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Expressive Game
CfP: We propose to qualify as an expressive game a game that allows 
to explore psychological, social, cultural issues. 
As a game, it will confront the player to choices and dilemmas that 
these issues create. This kind of games allows to express individual or 
social issues while opening back the opportunity to think about it.

Related Terms: Serious Games, Games with a Meaning, Meaningful Games, Games with a Purpose, Games with a 
Serious Purpose, Rhetorical Games, Persuasive Games, Games for Change, Personal Games, Biographical 
Games. 
!
Virtual experiences, simulations, social impact games, practiceware, game-based learning, immersive learning 
environments, educational simulations, sims, epistemic games, edutainment, edugaming, simulation/gaming, 
simulators, virtual training environments 
Aldrich 2009; Harteveld 2011 
  !!!



A thought, an idea, or a concept communicated by language

Expression (Utterance)



Functions of Language

Roman Jakobson



Referential Function (Context)



Fantasy Games Shadow of Mordor



Economic Simulator

Farm Simulator 2015



Political Games

Peacemaker



Social Realism

Cart Life



Individual Context

Keys of a Gamespace



Expressive Function (Sender)



Autobiographical Games

That Dragon, Cancer



Conative Function (Receiver)



Procedural Literacy

»playing video games is [a] kind of literacy … 
not one that helps us read but … that helps us 
make or critique the systems we live in« 
Ian Bogost Sim City



Persuasive Games

Darfur is Dying



Poetic Function (Message)



Heiankyo 
Parameters



Phatic Function (Channel)



Social Gaming

Journey (Fan Art)



Social Networks
„Twitter is a massively multiplayer online 
RPG in which you choose an interesting 
avatar and roleplay a persona loosely 
based on your own, attempting to 
accrue followers by repeatedly pressing 
lettered buttons to form interesting 
sentences.“ 
!

—  Charlie Brooker



Metalingual Function (Code)



4th Wall Game

The Stanley Parable



Expressions and Video Games

Every video game is expressive (meaningful). 

Broad definition: Every speech act is an expression (utterance). 

Narrow definition: Assuming the terminology of Jakobson (and 
sociolinguistics), every speech act has an expressive (emotive, 
affective) function.



Video Game Analysis
There is no language of video games but a superposition of several codes



Key Elements

Core Mechanics 

Interactivity 

Storytelling and Narrative

Andrew Rolling; Ernest Adams (2003)



Rules | Play | Culture
Katie Salen/Eric Zimmerman (2004)



Form | Drama | Dynamic
Tracy Fullerton (2004, 2008)



Key Components

Core Mechanics 

User Interface 

Player 

(Storytelling)

Ernest Adams (2006, 2010)



Elemental Tetrad Model

Aesthetics 

Mechanics 

Story 

Technology

Jesse Schell (2008)



Mechanics | Dynamics | Aesthetics
Robin Hunicke; Marc Le Blanc; Robert Zubek (2009)

Mechanics describes the particular 
components of the game, at the level of data 
representation and algorithms. 
  
Dynamics describes the run-time behavior 
of the mechanics acting on player inputs and 
each others’ outputs over time.  
!
Aesthetics describes the desirable 
emotional responses evoked in the player, 
when she interacts with the game system. 



Actions | Gameplay | Experience
Actions: the core, atomic actions that a 
player can perform in a game, usually 
described in terms of verbs. Examples are 
moving, jumping, kicking a ball, punching, 
shooting, taking cover etc. 

Gameplay: the resulting play that players 
achieve by combining and using the 
available “actions”. These can be either 
verbs or higher level concepts, for example: 
fighting, race to an end, territorial acquisition 
etc. 

Experience: the emotional experience that 
players perceive while playing.

Roberto Dillon (2010)



Play | Structure | World
Espen Aarseth: Game Ontologies (2011)

The semiotic layer of the Game Object is the part of 
the game that informs the player about the game 
world and the game state through visual, auditory, 
textual and sometimes haptic feed- back. 

The mechanical layer of the game object (its game 
mechanics) is the engine that drives the game 
action, allows the players to make their moves, and 
changes the game state.!



Triadic Game Design

Reality  
Simulation, Context, Realism, Content 

Meaning 
Pedagogy, Training objective, Functionalism, Theory 

Play 
Game, Representation, Engagement, Game Design

Casper Harteveld (2011) 
Citing: Aldrich (2004), De Freitas/Oliver (2006), 
Frank (2007), Hall (2009), Winn (2009)



Ludicisation
Sébastien Genvo (2014)

Play Structure 

Pragmatic Context 

Fiction



Game Industry 
Job Categories

Developer!
IT / Technical Support 
Technical Artist 
!

Sound / Music 
Art / Animation 
Web Development / Design 
!

Writing 
Localization 
!

Game Design / Level Design 
Programming 
!

Interaction Design 
Community Management

Producer!
QA / Localisation 
Business / Analysis / Metrics 
Controlling / Payment / Finance  
HR / Recruitment 
Marketing / PR 
Sales 
Editor / Journalism 
Education / Training

http://www.games-career.com/de/Fachrichtungen/

http://www.gamesindustry.biz/jobs

http://creativeskillset.org/creative_industries/games/job_roles
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Technology (Platform, Dispositiv) 

!

Audio-Visuals (Art, Aesthetics, Interface) 

Narration (Story, Drama) 

Ludition (Form, Mechanics, Dynamics) 

Performance (Play, Experience) 

!

Context (Culture, Discourse)

Jason Gregory: Game Engine Architecture



Video Game Expressions



Audiovisuals

Proteus



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zsb-WQiPick

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zsb-WQiPick


Video Game Tourism



Narration

Choice of the Broadsides



Sam Barlow: Aisle



Ludition

Hamurabi



Global Supply Chain 



MySQL Game



TheoryCraft



Procedural Metaphors

Play Is Metaphorical!

»All play in some sense 
represents something 
from the non-play 
universe. […]!
Good games do not 
simulate physical reality; 
they mirror emotional 
reality.«!
— Chris Crawford



Procedural Rhetoric

Loneliness



Performance

B.U.T.T.O.N.



Clicking Bad

Game Experience



Allegoric Performance

Rage Control Re-Mission 2 A Video Game Improves Behavioral 
Outcomes in Adolescents and Young 
Adults With Cancer: A Randomized Trial 
http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/
122/2/e305.full

Augmenting Anger Control Therapy with a 
Videogame Requiring Emotional Control: A 
Pilot Study on an Inpatient Psychiatric Unit 
http://www.benthamdirect.org/pages/
b_viewarticle.php?articleID=3182314

http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/122/2/e305.full
http://www.benthamdirect.org/pages/b_viewarticle.php?articleID=3182314


Secret of the Solstice

Expressive Performance



Interpreting Performance

http://themessagebehindthescreen.blogspot.de/2013/03/how-tomb-raider-saved-my-life-in-one.html



Expressive Games: Revisited
CfP: We propose to qualify as an expressive game a game that 
allows to explore psychological, social, cultural issues. 
[Referential function: Real world contexts] 
As a game, it will confront the player to choices and dilemmas 
[mechanics] that these issues create [narration]. This kind of 
games allows to express [expressive function?] individual or 
social issues [context] while opening back the opportunity to 
think about it [conative function].



Conclusion

Every video game is expressive. 

The expressive-ness of a game can be analyzed in 
audiovisual, narrative, ludic and performative categories. 

The term ‚Expressive Game‘ refers to games with constraints 
to its referential, expressive and conative functions.
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