, and thought-
provoking, but not particularly profound. The Stanley Parable is 
essentially a videogame about videogames, and it did manage to 
widen my understanding of the medium. The game comments on 
topics such as player agency and choice, the relationship between 
fction and reality, and what it means to design and play videogames. 
The game felt inventive, and it frequently ofered interesting in-
sights into the nature of videogames while simultaneously evoking 
lighthearted feelings of fun and laughter. However, I could not de-
tect intense or profound emotional responses in myself, and the 
refection that the game triggered in me seemed to be mainly re-
lated to videogames as a medium rather than to my understanding 
of myself or life in general. As such, although I had a positive 
and somewhat insightful experience with The Stanley Parable, the 
aesthetic responses it elicited felt facile and transient. 

In fact, the transient quality of the game was perhaps something 
that hindered the emergence of more profound responses. The 
Stanley Parable has 19 possible endings, and a single playthrough 
might merely take minutes, after which the game automatically 
begins again. Some of the game’s multi-branch narratives did feel 
emotionally engaging and thought-provoking, but at times I found 
the abrupt conclusion of a specifc storyline and the immediate 
beginning of a new one to diminish any emerging refection. For 
example, in the very frst ending that I got, playing as Stanley, 
I obeyed the instructions of the narrator, navigating through the 
ofce hallways, and ultimately found and turned of the secret Mind 
Control Facility, and broke free of the confnement of the workplace 
into a vast green landscape of new possibilities and happiness. 
I found this intriguing and potentially resonating, and perhaps 
inviting deeper contemplation regarding its possible meaning and 
relation to myself. However, this emerging refective processing 
seemed to be relinquished soon, as the game rebooted and I would 
begin another playthrough. Consecutive playthroughs, in which I 
had to traverse the same ofce hallways and hear the same remarks 
of the narrator, began feeling less engaging after the initial novelty 
had worn of. Consequently, my experience with the game seemed 
to become gradually more mundane, as I found myself cognitively 
and emotionally less invested in the game. At one point, I noted 
that I no longer seemed to care much about the gameplay and its 
outcomes, or about trying to interpret what the game might have 

attempted to say, but rather I found myself focused on “fnishing” 
the game by reaching as many diferent endings as possible. 

4.2.3 Bloodborne. My overall experience with Bloodborne could 
be characterized as pleasurable but not very refective; the element 
that most clearly delineated my experience with the game was 
its fast-paced and mechanically demanding gameplay, which I of-
ten found immersive and viscerally pleasing. A typical gameplay 
pattern appeared to consist of recurring feelings of failure and frus-
tration, due to being defeated by an enemy, ultimately followed by a 
triumphant sense of relief and success after managing to overcome 
an enemy, often through trial-and-error. However, it was already 
the second boss battle that I encountered — Father Gascoigne, a 
deranged Hunter —- that proved to be the most challenging and 
emotionally intense experience with the game. Being defeated by 
him time after time lead to intense frustration, and I even found 
myself turning of the game due to being irritated by my failure, 
only to turn it back on almost immediately with great resolve to 
achieve victory this time. When I fnally managed to beat Father 
Gascoigne, perhaps after half a dozen attempts, I felt an intense 
relief and euphoria; my heart was pounding, and my hands were 
shaking in the aftermath. After this, as I got more competent at 
the combat mechanics, and progressed further in the game, the 
emotional impact of the game seemed to diminish as gameplay 
became more repetitive and task-oriented. This is not to imply that 
I no longer enjoyed playing the game; in fact, after becoming more 
adept at navigating the game, playing often felt highly immersive, 
characterized by a loss of self-awareness. 

However, what was lacking in my experience were feelings of 
investment and personal relevance. Although the game world and 
lore surrounding it seemed rich and intriguing, I could not connect 
with the obscure and cryptic narrative of the game. Similarly to its 
lack of conventional gameplay tutorials, rather than guiding the 
player through a clear story, the narrative of Bloodborne seemed to 
rely mainly on the player’s own eagerness to actively explore and 
make sense of the obscure game world, and cryptic dialogue and 
messages they encounter. This obscure and inquisitive nature of 
narrative did seem to resonate well with the demanding gameplay 
with its ambiguous and unforgiving mechanics. In my case, however, 
it seemed to result in a noticeable distance between myself and the 
game narrative. Nevertheless, if one were able to invest themselves 
more in the game narrative, emotionally and mentally — or fnd 
personal relevance within its themes — I could very well imagine 
this resulting in a more profound and refective game experience. 

4.3 Handling Depression in Doki Doki 
Literature Club! 

Since its very beginning, Doki Doki Literature Club! managed to 
pique my interest and to draw me in on an emotional and very 
personal level. As a heterosexual man in his mid-twenties whose 
own high school years are yet not too far in the past, I found it easy 
to identify with the faceless protagonist whom I named after myself 
and who — is later revealed as having a somewhat similar fgure 
and physical features as mine (as seen in Fig. 1) — might as well be 
the anime representation of me. Furthermore, the story is presented 
much like a novel, so that the protagonist frequently narrates his 
own thoughts and motivations, and I often found myself relating to 



CHI ’24, May 11–16, 2024, Honolulu, HI, USA Jaakko Väkevä, Elisa D. Mekler, and Janne Lindqvist 

Figure 1: A scene where Sayori and the protagonist are hugging, and Sayori expresses her love for the protagonist: “I love you, 
Jaakko...” Screenshot of Doki Doki Literature Club! [117], ©Team Salvato 

and empathizing with him in his romantic pursuits. “The game felt 
somehow very intimate . . . As a man, a young man, who is quite 
interested in the opposite sex, I found the protagonist’s position 
very relatable”, I wrote. 

“So I stepped into the shoes of my character, and pondered which 
one of these girls I might personally want to impress romantically”, 
I described when having to choose which female character the 
protagonist would try to seduce. Ultimately, I chose to focus on 
the character of Sayori: “I like her dreamy, and perhaps slightly 
eccentric, but joyful outlook on life. Maybe it is something I that 
I can also see myself in”, I thought. My experience of the frst 
half of the game was a very lighthearted and warm in tone; “I 
seem to be constantly smiling”, I noted. I had little prior experience 
playing dating simulators, but the frst half of the game progressed 
very much as I expected it to. I consistently picked the dialogue 
options that I assumed would bring my character closer to Sayori. 
Consequently, I was rewarded with additional scenes that revealed 
more information about her character and further deepened the 
relationship between the protagonist and her. 

The game takes a darker turn when Sayori reveals that she has 
been struggling with severe depression; the protagonist reacts in 
shock to this revelation, and so do I. The scene that caught me 
of-guard evoked a powerful emotional response in me, and even 
thinking about it a day after the experience gave me the shivers. 
The scene also triggered considerable self-refection in me; I do 
have some experience in relation to depression, albeit not to the 

same extent as with Sayori’s character, and I could fnd relatable 
aspects in some of the things she was saying. On an intimate level, 
I could identify with the protagonist and his reactions. Depression 
and other mental disorders have touched people close to me, and 
I could deeply relate to the protagonist’s confusion and lack of 
confdence when facing such a difcult topic that he cannot fully 
understand. I could empathize with the protagonist sympathizing 
with Sayori, wanting to do the best to help her while being afraid 
of lacking the competence to do so. 

Then, in a scene that follows soon afterwards, Sayori confesses 
her love for the protagonist, and I am confronted by a challenging 
dialogue choice: “I love you.” or “You’ll always be my dearest friend.” 
All of the previous dialogue choices up until this point had felt 
trivial: this one I did not want to get wrong, and I made a new save 
fle just in case. After careful contemplation — and refecting what 
I might personally do in such a situation — I picked “I love you.”, 
and the scene seems to reach a relatively positive resolution, with 
Sayori hugging the protagonist and expressing her love for him, as 
can be seen in Figure 1. 

Soon after, the game takes a major turn, as the protagonist re-
turns to Sayori’s house the next day to check up on her, only to fnd 
her having committed suicide by hanging herself in her bedroom. In 
disbelief, the powerless protagonist begins contemplating on what 
happened and blaming himself — “This isn’t some game where I 
can reset and try something diferent”, he says to himself — and 
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Figure 2: A distorted version of the start screen of the game: 
the option for “New Game” is replaced by obscure symbols, 
and the image of Sayori appears glitched and partially re-
placed by the image of Monika. Screenshot of Doki Doki 
Literature Club![117], ©Team Salvato 

similar thoughts race in my mind: “Did I make the wrong choice?”, 
I ask myself, “Did I fail to understand Sayori and her depression?” 

This is also when the game’s self-refexive nature begins to 
show itself through more apparent metafctional intrusions, which 
seemed to be a major source of its psychological horror. During the 
shocking sight of Sayori’s dead body, a disoriented, eerie version 
of the main theme starts playing, and the screen seemingly starts 
glitching and displaying error messages. The scene was emotionally 
very intense: I was deeply moved and disturbed by Sayori’s suicide, 
and unsettled while curiously captivated by the strange, distorted 
audio and visuals. 

The game seemingly ends, and I am returned to the start screen, 
which is strangely misshapen though (as seen in Fig. 2). Where it is 
supposed to read “New game” there are some obscure symbols, and 
the image of Sayori is glitched out and seems to be partially replaced 
by an image of the character of Monika, who is the president of 
the school’s literature club. I remember what the protagonist said 
to himself about this not being some game where you can reset 
and try again, and a feeling of dread arises in me. Nevertheless, I 
click “Load game” in attempt to return to the scene where I had 
to choose whether to confess my love to Sayori — to see if I could 
fx my mistake. However, an error message is displayed: “corrupt 
save – character fle sayori missing – starting new game”. Thus, I 
am deprived of agency: I cannot go back to fx my mistake like I 
expected. The anguished contemplation of the hopeless protagonist 
still echoes in my mind. I am left questioning myself: Did I do 
something irreversible? And more importantly: could I have done 
this, in real life, that is? 

Thus begins the second half of the game, during which the game 
becomes increasingly disorienting and unpredictable, as the story 
starts repeating itself from the beginning but without the charac-
ter of Sayori. Similar strange and disruptive, immersion-breaking 
elements are introduced with increasing frequency: for instance, 
sudden visual glitches on screen, music that is of-beat or disori-
ented, or seemingly malfunctioning dialogue boxes. I experienced 
this latter half as not only emotionally but also cognitively highly 
demanding, characterized by feelings such as anxiety and tension 

as well as curiosity and confusion. I wrote in my feld notes: “The 
deranging of the game’s structure, and the surprising, disorienting 
‘glitches‘ in the music, visuals, and dialogues keep me ‘on the edge 
of my seat‘. It feels like the game is challenging, or burdening me 
emotionally and cognitively a lot. It is difcult to keep up”. At one 
point, I even reported feeling like quitting the game, as the tension 
was becoming unbearable. 

Finally, it is revealed that Monika is a sentient AI who has been 
manipulating the game fles to dispose of the other female char-
acters to get the player to fall in love with her. This scene seems 
to completely tear down the fourth wall, as Monika, who stares 
directly at the screen, begins talking to me rather than to the player-
character. I was awestruck and fascinated by this epiphany. There 
was a cathartic sense of relief: as I discovered the underlying source 
for my horrifying and disorienting experiences, it felt as if the pent-
up negative emotions of anxiety and confusion were fnally released. 
This ending had a profound efect on me; I was intensely impressed 
by the delicate beauty of the game and felt a great appreciation 
for its inventive and intricate game design, which was something 
entirely unprecedented to me. 

After fnishing the game, I still was not entirely sure what to 
make of the experience; I wrote: “The contrast to God of War is 
immense. This felt like a so much more personal, meaningful, and 
profound experience. It really did at times make me feel like I am 
connected with ‘something bigger’. ” Having fnished the game, 
I quickly found myself re-engaging with it by looking up related 
online gameplay videos, comments, and reviews, to see how other 
people experienced and interpreted the game. “There was a stirring 
in my soul. I had been through a real emotional roller coaster” — 
I refected on the next day after having played the game — “I still 
haven’t quite managed to collect my thoughts”. 

It was one of those aesthetic experiences that I could not stop 
thinking about for the next few days. Particularly, the game sound-
track seemed to leave a lasting impression on me; a few days after 
having fnished the game, when trying to sleep at night, I could 
hear the main theme looping in my head. Another image that still 
seems to be engraved on my mind is the sight of Sayori dead in her 
room along with the unsettling music with the feelings of shock 
and self-blame associated with it. 

Thus, the game managed to leave an exceptionally strong im-
pression on me. During the subsequent weeks, I would refect on 
the meaning of my game experience in my journals and memos, 
describing how it was “an experience fraught with tension and 
anxiety”, but it “managed to evoke ideas that seem important and 
personal refection regarding humanity: it widened my understand-
ing of diferent dimensions of mental disorders and how to relate to 
them”. Moreover, I found the game as having “truly transgressed my 
conception of videogames”. Therefore, due to these insights and the 
profound emotional responses it evoked, Doki Doki Literature Club! 
was a videogame experience I deemed as personally transformative. 

4.4 Creativity and Insufciency in The 
Beginner’s Guide 

At the beginning of The Beginner’s Guide, a narrator introduces 
himself as Davey Wreden, the creator of this game as well as that 
of The Stanley Parable. He states that he will describe a series of 
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events that occurred between 2008 and 2011 and guide the player 
through a set of games created by his friend, a developer called 
Coda. I was immediately drawn in by this self-refexive approach, 
which I found peculiar and intriguing. 

Thus, in this case, the notion of “playing as myself” took a more 
literal meaning, as the premise of the game narrative revolved 
around the recognition that I was in fact a player who is playing a 
videogame. Thus, rather than interpreting the narrative through 
the perspective of some external, in-game playable character, I was 
confned to my own experiences and background. 

Throughout the game, as Davey Wreden narrates the player 
through the games of Coda, he discusses topics such as game devel-
opment, interactive storytelling, and creativity. As a person with 
creative aspirations and an increasing interest towards the medium 
of videogames — both on an academic and more practical level — I 
found the topics of the game to be interesting and personally rele-
vant. Many of Coda’s games were fascinating and evocative — and 
I often found Davey’s comments on the games and their making to 
be insightful and inspirational. 

However, due to this curious self-refexive nature of the game, 
my experience was colored by an undertone of uncertainty: I was 
constantly left questioning what is fctional and what is not. Fairly 
early on in the game — as the narrator starts showing signs of 
being an unreliable narrator — it becomes apparent to me that the 
boundaries between reality and fction are perhaps not so clear-cut 
as the narrator introducing himself as the actual Davey Wreden 
would have me believe. “I am not sure whether Coda is even a real 
person, probably not”, I write in my feld notes around halfway 
through the game. 

Nevertheless, as the narrative progresses and Davey’s observa-
tions on Coda’s games and personality seem to become increasingly 
opinionated and coercive, I still fnd them to be mostly believable. 
Davey, in his narration, starts depicting Coda as a tortured artist 
sufering from anxiety and depression, as his games seem to have 
taken a darker shade. To me, this feels like a reasonable interpre-
tation. Davey explains that he has been showing Coda’s games to 
people, because he thought it would help Coda in his distress if 
more people told him that they like his games. “I feel like it probably 
did not help Coda in this story”, I suspect as I near the end of the 
narrative with a sense of foreboding. 

The upcoming climax of the narrative had a profound efect on 
me. In the game’s emotional fnal chapter, Davey guides the player 
through Coda’s fnal game. Suddenly, a surprising message from 
Coda to the narrator is found on a wall (as seen in Fig. 3): “Dear 
Davey, Thank you for your interest in my games. I need to ask you 
not to speak to me anymore.” 

What transpires is an epiphany to the player and the narrator: 
Davey was the reason for why Coda stopped creating games. When 
the narrator recognizes this, he starts self-refecting and seems 
to undergo an existential crisis; meanwhile, the player navigates 
through a hallway while reading through a set of messages from 
Coda to Davey. In the messages, Coda explains how Davey had been 
infecting Coda’s personal space by his interference with Coda’s 
games and his obsession of obtruding his own meanings into Coda’s 
creations. In the messages, Coda describes that Davey is a broken 
person who desperately tries to cope with his own inadequacies 
by adhering to Coda’s works as if they were his own creations, 

and Coda suggests that Davey’s misconception that Coda must be 
frustrated or broken reveals more about himself than about Coda. 

Davey, the narrator has an emotional breakdown during which 
he describes his feelings of insufciency, apologizing to Coda for 
what he did but simultaneously desperately begging Coda to start 
creating games again so that he himself could feel okay again; “I 
want whatever that wholeness is that you summoned out of nothing 
and put into your work, you were complete in some way that I 
never was.”, the narrator cries out. Davey concludes his touching 
monologue: “I want to know how to be a good person. I want to 
know how not to hate myself. Please. I’m fading. And all I want 
is to know that I’m going to be okay." The screen darkens. I was 
deeply touched by the scene. 

Thus begins the epilogue, and I can still feel a storm of thoughts 
and emotions stirring in me. The narrator quiets down, and I am 
left alone in my refection. At frst, I felt a certain antipathy against 
the character of Davey due to the way he had wronged Coda — but 
it would quickly turn into empathy and compassion, as I could fnd 
many relatable aspects in his behaviour and monologues. As this 
initial dislike towards the narrator shifts into empathy, I fnd that I 
am questioning and blaming myself instead: can I say that I would 
be any better? 

My refection comes to a halt, as I, as the player-character, step 
into a beam of light, and begin foating upwards, transcending in 
a celestial landscape towards space, and what is revealed below is 
an endless maze (as seen in Fig. 4). A serene, elevating track plays 
in the background. “It was a beautiful moment. I was alone in the 
midst of an infnite universe”, I reported about the scene. Finally, 
as I ascend higher and higher, all fades to black and the end credits 
appear, and a sorrowful piano track with beautiful vocals begins 
playing: “Turn back, turn back from this cave.” I found this a deeply 
moving, shiver-inducing, and cathartic resolution to the game. 

At frst, I was not exactly sure how I should conceive the game 
and my experience — I was just staring at the end credits in awe, 
and I knew that something had afected me deeply. “I have to digest 
this for a while. But it was beautiful”, I wrote after having fnished 
The Beginner’s Guide. Again, I quickly found myself revisiting the 
game by looking up online gameplay videos, particularly of the 
fnal chapters. 

“I believe that the game stirred this healthy kind of self-refection 
in me”, I wrote in a subsequent refective journal;“The game’s largest 
theme to me was creativity.” I could, to a certain extent, identify 
with the narrator’s feelings of insufciency and how he imposed 
his identity on the creative work of others as an attempt to fll some 
internal hole within himself. As such, the game seemed to widen my 
understanding of creativity, and how it may manifest itself in me 
and others. I found the game to depict struggles with creativity and 
personal insecurities as relatable aspects of the human condition. 
This insight felt to heighten my capacity for self-compassion and 
empathy towards others. In addition, as a game, The Beginner’s 
Guide felt very inventive, and it widened my appreciation for video-
games as an artistic medium — because that is what I felt the game to 
be at its core: a work of art. Therefore, I deemed my game experience 
with The Beginner’s Guide as personally transformative. 



From Disorientation to Harmony CHI ’24, May 11–16, 2024, Honolulu, HI, USA 

Figure 3: A message on a wall from Coda to the narrator: “Dear Davey, Thank you for your interest in my games. I need to ask 
you not to speak to me anymore.” Screenshot of The Beginner’s Guide [43], ©Davey Wreden 

Figure 4: The fnal scene of the game: the player is tran-
scending towards space and a massive maze is revealed below. 
Screenshot of The Beginner’s Guide [43], ©Davey Wreden 

4.5 Summary of Findings 
In summary, the fve games that I played managed to trigger a 
diverse spectrum of aesthetic experiences in me. Two of the games, 
(Doki Doki Literature Club! and The Beginner’s Guide), resulted in 
powerful experiences that I would go on to characterize as profound 
and transformative, as they included high degrees of emotionality 
and self-refection, and provided me with newfound perspectives 
on myself and topics such as creativity and depression — as well 

as on videogames as a medium — increasing my capacity for self-
understanding and empathy. On a general level, I would describe my 
experiences with the other three titles as ranging from monotonous 
and emotionally somewhat indiferent (God of War), to viscerally 
arousing and enjoyable (Bloodborne), or insightful and amusing (The 
Stanley Parable), but not particularly self-refective or profound. 

The two transformative videogame experiences seemed to share 
several notable aspects. In both cases, there was present a pro-
nounced sense of personal relevance and connectedness, and I 
could readily relate my own values, beliefs, and experiences into 
my game experience. Furthermore, both game experiences were 
characterized by a deep investment into their gameplay and nar-
rative: i.e., throughout the gameplay experience, they appeared 
to consistently solicit a high degree of emotional and cognitive 
involvement from me as a player. This cognitive, or intellectual in-
volvement was expressed mainly as the prevalence of feelings such 
as curiosity and confusion — and emotional involvement, as the 
prevalence of salient emotional responses and intimate engagement 
with emotionally challenging topics addressed in the narrative. 

Another related aspect of both game experiences was how they 
challenged my expectations of videogames as medium by providing 
me with gameplay experiences that felt novel, unpredictable, and 
unprecedented. This was related mainly to the self-refexive nature 
of the games, i.e., the extent to which they acknowledged their 
own role as videogames. Consequently, rather than resulting in an 
experience of immersion where I as a player would forget that I 
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am playing a videogame, these self-refexive intrusions would have 
me questioning the boundaries between fction and reality, and 
evoke a feeling of being engaged in gameplay, while being acutely 
self-aware and critical of my role as a player of a game. 

Finally, both of the transformative videogame experiences left 
profound impressions that resonated and lingered with me long 
after their gameplay, resulting in an extended period of time during 
which I was compelled to re-engage with my game experience. 
In both cases, immediately upon fnishing the games there was 
prevalent was a certain bewilderment and disorientation: I had 
been deeply afected but was not sure what exactly to make of 
my experience. Subsequent refective journals and memos revealed 
ongoing refection and meaning-making regarding these lingering 
game experiences. At some point, the refection would seem to have 
come to a halt, as I had arrived at a more coherent resolution and 
cherished the initially discrepant experiences as meaningful and 
harmonious memories. “I feel like both of the game experiences 
nurtured my emotional wellbeing in a healthy way, and expanded 
my understanding of life and of my self", I wrote two weeks after 
having fnished both games; “I feel like both of the games were 
implemented in a beautiful and innovative way, and they touched 
upon topics that were relevant and meaningful to me.” In the case 
of Doki Doki Literature Club!, these topics were depression and the 
struggle to understand another person’s experience — and in The 
Beginner’s Guide the topics were creativity in its diferent forms as 
well as humane feelings of inadequacy. 

5 DISCUSSION 
videogames have the capacity to foster profound, life-altering trans-
formative experiences in players. Prior work has typically been 
limited to clearly defned and readily measurable transformative 
outcomes [see, 27], while ignoring more elusive, profound, and 
individualistic facets of player transformation [92]. Through our 
exploratory autoethnographic study, we investigated the dynamics 
and trajectory of such transformative videogame experiences. The 
following section examines our fndings in relation to prior liter-
ature and discusses some of the limitations in the present study. 
Finally, we consider how our fndings could inform the design of 
transformative experiences in HCI more broadly. 

5.1 On the Transformativeness of an Experience 
Transformative experience appears to be a moniker that can entail 
a wide range of diferent experiences varying in their nature and 
intensity [see, 20, for an overview]. The same can be argued for self-
transcendent experiences, which have often been understood to 
precede transformative experiences [66]; that is, self-transcendence 
incorporate a spectrum of experiences ranging from the more rou-
tine, such as fow and loss of self-awareness, to more intense, such 
as a sense of unity with everyone and everything [see, 124, for 
an overview]. However, in the present study, we approached the 
phenomenon of transformation from the perspective of aesthetic 
experience, drawing conceptual inspiration from the ways in which 
empirical aesthetics has modelled the psychological processes of 
art perception [see, 91, for an overview]. 

Seeing how the aesthetic experience is concerned with “mean-
ings that are inefable, but feelingful” [69, p.158], it may be difcult 

to explicate or defne the efect of a potentially transformative aes-
thetic experience. In their art perception model, Pelowski et al. [91] 
related learning and personal growth to the transformative aes-
thetic outcome but also to a less intense outcome characterized as 
novelty. What distinguishes the novelty and transformative out-
comes is that the latter concerns “a more core aspect of the self” [91, 
p.95]. However, the model remains somewhat ambiguous about 
what comprises a core aspect of the self and what does not. Thus, 
there seems to be some subjectivity in this experiential distinction. 

Nevertheless, Pelowski et al. [91] suggest that the emotional 
responses that one reports could be used as a guide for demarcating 
diferent experiential outcomes. As such, the autoethnographer’s 
reports of his experiences with Doki Doki Literature Club! and The 
Beginner’s Guide seem to closely relate to the expected emotional 
responses of transformative aesthetic outcomes [26, 90, 91]. Confu-
sion and uncertainty were reported during the gameplay, as is ex-
pected when a self-relevant discrepancy emerges [91]; particularly 
in Doki Doki Literature Club!, the player reported the addition of 
anxiety and a desire to disengage [91]. Nearing the conclusion of the 
gameplay, the player reported notions such as epiphany, profound 
beauty, and meaningfulness [91], and catharsis and insight [90]. In 
both cases, he also reported self-transcendent emotions, including 
awe and compassion [124]. In addition, self-awareness and metacog-
nitive refection [91] were reported throughout the experience. 

In his retrospective accounts, the player articulated feelings of 
personal wholeness and connectedness [26], as he characterized 
how the game experiences fostered his emotional well-being and 
expanded his capacity for understanding himself, others, and the 
human condition in general. More specifcally, the autoethnogra-
pher refected how the games expanded his perspectives on per-
sonally signifcant topics, such as depression, creativity, difculties 
of connecting with others, and humane struggles with feelings of 
inadequacy. 

Thus, the progression of the autoethnographer’s videogame ex-
periences seemed to closely resemble that of transformative aes-
thetic experiences [89–91]. Hence — although one can evidently 
experience perspective transformations that are more extreme and 
fundamental in their nature — we fnd it reasonable to presume that 
the autoethnographer’s videogame experiences with the abovemen-
tioned two games were in fact transformative in the aesthetic sense 
that our encounters with artworks can on occasions be [89–91]. 
However, it remains somewhat unclear at which point in its trajec-
tory can an aesthetic experience be considered as transformative, 
and how exactly the role of self-transcendent emotions such as 
awe [82, 91, 124] should be understood in the overall progression. 

5.2 Self-Refexivity in Games 
Our fndings suggest that one manner in which videogames may 
facilitate transformation is through self-refexive techniques — i.e., 
by highlighting their own artifciality — that reciprocally shift the 
player’s attention from the gameplay to themselves as a player 
of a game. In our study, an explicit form of such self-refexivity 
was found in cases where the game made a direct reference to the 
player or to itself as a game, i.e., by breaking the fourth wall, or in 
the context of videogames, perhaps more accurately by “relocating 
it entirely behind the player” [24, p.153]. A more implicit form of 



From Disorientation to Harmony CHI ’24, May 11–16, 2024, Honolulu, HI, USA 

self-refexivity might be understood as the subversion of player 
expectations and established conventions of the medium. For ex-
ample, in some cases, the autoethnographer perceived the game as 
malfunctioning in some way — which resembles something Bark-
man [4] related to Doki Doki Literature Club!, as he proposed that 
the game employs metalepsis, or the “transgressing of boundaries 
between diferent worlds” (p. 1-2), as “a narrative device to un-
nerve and disorient the player” (p. 18). On a similar note, Filipe [46] 
argued that conforming to established gaming conventions and 
predispositions limits the spectrum of possible player experiences 
and their transformative power. 

In empirical aesthetics, Pelowski et al. [91, p.100] associated 
transformative aesthetic experiences with high degrees of self-
awareness of one’s experience, which “can also be connected to 
awareness of some ‘trigger‘ which can induce refection on the 
self”; “In art with a temporal component this may involve a climax 
or new information — a death of a character — that irrevocably 
demands that one give up their earlier expectations/schema or pro-
cessing approach”, they described [91, p.100]. However, they did 
not discuss how this may relate to cases with an interactive compo-
nent. In videogames, perhaps such trigger for transformative self-
refection could be produced through self-refexive intrusion that 
“oversteps the boundaries between diegetic and non-diegetic” [24, 
p.145]. Fest [45, p.5] suggested that “the increasing presence of self-
refexivity in videogames should be read as a sign of their aesthetic 
maturation”. We further argue that it is this extended capacity for 
self-refexivity that may hold the key to further unlocking some of 
the transformative power of interactive media. 

5.3 Between Immersion and Refection 
Whereas immersion has at times been used as a synonym for en-
gagement, our fndings support the argument by Aeschbach et 
al. [1] that one can be deeply engaged in a game without being 
immersed. We found that autoethnographer’s engagement with 
some of the games that did not evoke notable refection was more 
readily characterized in terms of immersion as involvement in the 
task environment and lack of awareness of the real world [61]. 
However, in the two transformative cases, his engagement seemed 
to resemble more closely Khaled’s [65, p.23-24] characterization 
of refective play as “revisiting our previous beliefs intentionally 
and with a high degree of self-awareness [while] acknowledging 
and incorporating the ‘fourth wall’, even if this conficts with the 
experience of ‘being there’ ”. 

Nevertheless, we did notice similarities between this more re-
fective form of engagement and the concept of immersion. Jennet 
et al. [61] identifed fve factors of immersion; in the transforma-
tive cases of our study, the three factors of cognitive involvement, 
emotional involvement, and challenge (albeit the kind that is more 
emotional/intellectual [21]) appeared to be prevalent, whereas the 
other two factors of real world dissociation and control [61] were 
lacking. Contrarily, what were often present were a pronounced 
real world association and a lack of control. 

Our fndings support the hypothesis by Aeschbach et al. [1] 
that an alienated or self-aware form of play could foster critical 
refection. What characterized the transformative videogame ex-
periences in our study was a self-refexive but evocative form of 

player engagement: one where the player was often acutely aware 
of themselves as a player of a game. However, despite this critical 
distance between the player and the game, the autoethnographer 
still felt deeply invested in the game and its narrative on an emo-
tional, cognitive, and personal level. Such characterizations seem 
to bear a resemblance to Cole and Gillies’s [23] idea of emotional 
exploration and to Rautalahti’s [99, p.2] idea of enchantment as 
“an aesthetic attitude” or sensation of “being in relation with the 
(digital) environment”. 

Presently, PX research seems to lack established conceptual-
izations to help depict or measure such a self-refexive but emo-
tionally evocative form of player engagement that is distinct from 
immersion. We suggest that deeper investigations of players’ per-
ceptions and emotionality during gameplay could help clarify some 
of the ambivalence surrounding immersive and refective play. Fur-
thermore, we suggest that focusing on dimensions of real world 
(dis)association and (lack of) control might help distinguish immer-
sive engagement from a more self-refexive engagement. 

5.4 Relatedness and Self-Relevance through 
Ambiguity 

In both transformative videogame experiences of our study, the 
player reported a pronounced sense of relatedness due to an in-
timate connection with the game narrative and its themes. For 
example, in Doki Doki Literature Club!, the autoethnographer was 
controlling in a frst-person point-of-view a rather ambiguously 
defned character, whom he could identify with to the extent that he 
sometimes felt as if playing as himself. As such, our fndings seem 
to align with Cole and Gillies [23] who propose relatedness and am-
biguity as components of refective and self-expansive eudaimonic 
gameplay experiences. 

This notion may perhaps be seen to confict with the results of 
Iacovides et al. [59], who found that distancing the player from the 
player character — i.e., allowing them to assume the role of someone 
other than themselves — could facilitate transformative refection. 
However, Iacovides et al. [59] were concerned with games with 
persuasive purposes in an educational context. Such strategy of 
distancing might not be as feasible in cases where players “want 
to know how to contextualize their game experiences back to the 
world” [65, p.23], such as in the context of eudaimonic gameplay 
experiences [e.g., 23]. Similarly, Rusch [104, p.23] proposed that the 
process of individualistic, profound transformation “occurs through 
resonance, not coercion”. 

Hence, rather than character defnedness or point-of-view per se, 
it may be more relevant to provide players with sufcient refective 
surface that allows them to connect with something in the game on 
an intimate level. Ambiguity has been recognized as a tool for de-
signing for emotional and interpretive player experiences [23, 33] — 
and perhaps in the context of transformative player experiences, am-
biguity might be considered as an approach for providing grounds 
for cultivating feelings of self-relevance, personal connection, and 
psychological resonance. 

In empirical aesthetics, Pelowski et al. [91] delineated high self-
relevance and high coping need as preconditions for transforma-
tive aesthetic outcomes; i.e., a discrepant encounter need not only 
pose a threat to one’s self-image, but this threat must be perceived 
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as of high personal relevance, relating to some core aspect(s) of 
one’s self [91]. Due to their capacity to personally invest users into 
their aesthetic experience, we suggest that interactive technologies 
could be a particularly efective medium for fostering self-relevance 
that can attribute to transformative outcomes. This capacity for 
investment may resemble what Cole and Gillies [23] referred to as 
interactive vulnerability in the context of videogames. 

5.5 From Disorientation to Harmony 
Finally, our study provides insights into the temporal trajectory 
of profoundly meaningful and transformative player experiences. 
Within HCI, resonance has been identifed as one of the components 
of meaningful interaction, but there has been a lack of characteri-
zations and narratives of the more concrete sources and processes 
of meaning-making [76]. Our study ofers empirical insights into 
the interconnections of the experiential components of meaning-
making [76]; more specifcally, we outlined how resonance evolved 
over time into personal signifcance and coherence. 

In both transformative videogame experiences of the present 
study, the gameplay resulted in perceptions of some intuitive but 
inefable sense of meaning, which retrospectively was replaced by 
a more coherent and tangible sense of meaning. Whereas feelings 
of confusion and disorientation were frequently prevalent during 
gameplay, after the game narrative had reached its conclusion, feel-
ings such as beauty beauty, meaningfulness, awe, and appreciation 
were on the surface. However, a sense of confoundment and incom-
prehension still outlined these experiences and lingered for days. 
We found that it was only after an extensive period of post-play 
re-engagement that these resonating and lingering impressions 
were eventually replaced by more coherent and harmonious views. 
In addition to solely mental recollection and refection, this re-
engagement manifested itself as re-exposure to the game content, 
for example, by watching gameplay videos, reading online reviews 
and comments, and listening to the soundtrack. 

Our fndings suggest that transformative videogame experiences 
may be triggered by discrepant gameplay encounters that challenge 
the player’s expectations and views and result in impressions that 
resonate and linger with the player. Moreover, our fndings suggest 
that subsequent re-engagement with such discrepant and lingering 
encounters can act as a meaning-making period during which the 
player adopts a novel, more harmonious, coherent, and meaning-
ful outlook on their past gameplay experience and on their self. 
These experiential fndings seem to align with how transformative 
aesthetic experiences have been modelled in empirical aesthet-
ics [89–91]. Pelowski et al. [91] modelled fve distinct outcomes 
for an aesthetic experience and argue that whereas they are mu-
tually exclusive “it is possible that an individual might re-engage 
in another loop, leading to a diferent output” [91, p.96]; “For ex-
ample, this may occur in transformation that leads to harmonious 
fow” [91, p.96], the authors suggested, but they do not describe in 
much detail how such re-engagement might concretely occur or 
evolve over time. 

Thus, it seems that this act of re-engagement after an encounter 
with an aesthetic object can have a pivotal role in the overall pro-
gression of what people deem as profound, transformative aesthetic 
experiences, and we suggest that the diferent ways in which this 

post-encounter re-engagement may manifest itself calls for more 
empirical attention. Moreover, we suggest that for videogames — 
“as a medium that invites continuous re-engagement” [62, p.106] — 
this may have particularly interesting implications. 

Re-engagement could perhaps be embodied as an integral ele-
ment of the game and its narrative, requiring players to re-expose 
themselves with their disorientating experiences. Murray [84, p.169] 
proposed two types of complex storytelling that are particularly 
ftting for an interactive digital medium: (1) “Navigating an un-
changing set of events but from multiple contrasting points of 
view”, and (2) “Replaying a real or fctional scenario with dramati-
cally contrasting variations based on changes to circumstances or 
character choices”. For example, Doki Doki Literature Club! seemed 
to resemble this second type, as the game suddenly begins loop-
ing itself from the beginning in a drastically diferent manner. In 
addition, the frst type, navigating events through contrasting per-
spectives, could possibly be employed to help players accommodate 
novel meaning perspectives. We suggest that some of the trans-
formative power of videogames may lie in the manifold ways in 
which purposeful forms of re-engagement could be designed for as 
an integral component of the players’ aesthetic experience. 

5.6 Limitations of Present Work 
An essential characteristic of our autoethnographic study is that it 
examines the lived experience of one researcher. As such, our study 
is exploratory, and we make no claim for its generalizability to a 
wider population. In autoethnography, questions of generalizibility 
are left to readers who can determine to what extent the story 
speaks to them about their life or the experience of others they 
know [42]. Our study presents intimate and nuanced descriptions 
of player behaviour and interactional contexts of gameplay. Rather 
than providing evidence for strong claims, our fndings serve as a 
chart to coordinate avenues for further work and to inform potential 
hypotheses and further conceptualizations and empirical accounts 
of transformative player experiences. 

Another limitation of our study could be that due to the research 
setting, the self-monitored gameplay sessions from which data were 
collected may not accurately represent real-life playing situations. 
However, due to the episodic and self-driven nature of most video-
games — and seeing that videogames are not necessarily intended 
to be played through in one uninterrupted session — stopping 
periodically to take notes of one’s experience may arguably be less 
intrusive than in non-interactive media, say in the context of flm 
viewing. 

However, when considering refective and transformative experi-
ences, a method such as autoethnography that demands intense self-
refexivity may support the production of the kinds of experiences 
that it sets out to study. In fact, autoethnography, due to its capacity 
to foster self-awareness and self-discovery, has been described as 
“a transformative research method” [28, p.11]. Nevertheless, this 
limitation may not be unique to frst-person methods: asking par-
ticipants to describe and discuss refective player experiences may 
also encourage refection in them, as noted by Iacovides et al. [59]. 

As such, much is still unclear about how players encounter ex-
periences of transformation in their more typical, everyday gaming 
situations and how individual diferences in players may afect 
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their inclination towards transformative videogame experiences. 
Individuals are seen to have varying tendencies towards engaging 
in self-conscious and self-refective activities [112]. Likewise, in 
videogames, players appear to have varying motivations for engag-
ing in self-expansive eudaimonic gameplay [23]. Transformative 
aesthetic experiences generally seem to require a high degree of 
self-awareness and a certain readiness to undergo the psychologi-
cally demanding process of self-change [91]. Thus, it is likely that 
the individual traits of the autoethnographer played a notable role 
in the shaping of his videogame experiences. 

5.7 Recommendations and Design Implications 
for HCI 

Whereas we investigated videogames specifcally, our fndings can 
inform a broader section of HCI that investigates how interactive 
technologies could elicit transformative experiences cultivating 
our well-being. As such, our study contributes to broader HCI 
discussions on eudaimonic [75], meaningful [76] and transforma-
tive [66, 82] human-technology interactions. 

We propose that interactive technologies can ofer particularly 
efective approaches to inviting perceptions of self-relevance and 
self-awareness, which have been seen as prerequisites for trans-
formative aesthetic outcomes [91]. In HCI, ambiguity has been 
considered a useful design resource [50], which we suggest might 
provide a means for fostering deeper personal investment in the 
user experience, allowing possibilities for psychological resonance. 

Further, we highlight the role negative emotional responses in 
the overall trajectory of transformative human-technology inter-
actions. Feelings such as confusion and anxiety have been seen as 
integral components of transformative aesthetic experiences [91], 
but they have not yet gained much consideration in the context of 
technology that seeks to elicit similar experiences. Hence, in con-
trast to prioritizing comfort, familiarity, and immersion [e.g., 67, 82], 
we propose that designers of certain individualistic, profound, and 
transformative experiences should not refrain from embracing dis-
crepancy, emotional challenge, and critical self-awareness. 

Finally, we propose the idea of re-engagement as an integral 
meaning-making period during which novel perspectives are ac-
commodated. This seems worthy of more empirical attention in 
itself, i.e., how do users retrospectively engage with their technol-
ogy interactions, and how does this change their overall experience? 
Hence, we echo Kjæaup et al. [68] in their calling attention to longi-
tudinal research that considers the trajectory of human-technology 
interactions in length. Longitudinal approaches could help further 
understand how emotionally negative user experiences can evolve 
into profoundly positive ones, e.g., how disempowerement can 
contribute to meaningful experiences [see, 119]. 

Furthermore, in the context of interactive technologies, the no-
tion of re-engagement could have particularly powerful implica-
tions, since it need not be limited to those initiated retrospectively 
by the user. Miller et al. [82] suggested considering how users could 
accommodate positive changes within a virtual environment. We 
propose that one approach could be to design for meaningful re-
engagement within the human-technology interaction. This could 
mean confronting the user with their discrepant experiences and 

providing afordances for thoughtful re-assessment and adoption 
of novel, more harmonious perspectives. 

6 CONCLUSIONS 
In this study, we analyzed autoethnographic data of the frst au-
thor’s player experiences with narratively rich entertainment video-
games, and identifed four overarching themes in profound, person-
ally meaningful, and transformative videogame experiences. Our 
fndings provide novel and intimate insights into the trajectory 
of profound and transformative player experiences. Particularly, 
we suggest that a period of subsequent re-engagement with a dis-
orienting and resonant encounter can be a pivotal and previously 
overlooked component in the longitudinal progression of trans-
formative aesthetic player experiences. Furthermore, through the 
four themes, we propose ways in which videogames may be a 
particularly well-suited medium for evoking transformative aes-
thetic experiences. For example, we argue that videogames may 
facilitate a self-refexive form of engagement in players that sup-
ports transformative refection, due to their extended capacity for 
self-refexivity that transgresses the perceived boundaries between 
fction and reality. In addition, due their capacity to invest play-
ers deeply into their gameplay and narrative, games could foster 
perceptions of personal relevance and investment that cultivate 
meaning-making and transformative refection. Finally, on a more 
general level, we suggest that a further adaptation of empirical 
aesthetics models of transformative aesthetic experiences [89–91] 
could provide HCI helpful tools for increasing our understanding 
on the wide spectrum of aesthetic experiences aforded by interac-
tive technologies, including those that are profound, individualistic, 
deeply meaningful, and even life-changing. 

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL 
In the spirit of transparency, the initial self-refexive narrative and 
an illustration and description of the categorization that were pro-
duced during the data analysis can be found at https://osf.io/yg26r/. 
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