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Abstract 
Current theory in role-ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ƎŀƳŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǳǘƛƭƛǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ǇǊƛƻǊΣ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ 

playing and/or creating role-playing games, along with the writings of other theorists as the primary 

bedrock for their analysis, developing helpful and broadly applicable theory which benefits 

discussions in fields such as psychology, technology studies, cultural studies, narrative studies, and 

game studies. I aim to develop the conversation on role-playing games as narratives and cultural 

practices by directly examining play sessions, with the aim of capturing granular processes which may 

be skipped, under-perceived, or disregarded in high-level analysis of the RPG medium and fandom. 

 

I utilised autoethnographic techniques to ground the thesis in my lived experience as a player, game-

master, and participant in fandom subculture. Utilising structured journaling and online discourse, I 

analysed narratives, perspectives and behaviours implicated in play within the Dungeons and 

Dragons and Cyberpunƪ ŦǊŀƴŎƘƛǎŜǎΦ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΣ L ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ Ψ5ƛŀƭƻƎƛŎ !ǳǘƘƻǊǎƘƛǇΩ- 

the idea that the narratives of these RPGs are not pre-existing but rather created moment-to-

moment from the interactions between players and developers- be this directly or by proxy of game 

content. Such a framing illuminates the authorial capacities of players, and the implications fandom 

subculture often has in the final experience of story that the player takes away from a given play 

session, campaign, or playthrough. 

 

My findings illuminated processes where developers and players were allies in storytelling who 

engaged in back-and-forth dialogues responding to authorial inputs, especially where the TTRPG and 

CRPG medium differed. I explore the interplay between formal and imaginative story content, the 

ways in which the framing of player-characters interplay with the differing methods of different 

players and especially examine the implications of fandom subculture on the ongoing construction 

and reconstruction of narrative storytelling in these titles. 

 

Keywords  

Role-playing games, Narrative Studies, Fandom Studies, Autoethnography, Video Games, Tabletop 

Games 
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1: Introduction 

Proliferated by researchers with varied scholarly backgrounds, academic interest in role-playing 

games (RPGs) has been significant and sustained over the past 40+ years. 

9ŀǊƭȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛƴǘƻ wtDǎ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ CƛƴŜΩǎ мфуо ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ 

Ψ{ƘŀǊŜŘ CŀƴǘŀǎȅΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǊƻƭŜ-playing games could be considered the foundations of 

ŀ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǎǳōŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ΨǿŀǊƎŀƳƛƴƎΩ Ƙƻōōȅ from which early RPGs emerged (p.8). 

[ŀǘŜǊ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ aŀŎƪŀȅΩǎ Ψ! ƴŜǿ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ŀǊǘΩ όнллмύ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ wtD ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎǎ ŀǎ ŀ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ 

art-form alongside their cultural workings. In the years since, fields such as literature (Cover, 2010) 

and technology studies (Bienia, 2018) have become implicated in RPG studies, especially with the 

ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ǇǊƻƭƛŦŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘƛƎƛǘƛǎŜŘ wtD ǘƛǘƭŜǎ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ CƛƴŜΩǎ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΦ .ŀǊǘƻƴ ŀƴŘ {ǘŀŎƪǎ 

όнлмфύ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ άΦΦΦмфур ǿŀǎ ŀ ōƻƻƳ ȅŜŀǊΧέ Σ ǘǊŀŎƪƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ 90s and early 2000s, where 

ǘƛǘƭŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ ΨCŀƭƭƻǳǘΩ όмффтύ ŀƴŘ Ψ.ŀƭŘǳǊΩǎ DŀǘŜΩ όмффуύ ŜȄŜƳǇƭƛŦƛŜŘ ŀ άtƭŀǘƛƴǳƳ ŀƎŜέ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛǳƳΦ 

 

! ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǘŜȄǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ wtDǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ Ψ! ¢ǊŀƴǎƳŜŘƛŀ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΩ  

όŜŘΦ ½ŀƎŀƭ ϧ 5ŜǘŜǊŘƛƴƎΣ нлмуύΣ ΨwƻƭŜ-tƭŀȅƛƴƎ DŀƳŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ !ƎŜΩ όŜŘΦ IŜŘƎŜ ϧ DǊƻǳƭƛƴƎΣ нлнмύΣ 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨLƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ WƻǳǊƴŀƭ ƻŦ wƻƭŜ-playing Game StudƛŜǎΩ όнллу-2024). RPG studies is thus firmly 

established and broad; The RPG medium, itself significantly variable in form, can be considered 

through a multitude of lenses. 

 

This thesis contributes to the academic conversation on RPGs through the lenses of storytelling and 

fandom, utilising autoethnographic techniques. Specifically, multiplayer tabletop RPGs (TTRPGs) and 

single-player computer RPGs (CRPGs) are the focus of this thesis. 

 

I recorded and analysed specific instances of observed gameplay and queried the greater fandom 

subculture that surrounds such gameplay, developing our granular understanding of how RPG stories 

are constructed, delivered, and interpreted by game developers, game players, game systems, and 

the intersection of the three. Beyond examining the game-as-text, this thesis examines the ways the 

players and developers use game-mechanical and game-narrative content to mediate a process of 

collaborative authorship. In doing so, both parties are also acting within, and responding to longς

ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ΨƎŀƳƛƴƎΩ ǎǳōŎǳƭǘǳǊŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ΨƎŀƳƛƴƎΩ ƘƻōōȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ-

cultures of TTRPGs and/or CRPGs specifically, and/or the fandoms of individual titles and franchises. 

All of these levels of subculture provide essential mentorship, models of behaviour and 

understanding, and spaces for ongoing interpretation and modification of these games and their 
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stories. I refer to the ongoing narrative-creative conversations which take place between players and 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀƴŘ ŀƳƛŘǎǘ ŦŀƴŘƻƳ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǎ ά!ǳǘƘƻǊƛŀƭ 5ƛŀƭƻƎǳŜǎέΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ-

ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƳ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ά5ƛŀƭƻƎƛŎ !ǳǘƘƻǊǎƘƛǇέΦ 

 

The uniting research question for this thesis is simple, aiming to enquire broadly using 

autoethnographic techniques to further develop the current academic conversation surrounding the 

topic. Overall, this thesis seeks to explore how contemporary players and developers collaborate in 

a form of authorial dialogue in the construction of role-playing game stories. 

1.1: Justification 

Whilst current theory discusses RPGs richly, including through the narrative and social lenses this 

thesis engages with, there is space for further development regarding considerations of RPG players 

as active participants in story authorship, including the enactment, interpretation, arrangement, 

modification and outright creation of narrative components. This lack is especially true with regards 

ǘƻ /wtDǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ construction is less explored beyond more generically 

applicable game-narrative studies. This section will dissect the context and reasoning behind this 

enquiry. 

 

There is an established background of theory which firmly acknowledges that some level of active 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƛǎ ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘƭȅ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǘƻ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wtDǎ ŀǎ ǘŜȄǘǎΦ 

²ƘƛǘŜ Ŝǘ ŀƭ όнлмуύ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ άǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ώǘŀōƭetop role-playing games] as a coherent form as 

ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ǊŜƭƛŀƴǘΧέ ǳǇƻƴ 9ǎǇŜƴ !ŀǊǎŜǘƘΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψ9ǊƎƻŘƛŎ ¢ŜȄǘΩ όмффтύ- the idea that certain 

ƪƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǘŜȄǘǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ άƴƻƴǘǊƛǾƛŀƭ ŜŦŦƻǊǘΧ ǘƻ ŀƭƭƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊ ǘƻ ǘǊŀǾŜǊǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜȄǘέ (Aarseth, 1997).  

 

White Et Al. create links with !ŀǊǎŜǘƘΩǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ /ȅōŜǊǘŜȄǘǎ όŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ άƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎŀƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘŜȄǘέ ǿƘŜǊŜ άǘƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƛŎŀŎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛǳƳ ŀǎ ŀƴ 

ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀƭ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǊȅ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜέΤ ŀƴ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƴŎƛƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƴŜǿ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ Ŧorms of 

ǎǘƻǊȅǘŜƭƭƛƴƎύΦ aŀŎYŀȅ όнллмύ ŀƭǎƻ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ !ŀǊǎŜǘƘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΦ 

ά¢Ƙƛǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǎŎƻǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ 

by blurring the distinction between the two and establishing multiple circuits of textual production & 

ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴΦέ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎΣ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ǾŀǊƛŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǎǳŎƘ inputs does not result in formally distinct narrative 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǊŜ ǳƴŦƻƭŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƛǎ ǇǊŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ΨƴƻƴǘǊƛǾƛŀƭ ŜŦŦƻǊǘΩ ōȅ ŀ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ 

thus the player is inextricable from the realisation of the text. 
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These ideas can also be applied to CRPGs, or indeed all video games; even early studies, which 

άŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎǎέ ό{ŎƘǳƭŜǎΣ tŜǘŜǊǎƻƴ ϧ tƛŎŀǊŘΣ нлмуύ 

acknowledge that as texts, CRPGs rely on player input to become realised, such as through some 

manner of controller. This can be linked to the conceptualisation of games, especially digital games, 

ŀǎ ΨǎǘŀǘŜ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜǎΩ- άŀ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀƴ initial state, accepts a certain number of input events, 

changes in response to inputs using an output function.έ όWǳǳƭΣ нллпύΦ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ 

premise of navigating stories via digital rule systems requires (at least nominal) input from a user in 

ƻǊŘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǘŜȄǘΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ŜƳŜǊƎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ƛǘǎ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊ ŎƻŘŜΦ 

 

This is only the most basic form of player involvement in game-narratives acknowledged in current 

ǘƘŜƻǊȅΦ aŀŎƪŀȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ όǘŀōƭŜǘƻǇύ wtDǎ ŀǎ άŜǇƛǎƻŘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ǎǘƻǊȅ-creation system[s] [with] 

quantified rules that assist a group of players and a gamemaster in determining how their fictional 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎΩΦΦΦ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŜǎƻƭǾŜŘέ όaŀŎƪŀȅΣ нллмΣ Ǉп-5). Peterson similarly describes a 

άŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ-ōŀǎŜŘ ŦƻǊƳŀǘέ όнлмуύ ŦƻǊ ǘŀōƭŜ-top RPGs as reliant on social processes to create and deliver 

a story. In other words, existing theory already understands that these TTRPGs are not self-contained 

narrative texts, but toolsets explicitly designed to assist the authorship of partially or wholly original 

stories by mediating the social interactions of players through gameplay systems. 

 

The complete meaning of these TTRPGs cannot be unpacked without the presence and engagement 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΣ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŀƴ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŀŎǘƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ 

narrative meaning, and in many formats is directly involved with the creation of formal narrative 

elements such as characters, worlds, and plot. Such participation in narrative creation is thoroughly 

explored in TTRPG-focused papers, but is less considered in CRPG theory. White et al describe TTRPG 

players as engaging ƛƴ άǘŜǊǘƛŀǊȅ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎƘƛǇέΤ ǎƻ-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ƛƴ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎƘƛǇ ƻŦ 

the gamemaster as story-builder or scenario-writer, who mediates the primary authorship of the 

game designer as world-builder and rules-ƳŀƪŜǊΦέ  ό²ƘƛǘŜ 9ǘ !ƭΣ нлмуύΦ ²ƛǘƘ ǘŀōƭŜǘƻǇ wtDǎΣ άǘƘŜ 

game itself as a form does not lie in interacting with the text as a reader; it is instead realised through 

the act of playing with the text as players, and players and game-masters (GMs) have considerable 

flexibility in interpreting and ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǳǎŜΦέ ό²ŜŜΣ нлнпύΦ {ŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ǎǳŎƘ 

ŀǎ {ŎƘǊƛŜǊΣ ¢ƻǊƴŜǊ ϧ IŀƳƳŜǊΣ όнлмуύ ŀƴŘ {ǘŜǿŜǊǘ ϧ ¢ǊŀƳƳŜƭΣ όнлмуύ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ΨŎƻ-ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜΩ 

ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ŜƭǎŜǿƘŜǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ψ! ¢ǊŀƴǎƳŜŘƛŀ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΩ ŎƻƭƭŀǘŜŘ ǘŜȄǘ όŜŘΦ ½ŀƎŀƭ ŀƴŘ 5ŜǘŜǊŘƛƴƎΣ н018). 

The concept of TTRPG as collective creativity is long-ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΣ ŀǇǇŜŀǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ Ψ{ƘŀǊŜŘ 

CŀƴǘŀǎȅΩ όCƛƴŜΣ мфуоύΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǾƛŜǿǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛǳƳ ŀǎ άtƭŀȅŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ wŜŦŜǊŜŜǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƴƎ 

ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ōƛƻƎǊŀǇƘȅέΤ ƛƴŘŜŜŘΣ CƛƴŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƻ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ¢¢wtDǎ όǘƘŜƴ ΨCŀƴǘŀǎȅ 
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wtDǎΩύ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ centre of a distinct subcultural practise, a hobbyist fandom community with its own 

wisdoms, turns of phrase, and models of best practise. 

 

CƻǊ /wtDǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ άǘƘŜ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎǎ ώƘŀǎϐ ǊŜŎŜŘŜŘ ŀǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎΣ 

ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǎǘƻǊȅΣ ǊƻǎŜ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴŎŜέ ό{ŎƘǳƭŜǎΣ tŜǘŜǊǎƻƴ ϧ tƛŎŀǊŘΣ нлмуύΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ 

increased attention on CRPGs as storytelling media, there is seemingly less consideration in current 

CRPG-specific theory for how players participate in story-authorial behaviours in comparison to the 

¢¢wtD ǎǇŀŎŜΦ L ǎǇŜŎǳƭŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ Ǿƛǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ 

the story of a single-player CRPG; in TTRPGs, players contribute formal narrative elements in a visible, 

social manner in front of an audience of their peers. In CRPGs, which are a rigid format where new 

narratives elements are difficult to formally incorporate without some degree of a game 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǎƪƛƭƭǎŜǘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ ǘƻ ŀǎǎǳƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǘŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ŎƻƳŜ 

pre-ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŎƻŘŜΣ ōŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ƻǊ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƻǾŜǊƭŀǇǇƛƴƎ 

rules and content- ŀƴ ΨŜƳŜǊƎŜƴǘΩ Ǉƻǎsibility (Juul, 2004). Any new narrative elements a CRPG player 

can present to others thus reads as fan-fictive rather than as incorporated with pre-made elements 

within text. Far more are only expressed by the player to themselves within their imagination, never 

ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀƴ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ƻǊ ǊŜƎƛǎǘŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŎƻŘŜΦ 

 

!ǎ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ /wtDǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ Ψ/ȅōŜǊǇǳƴƪ нлттΩ ό/5 tǊƻƧŜƪǘ wŜŘΣ нлнлύ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŀǎƪ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ǘƻ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ 

their player-ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩǎ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŎƻŘŜ-based terms yet ŀƭƭƻǿ ŀǾŜƴǳŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ 

ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ōȅ ƛƳŀƎƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ CƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ŀ ƳŀƭŜ 

version of the player-ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ όΨ±Ωύ ƛƴ ΨнлттΩ ǊƻƳŀƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ƭƻǾŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ tŀƴŀƳ tŀƭƳŜǊ ŀǘ 

least suggests that said character is attracted to women. However, the player can choose to interpret 

their V- purely through imagination- as heterosexual, bi/pansexual, asexual or even homosexual, all 

ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜǎƘŀǇŜ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ± ŀƴŘ tŀƴŀƳΩǎ ǊƻƳŀƴǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ 

throughout the story. The game never reflects or recognises thƛǎ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ 

ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΣ ȅŜǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƴƻƴŜǘƘŜƭŜǎǎ ŀǊŜ ŀ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ ǘƘŜ 

ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƻƴ-screen details, whilst absent from the game text, are 

nonetheless contributed ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƛƴ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀ Ŏƻ-creative act. 

 

However, since CRPGs are simultaneously Role-playing games and video games, theory from general 

game and video game studies can be applied comfortably to CRPG analysis; this is thus an essential 

avenue of exploration for bridging the gap between CRPG and TTRPG theory within this thesis. 
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hƴŜ ǎǳŎƘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƛǎ ΨŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜΩ- ǿƘŀǘ Wǳǳƭ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƳƻǊŘƛŀƭ ƎŀƳŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀ 

game is specified as a small number of rules that combine and yield large numbers of game 

ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴǎΧέ όWǳǳƭΣ нллпύΦ ²ƘŜƴ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ ƎŀƳŜ-narrative contexts, scholars reach the oft-discussed 

ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ά9ƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ {ǘƻǊȅǘŜƭƭƛƴƎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ άǘŜƴŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƻƻǎŜƭȅ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜέ όtŜŀǊŎŜΣ нллпύΣ ƻǊ άǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ǘŜƭƭ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΦέ 

όWǳǳƭΣ нллпύΦ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ Ψ9ƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΩ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƎŀƳŜ-narrative elements (such 

as character, worldbuilding, or plot beats) can- and indeed often do by design- result from the varied 

inputs a player provides, ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ƻǾŜǊƭŀǇǇƛƴƎ ǊǳƭŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ Ŏŀƴ 

create. Whilst authors like Juul, Jenkins (2002), and Salen and Zimmerman (2003) most commonly 

link this concept to open-ended systemic games like The Sims (2000), other recent authors such as 

Sierra (2021) link the concept to typical forms of CRPG play; Sierra describes how narrative elements 

ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ Ψ¢ƘŜ 9ƭŘŜǊ {ŎǊƻƭƭǎ ±Υ {ƪȅǊƛƳΩ όнлммύ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜǎ ά¢ƘŜ ǘƘǊŜŀŘǎ ƻŦ ώǘƘŜƛǊϐ ƻǿƴ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎΧ ǿƛǘƘ 

ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƎŀƳŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΧέ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŜŜƭ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǇƭŀȅǘƘǊƻǳƎƘΦ 

Whilst SƛŜǊǊŀ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀƴ άƛƭƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ŦƻǊ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎέΣ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳŎƘ 

emergence grants (at minimum) more experienced players some degree of actual narrative-authorial 

agency (to be explored further, see sections 2 & 4). In other words, this thesis takes the stance that 

ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊǘƛǎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǘ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ƛƴǘƻ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ƻƴŜǎΣ 

and thus players who are aware of the potential outcomes of various decisions or strategies in a given 

game gain iƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƻ ŘŜŎƛǎƛǾŜƭȅ ΨǎŜƭŜŎǘΩ ŀƴ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ- with this, comes greater authority over 

ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΦ 

 

Large parts of this thesis will link this play between knowledge and authorial power to fandom 

subcultures, which disseminate expertise and tools which similarly inform and empower players to 

become more definitively authorial in their engagements with developers (be that directly in 

ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ¢¢wtD DaΣ ƻǊ Ǿƛŀ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŀ /wtDύΦ 

 

It is therefore accurate to say that a complete understanding of the underpinning mechanics of game-

narrative (including the RPGs this thesis analyses) intrinsically necessitates consideration of the 

ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘƻǊƻǳƎƘƭy acknowledged within TTRPG and Video Game 

scholarship, with room for further research concerning CRPGs specifically.  
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1.1.1: Abstraction versus Observation 

RPG studies are άŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜŘ ōȅ ƛƴǘŜƴǎŜ ǇŀǊŀ-academic scholarship and aca-ŦŀƴŘƻƳΦέ ό½ŀƎŀƭ ŀƴŘ 

Deterding, 2018, p9)- as such, many texts share the approach of an abstracted perspective which 

ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƎŀƳŜǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊκǎΩ ƭƻƴƎ-developed expertise. When personal expertise of 

a medium becomes the primary source for discussion and analysis of said medium, the academic 

focuses on the most memorable, novel, significant, or common observations they can draw from said 

experience. This paradoxically means that such fandom academia can become depersonalised from 

granular moment-to-moment experiences which may be barely perceptible or easily forgotten in the 

ΨōƛƎ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜΩ ƻŦ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǘƛǘƭŜ ƻǊ ƳŜŘƛǳƳΦ 

 

Such depersonalisation helps to develop widely applicable theory for understanding a particular 

subset of games from specific angles, and in doing so establish firm theoretical foundations for any 

academic or creative working in said medium, free from the quirks and eccentricities- in other words, 

idiocultural practises- a specific individual player or group of players may bring to the act of play and 

thus the resulting narrative. 

 

Consequently, few of these texts refer specifically to recorded instances of actual play, and as such 

there is room for further consideration of phenomena that may be missed or sidelined as improper 

or edge-case behaviours, in order to make room for broad ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛǳƳ ƻŦ ΨƎŀƳŜǎΩ ƻǊ 

ΨwtDǎΩ ƻǊ ŀ ǎǳōǎŜǘ ǘƘŜǊŜƻŦΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ŀƴŘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ƻŦ ŀ ƴƻƴǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ΨǇƭŀȅŜǊΩΦ 

 

CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ά²ƻǊƭŘōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǊƻƭŜ-ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ƎŀƳŜǎέ ό{ŎƘǊƛŜǊ ¢ƻǊƴŜǊ ϧ IŀƳƳŜǊΣ нлмуύ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ 

valuable insights into how the storytelling concept of world-building applies in the context of RPGs, 

including considerations on transmedia storytelling (p.353). However, when discussing the co-

ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǿƻǊƭŘōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΣ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛŀƭ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ Ǉƭŀƛƴƭȅ ŀǎ άŜǾŜǊȅ 

game is to some extent a co-ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊέΣ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ǎǇǊƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ 

rigid discussion of spŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƪƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ wtDǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ άōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƻǊƭŘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎέΦ There remains room to further discuss the granular worldbuilding 

that a TTRPG or CRPG player may participate in- be this formally, socially, or merely imaginatively. 

Players of systems that are not explicitly designed as exercises in worldbuilding through play, such as 

Ψ5ǳƴƎŜƻƴǎ ϧ 5ǊŀƎƻƴǎΩ ό/ǊŀǿŦƻǊŘ Ŝǘ ŀƭΣ нлмпύ ǎǘƛƭƭΣ ƛƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀte in an ongoing 

worldbuilding process. 
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{ƻƳŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ wtD ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ǘŜȄǘǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άLŦ ƛǘΩǎ ƘŜƭŘ ŘŜŀǊΧέ ōȅ YŜƭƭȅƴ ²ŜŜ όнлнпύΣ ŀǊŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ 

to explore this space, examining cultural practices and meanings which permeate gameplay and 

game-narrative authorship, yet are absent from the game-as-text and thus from textual analysis. 

ά±ƛŜǿƛƴƎ ό¢¢wtDǎύ ƳŜǊŜƭȅ ŀǎ ŀ ǘŜȄǘǳŀƭ ŀǊǘƛŦŀŎǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ŦƻǊ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ŀ Ŏƻ-

ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊ ƻŦ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ŀǎ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ƳŜŘƛŀέ ό²ŜŜΣ 

2024). Observing play directly in a holistic, granular manner allows us to better appreciate the rich 

array of cultural meanings that permeate through the experience. 

 

Thus, in order to understand game-narratives as constructed and delivered by RPGs, this thesis 

analyses the actual behaviour of real players and the actual narratives they construct and experience 

through play alongside game developers and game masters, who are more often ascribed traditional 

authorial power. This thesis aims to understand both the free-form, socially constructed narratives 

of tabletop RPGs (TTRPGs) and the firmly code-based single-player computer RPGs (CRPGs) using such 

techniques. In doing so, I aimed to illuminate novel, personal, proprietary or invisible practices, 

biases, tools and influencing factors that cannot be accounted for by writing from the perspective of 

a purely textual understanding of a diverse medium. 

1.1.2: Fandom 

{ǳŎƘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘƛŜǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ǎǇƻƴǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅΤ ŜŀǊƭȅ wtD ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ Ψ{ƘŀǊŜŘ CŀƴǘŀǎȅΩ 

(Fine, 1983) explore that players do not exist within a cultural vacuum; that RPGs are a cultural 

practice as well as media artefacts. The experience of RPG narrative is thus affected, contextualised, 

ƳƻƭŘŜŘΣ ƻǊ ƻǳǘǊƛƎƘǘ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƎŀƳƛƴƎ ǎǳōŎǳƭǘǳǊŜǎΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǿŜƭƭ 

established in RPG fandom studies- ά9ŀǊƭȅ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŀōƭŜǘƻǇ wtD ό¢wtDύ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

players and history (Holmes, 1981) Sociality (Fine, 1983), and as a performative text (MacKay, 2001). 

These perspectives are important because they placed the early analysis of RPGs firmly within a 

sociological framework, focusing on the players and the contexts of plaȅΦέ ό{ǘŜǿŀǊǘ ϧ ¢ǊŀƳƳŜƭƭΣ нлмуύ 

 

In other words, gaming subculture grants each participant subcultural values, vocabulary, and tools 

which can be as essential to the experience of a given game-ǎǘƻǊȅ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ǘŜȄǘ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΦ ²Ƙƛƭǎǘ ǘƘŜ 

practice has certainly evolved with the advent of the online, there is a rich history of fandom context 

playing a palpable role within the game itself. Fandom studies into TTRPGs, for example, have already 

illuminated commonplace practises which have significant effects on the materiality, meaning, 

ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƛǘƭŜǎΦ bƛŎƘƻƭŀǎ W aƛȊŜǊΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άCƻǊ Ƴŀƴȅ 

gamers, attending a convention exposes them to a much wider diversity of gaming styles than their 
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ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴǎǳƭŀǊ ƘƻƳŜ ƎŀƳŜǎΧ !ǎ ƻƴŜ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ-ƎƻŜǊΦΦΦ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜΣ άȅƻǳ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜΦΦ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΧ Ǉƭŀȅ 

ŀǘ ƻǘƘŜǊ 5aΩǎ ǘŀōƭŜǎΧ ƴƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǳǎ ŀǊŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƎŀƳŜ ŀǎ ŦŀǊ ŀǎ ǊǳƭŜǎΦέ hƴŎŜ ŜȄǇƻǎŜŘ 

to a new game, style, or technique, gamers take those experieƴŎŜǎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘƻƳŜ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΦέ όнлмфύ 

 

Even those RPG players who have not engaged with RPG subcultural spaces and discussions- such as 

newcomers to the hobby- grant credence to the idea that such subculture affects play and narrative. 

Their lack of initiation into the RPG as cultural practices in and of itself presents itself in varied 

behaviours and emotional relationships to the text; sections 5.3 and 6.3 explore how the subculture 

ǿƻǊƪǎ ǘƻ ƳŜƴǘƻǊ ǎǳŎƘ ƴŜǿŎƻƳŜǊǎ ƛƴǘƻ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘΣ ΨƻǇǘƛƳŀƭΩΣ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƧƻȅŀōƭŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ƻŦ ǇƭŀȅΦ 

 

When framing this thesis as combining the considerations of recorded behaviour within a specific 

hobby and the subcultural context such hobbyists exist within, the solution of ethnographic 

techniques becomes a clear fit for this line of analysis. This thesis aims to understand the role of 

players and developers as participants in creating game-narratives. Since such authorship is 

ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘƭȅ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǎǳōŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΣ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƻ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘŀǘŜǎ ŀƴ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅ ƻŦ άproverbs, virtues 

and values, rituals, mentors, ŀǊǘƛŦŀŎǘǎΦέ ό/ƘŀƴƎΣ нллуύ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇŜǊƳŜŀǘŜ wtD ǎǳōŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǳǎ ǎƘŀǇŜ 

the subcultural practice of RPG narrative authorship. By understanding the language, mentorship, 

and discourse present in RPG subculture, I in turn better understand the methods and meanings that 

underscore my own experiences of participating in dialogic story authorship via RPGs. 

 

Given that I, the researcher, came to this thesis already an established member of RPG gaming 

subculture, Autoethnography becomes an obvious choice. This thesis is an analysis of my own cultural 

ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΣ ŀƴ ŀŎǘ ƻŦ άŀŎŀ-ŦŀƴŘƻƳέ ό½ŀƎŀƭ ϧ 5ŜǘŜǊŘƛƴƎΣ нлму), and as such my perspective is 

affected by subcultural constructed frameworks of meaning-making which I have participated in for 

ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎΦ {ƛƴŎŜ ŀǳǘƻŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ άshares the storytelling feature with other genres of self-

narrative but transcends meǊŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ƛƴ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴέ 

(Chang, 2008, p43) this technique assisted me in identifying and critically examining commonplace 

behaviours myself or close friends engaged in. Such behaviours may well have been fundamental to 

the construction of the stories we/I authored and experienced narratives may have seemed obvious 

to me/us, extraneous to the game itself, personal, or subjective. Such regarding of these behaviours 

as resulted in exclusion, abstraction or simplification from a more textual understanding of the RPG 

medium. The detailed self-analysis and cultural understandings forefronted by autoethnography will 

allow me to comb my RPG-narrative experience for granular details present in the actions and 

meanings that form components of narrative meaning, especially those which would otherwise be 

ƭŜǎǎ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōǊƻŀŘ ǎǘǊƻƪŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛǳƳΩǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎǎΣ ƻǊ 
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purely textual analysis of a given title. More information regarding autoethnographic methods can 

be found in section 3. 

 

In summary, this thesis contributes to an ongoing conversation of how players are co-creative 

participants in the storytelling processes that RPGs facilitate. By utilising autoethnographic 

ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜǎ ƻŦ ƎƻƛƴƎ Ψƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘΩ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŀƳƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ narrative creation as play activity 

and as cultural practice, this thesis bridges the gap between the depersonalised perspectives of many 

more textual understandings of the RPG medium and the informal experience of storytelling that 

players engage with in their daily lives. 

1.2: Thesis Outline 

The thesis will proceed as follows. 

 

Section 2 (Literature Review) establishes the current theory in game, role-playing game and fandom 

studies that underpin the context and language this thesis is built upon. Links are made to general 

game-narrative theory and existing ethnographic studies in the RPG space, and major epistemological 

stances are explored and declared. 

 

Section 3 (Methodology) describes my investigation of four key artefacts: two tabletop role-playing 

ƎŀƳŜǎ όƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ ά¢¢wtDέύΣ Dungeons and Dragons όрǘƘ 9ŘΦΣ нлмпΤ ƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ ά5ϧ5έ ƻǊ ά5ϧ5 р9έ) 

and Cyberpunk:RED (2020) όƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ άw95έύΤ ŀƴŘ ǘǿƻ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊ ǊƻƭŜ-playing games (hereafter 

ά/wtDέύΣ .ŀƭŘǳǊΩǎ DŀǘŜ о όнлноύ όƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ άBG3έύ ŀƴŘ Cyberpunk:2077 όнлнмύ όƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ ά2077έύΦ 

My data collection was divided into three stages: Understanding Game Systems (3.1), Cultural 

Analysis (3.2), and Systematic Self-Observation (3.3), analysed using a cyclical autoethnographic 

process incorporating reflexive thematic analysis. Section 3 explains all three stages in detail in their 

own sub-section, outlining data collection strategies, the formats of relevant documents, and 

quantities of participants and data collection sessions. 

 

Section 4 (Exploration of Themes) shows the results of my analysis as three distinct themes, titled:  

1. Varied Experiences From Variable Avatars 

2. Cyclical Authorial Dialogues 

3. Informative Discourse Culture 

These themes come together to develop an understanding of RPG play as a creative and subcultural 

practice, uniting ludic, narrative, and fandom frames. 
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Section 5 (TTRPG Analysis) discusses these themes in relation to TTRPGS. 

 

Section 6 (CRPG Analysis) discusses these themes in relation to CRPGS. 

 

Section 7 (Conclusion) unites both wings of analysis into a coherent understanding of Dialogic 

Authorship, finalising the defining traits which underpin both mediums and fundamental differences 

between the two, before exploring where further research could develop these ideas.  
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2: Literature review 

In recent years, role-ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ƎŀƳŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ άŜȄǇƭƻŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǿƘŜǊŜΧ ƴŜǿ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ώŀǊŜϐ 

ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ǘǊŀŎƪέ ό.ƻǿƳŀƴΣ ²ƘƛǘŜΣ ϧ ¢ƻǊƴŜǊΣ нлнпύΤ ŀǎ ǎǳŎƘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ 

to provide a holistic overview of RPG studies available at the time of writing. Instead, I will focus on 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƛƎƴ ǿƛǘƘκŀǊŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΩ ŦǊŀƳƛƴƎ 

as an autoethnography on RPGs as a narrative storytelling medium and cultural practise. After aƭƭΣ άIn 

a ƳŀǘǳǊƛƴƎ ŦƛŜƭŘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ǳǇƻƴ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΦέ ό.ƻǿƳŀƴΣ ²ƘƛǘŜΣ ϧ ¢ƻǊƴŜǊΣ 

2024). Texts from game, technology, and general fandom studies will also be implicated where 

appropriate for analysis and completeness of understanding. 

2.1: Considerations and vocabulary 

Lǘ Ƴŀȅ ǎŜŜƳ ǇŜǊǘƛƴŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǊƻƭŜ-ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ƎŀƳŜǎΩΤ ½ŀƎŀƭ ŀƴŘ 5ŜǘŜǊŘƛƴƎΣ 

ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘŜ ŀ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŜƴŘŜŀǾƻǳǊΤ άCƻǊ ǎƻƳŜΣ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ άƎŀƳŜέ ƛǎ ŀ 

ƘƻǇŜƭŜǎǎ ǘŀǎƪ όtŀǊƭŜǘǘ мфффύΦΦΦ {ǘƛƭƭΣ ǿŜ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άƎŀƳŜέ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŘŀȅΧ ώǘƘƛǎϐ ƘƻƭŘǎ Řƻǳōƭȅ ŦƻǊ άǊƻƭŜ-

ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ƎŀƳŜǎΦέΦΦΦώwtDǎϐ ŀǊŜ ƳŀȅōŜ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘƛƻǳǎ ƎŀƳŜ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴΥ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ 

outlier, the not-quite-a-ƎŀƳŜ ƎŀƳŜέ όнлнпύΦ ¢ƘŜȅ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƻ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ Wǳǳƭ όнллоύ ƻǊ {ŀƭŜƴ ŀƴŘ 

Zimmerman (2004) to explore how RPGs are typically regarded as edge-cases in game studies. 

They continue, exploring how this muddied sense of definition is furthered by the plurality of RPG 

forms- Tabletop, Computer, Live-action, etc.  

 

Despite this difficulty, it is important to explore the grounds on which I delineate the topical focus of 

this thesis; Instead of declaring one or multiple essential RPG characteristics, a suitable 

autoethnographic approach would be to align with soft-bordŜǊŜŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎǎΤ άǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ 

have recently made good arguments that games are social (or sociomaterial) entities (Montola 2012; 

5ŜǘŜǊŘƛƴƎ нлмоΤ {ǘŜƴǊƻǎ нлмрύΦ !ǊƎǳŀōƭȅΣ wtDǎ ŦƻǊŜƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΧέ ό½ŀƎŀƭ ϧ 

Deterding, 2024).  

 

There is a distinct multiplicity to RPG play; even one feature alone such as the player-character can 

be understood as one of many separate psychological orientations; they may be a gameplay object, 

a self-representation or alternate self, or a performative other; all of these distinct experiences can 

co-ŜȄƛǎǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǎǇŀŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ǘƛǘƭŜ ό.ƻǿƳŀƴ ϧ {ŎƘǊƛŜǊΣ нлмуύΦ άΦΦΦŦŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎ 

ƘŀǾŜ ƭƻƴƎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘΧ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎǘȅƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ wtDǎΧ ǎǘƻǊȅǘŜƭƭƛƴƎΣ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ŀ ǊƻƭŜΣ ǎƛƳǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ 

ŀ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ƻǊ ŀŎƘƛŜǾƛƴƎ ƎƻŀƭǎΧ ƻǇŜƴƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŘƛǾŜǊƎŜƴǘ ŜƴŀŎǘƳŜƴǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎ ƻŦ wtDǎΦέ ό½ŀƎŀƭ 
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& Deterding, 2024) To say that RPGs are especially suited to or defined by one experience or feature 

supposes that all experiences which are called RPGs represent a selected characteristic/s; said 

chapter does go to great lengths to identify non-exhaustive lists of commonly perceived 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ wtD ŦƻǊƳǎΤ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ /wtDǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜ άLƴ-game events are usually 

ƎǳƛŘŜŘ ŀƭƻƴƎ ŀ ǇǊŜǇƭŀƴƴŜŘ ǇƭƻǘΧέ ƻǊ άŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǊǳƭŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƳōŀǘέΤ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘŜŜŘΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǘŜȄǘ Ŏŀƴ ŀǎǎƛǎǘ 

this thesis in identifying core mechanics, dynamics or aesthetics that underpin these formats. 

 

However, since this thesis does not aim to make sweeping judgements on the fundamental features 

that define RPGs (but rather the social, cultural, and ludic practise of story-authorship), it is more 

important to draw on cultural-perceptive, rather than academic-deductive, understandings of what 

is and is not an RPG. Rather than creating an academic argument that my chosen artefacts exemplify 

the RPG genre, their belonging to the RPG genre is taken to be self-evident within the fact that self-

identified RPG fandom spaces accept, practise, and discuss these artefacts: this thesis considers the 

defining feature of an RPG to be that they are referred to as RPGs by RPG fandoms. 

2.1.1: Framing GMs 

An important epistemological stance to decide upon before proceeding with this study is thus; are 

ΨDŀƳŜ ƳŀǎǘŜǊǎΩ όƘŜƴŎŜŦƻǊǘƘ ΨDaǎΩ ƻǊ Ψ5aǎΩύ ƳƻǊŜ ŀƪƛƴ ǘƻ ƎŀƳŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊǎ ƻǊ ƎŀƳŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΚ ²Ƙƛƭǎǘ 

not a research question in and of itself, this question frames much of the analysis pertaining to the 

TTRPG portion of the study, given the core research question explores how players and developers 

collaborate. 

This thesis makes its analysis upon the presumption that GMs are a form of game developer more so 

than they are a form of player; that they are a/the architect of the world, the referee of play, and 

a/the prime creative force. 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜōƻƻƪǎ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ŀƳōƛƎǳƛǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ 5ϧ5 tƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ 

IŀƴŘōƻƻƪ ƛƳǇƭƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ 5a ƛǎ ŀ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ŜƭŜǾŀǘŜŘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΥ άhƴŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΧ ǘŀƪŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 5ǳƴƎŜƻƴ 

aŀǎǘŜǊ ό5aύΣ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ƭŜŀŘ ǎǘƻǊȅǘŜƭƭŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦŜǊŜŜέ ό/Ǌŀwford, 2014, p5)  However, The Dungeon 

aŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ƎǳƛŘŜΣ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎΥ ά¢ƘŜΧ ό5aύ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊŎŜ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ŀ 5ϧ5 ƎŀƳŜΧ ώǘƘŜȅϐ ǿŜŀǊ Ƴŀƴȅ 

ƘŀǘǎΧ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘΧ ǎǘƻǊȅǘŜƭƭŜǊΧ ŀŎǘƻǊΧ ǊŜŦŜǊŜŜΧέΦ ό/ǊŀǿŦƻǊŘΣ нлмпΣ Ǉпύ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ /ȅōŜǊǇǳƴƪ w95Ωǎ 

rulebook refers to the GM ŀƴŘ tƭŀȅŜǊǎ ŀǎ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜΣ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎΥ ά¢ƘŜ Da ǳǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ 

ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ŘŜǾƛǎŜ Ǉƭƻǘǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƘŜ tƭŀȅŜǊǎΩ /ƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎΧ ǘƘŜ tƭŀȅŜǊǎ 

ŀƴŘ Da ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΦέ όtƻƴŘǎƳƛǘƘΣ нлнлΣ Ǉнн-23) This reflects the core framework of this 

thesis that story in RPGs emerges from dialogues between a creative force and players. Jenkins 

ǿǊƛǘŜǎΥ άtŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŜƻǊƛǎǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ wtDǎ ŀǎ ŀ ƳƻŘŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǎǘƻǊȅǘŜƭƭƛƴƎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ 
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5ǳƴƎŜƻƴ aŀǎǘŜǊϥǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŀŎŜΧ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎϥ ǉǳŜǎǘ ǿƛƭƭ ǘŀƪŜ ǇƭŀŎŜέ 

(2002, np). Jenkins was forefronting the importance of spatiality, but for my discussion here I assume 

both statements are true: RPGs are collaborative stories, and the DM provides context to contain the 

story. 

CƛƴŜ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άwǳƭŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊǎέ όмфуоύΣ ōǳǘ L ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜΦ ¢ƘŜ 

ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ΨIƻƳŜōǊŜǿΩ ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ 5aǎ Ŏŀƴ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ¢¢wtD ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŀƴŘ 

fictional worlds, or they can utilise or modify an existing one - ƻƴŜ ƴŜŜŘƴΩǘ ǾƛŜǿ Daǎ ŀǎ ōŜƴŜŀǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

rulebook in terms of storytelling authority. Instead, I view choosing a system as the first creative 

choice DMs make, a selection of their core toolkit, just as a computer programmer may select tools 

such as the gameΩǎ engine or programming languages. Most TTRPG rulebooks present a combination 

of Setting- ǘƘŜ άŦƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘέΣ ŀƴŘ {ȅǎǘŜƳ ά¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜǎ ōȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴ 

ŀǊŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘΣ ƳƻŘƛŦƛŜŘΣ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘΣ ƻǊ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘΦέ ό²ƘƛǘŜ Ŝǘ ŀƭΣ нлмуύΦ aƻǊŜ ǇƭŀƛƴƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƘoice of core 

ǊǳƭŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŀ 5a ǎŜƭŜŎǘǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ōƻǘƘ ŀ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ƎŀƳŜ 

ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜǎƻƭǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ŀƴŘ 5aΩǎ ƛƴǇǳǘǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ Ǉƭŀȅ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎΦ {ƛƴŎŜ 

the DM can choose to forego, modify, or replace any amount of either of these two elements, we can 

ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ 5a ŀǎ ŀ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ƻǾŜǊ ōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ 

when investigating TTRPGs, I consider myself as the DM as performing a role that is more like a 

Developer than a Player for the purposes of my cross-referential investigation. 

2.2: RPG Ethnographies & other cultural studies 

Of considerable relevance to this thesis is the examination of existing ethnographies and 

autoethnographies concerning RPG fandoms. Existing papers tend to study a subset of RPG players, 

focusing on a specific subgenre (TTRPG, CRPG, MMORPG).  

2.2.1: TTRPG ethnography 

¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǊƛŎƘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŜȄŀƳƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ¢¢wtD ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΤ CƛƴŜΩǎ мфуо ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ 

on fantasy role-ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ όǘƻŘŀȅ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ¢¢wtD ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎύ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀ ΨǎŜƳƛƴŀƭ ǿƻǊƪΩ ōȅ ²ƘƛǘŜ Ŝǘ ŀƭΣ 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ άōǊƻŀŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ Ŧŀƴǘŀǎȅ ǊƻƭŜ Ǉƭaying that had appeared in many early gaming 

ƳŀƎŀȊƛƴŜǎέ όнлмуύΦ CƛƴŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ¢¢wtD ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ 

associated with the format to this day, such as having regular meeting times with a regular group of 

friends, fandom slang, and the development of etiquette and best practices. Fine identified that play 

communities are spaces of cultural and practical exchange, defined by a sense of mutual mentorship- 

a key cultural implication in my autoethnography. 
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This establishes a history of studying RPG play as a craft, a practice, not simply a form of media 

consumption, with behaviours influenced and facilitated by cultural frames beyond the game-as-text. 

CƛƴŜ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ Ψ/ŀƭƭŜǊΩ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ Ǉƭŀȅ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ- ǿƘƻ άŀƴƴƻǳƴŎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŦŜǊŜŜ ǘƘŜ 

ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘȅ όΦΦΦƭŜŀŘŜǊύέΤ ŀ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ƴƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ¢¢wtD ǎǇŀŎŜǎΣ 

ŀǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ ǾƛŜǿƛƴƎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ΨƭƛǾŜ-ǇƭŀȅΩ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƭŀŎƪ of comparable behaviours noted in my 

data or more recent ethnographies (Reta, 2020; Wee, 2024). Another discrepancy can be noted in 

the fact that virtual TTRPG playspaces such as Roll20 (Wolves of Freeport, 2012) or Discord (2015) 

are currently popular, a phenomenon Fine could not observe in the 1980s. 

Slang is overall demonstrable of this simultaneous datedness and timelessness. Some terminology is 

ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ CƛƴŜΩǎ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀŎŜΣ όмфулǎ ¦{!ύ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ Ψaƻƴǘȅ IŀƭƭΩ όάƎŜƴŜǊƻǳǎ ǊŜŦŜǊŜŜέΣ ƴŀƳŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ 

popular TV presenter), is seemingly absent from the fandom I observed (2020s UK / english-speaking 

ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŦƻǊǳƳǎύΦ hǘƘŜǊ ǘŜǊƳǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ Ψbt/Ω ǎǳǊǾƛǾŜ ƛƴ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǾŜǊƴŀŎǳƭŀǊΦ 

I extrapolate, then, that the practices Fine examined are no longer completely applicable to this 

ǘƘŜǎƛǎΩ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΤ Ψ{ƘŀǊŜŘ ²ƻǊƭŘǎΩ ƛǎ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴŀƭΣ ōǳǘ L ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘǎΦ 

¢¢wtD ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ tD ǘƘŜǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǎŜǊǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ WƻǎŜ wŜǘŀΩǎ ΨΩ¢Ŝƭƭ ¦ǎ !ōƻǳǘ 

¸ƻǳǊ /ƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊέ όнлнлύ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀǳǘƻŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ a! ǘƘŜǎƛǎ ŜȄŀƳƛƴƛƴƎ wtDǎΣ ŎƘƛŜŦƭȅ ¢¢wtDΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

lenses of decolonisation, self, and queer theory. Whilst both are RPG-Autoethnographies, this thesis 

ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ƛƴ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǳƳōǊŜƭƭŀΦ wŜǘŀΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƭƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǊŜŀƭ-world 

concepts of identity as implicated in RPG play, drawing into focus that my own individual identity is 

less central to my autoethnography. Whilst there were opportunities to explore self-identity, such as 

with my player-characters Thokk and V as a means of performing genders and sexualities, I focus 

instead on my understanding of fandom culture, rather than my ethnic or queer cultural experiences. 

This clarity on the minutiae of my methods and approach are valuable for framing and molding my 

research methods. 

 

aƻǊŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ƛǎ /ƭŀǳŘƛŀ IŀƭƭΩǎ нлмр ŀǳǘƻŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƻƴ Ψ¢ŀōƭŜǘƻǇ ǊƻƭŜ-playing game 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎΩΦ CƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ¢¢wtD ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ όƳƻǊŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǘƘŀƴ wtD ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ƛƴ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭύΣ Iŀƭƭ 

successfully introduces a number of data collection strategies that could potentially develop this 

ǘƘŜǎƛǎΩ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƛŦ ƴƻǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƛƳŜ ǊŜǎǘǊŀƛƴǘǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΦ Iŀƭƭ ŀƭǎƻ 

implicates mythology and psychology theory in her analysis, whereas I focus on narrative theory. We 

are united in our sociological angle, although Hall focuses more on personae than authorial dialogues. 

 

tǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΣ YŜƭƭȅƴ ²ŜŜΩǎ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƻƴ 5ϧ5 Ǉƭŀȅ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ΨLŦ 

ƛǘΩǎ ƘŜƭŘ ŘŜŀǊΣ ƛǘΩƭƭ ƎŜǘ ǇǳǎƘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘΩ όнлнпύ ǎƘŀǊŜǎ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

approach I take with this thesis; chief among those is thaǘ ά±ƛŜǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ƳŜǊŜƭȅ ŀǎ ŀ ǘŜȄǘǳŀƭ 
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artifact does not account for how the player becomes a co-creator of meaning through interacting 

ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΧέΦ ό²ŜŜΣ нлнпύΦ ²ŜŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƭƭ ΨǎƻŦǘ ŎŀƴƻƴΩΤ άŀƴ 

approach to shared world-making that prioritises the emotional resonance of narrative details over 

ŀ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾƛǎǘ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΦέ ό²ŜŜΣ нлнпύ ƛƴ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƻΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƛƭƭǳƳƛƴŀǘŜ ŀƴ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘǊǳǘƘ 

about TTRPG authorial dialogues; that TTRPG players do not author by decisively declaring narrative 

details, but colƭŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƭȅΤ άŜȄǇƭƻǊƛƴƎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ 

ŀǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴέ ό²ŜŜΣ нлнпύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎƘƛǇ-by-negotiation is an essential concept for 

ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΩ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΦ 

 

¢ƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ²ŜŜΩǎ ǇŀǇŜǊ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŎǊŜŘŜƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ 

ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƛƳŜƭƛƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŀƴŘ ŀƛƳǎ L ŜƳǇƭƻȅΦ ²ŜŜΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƭƛŜ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ 

identification of similar research gaps to those which prompted this thesis; namely, that the 

consideration for fandom epistemologies and behaviours in the process of constructing story 

ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ άǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ-ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜŘέΦ 

 

²ŜŜΩǎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ƻŦ ŜȄŀƳƛƴƛƴƎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀǎ ŀ ŦƛǊǎǘ-hand observer in spaces designated as 

subcultural meeting points is fundamentally similar to my own strategy of analysing the play sessions 

of TTRPGs and CRPGs in their subcultural, often interpersonal contexts. On a more granular level, her 

data collection strategy of keeping a field journal- something recommended explicitly by Chang 

(2008)- is similar to my own field journal, which takes the form of structured journal entries (see 

section 3.2). 

 

¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǎƻƳŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜǘ άLŦ ƛǘΩǎ ƘŜƭŘ ŘŜŀǊΧέ ŀǇŀǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ƴƻǘŀōƭȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ 

dataset. Wee examines exclusively D&D, whereas I examine an additional TTRPG (Cyberpunk: RED) 

ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ŀ ǇŀƛǊ ƻŦ /wtDǎΦ ²ŜŜ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ άŀ Ǉƭŀȅ ǎǘǳŘƛƻ ƛƴ {ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜΧ  Ǌǳƴ ōȅ 

ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭΣ ǇŀƛŘ Daǎέ όнлнпύ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǊΦ /ƻƴǾŜǊǎŜƭȅΣ L autoethnographically examined 

my own play experiences as a game master and player, a context that is distinctly more personal and 

ŀƳŀǘŜǳǊ ǘƘŀƴ ²ŜŜΩǎ άtǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭΣ ǇŀƛŘ DaǎέΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ²ŜŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ 

Singaporean D&D players, whilst my players and I are British. 

2.2.2: Digital RPG ethnography 

aƻǎǘ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŜƴǉǳƛǊƛŜǎ ƛƴǘƻ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ wtDǎ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ΨƳŀǎǎƛǾŜƭȅ-multiplayer 

ƻƴƭƛƴŜΩ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ όaahǎύΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǿƻǊƭŘǎ ŦƻǊŜŦǊƻƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛƻ-cultural interactions of 

players during moment-to-moment play and broader cultural events and values. Indeed, Reta (2020) 
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ǎŜŜƳƛƴƎƭȅ ŎƻƴŦƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ Ψ/wtDΩ ǿƛǘƘ ΨaahwtDΩΣ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ƎŀƳŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ 

ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ άōŜŎƻƳŜ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦΧ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŎƻƴǾƻŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƭƛƪŜ-ƳƛƴŘŜŘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎέ όǇΦрύΣ ǎƛŘŜƭƛƴƛƴƎ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ-

player RPGs. There seems to be a popular perception that playing a single-ǇƭŀȅŜǊ /wtD ƛǎ άƳƻǊŜ 

ŀōƻǳǘΧ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǎŎǊƛǇǘΧ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΧ ƳŀǎǘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜέ Σ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ 

άǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭΧ ǿƘŜƴ ώǘƘŜȅϐ ƻǾŜǊŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜ ƻōǎǘŀŎƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ƴƻǘ ǿƘŜƴ ώǘƘŜȅ ǘŜƭƭϐ ŀ 

ŎƻƳǇŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǎǘƻǊȅέ όIŀƭƭΣ нлмрύΦ !ǎ ŀ result, ethnographic research on CRPGs seemingly leans towards 

aahwtDǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ Ψtƭŀȅ .ŜǘǿŜŜƴ ²ƻǊƭŘǎΩ ό¢ŀȅƭƻǊΣ нллсύΤ ŀǎ ƛŦ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ-player CRPGs are unsuited to 

ethnography.  

 

¢ƘŜ ƎǳƛŘŜōƻƻƪ Ψ9ǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ŀƴŘ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘǎΩ ό.ƻŜƭƭǎǘƻǊŦŦΣ bŀǊŘƛΣ tŜŀǊŎŜΣ ϧ ¢ŀȅƭƻǊΣ нлмнύ ƎǊŀƴǘǎ 

legitimacy to my broadly ethnographic methods, but is similarly focused on multi-user persistent 

environments (IE World of Warcraft, Second Life, Everquest), making its relevance to this thesis 

tangential; it does offer some support to general ethnographic advice, but generally the text is less 

useful to this thesis than general fan-studies. 

 

Beyond strictly ethnographic enquiries, fields such as HCI have examined narrative-authorial 

behaviours in MMOs, as explored by Gustafsson, Helmersen and Mackay (2021). 

By virtue of their more social authorial process, MMORPG narrative-studies demonstrate similar 

perspectives to TTRPG narrative-studies, moreso than the storytelling of single-player CRPGs, despite 

the digital element. Indeed, Gustafsson Et Al. use virtual tabletop programs (VTTs) as a part of their 

methodology. Drawing on this, I understand that the most fundamental difference between the 

storytelling of my TTRPG and CRPG artefacts is not the distinction between the tabletop or digital 

platforms, but rather the distinction between isolated and sociable play sessions. 

 

In TTRPGs, we understand that the conversations between players create shared imaginative 

worlds/characters; the role of rules-based elements is to add structure and mediation to the outcome 

of player actions. In a solo environment the RPG player is not taking part in an immediately social 

conversation; this does not mean, however, that the player is not performing story-authorial 

behaviours or engaging in a cultural process. 

 

Ultimately, it seems that single-player CRPGs are underexamined as-subcultural-practice by current 

ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎΣ ǳƴƭƛƪŜ aahwtDǎ ƻǊ ¢¢wtDǎΦ  ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ 

gamespaces, communities, and games beyond MMOs that have yet to be explƻǊŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴǘƘǊƻǇƻƭƻƎȅΦέ 

(Ruelos, 2018), and single-player CRPGs are seemingly a critical example. Even beyond RPG studies, 

ethnography on digital games naturally trends towards online experiences, persistent shared worlds, 



24 

and other multi-user environments (Law, 2016) (Pearce, 2006) where social exchanges, and thus 

cultural behaviours, can be clearly observed in moment-to-moment interactions. 

It seems the nature of solo-play limits consideration of how these isolated players act within cultural 

networks and meanings; this can be remedied by synthesising game studies with fandom studies, 

which succeeds in understanding cultural networks formed even around media often consumed 

alone. 

2.3: Fandom Studies 

Tangential to ethnography is fandom studies, a field which aims to understand the behaviours of 

fandom groups; this could be considered a specific form of ethnography or a separate but related 

ŦƛŜƭŘΦ Ψ¢ŜȄǘǳŀƭ tƻŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ όWŜƴƪƛƴǎ мффнύ ƛǎ ǎŜƳƛƴŀƭ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ CŀƴŘom Studies; Jenkins defines much of 

the foundations for academic insight into fandom subcultures, utilising prominent examples such as 

ǘƘŜ Ψ{ǘŀǊ ¢ǊŜƪΩ ŦŀƴŘƻƳΦ WŜƴƪƛƴǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ŘŜǊƻƎŀǘƻǊȅ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǇǘƛƴƎ 

perceptions of fandom, legitimised by the proliferation of fandom spaces (conventions, zines, clubs 

and groups). 

 

¢ƘŜ ǘŜȄǘ ǇǊƻŎŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ Ŧŀƴǎ ΨǇƻŀŎƘƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀǾƻǳǊŜŘ 

media; άCŀƴ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ǎǘŀƴŘǎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƻǇŜƴ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƻΧ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘƛŜǎΦΦΦ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛŀƭ 

ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ŀƴŘΧ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅέ όWŜƴƪƛƴǎ мффнύΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ WŜƴƪƛƴǎ Ŏŀƴ ƛƴŦƻǊƳ ƻǳǊ 

understanding of the role of RPG players as co-authors of narrative, ōȅ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ άŦŀƴǎ ŀǎ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ 

ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƴƛǇǳƭŀǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎέ όWŜƴƪƛƴǎ мффнύ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ƭǳŘƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴΤ ά/wtD ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ 

cannot move past the ƭƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜέ όwŜǘŀΣ нлнлύΣ ōǳǘ ōȅ ΨǇƻŀŎƘƛƴƎΩ ǎŀƛŘ /wtDΣ 

fandoms access storytelling agency beyond passive consumption.  

 

5ƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƻŦ 5Ŝ /ŜǊǘŜŀǳΣ WŜƴƪƛƴǎ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ άŦŀƴǎ ƭŀŎƪ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ 

commercial cultural productionέΣ ȅŜǘ still hold power to contribute to story authorship through 

άƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜŘ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜέ ƳŜŘƛŀ-ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎ άǎƻƳŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜέ 

όWŜƴƪƛƴǎΣ мффнύΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƴŜǿ ŜƴŘƛƴƎǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǘƻ .ŀƭŘǳǊΩǎ DŀǘŜ о άƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ Ŧŀƴ 

feedbaŎƪέ όaƛŎƘŜŀƭ 5ƻǳǎŜΣ нлнрύΦ !ǳǘƘƻǊƛŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƘŜǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǊŜǎǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ΨŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊǎΩΣ ǿƘƻ ƳŜǊŜƭȅ 

allow fandom influence over their creative output. 

tƭŀȅŜǊǎ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎΣ ǘƻ άǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ 

ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎέ όWŜƴƪƛƴǎΣ мффнύ ƻŦ ŀ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘŜȄǘΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƳƛǎŀƭƛƎƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛŀƭ ƛƴǘŜƴǘΦ 

Jenkins points to 1980s feminist readings and fan-fictioƴ ƻŦ {ǘŀǊ ²ŀǊǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ άŀǎǎŜǊǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ƻŦ Ŧŀƴ 

ǿǊƛǘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǊŜǾƛǎŜΧ ǘƻ ŘǊŀǿΧ ŦǊƻƳ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΧ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ǳƴŘŜǊƎǊƻǳƴŘ ŀǊǘέ όмффнύΦ IŜ 
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ŜƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜǎ άƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎ Ŧŀƴǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ώŀǊŜ ƴƻǘϐ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻƴŜǎ ƻǊΧ ƳŀŘŜ ƛƴ ƛǎƻƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎέ όмффнύΦ Cŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŜ-production occurs in parallel, not merely 

opposition, to official production, being a process that is siƳǳƭǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ όŜŀŎƘ ǊŜŀŘŜǊΩǎ 

imagination) and collective (discourse, dissemination of fandom and fan-fictive materials). This lends 

credence to methodically approaching fandom discourse spaces as a means of understanding story-

authorial behaviours. 

 

ΨtƻŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ όмффнύ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǎŜƭŦ-identify as ethnography, yet Jenkins often refers directly to 

recorded instances of fandom discourse- zines, letters, conventions- as a data source for the 

articulation of his arguments. In 2014, Jenkins took inventory of the growth of Fandom Studies in 

ΨΦΦΦ!ǎ L {ŜŜ LǘΩΥ 

ά²Ƙŀǘ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨtƻŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǿŀǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ Ŧŀƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

ƴƻǘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǇŀǎǎƛǾŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎΣ ōǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΧ 

ΧbƻǿΦΦΦ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ Ŧƭƻǿǎ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ ώŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘƛƻƴǎϐΦΦΦ ǿŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ǇǊŜŎƛǎŜ 

ƳƻŘŜƭ ŦƻǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ ŀōƻǳǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΦέ 

(Jenkins, 2014) 

¢ŀƪƛƴƎ WŜƴƪƛƴǎΩ ŀŘǾƛŎŜΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ ƎŀƳŜ ŀƴŘ wtD-fandom specific forms of 

participation in story-ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎƘƛǇΦ wŜǘŜȊ όнлннύ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨƭƻǊŜΩΣ ŘǊŀǿƴ ŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŦǊƻƳ 

ΨŦƻƭƪƭƻǊŜΩΣ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ŦŀƴŘƻƳ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǇǇƭƛŜǎ ǘƘƛs to video games as an angle 

on participatory narrative authorship; specifically, the term represents story content which is 

άǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘ ŘƛŜƎŜǎƛǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇƻǎŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ǘƻƭŘ ƛƴ ŀ ƴƻƴ-

ƭƛƴŜŀǊ ǿŀȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘΧ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ Χ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŎƻƳǇƻǎŜŘ ƻŦ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƴŘƻƳέΦ 

Retez mainly applies this term to audience fandoms of live-streamed gameplay, but the concept is 

commonplace in fandom communities of single-ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ǘƛǘƭŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨCƛǾŜ bƛƎƘǘǎ !ǘ CǊŜŘŘȅΩǎΩ όнлмпύ 

franchise exemplifies presenting indirect storytelling details in the game titles themselves, which 

ŀǊŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ƻǊŘŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ǇŜǊǇŜǘǳŀƭ ŦŀƴŘƻƳ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΦ ²Ƙƛƭǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŀƴŎƘƛǎŜΩǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ Ǌǳƴ ƻŦ у 

titles (Cawthon, 2014, 2014, 2015, 2015, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018) are, as self-contained products, 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ƘƻǊǊƻǊ ǘƛǘƭŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳŜ ŘŜǇǘƘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŀƴŎƘƛǎŜΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŀƪƛƴ 

to a collaboratively authored mystery story, as fandoms produce and disseminate theories on 

timelines, character identities, supernatural elements and more. Barkman (2015) has likened this to 

aƛǘǘŜƭƭ όнлмнύΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨCƻǊŜƴǎƛŎ CŀƴŘƻƳΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ άƛƴǾƛǘŜǎ ǾƛŜǿŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŘƛƎ ŘŜŜǇŜǊΣ ǇǊƻōƛƴƎ ōŜƴŜŀǘƘ 

ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅέΦ ²Ŝ Ŏŀƴ ƴƻǘŜ ǇŀǊŀƭƭŜƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ ²ŜŜΩǎ Ψ{ƻŦǘ 

/ŀƴƻƴΩΤ ƻƴŎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴΣ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎƘƛǇ ƴƻǘ ŀǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾƛǎǘΣ ōǳǘ ŀǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘŀƭΣ ƴƻƴ-
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committal, and negotiated, demonstrating that a social narrative-play experience is not an essential 

component for fandoms to engage in collective authorship. 

¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨIŜŀŘŎŀƴƻƴΩ ƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƘŜǊŜΤ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ άŀƴ ƛŘŜŀ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜȄǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŜȄƛǎǘǎ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ 

ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŧŀƴ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ƛǘέ όaǳƭƭƛǎΣ нлмфύΣ ƘŜŀŘŎŀƴƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŦŀƴŘƻƳ ǘŜǊƳ ŦƻǊ 

ŜŀŎƘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŦŀƴΩǎ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘin a given story world. Just as regional dialects 

ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ƛŘƛƻƭŜŎǘΣ ǎƻ ǘƻƻ Řƻ ŦŀƴŘƻƳ ǎǳōŎǳƭǘǳǊŜǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘŜ 

ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜŀǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ƘŜŀŘŎŀƴƻƴǎΦ ! ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ 

this can be found in fan-fiction circles, for example with romantic pairings or sexual/gendered 

identities. In this fandom-fronted form of interpretive creativity, the original texts lose precedence 

ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƴŘƻƳΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΤ ƛǘ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ŦƻŘŘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ŦŀƴŘƻƳ ŎǊŜŀtivity; Textual Poaching 

όWŜƴƪƛƴǎ мффнύ Ƙŀǎ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘΦ /ƻǾŜǊ όнлмлύ Ƙŀǎ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜŘ Ψ¢ŜȄǘǳŀƭ tƻŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ƛƴǘƻ ¢¢wtD ǇƭŀȅΦ 

Wǳǳƭ ŀƭǎƻ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΥ ǘƘŀǘ άLƴ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƎŜƴǊŜΣ ώǇƭŀȅŜǊǎϐ Ŧƛƭƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ǇƛŜŎŜǎ ōȅ ǳǎƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

knowledge of the reaƭ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀƴŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ƎŀƳŜ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎέ όǇммтύΦ IŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΥ ά²ƘƛƭŜ ŀƭƭ 

ƎŀƳŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǊǳƭŜǎΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ǾƛŘŜƻ ƎŀƳŜǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŀ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘΧ ǎǳŎƘ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƎŀƳŜ ǿƻǊƭŘǎΣ 

obviously, do not actually exist; they are worlds that the game projects and the plŀȅŜǊ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜǎέ 

όǇмлсύΦ !ǎ ǎǳŎƘ άΧ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ Ŧƛƭƭǎ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ƎŀǇǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘέ όǇмлуύΦ ²Ŝ Ŏŀƴ ƭƛƴƪ ǘƘƛǎ ƎŀƳŜ-

studies concept with the fandom studies understanding of headcanon to come to an understanding 

of players as imaginative participants in story consumption when presented with a suitably 

interesting or intriguing starting point. 

 

wŜǘŜȊ ŎƛǊŎƭŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ /wtDǎ Ǿƛŀ Ψ5ŀǊƪ {ƻǳƭǎ оΩ όCǊƻƳ{ƻŦǘΣ нлмсύΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ άƭƻǊŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ 

ǘƘŜ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜΧ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦΧ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜέΤ wŜǘŜȊΩǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ Ŏŀƴƻƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎƳŀƭƭ ΨƭƻǊŜΩ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƛƴ ƛǘŜƳ ŘŜǎŎǊƛptions and other cryptic clues, but 

ΨCƻǊŜƴǎƛŎ CŀƴŘƻƳΩ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ƻǊŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŀƴŎƘƛǎŜΩǎ 

cryptic world. 

 

It is important to understand that despite my aims to examine RPGs beyond a purely textual lens, an 

underpinning knowledgebase on game studies is paramount to a complete understanding of how my 

artefacts, inextricable as they are from the authorship they facilitate, are understood by game-

studies; this is especially true for the CRPGs, whose nature as a digital title (with the less-negotiable 

nature that medium creates) and lack of prior analysis from an ethnographic perspective 

necessitates. 
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2.4: Game, narrative and technology studies 

A number of concepts from general game, narrative or technology studies can be used to underpin 

the core inquiry of this thesis. 

CƛǊǎǘƭȅΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ ǿƛƭƭ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƪƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ ƎŀƳŜ ΨƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎǎΩ ŀǎ ŘŜǾƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ 

narrative meaning-making, so it is important to highlight that these terms are used in the sense 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨaŜŎƘŀƴƛŎǎΣ 5ȅƴŀƳƛŎǎΣ !ŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎǎΩ όΨa5!Ωύ Ŧramework (Hunicke, LeBlanc and Zubek, 

нллпύΦ a5! ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎǎ ŀǎ άǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ behaviours and control mechanisms afforded to 

ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΦΦΦ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ώǘƘŜȅϐ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎϦΦ 5ȅƴŀƳƛŎǎΣ 

then, are the consequent structures created when several game mechanics overlap, Hunicke Et Al 

ƎƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ά¢ƛƳŜ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ hǇǇƻƴŜƴǘ tƭŀȅέ- Dynamics are the interplays between rules, 

ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ōǳƛƭǘ ǳǇ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ŦƻǊƳ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŎƻǊŜ !ŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎǎΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀl emotional 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ǊŜƴŘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΤ ά{ŜƴǎŀǘƛƻƴΧ Cŀƴǘŀǎȅ 5ƛǎŎƻǾŜǊȅΧ /ƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜΧέ 

Throughout this thesis, these terms appear as per their definitions from the MDA framework. 

 

N. Katherine Hayles has also explored the relationship between materiality and meaning. Since, as 

Wǳǳƭ όнллрύ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΣ άŀƭƭ ǿǊƛǘŜǊǎ ŀƎǊŜŜ ƎŀƳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǊǳƭŜǎ-ōŀǎŜŘέ όǇΦонύΣ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ 

mechanics as their materiality. 

 

ά/ƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƛǎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΧ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ 

ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ǿƻǊƪΩǎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǘȅΦ 9ǾŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŦŀŎŜ ƛǎ ǊŜƴŘŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ǘǊŀƴǎǇŀǊŜƴǘ ŀǎ 

ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΧ ǘƘŀǘ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊ ƛƴ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ with the imaginative 

world evoked by the text" (Hayles, 2002 p.107).  

 

To rephrase this to align with games specifically; players cognitively engaging with rules also engage 

ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ƛǘǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΦ {ǳŎƘ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊǳƭŜǎ ƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ 

ǘƘŜǎƛǎΩ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜŘ wtD ƎŀƳŜǎ ŘŜliver stories, in which I explore not only 

traditional story delivery mechanisms, but also the underlying making of narrative delivered by 

abstract game-mechanical actions such as dice-rolling and save-states. I must therefore explore how 

audience cognition of narrative can interplay with interaction with gameplay mechanics. 

 

WǳǳƭΩǎ Half-real (2004) analyses games as rules-based systems, as fiction, and as the intersection of 

the two. Juul writes: 

άwǳƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘΣ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜΣ ŀƴŘ complement ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΧ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊ Ƴǳǎǘ 

ǎŜƭŜŎǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǘƻΧ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ǊǳƭŜǎΧ ¢ƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΦΦ 
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ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΧ ŀ ǘǿƻ-way process where the fiction of the game cues them into understanding 

ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΣ ŀƴŘΧ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ŎǳŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƻŦ 

the ƎŀƳŜέ όp.163)... 

 

{ŀƭŜƴ ŀƴŘ ½ƛƳƳŜǊƳŀƴΩǎ Rules of Play (2004) acknowledges four modes of interactivity in games, 

ŀŘŘƛƴƎ ά¢ƘŜǎŜΧ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ōǳǘΧ ƻǾŜǊƭŀǇǇƛƴƎ ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴȅ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 

ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƻŎŎǳǊ ǎƛƳǳƭǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅΧέ όнллпΣ Ǉпф-ррύΦ ΨaƻŘŜ мΩ ƛǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ά/ƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ 

LƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅέ- ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ άǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭΣ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭΣ ƻǊ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛǾŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΧέ ƛƴ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ-

making, including narrative construction. Other mediums have been observed to similarly make use 

ƻŦ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴΤ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨƳƻƴǘŀƎŜΩ ƛƴ ŦƛƭƳ ό.ƻǊŘǿŜƭƭΣ мфтнύ ƻǊ ΨŎƭƻǎǳǊŜΩ ƛƴ ŎƻƳƛŎǎ 

(McCloud,1993, p62-68). 

 

¢ƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƳƻŘŜǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀƭƛƎƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΦ aƻŘŜ н ƛǎ ΨCǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

LƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΩΣ ƻǊ ϦǳǘƛƭƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴέ- ǘƘƛǎ ŀƭƛƎƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀŦƻǊŜƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ΨŜǊƎƻŘƛŎΩ ǎǘƻǊȅǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ 

(Aarseth, 1992) as linked to TTRPGs by White Et Al. (2018)- since CRPGs are also predicated on 

άƴƻƴǘǊƛǾƛŀƭ ŜŦŦƻǊǘέ ό!ŀǊǎŜǘƘύΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƭƛƴƪ ƘƻƭŘǎ ǘǊǳŜ ŦƻǊ ōƻǘƘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ ƳŜŘƛǳƳǎΦ 9ǾŜƴ ƎŀƳŜǎ ƻŦ 

ǇǳǊŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ŀǊŜ άŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ŎŀǎŜ-by-ŎŀǎŜ ōŀǎƛǎέ όWǳǳƭΣ нллпΣ Ǉфтύ 

with no flexibility of strategy can be framed as requiring some latent story-constructive elements of 

the player, who must cognitively arrange game elements into a coherent whole and act upon this 

understanding to meaningfully engage with ludic challenges and stories. 

 

Mode 3 is Explicit Interactivity (participation with designs and procedures), the more developed 

ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƎŀƳŜ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƭƛƪŜƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ a5! ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪǎΩ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ 

the interplay between base mechanical elements and the final emotional aesthetics of gameplay. 

 

aƻŘŜ п ƛǎ Ψ.ŜȅƻƴŘ-the-ƻōƧŜŎǘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ нΦоΩǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

ŦŀƴŘƻƳΣ Ƙƻǿ ǎǳōŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎΤ ǇŀȅƛƴƎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ 

to such interactions between fandom, practise, and narratiǾŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŎƻǊŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΩ Řŀǘŀ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΦ 

 

Rules of Play ŀƭǎƻ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜǎ IǳƛȊƛƴƎŀΩǎ όмфоуύ άƳŀƎƛŎ ŎƛǊŎƭŜέ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ άǿƛǘƘƛƴ ώǘƘŜ ǎǇŀŎŜ ƛƴ 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀ ƎŀƳŜ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǇƭŀŎŜϐΣ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ǊǳƭŜǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ƻŦ ŀ 

ƎŀƳŜΧ ώǿƘƛŎƘϐ ƎǳƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭŀȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜέ ό{ŀƭŜƴ ŀƴŘ ½ƛƳƳŜǊƳŀƴΣ Ǉфо-98)). !ǎ ǎǳŎƘΣ άǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ 

ŀŎŎŜǇǘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŜŀǎǳǊŜ ŀ ƎŀƳŜ Ŏŀƴ ŀŦŦƻǊŘΦέ ό{ŀƭŜƴ ŀƴŘ 

Zimmerman, p93-ффύΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǾŜƛƴΣ Wǳǳƭ όнллрύ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ άƎŀƳŜ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀƳōƛƎǳƻǳǎΣ ƻǇǘƛƻƴŀƭΣ 

ŀƴŘ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΧέ όǇмснύΦ ¢ƘŜ ƪŜȅǿƻǊŘ ƛǎ ΨƻǇǘƛƻƴŀƭΩΥ άǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ ŀ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
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ǿƻǊƭŘΧ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜŦǳǎŜΧ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƛƭƭ Ǉƭŀȅ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΦέ όWǳǳƭ нллрΣ ǇмнфύΦ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎϥ 

ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǇǊŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ōǳȅ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ 

premise, to accept that conditions like victory are desirable, and that the audiovisual or described 

elements they perceive represent a fictional world they can perceive and invest in emotionally. 

 

Wǳǳƭ όнллпύ ƭƛƪŜƴǎ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƻ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ όǇΦонύΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŀŎǘ ƻŦ 

ƻǾŜǊŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ƳƛǊǊƻǊǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘΩ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƛƴ ǎǘƻǊȅǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ƳŜŘƛǳƳǎΦ [ƛƪŜǿƛǎŜΣ 

{ŀƭŜƴ ŀƴŘ ½ƛƳƳŜǊƳŀƴ όнллпύ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ άŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘΧ Ŏŀƴ ǎƘŀǇŜ ƴŀrrative play, conflict between players 

ƻǊ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘƛŜŘ ǘƻ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘǎ ŦƻǊ ŘǊŀƳŀǘƛŎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘΦέ όǇпмуύ 

Their argument does not so much state that game conflict is narrative conflict, but nonetheless 

spotlight that the ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƎŀƳŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ǎŜǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊ ƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ can 

ōŜ ǊŜŀŘ ŀǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ άŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ǇǊŜǎǳƳŜǎ ŀ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƻǇǇƻǎƛƴƎ ŦƻǊŎŜǎΧ ŀ 

Ǿƛƭƭŀƛƴ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΧ ŀ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛƴƎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ƻǊ ǘŜŀƳΧ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŀǎ ŀ ǿƘƻƭŜΧέ όǇΦоутύ 

 

This idea that play is inextricable from narrative concepts is disputed, however. Greg Costikyan 

ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜǎΥ ά.ŜŦƻǊŜ мфтоΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ƘŀŘ ǎŀƛŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ΨƎŀƳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƳŜŘƛǳƳΣΩΦΦΦ ȅƻǳ ǿŜǊŜ 

ƳŀŘΧ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƛƴ /ƘŜǎǎΣ .ǊƛŘƎŜΣ aƻƴƻǇƻƭȅΣ ƻǊ !ŦǊƛƪŀ YƻǊǇǎέ ό/ƻǎǘƛƪȅŀƴΣ нллтύΦ L ŘƛǎǇǳǘŜ άƴƻ 

ǎǘƻǊȅ ƛƴ /ƘŜǎǎέΣ ŀƴŘ /Ŝƭƛŀ tŜŀǊŎŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŀƎǊŜŜΣ ŀǎ ǎƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΥ ά/ƘŜǎǎΧ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ŎƭŜŀǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ 

ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΣ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ƳŜǘŀǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘǿƻ ōŀǘǘƭƛƴƎ ƪƛƴƎǎέ όtŜŀǊŎŜΣ нллпΣ ƴǇύ 

 

aŀƴȅ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ Ψ9ƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ bŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎΩ όWǳǳƭΤ {ŀƭŜƴ ŀƴŘ 

½ƛƳƳŜǊƳŀƴύΦ wŜŦŜǊŜƴŎƛƴƎ tŜŀǊŎŜΣ Wǳǳƭ όнллпύ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΥ ά9ƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ bŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǘŜƴŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǾŜǊȅ 

ƭƻƻǎŜƭȅ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜέ όǇмрт-159). Ψ9ƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ bŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΩ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ōŜ 

ŎƻƴŦǳǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ Ψ9ƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ DŀƳŜǇƭŀȅΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Wǳǳƭ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƳƻǊŘƛŀƭ ƎŀƳŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΦΦΦ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ 

number of rules that combine and yield large numbers of game variations for which the player must 

design strategies to haƴŘƭŜέ όǇрύΦ Wǳǳƭ ƧǳȄǘŀǇƻǎŜǎ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ΨǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΩΣ ŀ άƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ 

ƴŜǿŜǊ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΧ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳώǎϐ ŀ ǇǊŜŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΦέ 

όǇрύ /ǊǳŎƛŀƭƭȅΣ Wǳǳƭ ŎƭŀƛƳǎΥ ά¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ȅƛŜƭŘǎ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊέ 

(p.73). Therefore, he claims that emergence yields relatively more control to the game system and/or 

ƎŀƳŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΦ άtǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 9ƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜώǎϐΦΦΦ  Ƴƻǎǘ ƎŀƳŜǎ Ŧŀƭƭ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŜǊŜ 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴΧέ όǇΦунύ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ aǳǊǊŀȅΩǎ ΨLƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ hƴƛƻƴΩ ŀƭǎƻ ŜŎƘƻŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŀǇǇƛƴƎ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ƳŀƭƭŜŀōƭŜ 

narratives can be (2005). 

 

If gameplay creates narrative, then emergent narrative only results from emergent gameplay. In 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ŀ ΨǇǳǊŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΩ ƎŀƳŜ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ȅƛŜƭŘ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƘŀƴ ƛǘǎ ƻƴŜ ΨǘǊǳŜΩ ǇŀǘƘ 
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or failstate variations thereof. To apply emergence to a specific RPG, Sierra (2021), for instance, 

argues that 

 

...SkyrimΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘΧ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ƻǊ ƻǇŜƴƴŜǎǎΣ ƛǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀǎ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭ ǿƻǊƭŘōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ 

ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŀƴ ŀŎŎǳƳǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ŀ Ǉƭŀȅ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴΧ Dƛōǎƻƴ 

[(2014, p34)] asserts that well-ŎǊŀŦǘŜŘ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΧ άƛǎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘέ but also 

άƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ƻŦ ƎŀƳŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴέΦ όнлнмΣ Ǉмтоύ 

 

Sierra suggests here that in order for emergent gameplay to become emergent narrative, a well-

designed world must contextualise that gameplay, which Pearce (2004) also described as 

άaŜǘŀǎǘƻǊȅέΦ !ǎ ǎǳŎƘΣ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘ ŘǊŀƳŀ ƻŦ Ǉƭŀȅ ǘƻ ǊŜƎƛǎǘŜǊ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŜƳŜǊgent narrative, the game 

developer must provide a sufficiently immersive fictional world. Players may fill in missing/ambiguous 

story information, but there must be a sufficiently complete, vivid and interesting story already to 

begin with in order for theƳ ǘƻ ŎŀǊŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻΦ ¢ƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŜƴŘΣ {ƛŜǊǊŀ όнлнмύ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ άǘǿƻ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ 

ǘŜǊƳǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴ ǎƘŀŘŜǎ ƻŦ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎΥ άŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜέ ŀƴŘ άŜǾƻŎŀǘƛǾŜ 

ǎǇŀŎŜέέ όǇΦмтрύΦ WŜƴƪƛƴǎ όнллнύ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛŘŜŀǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƴƎ 5ƛǎƴŜȅƭŀƴŘ ΨLƳŀƎƛƴŜŜǊǎΩΣ ǎǳŎƘ 

as Don Carson, who construct evocative environments to deliver story context for attractions:  

 

¢ƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ƛƴŦǳǎŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŀ ƎǳŜǎǘ ǿŀƭƪǎ ƻǊ ǊƛŘŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘΧ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ 

ǎǇŀŎŜΧ ŎƻƴǾŜȅώǎϐ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭΧ !ǊƳŜŘ ƻƴƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ 

knowledge of the world, and those visions collected from [media], the audience is ripe to be 

dropped into your adventure. (Carson, 2000, quoted by Jenkins, 2002).   
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3: Methodology 

This thesis aims to explore a game-narrative studies topic as a sociocultural practice utilising 

autoethnographic technique, incorporating reflexive thematic analysis as a defined analytical 

ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪΦ L ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ IŜŜǿƻƴ /ƘŀƴƎΩǎ Ψ!ǳǘƻŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ŀǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘΩΣ on autoethnography, written 

as it is as applicable to the study of any social or cultural experience. Since I observed in my personal 

life that fandom subculture is implicated in narrative construction, I was motivated to select a 

methodology and guide whƛŎƘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŀƭƭƻǿ ƳŜ ǘƻ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎŀƭƭȅΤ /ƘŀƴƎΩǎ 

book provides a comprehensive method for doing so, centred on self-narratives, mentorship, and a 

highly flexible approach suited to my niche of branching narrative and cultural studies. 

 

¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅΣ L ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ /ƘŀƴƎΩǎ ƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ƧǳǎǘƛŦȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƻŦ 

data collection and analysis strategies, ultimately examining my subjective cultural experiences as a 

storyteller through the medium of RPGs as a player and GM. 

 

This methodology section will first explain which RPG titles I examined and why (3.1), before detailing 

my three methods of collecting autoethnographic game-narrative data (3.2). Finally, I explain my 

methods of storing and analysing data using techniques from reflexive thematic analysis (3.3). 

3.1: Selection of Research Artefacts 

L ŀƴŎƘƻǊŜŘ Ƴȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ п wtD ǘƛǘƭŜǎΥ CƛǊǎǘƭȅΣ L ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ǘƘŜ /wtDǎ Ψ.ŀƭŘǳǊΩǎ DŀǘŜ оΩ (2023) 

ŀƴŘ Ψ/ȅōŜǊǇǳƴƪ нлттΩ (2020) (with its expansion Phantom Liberty (2023)). For TTRPGs, I acted as GM 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ψ5ǳƴƎŜƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ 5ǊŀƎƻƴǎΩ όрǘƘ ŜŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ нлмпύ ŀƴŘ Ψ/ȅōŜǊǇǳƴƪ w95Ω (2020) systems. These are 

henceforth BG3, 2077, D&D, and RED, respectively. 

 

RED and D&D share their fictional worlds with 2077 and BG3 respectively, belonging to the same 

franchises and transmedia ecosystems- /ȅōŜǊǇǳƴƪΩǎ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŘȅǎǘƻǇƛŀƴ ǎŎƛ-fi, whilst D&D/BG3 is high 

fantasy. Therefore, examining two transmedia worlds allows this study to note when the storytelling 

experience is beiƴƎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ǇǊƛƻǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŀƴŎƘƛǎŜ ƛƴ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΤ ά! ǘǊŀƴǎƳŜŘƛŀ 

storyteller will often assume that the [audience] will have gleaned some details about the story 

ǿƻǊƭŘΧ ŦǊƻƳ ǎƻƳŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳΦέ ό{ŎƘǊƛŜǊ ¢ƻǊƴŜǊ ϧ IŀƳƳŜǊΣ нлмуύΦ  

 

Beyond their shared worlds, these artefacts are highly comparable. Both 2077 and BG3 present 

(variably) open worlds in a 3-ŀŎǘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ /ŀǊƻƭȅƴ IŀƴŘƭŜǊ aƛƭƭŜǊ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ǘƘŜ ΨtŀǎǎŜƴƎŜǊ 
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¢Ǌŀƛƴ aƻŘŜƭΩ όнлмпύΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ŎƻǊŜ ǇƭƻǘǎΦ RED and D&D use varied player-character abilities, 

ŜǉǳƛǇƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ Ψǎƪƛƭƭ-ŎƘŜŎƪǎΩ ǘƻ ǊŜǎƻƭǾŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ŀ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŀȅŜǊ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ-versus-environment 

setting optimised for 4 players and a Game-Master (or GM). 

 

Analysis of these 4 games enables comparison of two similar franchises- one sci-fi, one fantasy- in 

ōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ /wtD ŀƴŘ ¢¢wtD ŦƻǊƳŀǘǎΦ !ŎǘƛƴƎ ŀǎ ōƻǘƘ ŀ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ŀƴŘ ΨŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊΩ όƎŀƳŜ ƳŀǎǘŜǊύ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ 

this thesis to understand both sides of the player-developer authorial dialogues and the consequent 

processes of narrative development. 

 

Similarly, artefact selection was also designed for effective autoethnography. I felt it important to 

examine artefacts fitting my genuine tastes and popular within a sizable and active fandom, ensuring 

that data reflected authentic cultural experiences. This ensures vocabulary, experiences and 

subcultural values are up-to-ŘŀǘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΩ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

time of publication. 

 

BG3 and 2077 have both enjoyed significant success in terms of sales and accolades since their 

respective launches. Both titles have sold in the tens of millions (CD Projekt Red, 2024a) (Litchfield, 

2024). The size and activeness of their fandoms is demonstrable through their online presence; the 

ŦƻǊǳƳ ǎƛǘŜ wŜŘŘƛǘ Ƙƻǎǘǎ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ΨǎǳōǊŜŘŘƛǘǎΩ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƛǘƭŜǎΣ ōƻǘƘ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƛǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜΩǎ ǘƻǇ 

1% of popularity, (r/BaldursGate3, 2025) (r/cyberpunkgame, 2025). Both games are active projects, 

having received content updates well into the writing period of this thesis (baldursgate3.game, 2025) 

(CD Projekt Red, 2024b). In terms of critical response, BG3 and 2077 currently hold a 96% and 86% 

ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ǎŎƻǊŜ ƻƴ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ŀƎƎǊŜƎŀǘƻǊ aŜǘŀŎǊƛǘƛŎΣ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ΨǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ŀŎŎƭŀƛƳΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ 

ŦŀǾƻǳǊŀōƭŜΩ ŀŎŎƭŀƛƳ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ όaŜǘŀŎǊƛǘƛŎΣ нлнрŀΣ нлнрōύΦ 

 

hƴ ǘƘŜ ¢¢wtD ǎƛŘŜΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ Ψ5ϧ5ΩΤ CƻǊōŜǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

άƻǾŜǊ рл Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ 5ǳƴƎŜƻƴǎ ϧ 5ǊŀƎƻƴǎ ǘƻ ŘŀǘŜέ ό²ƛŜƭŀƴŘΣ нлнмύΣ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎǎ 

ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ƎŀƳŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ƙƻōōȅέ ό²ŜŜΣ нлнпύΦ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ 5ϧ5 ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ 

cited as the first of what are now known as TTRPGs, having grown from the preexisting wargaming 

fandom by adding a focus on varied player-characters within a high-fantasy world (Schick, 1991, 

pp.17-34, as referenced by Mackay, 2019) 

 

For RED, sales figures are not publicly available at this time. However, the fact that the Cyberpunk 

TTRPG series (1988, 1990, 2005, 2020) has become the root of an acclaimed transmedia franchise, 

including 2077 ŀƴŘ ŀƴƛƳŀǘŜŘ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ Ψ/ȅōŜǊǇǳƴƪΥ 9ŘƎŜǊǳƴƴŜǊǎΩ ό{ǘǳŘƛƻ ¢ǊƛƎƎŜǊΣ нлннύΣ ƎǊŀƴǘǎ 
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ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀŎȅ ǘƻ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ƻŦ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜΦ  !ŎǘƛǾŜ 5ϧ5 ŀƴŘ w95 ΩǎǳōǊŜŘŘƛǘǎΩΣ ŀƭǎƻ Ǌŀƴƪ 

ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊΣ ǿƛǘƘ Ǌκ5ǳƴƎŜƻƴǎ!ƴŘ5ǊŀƎƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇ м҈ όнлнрύΣ ŀƴŘ 

r/cyberpunkred at 3% (2025), similar to other popular TTRPGs (r/shadowrun, 2025) (r/callofcthulu, 

2025). 

 

Due to the fact I was already taking part in a playthrough/campaign of each, D&D and BG3 are my 

ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘǎΤ ǘƘŜ Ψ/ȅōŜǊǇǳƴƪΩ ŦǊŀƴŎƘƛǎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŦŜǿŜǊ Řŀǘŀ ŜƴǘǊƛŜǎΣ ǳǎŜŘ 

ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ψ5ϧ5Ω ŦǊŀƴŎƘƛǎŜΦ 

 

Lǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭ ǘŀōƭŜǘƻǇǎ όΨ±¢¢ǎΩύ ŀǊŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ƳŀǊƪŜǘΤ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

are digital applications designed to assist TTRPG play, especially remote conference-call sessions. 

These are not uncommon within the space (Roll20, one of the largest, reported 10 million users in 

нлнн όaŜŜƘŀƴΣ нлннύΣ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ нлнлΩǎ рл Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ǘƻǘŀƭ Ψ5ϧ5Ω ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ό²ƛŜƭŀƴŘΣ нлнмύύ ōǳǘ 

are not examined within this thesis, due to the fact that my experiences as a hobby participant have 

not, as of the time of writing, included these technologies. Further studies may wish to expand upon 

this gap. 

3.2: Data Collection Strategies 

This thesis can be considered as two aligned perspectives; a narrative studies paper, and an 

autoethnography. During proposals, my initial perspective was solely the former; a study into the 

dialogic storytelling processes that underpin RPGs in computerised and tabletop environments, 

additionally drawing out similarities and differences between the two. This followed personal interest 

ƛƴ wtD ǎǘƻǊȅǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨIŀƭŦ-wŜŀƭΩ ōȅ Wǳǳƭ όнллпύΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ ƎŀƳŜǎ 

as systems of rules and a method of fiction, but not as an activity in narrative player-authorship 

beyond a rich discussion of so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜΩΦ [ƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ǊŜǾƛŜǿǎ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŀōƭŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 

gaps wherein I observed that numerous moment-to-moment narrative-authorial acts, regularly 

observed in my daily life and fandom spaces, were under-examined in existing literature. 

 

In short, this paper uses autoethnographic techniques to approach the core game-narrative studies 

angle with greater complexity and completeness. This thesis sees game-narrative authorship as an 

ongoing process of interaction between game designers and game players, interactions which often 

draw on tools, techniques, and wisdom which can only be found in play as a creative, cultural practice. 

To this end, this thesis combines three complimentary stages to develop a multi-faceted 

understanding of how authorial dialogues in games emerge between players and developers during 
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play. Stage 1 built foundations from game-as-text; Stage 2 understands the cultural context of play, 

ŀƴŘ {ǘŀƎŜ о ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ŀƴŘ ΨƎŀƳŜ ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ-to-moment 

narrative-play. 

3.2.1: Explaining Collection Stages 

5ŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ΨǎǘŀƎŜǎΩΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨǎǘŀƎŜΩ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ 

imply linear temporality. Stage 1 was completed first, in its entirety. Stages 2 and 3 took place 

simultaneously, with data from one prompting further exploration in the other. 

 

The sections 3.2.2-оΦнΦп ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ŜŀŎƘ ǎǘŀƎŜΩǎ ŀƛƳǎΣ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΦ CƻǊ 

information on how the data is labelled and stored, see section 3.3.1. 

оΦнΦнΥ 5ŀǘŀ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ {ǘŀƎŜ мΣ ƻǊ Ψ¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƎŀƳŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΩ 

{ǘŀƎŜ мΣ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘŜŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘǿƻ ǎǘŀƎŜǎΣ ƛǎ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ Ψ¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ DŀƳŜ {ȅǎǘŜƳǎΩΦ 

{ǘŀƎŜ мΩǎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƛǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘǎΩ ǘŜȄǘǳŀƭ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǘȅΤ tǊŜƳƛǎŜΣ 

Gameplay mechanics, Possibility space, etc. This understanding of game-as-text is foundational to the 

more subjective examinations of play and culture I built upon it. Stage 1 investigation yielded 

ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜŀōƭŜΣ ŎƻŘƛŦƛŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǊǳƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΩ Ƴŀƛƴ ōƻŘȅ 

when examining observations from stages 2 and 3. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƻŦ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ƴƻǘŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ /ƘŀƴƎ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ΨŦƛŜƭŘ ƴƻǘŜǎΩ 

όнллуύΤ ŀ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ άƳƻǊŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ Řŀǘŀέ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ 

ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ΨŦƛŜƭŘ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ {ǘŀƎŜ 3 (see section 3.1.3). 

aȅ ŀƴŎƘƻǊƛƴƎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘŀƎŜ ƛǎΥ ά²Ƙŀǘ ǘƻƻƭǎ ƻŦ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎƘƛǇ Řƻ ǘƘƛǎ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ Řƻ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜǘŀƛƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΚέ 

Stage 1 data is referred to in-text with a standard citation with the specific appendices or source. 

 

CRPGs 

Directly observing and noting the game mechanics of CRPGs is important for a number of reasons; 

physical game manuals describing core means of interaction have become increasingly rare over 

recent decades with the move towards digital downloads; notwithstanding this, digital games often 

do not fully explain the full consequences of inputs to players, especially in CRPGs where the true 

ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƛƴǇǳǘ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŎƻƴŎŜŀƭŜŘ ŀǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΤ ŀ ΨōƭŀŎƪ-ōƻȄΩ 
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of hidden or uncertain authorial consequence not listed in any text or tutorial. For example, BG3 

allows players to take relatively innocuous early actions that remove major characters entirely. 

 

Direct artefact examination is thus critical to complete empirical understandings. I examined BG3 and 

2077 by playing to the end of their first act whilst taking free-form notes (see Appendices A and B) 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭ ŦƻǊƳǎ of player-authored narrative, including 

character creation, dialogue, combat, and exploration.  

 

TTRPGs 

Unlike CRPGs, TTRPG rule systems are often presented in their entirety in the form of one or several 

rulebooks. The rulebooks of my chosen artefacts  (Crawford, 2014) (Pondsmith, 2020) are in print at 

the time of writing. Preparing summarising reports, as Chang suggests, is unnecessary, as primary 

citation from rulebooks is possible. 

 

I did, however, write-up supplemental reports (see Appendices C and D) on the campaigns 

ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΣ ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ΨƘƻƳŜōǊŜǿΩ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ όάŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ Da ŦƻǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǳǎŜΤ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ƻǊ ƭŜǎǎ 

ΨƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭΩ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴΧέ όWhite Et Al., 2018)). Since by nature this information cannot be cited from 

ǊǳƭŜōƻƻƪǎΦ bƻǘ ŀƭƭ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŀ ¢¢wtD ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴΩǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΣ ōŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƻǊ ƎŀƳŜ-mechanically, 

ŀǊŜ ŘǊŀǿƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊŜ ΨǊǳƭŜōƻƻƪΩΦ ¢¢wtD Ǉƭŀȅ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜ ŎƻǊŜ Ǌǳƭebooks with some 

ΨƘƻǳǎŜ ǊǳƭŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƘƻƳŜōǊŜǿΩ Ŏƻƴtent. Particular rules may be utilised differently from table to table, 

new player-authored content (within or external to the group) may be layered on top of official 

content. 

LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ ŀƛƳǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾƛǘȅ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ΨƎŀƳŜ-as-ǘŜȄǘΩΣ ƻōǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ 

ΨƘƻƳŜōǊŜǿΩ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŜǾŜƴ ƳƻǊŜ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΩ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƴƎƭŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ 

core text. 

Referencing scheme 

Stage 1 data is attached as appendices A-D, and will be cited as such. 

оΦнΦоΥ 5ŀǘŀ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ {ǘŀƎŜ нΣ ƻǊ Ψ/ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΩ 

Stage 2  is Ψ/ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 9ƴǉǳƛǊȅΩ- ǘƘŜ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ άƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƛǘȅΣ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘκƻǊ 

ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴέ ό/ƘŀƴƎΣ нллуύΦ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ {ǘŀƎŜ н ŀƛƳǎ ǘƻ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅΣ ǿƛǎŘƻƳΣ ŀƴŘ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎ 

as held by other members of RPG fandoms beyond my own play experiences, paying attention to 

moments where their experiences match or contrast my own. 
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This helped me identify social artefacts (terminology, principles, methodologies) within RPG 

subcultures which play active roles in dialogic authorship; this included outright facilitation, but since 

storytelling is perceptive/imaginative, social information that affect player (or GM) perceptions can 

also be implicated in authorial dialogues. Chang encourages the identification of cultural experiences 

ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άtǊƻǾŜǊōǎΧǎŀƛŘ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǳǇƘŜƭŘΧǘƻ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘŜΧƎǊƻǳǇ ǿƛǎŘƻƳέΣ ά²ƛǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘǊǳǎǘŜŘ 

ƎǳƛŘŜǎέ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ά±ƛǊǘǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǾŀƭǳŜǎέ ό/ƘŀƴƎΣ нллуύ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƘŀǇŜ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜǎ ǎŜƭŦ-mediate, 

survive generational handovers, and maintain a distinct identity shaped by education and best 

practise; all are applicable to the RPG fandom. 

 

Stage 2 was conducted parallel to Stage 3 data collection and focuses on querying online sub-cultural 

discourses on topics related to RPG play, communities, and storytelling. 

This meant analysing relevant fora, posts, comments, or publicly available tools, tutorials and 

resources. I did not participate in these conversations directly, as doing so may have limited the 

amount of data that could be collected and may have introduced additional subjective biases to the 

conversation. Instead, I was an observer to the conversations, but an insider to the subculture 

conducting them. 

 

My biggest source was the forum site Reddit, a popular discourse platform in its own right which also 

serves as a common reference point for discussions on other platforms. For example, several social 

media channels on YouTube, Instagram and TikTok utilise various TTRPG subreddits to source topics 

for discussion, often drawing directly on specific posts as repost fodder or topical prompts 

(EldritchPodBlast, 2023) (/ǊƛǎǇȅΩǎ ¢ŀǾŜǊƴ, 2019) (CritCrab, 2019) ([ƻƻǘ DƻōƭƛƴΩǎ aŀǊƪŜǘǇƭŀŎŜ, 2023). 

 

Due to this ecosystem of discourse, it was possible to identify which posts and discussions were 

gaining traction in fandom circles via a mixture of deliberate research and organically through my 

social media feeds; I thus organically examined trending posts with rich discussions, rather than 

selecting specific fora. 

 

I also quoted from publicly-available fannish resources and broadcasters when they were noted in 

these discussions, especially where concepts of mentorship and values were visible (highlighted by 

Chang as important to autoethnographic understanding). For example, when the popular GM Matt 

Mercer was described as a parasocial mentor by forum users, I investigated video tutorials starring 

aŜǊŎŜǊ ŀǎ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŦŀƴŘƻƳ ǿƛǎŘƻƳΣ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ /ƘŀƴƎΩǎ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƳŜƴǘƻǊ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎΦ 
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In-line with ethics clearance, raw quotations from forums were not captured directly as to respect 

expectations of privacy. Rather, paraphrased summaries of comments and discussions were noted in 

a table alongside their relation to other such data (for example, posts and their comments). Published 

resources like Youtube videos were cited directly as a standard source, intended as they are for public 

consumption. 

 

The process of collecting autoethnographic data does not need to take place within rigidly defined 

ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎΣ ǎǘŜǇǎΣ ƻǊ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎΤ άȅƻǳ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŀƭƭƻǿ ȅƻǳǊ Ǝǳǘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ōǊƻŀŘƭȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 

Ǝƻŀƭǎ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ƭŜŀŘΧέ ό/ƘŀƴƎΣ нллуύΦ 

Referencing scheme 

Stage 2 data is cited in-text with a quote number #1-#237. 

оΦнΦпΥ 5ŀǘŀ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ {ǘŀƎŜ оΣ ƻǊ Ψ{ȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎ ǎŜƭŦ-ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴΩ 

Data Collection Stage 3 is a structured reflective journaling of play sessions within selected artefacts, 

ƎǳƛŘŜŘ ōȅ /ƘŀƴƎΩǎ όнллуύ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƴŀƳŜ όŀǎ ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ΨLƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǎŜƭŦ-

ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎŜƴǘǊŜǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŜŜǊ ƎǊoups). Stage 3 was conducted concurrently with 

Stage 2, with findings noted in one becoming springboards for investigations in the other. 

 

My systematic self-analysis took the form of field journaling. Each entry in my field journal captured 

data from a specific session of CRPG or TTRPG play. 

Some journal entries gathered data from play sessions on the same day as said session, I call this 

ΨƻƴƎƻƛƴƎΩ ŘŀǘŀΦ 

hǘƘŜǊ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭ ŜƴǘǊƛŜǎ ƎŀǘƘŜǊŜŘ ΨǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ ŘŀǘŀΩ ό/ƘŀƴƎΣ нллуύΣ Řŀǘŀ ƎŀǘƘŜǊŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ 

subjective recollection of past events- in this case, sessions of TTRPG or CRPG play which took place 

ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΦ L Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƘƛǎ ΨǊŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ ŘŀǘŀΦ 

 

¢ƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘƛǎ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ΨǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎΩΣ L ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŦƻǳǊ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘƛǎŜŘ ŦƻǊƳǎ 

within which to ask standardised questions at each opportunity for data capture (that is, at each 

recorded play session). The motivation was not to limit what data was collected- indeed, Chang does 

not recommend a specific format for field journals such as to maintain an open and reflexive 

approach to self-analysis. Instead, these forms simply prompt with similar questions to maintain a 

focus on dialogic authorship, rather than other aspects of play. These forms create standardised 

ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΣ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ όŀƴŘ Daύ ƛƴǇǳǘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ όƻǊ DaΩǎύ 
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responses, and any relevant attitudes, tools, or novel behaviours which can be implicated in dialogic 

authorship.  

 

These standardised forms are: 

 ώ!ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ 9ϐ ΨhƴƎƻƛƴƎΩ /wtD ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛƴƎ ŦƻǊƳǎ 

 ֙ (for same-day data capture regarding CRPG play sessions, filled in during play) 

 ֙ An explanation of the design can be found in [Appendix I] 

 ώ!ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ Cϐ ΨwŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ /wtD ǎǳƳƳŀǊȅ ŦƻǊƳ 

 ֙ (for data capture on CRPG playthrough progress from prior to the study window) 

 ֙ An explanation of the design can be found in [Appendix I] 

 ώ!ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ Dϐ ΨhƴƎƻƛƴƎΩ ¢¢wtD ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛƴƎ ŦƻǊƳ 

 ֙ (for same-day data capture regarding TTRPG play sessions, filled in after play) 

 ֙ An explanation of the design can be found in [Appendix I] 

 ώ!ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ Iϐ ΨwŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ ¢¢wtD ŦƻǊƳ 

 ֙ (for data capture on TTRPG play sessions from prior to the study window) 

 ֙ An explanation of the design can be found in [Appendix I] 

 

/ƘŀƴƎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘǎ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛƴƎ ŀǎ άŀ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ ŦƻǊ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎέ όнллуύΦ 

Field journaling is inherently a form of self-reflective, self-ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŀǘŀΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ άŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ǘƘŜ 

ŘƛŎƘƻǘƻƳȅ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅέ ό/ƘŀƴƎΣ нллуύΣ L ǿŀǎ ŀōƭŜ άōǊƛƴƎώϐ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜ 

ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ άǘŀƪŜƴ-for-granted, habituated, and/or unconscious matter that . . . [is] unavailable for 

ǊŜŎŀƭƭέέΦ όwƻŘǊƛƎǳŜȊ ŀƴŘ wȅŀǾŜΣ нллнΣ ǇΦпΣ ǉǳƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ /ƘŀƴƎΣ нллуύ Lƴ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƻΣ L ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ 

play with a critical eye trained simultaneously as a participant in a hobbyist subculture and as an 

academic analyst, illuminating dialogic authorship methods players and GMs demonstrated as well 

as my understanding of how and why those interactions are conducted as they are. In doing so, this 

systematic self-observation is an essential catalyst for not only its own sake, but as a jumping-off 

point for the investigation of fandom subculture found in Stage 2 data collection. 

 

/ƘŀƴƎ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ΨǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ ŘŀǘŀΩ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ƛǘ άŀ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ōƭƻŎƪ ƻŦ 

ŀǳǘƻŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ƎƛǾŜǎ ŀ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘέ όнллуύΦ ¢ƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŜƴŘΣ L ŦŜƭǘ 

comfortable capturing supplemental data from sessions that had occurred prior to the data collection 

ǇƘŀǎŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ L ŎƘƻǎŜ ǘƻ Ŏŀƭƭ ΨǊŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ΨƻƴƎƻƛƴƎΩ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŘǳŜ 

to the temporal relationship between the two. Additional data granted chances to cross-reference 

and thus confirm the regularity/novelty of any pattern in my findings. Chang adds, however, that 

άaŜƳƻǊȅ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŀ ŦǊƛŜƴŘΧ ƛǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǊŜǾŜŀƭǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŀƭ ǘǊǳǘƘ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǳƴǊŜƭƛŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ 
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ǳƴǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŀōƭŜέ ό/ƘŀƴƎΣ нллуύ ¢ƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŜƴŘΣ /ƘŀƴƎ ŀŘǾƛǎŜǎ ŀǳǘƻŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ άƳƛȄΧǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ 

memory data through self-reflection and self-ƛƴǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎέ όǇΦумύΦ ¢ƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŜƴŘΣ 

L ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ Ƴȅ ΨǊŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ Řŀǘŀ ǿƛǘƘ ΨƻƴƎƻƛƴƎΩ ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎ Řŀǘŀ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǘŀƎŜ 

нΩ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŜƴǉǳƛǊȅΣ ǳǎƛƴƎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ wtD ǎǳōŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳ 

and expand upon any leads that arose from the personal memory data. 

 

In the next two sections, I will briefly explain the details of my data capture process with regards to 

TTRPGs specifically, followed by CRPGs. This includes ethics clearances, how the data is cited in 

sections 5 and 6, how many sessions were captured, and other details regarding the process of 

systematic self-analysis for each specific medium.  

Stage 3 for TTRPGs 

 

L ǎǘǳŘƛŜŘ ǘƘŜ ¢¢wtDǎ ŀǎ ŀ 5ǳƴƎŜƻƴ aŀǎǘŜǊΣ ƴƻǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ έǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊŎŜ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ŀ ώ¢¢wtDϐ ƎŀƳŜΧ 

όǿƘƻύ ŎǊŜŀǘŜǎ ŀ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜΧ ŀƴŘ Ǌǳƴǎ ŀŘǾŜƴǘǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘǊƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅέ 

(Crawford, 2014). Stage 3 ascertains patterns of authorship thŀǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΣ 

especially where cultural values, practices, or external tools could be noted. 

 

TTRPG self-observation was also multiplayer self-observation. I was granted ethics clearance to 

record written accounts of play sessions- 18 were captured in total- including the actions and 

statements of players, to whom I refer in this thesis by their player-ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩǎ ƴŀƳŜ ŦƻǊ ŀƴƻƴȅƳƛǘȅΦ 

These are: March MacRuggles, Frae Hannis, Rob Anybody, Dave Ferguson, Buguthy Bifusispora, Urzul, 

!ǊǘŜƳƛǎŀ [ŀ /ƻƎƴƛȊƛΣ ŀƴŘ DƛƭŘŀ aŎbŀƭƭȅΦ /ƘŀƴƎ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άƛƴŎƭǳŘώƛƴƎϐ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŀǎ Ŏƻ-ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΧέ ƛǎ 

an acceptable angle ŦƻǊ ŀǳǘƻŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ŜƴǉǳƛǊȅΣ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ άŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǿŜō ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎέ 

(2008). As such, my journal forms were designed to capture the participation of players, as well as 

myself as the DM, in dialogic story authorship, aiming to capture the interplay between both and the 

game itself. 

 

The structured journaling process was as follows: Before each session, I filled in part of a standardised 

ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ώ!ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ IϐΦ LƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴΩǎ 

conclusion, the remainder of the form was filled out. The questions on these forms and my ethos for 

answering them can be found in [Appendix I]  
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For the first TTRPG, Dungeons and DragonsΣ L ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ т ΨƻƴƎƻƛƴƎΩ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎΣ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ о-6 

ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΣ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ мκлуκнп ŀƴŘ нфκлфκнпΣ ŀƴŘ мн ΨǊŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜϥ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƻƻƪ ǇƭŀŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 

09/04/24 and 12/08/24. These sessions are part of a campaign that had been ongoing since 9/04/24. 

Each session lasted 2-4 hours. 

 

For the second TTRPG, Cyberpunk RED, I studied one weekend-length session which took place 19-20 

hŎǘƻōŜǊ нлнпΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴ ¢¢wtD ŎƛǊŎƭŜǎ ŀǎ ŀ ΨhƴŜ-ǎƘƻǘΩΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ 

to long-form campaigns; one-shots offer the advantage of a self-contained narrative which begins, is 

explored, and ends within a finite period of time, allowing a complete experience in a convenient 

timeframe. By examining a long-form campaign in D&D and a one-shot in RED, I was able to ascertain 

if the differing structures manifested different storytelling methods, meanings or experiences, 

coming to a more complete understanding of TTRPG storytelling. 

 

{ƛƴŎŜ L ǿŀǎ ŀ ƴŜǿŎƻƳŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ w95 ǊǳƭŜǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ ƴƻ ΨǊŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ 

play in this system. This did, however, offer an opportunity to observe the behaviours of myself and 

others as newcomers to a particular system, providing insightful contrast to D&D, wherein myself 

and most of my players were pre-immersed in the complexities of the system and hobbyist culture. 

The campaign lasted around 14 hours, with 4 participants/players, all personal friends who expressed 

interest in playing RED. As with D&D, I refer to these players by their player-character names to 

maintain anonymity: these are Crash_Override, Lantern, Redtail, and Knightrider. 

 

Upon the completion of each form, the contents were fed into my ongoing reflexive thematic analysis 

in comparison to prior data and already-established codes (see section 3.3). 

 

¢ƻ ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛǎŜΣ L ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ мн ΨǊŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭ ŜƴǘǊƛŜǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ Ǉŀǎǘ 5ϧ5 ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ όǎŜŜ 

!ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ I ŦƻǊ ŦƻǊƳ ŘŜǎƛƎƴύ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ т ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭ ŜƴǘǊƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ΨƻƴƎƻƛƴƎΩ 5ϧ5 ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ м w95 ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴ 

(Appendix G).  

Stage 3 for CRPGs 

For CRPGs, I acted as the player, examining how I interacted with these games as a first-time player 

playing through the game in the same manner I would if I was not conducting research; in other 

words, I did not let my study affect my behaviour.  

 

In all, I examined 7 sessions of the first CRPG text, .ŀƭŘǳǊΩǎ DŀǘŜ о. The first session was on 11 July 

нлнпΣ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ǇƭŀȅǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƻǊƛƎƛƴ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩ [ŀŜΩȊŜƭΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ L ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ŀ 
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ƘǳƴŎƘ ǘƻ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǎǇŀŎŜΦ L ǎǘǳŘƛŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴƛƴƎ с ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ 

Ƴȅ Ƴŀƛƴ ǇƭŀȅǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƻǊƛƎƛƴ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩ Ψ¢ƘŜ 5ŀǊƪ ¦ǊƎŜΩ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ Wǳƭȅ ŀƴŘ hŎǘƻōŜǊ нлнпΣ 

journaling my experiences on another standardised structured journal form (see Appendix E).  

 

hƴ ŀ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛƴƎ ŦƻǊƳ όǎŜŜ !ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ CύΣ L ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ǿǊƻǘŜ ǳǇ ŀ ΨǊŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ 

summary to gather personal memory data on play of BG3 that took place between 13 March 2024 

and 14 July 2024; and on prior play of Cyberpunk 2077, which took place between 20 January 2023 

and 12 June 2024. 

 

This is a single unified summary, in contrast to the 12 session-by-ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ΨǊŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭ 

entries I produced during the TTRPG portion of the study regarding D&D; this is due to the differing 

density of story content that any given hour of play can deliver in CRPGs compared to TTRPGs thanks 

to the quick feedback a digital code-based game provides. 

 

{ƛƴŎŜ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ Řŀǘŀ ƛǎ άǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǳƴǊŜƭƛŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǳƴǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŀōƭŜέ ό/ƘŀƴƎΣ 

2008), it is difficult to provide reliable personal memory data on dozens of hours of CRPG play, and 

thus a summary of the most memorable and meaningful details provides an appropriate foundation 

upon which to build further ongoing investigations without risking inaccuracy. Upon the completion 

of each form, the contents were fed into my ongoing reflexive thematic analysis in comparison to 

prior data and already-established codes (see section 3.3). 

 

Since I observed solely my own behaviour, no institutional ethics limitations were placed on CRPG 

data collection; in the interest of my own safety and privacy, I maintained a focus on my game-

narrative and fandom experiences, and less so on how this interplayed with more personal cultural 

experiences such as politics or identity. 

 

¢ƻ ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛǎŜΥ ŦƻǊ /wtDǎΣ L ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ΨƻƴƎƻƛƴƎΩ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭ ŜƴǘǊƛŜǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǎŜǾŜƴ .Dо ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ 

ό!ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ 9ύ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ΨǊŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ Řŀǘŀ ōȅ ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛǎƛƴƎ Ǉŀǎǘ Ǉƭŀȅ 

sessions into a single summary form (Appendix F). The design and justification for the individual 

questions on both of these forms can be found in [Appendix I]. 

Referencing scheme 

Stage 3 data is referenced in-text with citations of specific journal entries the data is drawn from. 

¢ƘŜǎŜ ǿƛƭƭ Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŀŎǊƻƴȅƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ǘƛǘƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭ ŜƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƴǳƳōŜǊκǘƛǘƭŜΦ 
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CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ Ψό.Dо-ǎǳƳƳŀǊȅύΩ ŘŜƴƻǘŜǎ Řŀǘŀ ŘǊŀǿƴ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ǊŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ .ŀƭŘǳǊΩǎ DŀǘŜ о summary, 

ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ Ψό5ϧ5-нύΩ ŘŜƴƻǘŜǎ Řŀǘŀ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ нƴŘ ΨDungeons and DragonsΩ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭ ŜƴǘǊȅΦ 

The complete list of referenceable documents is as follows: 

 (D&D 1)-(D&D-19) 

 ֙ D&D play session journal entries, numbered 1-19 in chronological order. 

 (RED-1) 

 ֙ My sole RED play session. 

 (BG3-Summary) 

 ֙ My summary of progress through BG3 from prior to the study window. 

 (BG3-1)-(BG3-6) 

 ֙ BG3 play session journal entries, numbered 1-6 in chronological order. 

 (BG3-[ŀŜΩȊŜƭύ 

 ֙ A single-session BG3 playthrough separate from my main, wherein I played as the 

ΨƻǊƛƎƛƴ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩ [ŀŜΩȊŜƭ ǘƻ ǘŜǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƭŜȄƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ 

space. 

 (2077-Summary) 

 ֙ My summary of progress through 2077. 

 ֙ Playthrough was completed shortly before the study window. 

3.3: Data Management and Analysis Methods 

L ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ Ƙƻǿ Ψ!ǳǘƻŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ŀǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘΩ ό/ƘŀƴƎΣ нллуύ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜ 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΩ ŜǘƘƻǎ ŀƴŘ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ōƻƻƪΩǎ ǘƘƛǊŘ ǇŀǊǘΣ Ψ¢ǳǊƴƛƴƎ 5ŀǘŀ ƛƴǘƻ 

!ǳǘƻŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΩ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ƎǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜǎ ŦƻǊ ƎƻƻŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ŀutoethnographers, such as 

appropriate labelling, data organisation, classification, and refinement. However, Chang describes a 

general philosophy, rather than a distinct method, for managing and analysing data. 

 

For a more concrete methodology on data analysis, I rely on Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA), as 

defined by Clarke and Braun (2006) and expanded upon by Byrne (2021). In simple terms, this meant 

conducting data analysis as an ongoing process alongside data collection, identifying patterns in data 

όΨŎƻŘŜǎΩύ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ 

phase, these codes are unified into a smaller set of Themes, which demarcate the key findings of the 

investigation. 
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3.3.1: Labelling and Storage 

There is a high level of similarity demonstrated between the techniques of Autoethnography, as 

described by Chang (2008), and of Reflexive Thematic Analysis, as described by Clarke and Braun 

(2006) and further explored by Byrne (2021).  As such I co-incorporated both methods into my 

research strategy, benefitting from both texts providing similar advice from differing, yet aligned, 

perspectives. 

 

For instance, Chang recommends an ongoing process of sorting, labelling, and processing data; 

άǇŜǊƛƻŘƛŎŀƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀ ǎǘŜŜǊǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ȅƻǳǊ 

ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƎƻŀƭΧƛǘ ƛǎ ŀŘǾƛǎŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ Řŀǘŀ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘέ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ 

ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜ ƻŦ ƭŀōŜƭƭƛƴƎ Řŀǘŀ ǿƛǘƘ άƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭέ ŀƴŘ άǘƻǇƛŎŀƭέ ƭŀōŜƭǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜ 

άǿƘŜǊŜΣ ǿƘƻΣ ǿƘŀǘΣ ǿƘŜǊŜέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǘŀΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ .ȅǊƴŜ όнлнмύ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘǎ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ 

features such as spreadsheets and document comments to maintain a handle on the meaning and 

shifting understanding of data points throughout the research process. 

 

IŀǾƛƴƎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƻǊŜŘ ŘŀǘŀΣ /ƘŀƴƎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘǎ άƴŀǊǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 

ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ Řŀǘŀ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎέΣ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǎƘŜ Ŏŀƭƭǎ Ψ5ŀǘŀ wŜŦƛƴŜƳŜƴǘΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ŜǘƘƻǎ ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ άǘǊƛƳΧ 

ǊŜŘǳƴŘŀƴǘ Řŀǘŀ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŀƴŘΧ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŘŀǘŀέΦ /ƘŀƴƎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ά¢ƘŜ 

ŀǳǘƻŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƭƛƴŜŀǊΧ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǎǘŜǇǎ ƻǾŜǊƭŀǇΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǊŜǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ 

ǘƻ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǎǘŜǇǎΦ hƴŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƛƴŦƻǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƻŘƛŦƛŜǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊέΦ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŜǇǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƴƎΣ 

storing, and analysing data should be conducted cyclically, even concurrently. 

 

To this end, I first created organised folders for the collection and collation of my data. Stage 1 data, 

consisting of four standalone reports, is contained in one folder. Each report is titled after the game 

directly, two discuss my CRPG titles, and two ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƘƻƳŜōǊŜǿΩ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ¢¢wtD 

groups. 

 

Stage 2 data is a mixture of paraphrased/summarised discussions from forum sites and quotes from 

publicly-published resources such as YouTube videos. Contained in a spreadsheet, each 

quote/summary is given an ID number, a source (usually a subreddit or URL), a notation of which 

wtDǎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ǇŜǊǘŀƛƴǎ ǘƻΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƴƻǘŜ ƻŦ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŀ ΨǊƻƻǘΩ Ǉƻǎǘ όL9Σ ǘƘŜ 

first/primary writing in a chain) or, if not, the ID# of the root post and/or comment. (see fig. 1) 
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CƛƎΦмΥ 9ȄŎŜǊǇǘ ŦǊƻƳ {ǘŀƎŜ н Řŀǘŀ ΨŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘŀōƭŜΩΦ 

Stage 3 data, a collection of structured journal entries, is arranged into folders delineated by game 

ŀƴŘΣ ŦƻǊ .DоΣ ǇƭŀȅǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ όǎƛƴŎŜ ƻƴŜ ŜƴǘǊȅ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ 

playthrough). 

!ƭƭ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭ ŜƴǘǊƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǎǘŀƴŘŀƭƻƴŜ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ ōȅ ƎŀƳŜ ǘƛǘƭŜΣ ŘŀǘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ΨƻƴƎƻƛƴƎΩ ƻǊ 

ΨǊŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ ǘŀƎΦ 9ŀŎƘ ŦƻǊƳ ƛǎ ƘŜŀŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŎŜƭƭǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘŀǘŜΣ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ІΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘΦ 

For TTRPGs, there is also a register to track which players were in attendance (See fig.2). For BG3, I 

instead note which playthrough and thus player-character I was playing as that session. (See fig. 3)  

 

Fig.2: Example CRPG journaling form header 

 

Fig. 3: Example TTRPG journaling form header 

For retrospective Stage 3 data for CRPGs, that being the summaries of my 2077 playthrough and the 

portion of my BG3 playthrough conducted prior to the study, forms were kept in a separate folder. 

(see Fig. 4) 

 

L ǊŜƭƛŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘƭȅ ǇǊƻōƛƴƎ Ψ{ǘŀƎŜ н ŀƴŘ оΩ Řŀǘŀ ŦƻǊ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ƴƻǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŎƻŘŜǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

were united towards the end of study into three distinct themes, the process of which is detailed 

below. 
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Fig. 4; Header for BG3 Retrospective Playthrough Report 

3.3.2: Thematic Analysis 

ά¢ƘŜƳŀǘƛŎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ŦƻǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ-ing, analysing and reporting patterns(themes) within 

Řŀǘŀέ ό/ƭŀǊƪŜ ϧ .ǊŀǳƴΣ нллсύΦ .ȅǊƴŜ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ w¢! ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎǳŦŦŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŎƻƴŦǳǎƛƻƴΣ ƳƛǎƭŀōŜƭƛƴƎΣ 

or conflation with other techniques (2021). To avoid this ƛǎǎǳŜΦ ά.Ǌŀǳƴ ŀƴŘ /ƭŀǊƪŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜƳŀǊŎŀǘŜŘΧ 

three principal approaches to TA: (1) coding reliability TA; (2) codebook approaches to TA, and; (3) 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜŦƭŜȄƛǾŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ¢!έ ό.Ǌŀǳƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΣ нлмфΣ ǉǳƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ .ȅǊƴŜΣ нлнмύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ ŘǊŀǿǎ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

Reflexive ApǇǊƻŀŎƘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ŀƭƛƎƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ /ƘŀƴƎΩǎ ŎȅŎƭƛŎŀƭ Řŀǘŀ ǊŜŦƛƴŜƳŜƴǘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΦ 

 

/ƘŀƴƎ ŀƭǎƻ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ΨŎƻŘŜǎΩΣ ŀ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǘŜǊƳΤ άLƴƛǘƛŀƭ Řŀǘŀ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ōŜƎƛƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

ǎƻǊǘƛƴƎΧ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŦǊŀŎǘǳǊŜ ŜŀŎƘ Řŀǘŀ ǎŜǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ ōƛǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǘƻǇƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƳƳƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ 

ǊŜƎǊƻǳǇ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ōƛǘǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƻǇƛŎŀƭ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎΦέ 
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¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ w¢! ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŎƻŘŜǎ άǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 

ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ƻŦ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǘŀǎŜǘΦέ ό.ȅǊƴŜΣ нлнмύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜǊŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƴƻ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴ 

that codes or themes interpreted by one researcher may bŜ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊέ ό.ȅǊƴŜΣ нлнмύΣ 

ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ άƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ 

ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴέ ό/ƭŀǊƪŜ ŀƴŘ .ǊŀǳƴΣ нлмфΣ ǉǳƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ .ȅǊƴŜΣ нлнмύΣ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǳǘƻŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ 

as a study of my own subjective understanding of a topic close to my personal experiences. 

!ǎ ǎǳŎƘΣ Ƴȅ άΦΦΦŀƭƭƻǿώƛƴƎϐΦΦΦ Ǝǳǘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎΧ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ƭŜŀŘΧέ ό/ƘŀƴƎΣ нллуύ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

ƎǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎȅŎƭƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ Řŀǘŀ ǘƻ ƭŜŀŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŎƻŘƛƴƎΤ /ƘŀƴƎΩǎ 

ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ά²ƘŜƴ Řŀǘŀ ŘŜŦƛŎƛŜƴŎȅ ƛǎ ƴƻǘƛŎŜŘΧ ǎǘŜŜǊΧ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ŦƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀǇǎΦέ   όнллуύΦ 

 

In practise, this meant using Stage 3 data as prompting for searches through online fora to 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ΨǊŀƛƭǊƻŀŘƛƴƎΩ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΦ 

Likewise, if I noted a discussion in Stage 2 data, the discussion topic would become more visible in 

ongoing Stage 3 journaling. 

3.3.2.1: Using Codes and Themes 

CƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ /ƘŀƴƎΩǎκ/ƭŀǊƪŜ ŀƴŘ .ǊŀǳƴΩǎ ƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜΣ L άǊŜƎǊƻǳǇώŜŘϐΦΦΦ ŘŀǘŀΧ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƻǇƛŎŀƭ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎέ 

ό/ƘŀƴƎΣ нллуύΤ ǿƘŜƴ L ƴƻǘƛŎŜŘ ŀ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΣ ǘƘŜƳŜΣ ƻǊ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ άǘƘŀǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ƛƴ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴέ ό.ȅǊƴŜΣ нлнмύ L ǊŜƎƛǎǘŜǊŜŘ ƛǘ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻŘŜ with a descriptive name and began to re-

search existing data for further examples. 

.ȅǊƴŜ ƴŀƳŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎ ΨLƴŘǳŎǘƛǾŜΩ ƻǊ ΨŘŀǘŀ-ŘǊƛǾŜƴΩ ŎƻŘƛƴƎΣ ŀǎ ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ-ŘǊƛǾŜƴ ΨŘŜŘǳŎǘƛǾŜΩ 

ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΤ άŘŀǘŀ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŎƻŘŜŘ ǘƻ Ŧƛǘ ŀ ǇǊŜ-ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ŎƻŘƛƴƎ ŦǊŀƳŜΣ ōǳǘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ΨƻǇŜƴ-ŎƻŘŜŘΩ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ 

to best represent meaning as communicated by [myself anŘ Ƴȅ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎϐέ ό.Ǌŀǳƴ ŀƴŘ /ƭŀǊƪŜ нлмоΣ 

quoted in Byrne, 2021). This approach- freely analysing data outside of existing theoretical 

frameworks- ƛǎ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΩ Ǝƻŀƭ ƻŦ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴŀ ǳƴŘŜǊ-

examined by current theory.  

  

¢ƘŜ ŎƻŘŜǎ L ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƭŀǘŜƴǘΩ ǎǘȅƭŜΣ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ŀ άƳƻǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘƛǾŜέ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ άǊŜǉǳƛǊƛƴƎ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊέ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ 

surface-ƭŜǾŜƭ ΨǎŜƳŀƴǘƛŎΩ ǎǘȅƭŜΦ ό.ȅǊƴŜΣ нлнмύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀǇǇǊƻach to coding is likewise aligned with 

autoethnography, where interpretation of complex and subjective cultural meanings is essential to 

Ƴȅ Řŀǘŀ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΤ ά.Ǌŀǳƴ ŀƴŘ /ƭŀǊƪŜ ό2012, 2013, 2020ύ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘΧ ŎƻŘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ 

ΨŜƳŜǊƎŜΩ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǘŀΧ wŀǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ Ǉƭŀȅǎ ŀƴ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘƛƴƎ ŎƻŘŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

ǘƘŜƳŜǎέ ό.ȅǊƴŜΣ нлнмύ 

 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11135-021-01182-y#ref-CR3
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11135-021-01182-y#ref-CR4
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11135-021-01182-y#ref-CR7
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!ǎ ǇŜǊ .ȅǊƴŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ L ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƛƴ ǎƛȄ ǎǘŜǇǎΦ Phase one (familiarisation with 

the data) and Phase two όƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ŎƻŘŜǎύΣ ŀǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛƴ оΦо  άώǘƻƻƪϐ ǇƭŀŎŜΧ ƛƴ ŀ ŎȅŎƭƛŎŀƭ 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦέ ŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ ά¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘ ƛǘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŎƻŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ 

familiarisation, the researcher can identify which codes are conducive to interpreting themes and 

ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘƛǎŎŀǊŘŜŘΦέ ό.ȅǊƴŜΣ нлнмύ 

 

The process of identifying and recording codes and data pertaining to them was done in a large 

master spreadsheet, separately from the raw data folders. Said spreadsheet contained a table for 

each code, numbered 1-33. Each datum that could be considered relevant to a code was placed 

ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻŘŜΩǎ ǘŀōƭŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǎǘŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ όL9Σ {ǘŀƎŜ н ǉǳƻǘŜ ІΣ  ƻǊ 

Stage 3 journaling form). The table also notes which artefacts are relevant to said quote, to allow 

easier analysis of genre or title-ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ΨƴƻǘŜΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƴƻǘŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ¦w[ǎ ƻǊ 

hierarchical relationships to other quotes (such as comments left on posts). To assist visual clarity, 

each row was also colour-coded according to data collection stage; yellow for Stage 3 data, pink for 

stage 2 data (a darker hue for comments left on posts), and blue to note any Stage 1 data inserted 

(as reminders or comparators). (See fig. 5) 

 

 

Fig. 5; Example coding table with entries for code #16 
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¢ƘŜ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǎǘ ŎƻŘŜΣ Інр ΨwŜƭƛŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ ƎŜƴǊŜκŦǊŀƴŎƘƛǎŜ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΩΣ 

Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴǎ ǘƘǊŜŜ Řŀǘŀ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎΤ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘΣ Імп ΨLƳǇǊƻǾƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ 5aΩΣ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴǎ мнр Řŀǘŀ 

references. 

 

I did fail to follow one piece of advice from Byrne, in that I did not keep track of the evolution of my 

codes in a separate table; this would have assisted the clarity and direction of the meanings that were 

emerging from the codes. This is not an essential to RTA but would have nonetheless improved speed 

and clarity during analysis. 

 

άtƘŀǎŜ ǘƘǊŜŜΥ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳŜǎέ ōŜƎŀƴ άǿƘŜƴ ŀƭƭ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ Řŀǘŀ ƛǘŜƳǎ ώƘŀŘϐ ōŜŜƴ ŎƻŘŜŘέ ό.ȅǊƴŜΣ 

нлнмύΦ tŜǊ .ȅǊƴŜΩǎ ŀŘǾƛŎŜΣ L ǎǇŜƴǘ ǎƻƳŜ ǘƛƳŜ ŀŘƧǳǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻŘŜǎΤ ǎǇƭƛǘǘƛƴƎΣ ǳƴƛǘƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƴŀƳƛƴƎ ŀǎ 

appropriate, though as mentioned no exact record of these exact changes was kept. In doing so, I 

ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳƛƴƎ ǘƻ άŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŎƻŘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘƛǎ 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ Ƴŀȅ ƛƴŦƻǊƳ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ŀ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜƳŜέ ό.ȅǊƴŜΣ нлнмύΦ 

 

I created a second page in my spreadsheet which contained a number of tables which logged which 

codes belonged to a potential theme (as seen in fig. 5). As I read through and understood my codes, 

I drafted candidate themes by inferring meaningful relations within and between codes, and placed 

descriptive titles at the top of each. I read through codes one-by-one, tagging them as relevant to the 

theme if so. This process was repeated several times, with themes being rephrased, deleted, united 

and split until I had four candidate themes (see fig. 6). 

With time spent poring over my collated data, I slowly began to understand the following main ideas, 

which formed the basis of my candidate themes. I did make the mistake of not noting these down 

explicitly, only perceiving them as patterns in my dataset; academics performing similar enquiries 

should be careful to document these candidate themes in a more detailed manner. As such, note 

these ideas are noted from memory as prompted by looking over my data retrospectively. 

1. The fundamental building block of an RPG narrative is simply that a player inputs some form 

ƻŦ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛŀƭ Ŝƴǘƛǘȅ όǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ DaΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ 

developer) grants a response, to which the player then responds, and so forth. However, 

there is a wide range of methods and mediums to these back-and-forths which warrant 

discussion. 

2. Players hold varied desires regarding their experiences in a game, and design and ethos 

behind their player-character can be used to demonstrate these desires. 
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3. Players who are experienced and knowledgeable in a game gain additional capabilities when 

it comes to authoring narratives; their ability to utilise game content to create a certain 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƪƛƭƭ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘƴŜǎǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ǊǳƭŜǎ and content. 

4. Fandom subculture is an informative community which shares information, discusses and 

improves practise, and promotes sociability amongst players. 

5. All of the above are true for both TTRPGs and CRPGs, but the details on how exactly these 

concepts apply, their methods, and the breadth and depth of their application varied 

between the two mediums and title-to-title. 

 

Fig. 6; Example; theming table for theme #3 

Phase four ƛǎ ŀ άǊŜŎǳǊǎƛǾŜ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƳŜǎέΦ  

I carried the aforementioned candidate themes into phase five which is understood as the process of 

defining and naming themes. I initially organised these points into four themes, as follows; 

1. RPGs contain features designed to facilitate a variety of experiences to different players, 

typically delivered through player-ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ 

core identity. Players expect Developers to facilitate this freedom of expression.  

2. 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊǎ !ƴŘ tƭŀȅŜǊǎ /ȅŎƭƛŎŀƭƭȅ wŜǎǇƻƴŘ ¢ƻ 9ŀŎƘ hǘƘŜǊΩǎ !ǳǘƘƻǊƛŀƭ LƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ Ǿƛŀ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ 

and role-play. In multiplayer games, there exists best practice, but single-player games are at 

ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ǿƘƛƳǎΦ 
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3. Knowledge grants authorial power; more experienced players can plan more story in advance 

and are more likely to take on developer-like behaviours 

4. RPGs Exist Within A Persistently Informative and Creative Culture That Shapes And Informs 

Large-Scale And Small-Scale Gameplay. 

Phase five is the process of finalising the names and definitions of each theme. During this phase, I 

decided that theme 3 was less a standalone pillar of my findings and more an underlying truth that 

could be seen in parts of the other three. As such, I removed this theme and refocused the interplay 

between experience and authorial capacity into other themes. 

During rewrites, it became clear that my phrasing of the theme names was not in keeping with the 

correct naming scheme and level of generality/specificity that quality RTA requires; as such, the 

themes were re-framed as their current names. The underlying meaning was similar, but the names 

were changed to concise titles. 

Phase six ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŎǘ ƻŦ ΨǇǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƘŜǊŜ ŀǎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ п-6.  
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4: Exploration of themes 

The methodology described in section rendered 33 specific codes; the smallest (Code #25) contains 

three data points, whilst the largest (Code #14) contains 125 data points. The codes are named as 

follows: 

1. Plot Progression Through Dialogue 

2. Characterisation Through Dialogue 

3. Developer-Intended Critical Path 

4. Deviating From Obvious Critical Path 

5. Using Pre-Existing Knowledge Of The Game From Previous Playthroughs 

6. Making Story Decisions On The Fly As A Player 

7. Planning Story Decisions In Advance As A Player 

8. Visual Storytelling 

9. Narration 

10. CŜŜƭƛƴƎ ¢ƘŜ LƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ hŦ ¢ƘŜ /ƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩǎ tŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅκ.ŀŎƪǎǘƻǊȅ 

11. Story Content Affected Or Unlocked By Game-Mechanical Success/Failure 

12. Making Use Of Pre-Made Tools And Resources 

13. Planning For Absent Players 

14. Improvisation As A DM 

15. 5aκ5ŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊ ±ƛƻƭŀǘƛƴƎ tƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ {ŜƴǎŜ hŦ {ǘƻǊȅǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ !ƎŜƴŎȅ 

16. DM/Developer Punishing Players 

17. Content Designed To Align With Player-Characters 

18. Influence Based On Companion Approval 

19. Using Save-States 

20. Plot Progression Through Combat + Gameplay 

21. Ret-cons 

22. Character Backstory As Game Mechanic 

23. Voice-Acting 

24. Plot-Holes 

25. Reliance On Genre/Franchise Conventions In Absence Of Specific Knowledge 

26. Dice-Rolls And Other RNG 

27. DM Getting Into Difficulties 

28. Slang & Turns Of Phrase 

29. Mentor Figures 

30. Characterisation Through Gameplay Actions 
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31. Advice To DMs/Developers 

32. Advice To Players 

33. Players Setting Challenges, Limits Or Gimmicks In Advance Of A Playthrough 

 

These codes contain data from both TTRPG and CRPG sources, with the aim of creating themes which 

facilitate a cross-examination of the two mediums.  

¢ƘŜƳŜ мΣ Ψ±ŀǊƛŜŘ 9ȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ CǊƻƳ ±ŀǊƛŀōƭŜ !ǾŀǘŀǊǎΩΣ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ wtDǎ ŀǊŜ 

ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ƎǊŀƴǘ ōǊƻŀŘ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ǘƻ Ŧƛǘ ŜŀŎƘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΩ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ 

preferences; it is in this way that players are able to enter into authorial dialogue to create unique 

narrative experiences. I particularly focus on the process of creating and inhabiting playable avatars. 

¢ƘŜƳŜ нΣ Ψ/ȅŎƭƛŎŀƭ !ǳǘƘƻǊƛŀƭ 5ƛŀƭƻƎǳŜǎΩΣ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀƴǳƭŀǊΣ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ-to-moment process of 

participating in authorial dialogues, particularly the ways in which the social format of TTRPG play or 

digital format of CRPG play shape the possibility space and ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΩ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ƴŀǾƛƎŀǘƛƴƎ ǎŀƛŘ 

space. 

¢ƘŜƳŜ оΣ ΨLƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ 5ƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ /ǳƭǘǳǊŜΩΣ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŀƴŘƻƳ ǎǳōŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜŘ 

in dialogic authorship by creating best practices, frameworks of understanding, tools and resources 

which players and DM draw upon whilst participating in authorial dialogues, which come to change 

and expand upon the ways players (and DMs) perceive and navigate the game and its possibility 

space. 

 

I now discuss each theme from the perspective of TTRPGs (section 5) and CRPGs (section 6).  
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5: Analysis: Tabletop Role-Playing Games 

5.1: Theme 1 - Varied Experiences From Variable Avatars.  

I argue that dialogic story authorship of RPGs is fundamentally framed by player-characters (PCs).  

RPGs provide highly variable experiences to different players in different times and contexts, as 

highlighted by Bowman and Schrier (2018), Bailey (2010, as cited in Bowman and Schrier, 2018), and 

Hall (2015).  

 

Thus, player-characters are a primary medium through which players and developers collaborate 

ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛŀƭƭȅΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀ ŎƻƴŘǳƛǘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŘŜǎƛǊŜŘ 

experience. In this way, player-characters are declarations of game-authorial intent made by players, 

directly expressing code #7 (Planning story in advance as a player). The studied artefacts demonstrate 

different approaches to prompting, noting, and representing player-characters, which come to shape 

how those characters are constructed and inhabited. In other words, the underlying philosophies of 

ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ǊǳƭŜǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ Ƙƻǿ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ-characters relate to and affect the fiction to come. 

5.1.1: Philosophies of rulebooks  

Bowman and Shrier observe that player-ŀǾŀǘŀǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ άώǾŀǊȅϐ ŘŜǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΣ ŀƴŘ Χ 

ώōŜŎŀǳǎŜϐ ǇƭŀȅŜǊώǎϐΦΦΦ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳΧ ŀ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ άŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘŜ ǎŜƭŦέ όнлмуύΥ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ¢¢wtD ǘƛǘƭŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ 

to facilitate the authorship of different kinds of stories, apparent by the ways that they guide the 

construction of player-characters, their protagonists. In this section, I use player-character creation 

as an example of how the ethos of TTRPG rulebooks direct player-creativities. 

 

Rulebooks detail game-mechanics, game-narrative information, and guidance, which intersect with 

ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΩ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƻ ǎƘŀǇŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ-creative process.  As will be 

discussed in 5.1.2 and 5.1.3, such game-mechanical and game-narrative structures affect how player-

characters mediate dialogic authorship, so the underlying philosophies of the character-creation 

playspace will have knock-on effects into the feel and direction of the story. 

 

CƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ 5ϧ5Ωǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ-ƘŀƴŘōƻƻƪ ŀǎƪǎΥ άōŜŦƻǊŜ ȅƻǳ ŘƛǾŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǎǘŜǇ мΣ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǇƭŀȅΧ LŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΧ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΧ ǎŜŜ ǿƘŀǘ ŎŀǘŎƘŜǎ ȅƻǳǊ 

ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΦέ ό/ǊŀǿŦƻǊŘΣ нлмпΣ ǇммύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅ-first, creatively-oriented approach observable in 

journaling (D&D-1); our player-characters began largely as high-concepts- άƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ōȅΧ ¢ŜǊǊȅ 
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tǊŀǘŎƘŜǘǘέΣ άǘǊŀǾŜƭƭƛƴƎ ²ƛȊŀǊŘΧ ǎŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǎƴŀƪŜ ƻƛƭέ ƻǊ άǎƛƳǇƭŜΧ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀƭŎƻƘƻƭƛŎέ ό!ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ /ύ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǿŜ 

ŦƭŜǎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ƻǳǘ ƛƴǘƻ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ ŀǾŀǘŀǊǎ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ǊǳƭŜǎΦ .ȅ ƻǊƛŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ 

ŦŀƴǘŀǎǘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƻǘŀƎƻƴƛǎǘǎΧ έǎŜǘ ŀǇŀǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜέ ό/ǊŀǿŦƻǊŘΣ нлмпΣ ǇотύΣ ǘƘŜ 5ϧ5 ǊǳƭŜǎ 

system arguably manipulates players and DMs to author stories of classical heroism rather than 

everyday mundanity. 

 

Conversely, rather than beginning with high-concept character ideation, the RED core rulebook 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ŦƻǊ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎǎΣ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎΥ ά{ǘȅƭŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ 

ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ƛǎ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎΣ ƭƛǾŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŘƎŜΣ ōǊŜŀƪ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜǎέ όtƻƴŘǎƳƛǘƘΣ нлнлΣ ǇнуύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊǳƭŜōƻƻƪ ǘƘŜƴ 

immediately explains options for character creation with a prescribed, game-mechanical system for 

ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴƛƴƎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ-ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΦ wŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŦƻǊŜŦǊƻƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ 

imagination, the rulebook implies that the first step a player should take in creating a character is to 

ǎŜƭŜŎǘ ƻǊ ǊŀƴŘƻƳƭȅ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜ ƎǊŀƴǳƭŀǊ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛŦŜΣ ŦƛǊǎǘƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ΨwƻƭŜΩ όƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŀōƭŜ ǘƻ 

5ϧ5Ωǎ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎύΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŎƻƴŘƭȅ ǘƘŜ ΨƭƛŦŜǇŀǘƘΩ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜǎ ŀ ōŀŎƪǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

character using dice-rolls.  
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CƛƎΦтΥ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘŜǇǎ ƻŦ Ψ9ŘƎŜǊǳƴƴŜǊΩ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ Ψ/ȅōŜǊǇǳƴƪΥ wŜŘΩΣ ŀǎ ǎŜŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊŜ ǊǳƭŜōƻƻƪ 

(page 41) 

w95Ωǎ rulebook lists three methods of character-creation with functionally similar outputs. In my 

ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ǿŜ ǳǎŜŘ Ψ9ŘƎŜǊǳƴƴŜǊΩ όƛΦŜΦ άŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅΧ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ Χ ǇŀƛƴǎǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŘŜǘŀƛƭέ όǇплύύ 

(see Fig. 7).  

 

{ŀƛŘ Ψ9ŘƎŜǊǳƴƴŜǊΩ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ōŜƎƛƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ōŀǎŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƻǊƛƎƛƴ ƻǊ ŘǊŜǎǎ ǎŜƴǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ 

role-specific details such as clientele. Players may optionally abdicate authorial control to dice-rolls 

against tables, expressing a preferred balance of creativity, effort, and surprise. Only after base 

characterisation can players begin constructing gameplay strategies via equipment selection. 

Players may imagine characterisation beyond these base characterisations, but the rules-system 

emphasises relatively mundane, rather than high-conceptual, characterisation, resulting in grounded 

player-characters. 
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This is not to say RED does not provide stimuli for imagination; the rulebook contains 100+ art pieces 

ŘŜǇƛŎǘƛƴƎ ΨbƛƎƘǘ /ƛǘȅΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎǇŜǊŀǘŜ ŎȅōƻǊƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƛǾŜ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ DŀƳŜ-rules prompt the table to 

incorporate rent payments, diet, and day-job, which combines with the artwork to communicate the 

ŜǘƘƻǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ w95 ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎΥ ά{ǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ ƛǎ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƎΧ LŦ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ Řƻ ǎƻƳŜ ƎƻƻŘΧ ƎǊŜŀǘΦ .ǳǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ 

Ŏƻǳƴǘ ƻƴ ƛǘΦέόǇнуύΦ {ǳŎƘ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎǎ ǘƛŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ- άIŜǊƻŜǎ ƻŦ ŀ ōŀŘ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴέ όǇнуύ- rather 

than of ǿƘƛƳǎƛŎŀƭ ŀŘǾŜƴǘǳǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǳŎƘ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎ w95Ωǎ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ-play. This 

ŀƭƛƎƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ WǳǳƭΩǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎΤ άώƎŀƳŜϐ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴΧ ŎǳŜǎ ώǇƭŀȅŜǊǎϐ ƛƴǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΧ ǊǳƭŜǎΧ ŀƴŘΧ ǘƘŜ 

ǊǳƭŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ŎǳŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴέ όнллрύΦ 

 

²Ŝ Ŏŀƴ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴƪ ƘŜǊŜΣ ǘƘŜƴΣ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ a5! ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪΤ ǘƘŜ ΨŜǘƘƻǎΩ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǊǳƭŜōƻƻƪǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ Ŏŀƴ 

ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎΤ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜƴ ƎǳƛŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΩ 

understanding of the underlying dynamics and mechanics, establishing a narrative and aesthetic 

context for why ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƻǊ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ 

experience the player is intended to use them to author (Hunicke, LeBlanc and Zubek, (2004). 

 

Lǘ ƛǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƴƻǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ нлмп 5ϧ5 tƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ IŀƴŘōƻƻƪ пǘƘ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǘƻ ƎǳƛŘŜ 

character creation, including dice-roll tables for PC personality or backstory values, such as weight, 

flaws, bonds and ideals. The text also gives creative ǇǊƻƳǇǘǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ 

ŘƻŜǎ ƻǊ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƴŦƻǊƳ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΧέ όǇΦмнмύ ƻǊ άƎƛǾŜ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ 

ǘǿƻ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ǘǊŀƛǘǎΧέ όǇΦмноύΦ aǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƎŀƳŜ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎǎΣ 

but optional resources; my table did not utilise them. (D&D-1). 

 

These rulebooks, then, were not prescriptive of play experiences; any element could be ignored, 

disregarded, not utilised, or subverted to suit house preference- Mizer notes that at TTRPG 

conventions, isolated table cultures become exposed to one another tƻ ǊŜǾŜŀƭ ǘƘŀǘ άƴƻƴŜΧ ŀǊŜ 

ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƎŀƳŜΧ ǊǳƭŜǎέ όнлмфύΦ L ŜȄǘǊŀǇƻƭŀǘŜΤ ¢¢wtD ǊǳƭŜōƻƻƪǎ ŀǊŜ ŀ ǎǳǇǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ 

player and GM creative dialogues, not an authority. 

My D&D rulebooks were not utilised as play-by-Ǉƭŀȅ ƎǳƛŘŜǎ ǘƻ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴΤ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊƛƳŀǊȅΩ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ 

for the steps of character-ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŀōƭŜΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΤ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳŜ 

ΨǊǳƭŜōƻƻƪΩ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŀōƭŜΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ of the rules, disseminated by peer-to-peer 

mentorship (see 5.3.1) and the physical rulebook was relegated to reference material.  

Conversely, as first-time players, RED table delegated heavily to the rulebook text itself; my journaling 

notes that players spent significant time rolling dice against tables (RED-1) and that players and I 

spent significant time reading from and collectively interpreting the rulebook, which was taken as the 

ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛǾŜΦ {ŀƭŜƴ ŀƴŘ ½ƛƳƳŜǊƳŀƴ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜƴƻǘŜŘ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨLŘŜŀƭ wǳƭŜǎΩ- ǘƘŜ άƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ 
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ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎέ ŀƴŘ ΨwŜŀƭ wǳƭŜǎΩ- άǘƘŜ ŎƻŘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ƘŜƭŘ ōȅ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅέΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

as they are the ruleset which is actually actioned during play, so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨwŜŀƭ ǊǳƭŜǎΩ άǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ŀ 

ŎƻƴǎŜƴǎǳǎ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǇƭŀȅŜŘέόнллоύ- my data ƴƻǘŜǎ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ό5ϧ5ύ ǿƘŜǊŜ ΨǊŜŀƭ 

ǊǳƭŜǎΩ ŘŜǾƛŀǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ΨƛŘŜŀƭ ǊǳƭŜǎΩΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ όw95ύ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ ǿŜǊŜ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊΦ 

 

Tying all of these points together is the following conclusion; the general ethos of TTRPG character-

ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŀōƭŜΩǎ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘƛǾŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎŀƛŘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

understanding begins as reading; replicating steps and advice from the text which ingrains the 

underlying philosophies into newcomers. Over time, individuals and groups develop intuitive 

understandings of the rules and underlying principles of a given TTRPG, with their collective 

understanding becoming the primary reference point for the text; the game-as-text has been 

superseded by localised fandom discourse; play-groups modify the process beyond the written 

ruleset. 

Creating player-characters is a form of authorial dialogue between GM and players, with the output 

being a distinct avatar. Additionally, corroborating a character-creation process is, in and of itself, an 

authorial dialogue amongst playgroups and larger fandoms, wherein the output is a set of processes 

and understandings regarding the act of character-creation. 

The artefacts-as-text imparted not just rules, but ethos, which survives beyond actual references to 

the text amongst experienced players, continuing to shape ongoing authorial dialogues within 

developer intent, even after the guidebook is largely discarded. 

Players eventually excise rulebooks from play, but the ethos continues to shape authorial dialogues. 

 

Having explored how these rulebooks influence the underlying philosophies of player-character 

creation, the next section examines said process more directly. 

5.1.2: Creating player-characters 

Both D&D and RED had players select attributes - ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨŎƭŀǎǎΩκΩǊƻƭŜΩ ƻǊ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ - which then 

came to form the basis of their narrative and gameplay experiences. In both instances, players and I 

engaged in conversational collaboration throughout this process. In this section, I outline how my 

players reconciled this information into their understanding of avatars during character-creation in 

collaboration with the GM. 

 

My journaling illuminated two parallel player-creativities. On one hand, they selected attributes as 

game-mechanics, regarded as strategic gameplay elements, with potentially no eye for storytelling. 
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Secondly, these attributes are associated with storytelling information in the core rulebooks, which 

players can optionally regard as base elements of characterisation, where game mechanics were 

metaphorical of narrative information, and vice-versa (as mentioned in previous section). In such 

cases, storytelling information granted narrative significance to game-mechanical actions.  

 

Which perspective a player takes can be linked to their conscious or unconscious framing of the 

ŀǾŀǘŀǊΩǎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΤ άhƴŜΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǘƻ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΧ ŘŜǇŜƴŘǎΧ ƻƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ 

ŀƎŜƴŘŀ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴέ ό.ƻǿƳŀƴ ŀƴŘ {ŎƘǊƛŜǊΣ нлмуύΦ .ŀƴƪǎ όн015) delineates four possible 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ aahwtD ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ƘŀǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ όάhōƧŜŎǘΣ aŜΣ {ȅƳōƛƻǘŜΣ hǘƘŜǊέύΣ 

ǿƘƛƭǎǘ .ƻǿƳŀƴ όнύ ŘŜƭƛƴŜŀǘŜǎ ƴƛƴŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƛƴ Ƙƻǿ ŀǾŀǘŀǊǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǎŜŎǘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΩ ǎŜƭŦ-identity 

(doppelganger, idealised, repressed, etc), drawing on Jungian psychology. Similarly ideas are explored 

ƛƴ ¢¢wtD ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΦ 5ŜǎƛƎƴŜǊ wƻƴ 9ŘǿŀǊŘǎΩ όнллмύ ΨD{bΩ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ǊƻǳƎƘƭȅ ǎǇƭƛǘǎ ¢¢wtD ǇƭŀȅŜǊ 

ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊκƎƻŀƭǎκƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ΨDŀƳƛǎǘΩ όǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ƛƴ ǇǳǊǎǳƛǘ ƻŦ 

victory conditions, especially in a player-versus-ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎύΣ Ψ{ƛƳǳƭŀǘƛƻƴƛǎǘΩ ό9ȄǇƭƻǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƛǘƘ 

ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴŎȅύ ŀƴŘ ΨbŀǊǊŀǘƛǾƛǎǘΩ όǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴύΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊ 9ŘǿŀǊŘǎ 

ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎ ά¢ƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǇǊƻǘŀƎƻƴƛǎǘǎΧ ŀƴŘ the players are often considered co-

ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎέ  

 

We therefore understand that for some of my players, creating a character was primarily a gameplay-

strategic exercise, with little eye for storytelling: Crash_Override was one such character, with little 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ w95Ωǎ ΨbŜǘǊǳƴƴƛƴƎΩ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎǎΤ ŀ ΨƎŀƳƛǎǘΩ 

mindset. For others, the narrative information attached to these gameplay attributes held equal or 

greater importance, and selecting attributes was as much a narrative-creative act as a gameplay 

experience. For instanceΣ ƻƴŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨIŀǊŜƴƎƻƴΩ ǊŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ Ψ.ŀǊōŀǊƛŀƴΩ ŎƭŀǎǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

granted them specific gameplay abilities (larger jumps, powerful attacks) and characterisation (a 

hare-like wildsman). They united these attributes with their preconceived ideas of a gentle Scottish 

adventurer  to create the character of March MacRuggles (Appendix C). 

 

This is not to say that only narratism-leaning players co-ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎΤ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ tŜŀǊŎŜΩǎ 

discussion of narrative operators to deduce that even strategy-oriented play experiences create an 

ά9ȄǇŜǊƛŜƴǘƛŀƭέ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ άŘŜǾŜƭƻǇǎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘ ΨŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΧέ όнллпύΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ 

company of other players, who may regard these experiential narratives and translate them into 

ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŀōƭȅ ŦƛŎǘƛǾŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎ όǎǳŎƘ ǇǊƻƳǇǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ǘƻ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ΨŦƭŀǾƻǳǊΩ ŀ ƎŀƳŜ-

mechanical action, as between Frae and Buguthy in D&D-17), it is clear that even gamist players must 

be considered narrative co-authors through their player-characters.  
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Players are perfectly capable of constructing their own characters, provided they understand the 

often complicated rules of how to do so. However, the majority of my players collaborated with me 

as the GM to ensure their player-characters fit within the fiction and ethos of the campaign. Both 

artefacts invite this collaboration; The RED ǊǳƭŜōƻƻƪ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΥ άCƛƴŘƛƴƎ ŀ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳǊ bƻƳŀŘ ǘƻ ōŜ 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘΧ¢ŀƭƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ DaΣ ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΦ ¸ƻǳΩƭƭ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ƛǘ ƻǳǘΦέ όǇсфύ 

Likewise the D&D tƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ƘŀƴŘōƻƻƪ ŀŘǾƛǎŜǎΥ ά¢ŀƭƪ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳǊ 5a ŀōƻǳǘ ŀƴ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴΧέ 

(p47). 

 

CƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΥ ά!ǊǘŜƳƛǎƛŀΩǎΦΦΦ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ǿŀƴǘŜŘΦΦΦ ŀ ŦǊŜƴŎƘκƛǘŀƭƛŀƴ ŦŜŜƭΣ ǎƻ LΧ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘώŜŘϐΦΦΦ !ǎǘǊŀƭ 9ƭǾŜǎ ǘƻ 

ƳŀǘŎƘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŀŎŎŜƴǘΣ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜέ L ŜŘƛǘŜŘ ΨƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭΩ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǘǘŀŎƘŜŘ 

to rules to match player creative desires, carving my world to fit specific player-characters into it 

(code #17). Cover notes similar interactions being described to her by the GM Monte Cook; 

άΦΦΦǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΧ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ !ǊŀōƛŀƴΧ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘΣ ǎƻ /ƻƻƪ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜŘ ŀ 

setting where ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜέ όtŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ нллфΣ ǉǳƻǘŜŘ ōȅ /ƻǾŜǊΣ нлмлύ 

 ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ƻǊ ŀŘŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨIƻƳŜōǊŜǿΩ όbŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ нлнлύΦ 

²ŜŜ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǊǳƭŜōƻƻƪǎ ƛǎ άŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜΣ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘƛǾŜΣ ŜǾŜƴ 

ƛǊǊŜǾŜǊŜƴǘέ όнлнпύΣ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ƭƛƴƪǎ ǿƛǘƘ WŜƴƪƛƴǎΩ ΨǘŜȄǘǳŀƭ ǇƻŀŎƘƛƴƎΩ όмффнύ- the official sourcebook 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ψ!ǎǘǊŀƭ 9ƭŦΩ ǇƭŀȅŀōƭŜ ǊŀŎŜ ά{ǇŜƭƭƧŀƳƳŜǊΤ !ŘǾŜƴǘǳǊŜǎ Lƴ {ǇŀŎŜέ όtŜǊƪƛƴǎΣ нлннύ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘŜƳ 

ŀǎ ƛƳƳƻǊǘŀƭ ǎǇŀŎŜŦŀǊƛƴƎ ǿŀƴŘŜǊŜǊǎΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ άǇǊƻƴŜ ǘƻ ƳŜƭŀƴŎƘƻƭȅέΦ !ǊǘŜƳƛǎƛŀΣ ŀ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ-minded 

ŦǳǘǳǊƛǎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǇŀǎǎƛƻƴŀǘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΣ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ Ŧƛǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΣ ƴƻǊ ŘƛŘ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊǘƘōƻǳƴŘ Ψ!ǎǘǊŀƭ 

9ƳǇƛǊŜΩ I wrote as her homeland. Without ever directly consulting the lore present in the official text, 

we took the gameplay elements and general concept of the Astral Elf and used it as the foundations 

for our creative dialogue- indeed, I never looked at the official rulebook myself, instead referencing 

online fan-made databases to access the content. This once again highlights that TTRPG rulebooks 

are the foundations, not authorities, on the authorial dialogues of play; creative authority is 

enshrined in the social bonds between players, not the game-text. 

 

The social contract of TTRPG play does not empower players to ignore rules like a GM is, and as such 

ǘƘŜ Da Ƴǳǎǘ ǎǳōǾŜǊǘ ǊǳƭŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ōŜƘŀƭŦΦ L ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ L ƻŦǘŜƴ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜŘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎƘƛǇΣ ōȅ 

ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƻΣ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƻƭΩ ƻŦǘŜƴ ōŜƛƴƎ ƻōǎŜǊǾed as a cultural virtue. For example, I allowed 

Knightrider to ǎƭŜŜǇ ŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ ǇŜƴŀƭǘȅΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜōƻƻƪ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ άŀ 

ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ώƴŜǾŜǊϐ Ŏƻǳƴǘώǎϐ ŀǎ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎέ όtƻƴŘǎƳƛǘƘ нлнлΣ ǇΦрфύΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ YƴƛƎƘǘǊƛŘŜǊΩǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ 

did not describe Knightrider as compass-mentis; the concept of a psychotic biker living in a garage 

was a more entertaining concept that the rules, applied strictly, would have allowed. 
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L ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ƳƻƴƛƪŜǊ ΨǊǳƭŜǎ ƭŀǿȅŜǊΩΤ άLŦ ƛǘϥǎ Ŧǳƴƴȅ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǎŜƴǎŜΣ ƭŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ Řƻ ƛǘΦ ¢ƘŜ 

'rule of cool' should be at the forefront- no-one likes a rules-ƭŀǿȅŜǊέ όǉǳƻǘŜ ІмплύΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǘǿƻ ǘǳǊƴǎ 

of phrase align to demonstrate a clear cultural phƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ ǿƘŜǊŜ ¢¢wtD ΨǊǳƭŜǎ-as-ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴΩ ŜȄƛǎǘ ǇǳǊŜƭȅ 

to facilitate enjoyable play- GMs can and should disregard them if doing so better facilitates the 

ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΩ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎƘƛǇΦ 

 

One novel from of co-creativity was discusses creating character appearance (Code #8). Several 

means express visual identity, chiefly the portrait box on official character-sheets or physical or virtual 

ƳƛƴƛŀǘǳǊŜǎΦ L ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ŀǎ L ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘΧ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭ aƛƴƛǎΦ !ǎ L ƴƻǘŜŘΥ ά9ŀŎƘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜΣ L ǿƻǳƭŘΧ ƳƻŘŜƭ ŀ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭ ƳƛƴƛŀǘǳǊŜΧ ƎƻƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ-and-ŦƻǊǘƘΧ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ 

ōƻǘƘ ƘŀǇǇȅέΦ ό!ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ /ύ aȅ Řŀǘŀ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ƴƻ ŦŀƴŘƻƳ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǎŜΦ 

 

To divide the power dynamics of the character-creation dialogue, as the DM my choice of TTRPG and 

authorial intent towards plot and world (e.g. Scottish-inspired setting, morally good characters, etc.) 

defined a possibility space for player-character creation; players then explored this space creatively 

using the rulebooks and my homebrew world as tools, but invoking my authority to bend or ignore 

aspects of those tools if doing so better facilitated player-character expression. 

 

Ultimately, the process of creating a player-ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƛǎ ŀ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŀƎŜƴŘŀΣ ƎƻŀƭǎΣ 

and motivations regarding their future interactions with the game and its fictional world. It is 

ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ DaΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ ƧǳŘƎŜ ŀǇǇǊƻpriate moments of bending or subverting the 

rulebook to facilitate a coherent, balanced creative experience for all players. 

 

When the final player-character is rendered, they are simultaneously an embodiment of the 

gameplay strategies the player intends to utilise, and an embodiment of the type of contributions 

they wish to make to the authorial dialogue. The player-character is ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŀǾŀǘŀǊΣ ά! ŘŜƭŜƎŀǘŜΣ 

ŀ ǘƻƻƭ ƻǊ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ǘƻ ǘǊŀƴǎƳƛǘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀ ǇŀǊŀƭƭŜƭ ǿƻǊƭŘΦέ ό[ƛǘǘƭŜ мфффύέΣ 

Since they embody both gameplay and narrative player-attitudes, they can be considered 

simultaneously as what I call ΨŀǾŀǘŀǊǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŀǾŀǘŀǊǎ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀΩΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ǘǿƻ ƭŀȅŜǊǎΣ 

gameplay mechanic and fictional character, which complement each other yet appeal to different 

mindsets- gamism/silulationism and narrativism respectively. 

5ƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘǿƻ ǎƛŘŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǾŀǘŀǊΣ ȅŜǘ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ΨǇƭŀȅŜǊ-

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩ ƛǎ ōƻǘƘΣ ǎƛƳǳƭǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀǎ ǎǳŎƘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ƛƴ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ DaΣ 

other players, or the larger fandom. The process of creating a player-character is the process of 
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creating an embodiment of intent, including preferences towards gameplay or narrative play, as well 

as the more discrete approaches within these umbrellas. 

 

!ǎ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀōƭŜ ōȅ ōƻǘƘ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘǎΩ ƻǇǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘƛŎŜǊƻƭƭ-based character creation, it is entirely possible 

for a player to create a player-character without mentally participating in strategisation or narrative 

planning; both features can be abdicated on the pƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ǿƘƛƳǎΦ 

 

Once a player character exists, created, however, a general schema for player behaviour has been 

set, the player now has a definitive personality, a backstory, and a set of gameplay strengths, 

weaknesses and game-mechanical capabilities that define their experience of the game. Players can 

then rely upon this schema to guide their decision-making and thus their contribution to the authorial 

dialogue, inhabiting the strategies and persona embedded in their avatar. In the next section, I discuss 

how this inhabitiation was observed during my recorded play sessions and how this commented on 

the relationship between GM and Players. 

 

5.1.3: Inhabiting player-characters 

I have already discussed how the character-creation process is a declaration of intent regarding a 

ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ǇǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ L ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

schemas translate into contributions to ongoing authorial dialogues during play. 

 

The varied experiences players can get from playing a TTRPG depend on their methods of 

ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŦǊƻƳ ōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŀǾŀǘŀǊ ŀŎǘǎ ŀǎ ŀ 

palette of easily accessible options for potential actions. I here examine how the inhabitation of 

ŀǾŀǘŀǊǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜǎ ŜŀŎƘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΩ ŘŜǎƛǊŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ 

 

²Ƙƛƭǎǘ L ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘȅ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ ΨwƻƭŜ-ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎΩΣ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻƭƭƻǉǳƛŀƭ 

understanding adopted in fandoms tends to revolve around pretending to be, or inhabiting the 

mindset of, a character, and letting this shape narrative and gameplay contributions. In other words, 

acting- ƘŜƴŎŜ aŀǘǘ aŜǊŎŜǊΩǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƛƳǇǊƻǾΩ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǊƻƭŜ-

play in a group (Mercer, 2016)- aŜǊŎŜǊΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜƴǘƻǊ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŜƳǇƭŀǊ ǘƻ ¢¢wtD Ŧŀƴǎ ƛǎ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ ƛƴ 

section 5.3. 
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This generally involves voice-acting, character interactions through dialogue, and generally inhabiting 

ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ŀǎ ŀƴ ΨŀǾŀǘŀǊ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀΩ ǿƘƻǎŜ ōŀŎƪǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ƭŜŀŘ ƛƴ ŘŜŎƛŘƛƴƎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ 

ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΤ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ .ŀƴƪǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀǎ Ψ!ǾŀǘŀǊ-as-ƻǘƘŜǊΩΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ άǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ŀ 

ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƎŜƴǘέ όнлмрύΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƻŦŦŜǊ ƴƻ ǇŀƭǇŀōƭŜ ǊŜǿŀǊŘǎ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ 

or progress towards story goals; 

 

CǊŀŜΩǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ƘŀŘΧ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘώŜŘϐ ǘƘŀǘ CǊŀŜ ƘŀǘŜŘ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǘȅΧ ǿƘŜƴ ŦŀŎŜŘ 

ǿƛǘƘ ώŀ ǎŎŜƴŜ ƻŦ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǘȅϐΣ Ƙƛǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ƴŀǊǊŀǘŜŘΧ ƎǊŀōōώƛƴƎϐ ŀΧ ώƭƻŎŀƭϐΦΦΦ ŀƴŘ ŘŜƳŀƴŘƛƴƎ 

ŀƴǎǿŜǊǎΦΦΦ ώǘƘŜȅϐ ǘƘŜƴ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƻΧ ǘƘŜ 5aΣ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŎƭŀǊώƛƴƎϐ ά¸ƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǘǳǊƴǎ ōefore I 

ŦƛƴƛǎƘ Ƴȅ Ǌŀƴǘέ ό5ϧ5-19). 

 

This demonstration of a character flaw had potential to disrupt progress. It was, however, played 

ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƳŜŘȅΦ 9ƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘ ǾŀƭǳŜ ǿŀǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ CǊŀŜΩǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǾƛŎǘƻǊȅ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΤ 

they suspended the ludic perspective of strategic play to engage in the authorship of an engaging 

ǎǘƻǊȅΦ CǊŀŜΩǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ƛǎ ƴƻǘŀōƭŜ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ L ŀǎ 5a ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ 

them; they communicated intent to express the uniqueness of their character as an avatar of persona 

to me. Such conversation demonstrated the underlying social dynamic that they trusted me, as the 

ŀǊōƛǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ǊǳƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ǘƻ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛŀƭ ŀƎŜƴǘǎΦ 

 

Indeed, towards the end of the RED one-shot poor planning on my part had left the player-characters 

no motivation to continue with the story I had planned- a plot hole (code #24). The same player 

resolved this issue using details of their avatar of persona. 

 

tŜǊ Ƴȅ ƴƻǘŜǎΥ ά¢ƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΦΦ ōǊƛŜŦƭȅ ŦŜƭǘΧ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜΧ ¢ƘŜ ƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƎΧ ǿŀǎΧ 

ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƘƻƳŜΦΦΦέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ L ŀǎ ŀ 5a ǿŀǎ ŦŀŎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ǳǊƎŜƴǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛǎŜ 

(Code #27)-άόǿŜύ ƘŀŘ ŦŀƛƭŜŘ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ŀ ŎƭŜŀǊ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘȅέΦ {ŀƛŘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΣ ŀǎ [ŀƴǘŜǊƴΣ 

interjected ς άL Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŀ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴΗέΣ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άƪƛŘƴŀǇǇŜŘ ƭƻǾŜǊέ όw95-1) listed on 

his character sheet allowed me to retroactively add details to the canon- that his partner was 

kidnapped by the villains and may be potentially rescued- presenting a worthy motivation and 

resolving the plot-hole. 

 

This detail had been randomly generated by dice-rolls during character creation, and was not a part 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ƻǊ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ ǎŎƘŜƳŀΤ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǘ ǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ƴŜǿ 

creative ideas for the player, the GM, and the rest of the table when one was urgently needed. In 

ǘƘƛǎΣ ǿŜ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜōƻƻƪǎΩ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ-character means that said avatars are not mere 
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vessels for player action, but can also utilise rulebook content to exert a kind of influence of their 

own; the varied experiences of play can be afforded to the variance in player-characters themselves, 

not merely the goals and perspectives of those players which inhabit them. 

 

.ƻǿƳŀƴ ŀƴŘ {ŎƘǊƛŜǊ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ άώŜϐŀŎƘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ŜƴƎŀƎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ǿŀȅǎ ŀǘ 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎΧ ǇƭŀȅΣ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƻŘŜǎ ƻŦ ƛƳƳŜǊǎƛƻƴΦέ όнлмуΣ Ǉофтύ 

Indeed, the 5ϧ5 5ǳƴƎŜƻƴ aŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ DǳƛŘŜ presents a taxonomy breaking modes of engagement into 

Acting, Exploring, Instigating, Fighting, Optimising, Problem-Solving, and Storytelling, inviting DMs to 

άƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƛƳƳŜǊǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘέ ōȅ άΦΦΦǘŀƛƭƻǊόƛƴƎύ ŀŘǾŜƴǘǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŀǘƛǎfy your 

players prefereƴŎŜǎέ ό/ǊŀǿŦƻǊŘΣ нлмп ǇсύΦ 

 

¢ƘŜǎŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ōȅ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘƛƴƎ CǊŀŜ ŀƴŘ [ŀƴǘŜǊƴΩǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ǘƻ 

/ǊŀǎƘψhǾŜǊǊƛŘŜ ŀƴŘ wŜŘǘŀƛƭΩǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΣ ǿƘƻΣ ǇŜǊ Ƴȅ ƴƻǘŜǎΣ άǿŜǊŜ ƭŜǎǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǊƻƭŜ-ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎΧ 

instead, they were interested primarily in the complex rules, the maths behind dice-rolls, and the use 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƳŀƪŜ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŀ ǾƛǾƛŘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΧέ όw95-1). In 

other words, these players seemed more preoccupied by the narrative of conflict with gameplay 

challenges than with emotionaƭΣ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊŦǳƭ ǎǘƻǊȅǘŜƭƭƛƴƎΦ WǳǳƭΩǎ όнллпύ ǿƛǎŘƻƳ ǘƘŀǘ άƎŀƳŜ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ 

ŀƳōƛƎǳƻǳǎΣ ƻǇǘƛƻƴŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ƛƴ ǳƴŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǳƴǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŀōƭŜ ǿŀȅǎέ όǇмснύ 

is applicable here, as this is not to say these players did not engage with the fictioƴŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ wŜŘǘŀƛƭΩǎ 

Russian heritage, for example, was used as means to privately ask information from a Russian 

aŜǊŎƘŀƴǘ bt/Τ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ άǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŀ ǾƛǾƛŘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊέ όǘŀƭƪ ƛƴ-character, explore her emotional 

world, act in-line with her complex motivations), but they did understand their character within the 

context of the fictional world the game-narrative projected, and act accordingly. 

 

²Ŝ Ŏŀƴ ǎŜŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ wŜŘǘŀƛƭΩǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛŀƭ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ƴƻǘ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ 

to create dramatic action, but as a series of solvable premises, which additionally rendered drama in 

ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎƻƭǾŜŘΤ ŀ ƎŀƳƛǎǘΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ narrative conflicts. Gaining information was a 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǳȊȊƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǳǘƛƭƛǎƛƴƎ wŜŘǘŀƛƭΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ wǳǎǎƛŀƴ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΤ wŜŘǘŀƛƭ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ŀǾŀǘŀǊ ƻŦ 

strategy, but those strategies only worked because of the simultaneous understanding that Redtail 

was an avatar of persona. 

CŀƛƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ōƻǘƘ ƭŀȅŜǊǎ ƻŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ-character can lead to uninformed decision-making; 

ά/ǊŀǎƘψhǾŜǊǊƛŘŜΩǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀŎƪ ώǘƘŜ bt/Ωǎϐ ōǊŀƛƴΧ ώǘƘŜ bt/ϐ ǿŀǎ ŦǊƛŜŘΣ ōǳǘ L ƘŀŘ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ 

that the area was full of dangerous-ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ƭƻŎŀƭǎΧέ όRED-1). By flattening this game-narrative 

ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻ ǘƻ ŀ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ όΨŘŜŦŜŀǘ ǘƘŜ bt/ΩύΣ /ǊŀǎƘψhǾŜǊǊƛŘŜΩǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ƘŀŘ ƴŜƎƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƭ 
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present in the narrative scenario, and I was forced in the name of coherent fiction to respond 

appropriately. (RED-1) 

From this analysis, I deduce that the narrative nature of these artefacts necessitates that players must 

engage with the narrative aspects of the game on some level as a means of sense-making. Even those 

players who lean towards gamism or simulationism, who view their player-character primarily as 

avatars of strategy, some nominal engagement with the avatar of persona, with narrativism, was 

necessary to engage with certain content. 

 

This is due to the fact that there is no game-mechanical layer formally logging, tracking or mediating 

these narrative-ōŀǎŜŘ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻǎΤ ƛƴ ŜŀŎƘ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘΩǎ ŎƻƳōŀǘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ǘƻƻƭǎŜǘ ƻŦ 

attacks, spells/abilities, weapons, which involve dice-rolls interacting with quantified variables. 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ǇƭŀȅǘƛƳŜ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŜȄƛǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ 

ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǉǳŀƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ǊǳƭŜǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ- such as the Russian merchant, who had no 

statistics, inventory, or game-mechanical capabilities. This means some elements which exist within 

the shared narrative experience are not reflected in the formal game-mechanical experience; there 

ƛǎ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ƴƻ ΨƎŀƳŜΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǳǎ ΨǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΩ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǎŀƛŘ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘΦ These elements only 

exist on the level of narrative, and so can only be interacted with by engaging with them narratively; 

ōȅ ǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ-ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ŀǎ ŀƴ ΨŀǾŀǘŀǊ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ  

 

These elements, which exist only within fictive imagination, separate role-playing games from 

ΨǿŀǊƎŀƳŜǎΩΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ŦŀƴŘƻƳ ƻŦ ŜŀǊƭȅ ¢¢wtDǎΦ {ǳŎƘ ǘƛǘƭŜǎ ƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ άǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

ǊǳƭŜǎΣ ŎƘŀƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴέ όaƛȊŜǊΣ нлмфύ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ŀƴ ΨǳƳǇƛǊŜΩΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƎŀƳŜǎ ƭŜŀƴ 

towards gamism and simulationism, but notably rarely if ever encourage this umpire to perform the 

narrative-creative role associated with TTRPG GMs. 

 

The above discussion of inhabiting player-characters as gameplay experience is predicated on the 

fact that specific player-characters provide varied access and relationship to game mechanics. To this 

end, the majority of entries in (code #30) refer to skill-checks. In both studied games, skill-checks are 

dice-rolls to succeed on a given action (code #26) with odds affected by the statistical attributes of 

the character performing them. The 5ǳƴƎŜƻƴ aŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ DǳƛŘŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎΤ ά9ǾŜǊȅ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƳƻƴǎǘŜǊ 

in the ƎŀƳŜ Ƙŀǎ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ǎƛȄ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǎŎƻǊŜǎΧ Ǌƻƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŜΧ ŀǇǇƭȅ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴǘƛŀƭ ōƻƴǳǎŜǎ 

ŀƴŘ ǇŜƴŀƭǘƛŜǎΧ LŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǘŀƭ Ŝǉǳŀƭǎ ƻǊ ŜȄŎŜŜŘǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǊƎŜǘ ƴǳƳōŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŎƘŜŎƪΧ ƛǎ ŀ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΦέ 

(Crawford, 2014, p7) 
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¢ƘŜǎŜ ΨŎƘŀƴŎŜ-ōŀǎŜŘ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎǎΩΣ ōŀǎŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ά¦ƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅέ ό/ƻǎǘƛƪȅŀƴΣ нлмоύ ŎƻǳƭŘ 

appear to reduce player-ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ƎŀƳōƭƛƴƎ ƻŘŘǎΤ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

TTRPGs are multiplayer experiences, the party includes multiple varied characters. Often, the 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ Ƴƻǎǘ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ǎǳŎŎŜŜŘ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳǎ ŀ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘŀǎƪΣ ŀǎ L ƴƻǘŜŘ άΦΦΦƭƻŎƪǇƛŎƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀǘŜ ǎŜŜƳŜŘΧ ŀ 

ƎǊŜŀǘ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ Ǉŀǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƻƳ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜ !ǊǘŜƳƛǎƛŀΧ L ǎŜǘ ŀ ǊŜŀǎƻƴŀōƭŜ ǘƘǊŜǎƘƻƭŘΧ ώǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƘŜϐ 

pass[ed] with a sleight-of-ƘŀƴŘ ǊƻƭƭΦέ ό5ϧ5-4) 

{ƛƴŎŜ ŀ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƳŀƴƴŜǊ ƻŦ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘŜƭŜƎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΣ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ 

the diverse party becomes characterised by their proficiency in that skill. These characterisations go 

beyond skill-checks, which are commonly nestled into the role-play of dialogue and exploration, and 

into combat. 

 

aȅ ƴƻǘŜǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘΥ άΦΦΦ!ǊǘŜƳƛǎƛŀ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ƘŜŀƭƛƴƎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘǊƛǾƛŀƭƛǎŜŘ ǎƻƳŜΧ ŎƻƳōŀǘΧ 

ōǳǘ ŘƛŘΧ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜ !ǊǘŜƳƛǎƛŀΧ ǘƘƛǎ ŦŜƭǘ ƭƛƪŜ ƎƻƻŘ ǎǘƻǊȅǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ Ƴȅ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΦέ ό5ϧ5-

пύ !ǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƎǳƛŘƛƴƎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǊǳƭŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƻƭΩ ǘƻ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ-

action, allowing Artemisia to thrive as an enjoyable fictional character. Conversely, since 

ά/ǊŀǎƘψhǾŜǊǊƛŘŜΩǎΧ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ώǿŀǎϐ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ ǘƘŀƴ ǎǘƻǊȅέ όw95-1), Crash_Override 

was primarily an Avatar ƻŦ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΣ ŀƴ Ψ!ǾŀǘŀǊ-as-ƻōƧŜŎǘΩ ό.ŀƴƪǎΣ нлмрύΦ L ǘƘǳǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ 

ǿŀƴǘǎ ōȅ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ϦbŜǘǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎέ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ǳǎƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΦ 

Ϧ9ƳōǊŀŎŜ ǘƘŜ Daϥǎ ¢ǊǳǘƘǎΤέΣ ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ [ŀȊȅ DaΩǎ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘΣ άtƭŀȅŜǊǎ Řon't care as much as 

you think / Players want to see their characters do awesome things / The GM is not the enemy of the 

characters / Be a fan of the characters" (Shea, 2023, np). 

 

In other instances, I planned characters and scenarios that linked to the player's backstories and 

ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ŘŜŎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊϥǎ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴΦ CƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ άLΧ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ŀ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ 

ŦƻǊ 5ŀǾŜΤ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ŘƛŜŘΧ ŘŜŦŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴέ ό5ϧ5-15). 5ŀǾŜΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǇǳǊǎǳŜ ǊŜǾŜƴƎŜ 

ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿŎƻƳŜǊ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ǿŀǎ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŀƎŜ ƻŦ Ψ!ǾŀǘŀǊǎ ƻŦ tŜǊǎƻƴŀΩΣ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀŘǎ 

to another fundamental point. In TTRPGs especially, which are predicated on improvisation, the 

above modes of gameplay and role-play do more than merely characterize. They also drive plot 

progression, per codes #1 & #20. 

Player actions often shunted the narrative in another direction from my plans, to which I then 

improvised a response. For instance, I note an instance in which players made creative use of their 

abilities to capture an enemy NPC- I responded by allowing the party to feel relief, before revealing 

the remainder of an ambush. (D&D-5) 
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CǊŀŜ ŀƴŘ aŀǊŎƘΩǎ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΣ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜōƻƻƪǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

players, generated this emergent story beat, prompting me as the GM to respond. As such, the scene 

resulted from authorial decisions the players made during character-creation. By inhabiting their 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ŀǎ ōƻǘƘ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭȅƛƴƎ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ 5a ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ 

ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ Řƻ ŀǿŜǎƻƳŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎέ ό{ƘŜŀΣ нлноΣ ƴǇύΣ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƻŦ ǳǎ ƘŀŘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ 

gameplay-based dialogue that resulted in the authorship of a satisfying narrative beat. 

 

Ultimately, though, no matter what gameplay outputs the system gives, the guiding principle is that 

the DM can always re-position the narrative to put players back into a favourable situation for the 

ǎǘƻǊȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜΣ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎǳŎŎŜŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜΥ άLǘϥǎ ŀƭƭ ŀōƻǳǘ ŎǊŀŦǘƛƴƎ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǎǘƻǊȅΣ 

ǎƻ ŦǳŘƎŜ ŀ Ǌƻƭƭ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻέ όvǳƻǘŜ ІмоуύΦ ²ƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ƛƴƘŀōƛǘƛƴƎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎΣ ǘƘŜ 5aΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛǎ 

ǘƻ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ-fantasies through game mechanics and story malleability.  

 

The minutiae of these back-and-forths between player and designer are the fundamental building 

blocks of RPG authorial dialogues; Theme 2 explores this process in greater detail.  
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5.2: Theme 2 - Cyclical Authorial Dialogues. 

The core of dialogic agency in TTRPGs comes from the myriad ways in which players and DMs engage 

in literal dialogues passed back and forth across a table (or virtual equivalent)- άwƻƭŜ-players are 

conditioned to respond to a continuous, Aristotelian narraǘƛǾŜέ όaŀŎƪŀȅΣ нллмύΣ ƘŜǊŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ 

ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ άŀǳǘƘƻǊ Ǉǳǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǳǘƘ ƻŦ ŀ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƻǊΣ ǿƘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ŀ 

ƴŀǊǊŀǘŜŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭ ǊŜŀŘŜǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜǎέ ό!ŀǊǎŜǘƘΣ мффтύ- ŀ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǎ άŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴΧ 

comic books, nƻǾŜƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǾƛŜǎέ όaŀŎƪŀȅΣ нллмύ 

 

9ŀŎƘ ¢¢wtDΩǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǊǳƭŜǎ-systems exist to mediate character actions against a chance of failure for 

the sake of dramatic tension, to clearly define the possibility space, and (as discussed in 5.1.1) grant 

a sense of direction to what kinds of characters exist in this world. Within this theme, I granularly 

examine these conversations to understand how authorial dialogues unfold, how TTRPG fandom 

advises they are treated, and how they form ongoing narratives by aggregation. 

5.2.1: The building-blocks of TTRPG stories  

The literal, verbal authorial dialogue of TTRPG can be broken down into a rough cyclical back-and-

forth between players and GM, and is described consistently between both artefact handbooks. The 

Player's Handbook ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎΥ ά5ǳƴƎŜƻƴǎ ϧ 5ǊŀƎƻƴǎ ǳƴŦƻƭŘǎ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ōŀǎƛŎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΤ мΦ ¢ƘŜ 5a 

5ŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ¢ƘŜ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΧ нΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŘƻΧ оΦ ¢ƘŜ 5a ƴŀǊǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ 

ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎΧέ ό/ǊŀǿŦƻǊŘΣ нлмпΣ ǇсύΦ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ ¢ƘŜ RED core rulebook explains a similar concept through 

a long-winded anecdote (Pondsmith, 2020, p22). 

 

¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǳƴŎƻƳƳƻƴΤ άaƻǎǘ ¢wtDǎ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴ ŀ ǎǘȅƭƛȊŜŘ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ Ǉƭŀȅ ǘƻ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΧέ 

(Mizer, 2019). However aƛȊŜǊ ǊŜƳƛƴŘǎ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƴŦǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŀƴ 

ώǘƘŜǎŜϐ ŜȄŎŜǊǇǘώǎϐ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘΦέ- ǎǳŎƘ ΨŎƻƴŦǳǎŜŘΩ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ŀǊŜ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ƛƴ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 

this section. 

 

I consider these back-and-ŦƻǊǘƘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ¢¢wtDΩǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƻŦ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ŀƴ Ψ!Ŏǘƛƻƴ Ҕ hǳǘŎƻƳŜ ŜǾŜƴǘΩ 

described by Salen and Zimmerman (2004)- ŀ άōŀǎƛŎ ǳƴƛǘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƳŀŘŜέ 

(p.69)- building blocks of player inputs and game system responses which stack up over time to form 

the back-and-forth of gameplay. Accordingly, these events progress across five stages: 

1. ά²Ƙŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΣ  
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2. How the possibility of choice was conveyed to players, 

3. How the player made the choice, 

4. The result of the choice, including how it affects future choices, 

5. Iƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǾŜȅŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊέ όǇΦсо-64). 

.ȅ ŀƭƛƎƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ŀƴ ΨŀŎǘƛƻƴ Ҕ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜΩ ŜǾŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ¢¢wtD ōŀŎƪ-and-forth described in 

the core rulebooks, we can understand that we can break each TTRPG narrative into blocks, each 

built from the following steps: 

1. The DM describing the fictional world to begin the scene, 

2. The players requesting to take an action in it, 

3. The DM mediates the outcome, optionally invoking rules 

4. The group returns to step 1, with the DM describing the fictional world to respond to player 

action. 

Fundamentally, this means that all social and/or gameplay actions in a TTRPGs are moments of 

collaborative authorship; this section analyses each of these steps in tandem, as observed in 

journalling. 

 

As a DM, Step 1 during play was to present a situation for the players. 

Since I am making the first move, it is important to begin with some plan for story direction - code 

ІоΦ Ψ¢ƘŜ [ŀȊȅ DaΩǎ wŜǎƻǳǊŎŜ 5ƻŎΩΣ ŀ ŦǊŜŜ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ Ŧŀƴ-made guide for GMs, advises: "With a strong start 

ƛƴ ƘŀƴŘΧ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜ ŀ ǎƘƻǊǘ ƭƛǎǘ ƻŦ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǎŎŜƴŜǎΧ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǘŜǇΧ ƳŀƪŜώǎϐ ȅƻǳ ŦŜŜƭ ŀǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ 

[control] before you start." (Shea, 2023, np). As such, each D&D session began with a quick recap of 

the previous, which would begin the chain of repeated back-and-forth with players. 

 

Players benefit from a detailed description of the locations, characters, and scenarios they are being 

placed alongside; a vividly projected story world was an essential part of gameplay, not simple set-

dressing, since the social context or geography of a given scene could also be converted into 

ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΩ ǿƛƭƭΦ 9ǾŜƴ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ Da ƛƴǘŜƴŘǎ ŀƴ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ƻƴƭȅΣ 

players can choose to interact with said detail however they see fit, and so all described details 

automatically become potential springboards for play; by providing a vivid description of the scene, 

ǘƘŜ Da ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ƭƛǎǘ ƻŦ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΤ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƭƛƎƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ {ƛŜǊǊŀΩǎ 

ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ άΦΦΦǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘΧ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ƻǊ ƻǇŜƴƴŜǎǎΣ ƛǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀǎ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭ ǿƻǊƭŘōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎέ 

(2021, p173). In other words, in TTRPGs, imagined spaces demonstrate the interactive properties of 

gameplay spaces, so more detailed imagined spaces create more greater avenues for gameplay.   
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LΣ ǘƘŜ DaΣ ǿŀǎ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƛƴ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǿƘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ t/ ǿŜǊŜΣ ǎƻ L ŦŀŎǘƻǊŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴǘƻ Ƴȅ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻ-

making, as shown in code #17. One attitude discussed in forums explained "it is okay to explicitly 

describe things the player-characters would implicitly know or understand" (Quote #98). Therefore, 

I link my narration of the scene to the worldly knowledge of the player-characters to create a more 

vivid and character-grounded description; for example, explaining on-demand how certain 

machinery works because ArtemƛǎƛŀΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘȅΩǎ ƛƴǾŜƴǘƻǊΣ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ό5ϧ5-

4). 

 

However, since the creation and progression of a scene is accepted to be a dialogue, the DM must be 

ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ƛƴǘǊǳŘŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǇǳǘ ōȅ ƻǾŜǊ-prescribing details about player-

character. I noted this mistake twice in (D&D-1), during Gildŀ ŀƴŘ aŀǊŎƘΩǎ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ L 

ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎΩ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴǎ- L ƴƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ άōƻǘƘ ǿŜǊŜ 

ƳƛǎŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎΧ L ǊŜƎǊŜǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΧ L ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƴŀǊǊŀǘŜ 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΦέ ό5ϧ5-1) Ultimately, the role of the GM is to properly contextualise the 

surroundings and situation of the player-characters, so that players can make informed actions during 

step 2; doing so necessitates vivid descriptions, but is hindered by the GM interfering with player-

characters. 

 

When the DM finishes describing the story-world, Step 2 has players improvise (code #6) scene-

relevant inputs. Some inputs have long-term ramifications for the story. Others only affect the story 

and gamestate within a moment, scene, or session. 

 

tƭŀȅŜǊǎ ŀŎǘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ DaΩǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎΤ ǘƘƛǎ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŀ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴ 

to a clearly stated invitation to take a certain action, or players may respond in ways that surprise the 

GM, be it by incorporating details the GM did not expect to be invoked, acting in creative and 

unexpected ways, or taking actions that are completely disconnected from the events that have just 

been described. On some occasions, players deliberated before taking action (D&D-3) (D&D-17) (RED-

1), and in others they acted immediately without involving one-another; players are both individuals 

and a collective as participants in authorial dialogue. 

 

Some player inputs within moment-to-moment gameplay read as solutions to narrative or gameplay 

obstacles, where players (regardless of their GSN leanings) make use of their abilities and resources 

to navigate rules and progress towards a goal. Other actions pursued storytelling; expressing 

character, creating rousing scenes, etc., even when unrelated to succeeding within game-rules; 

άCǊŀŜΧ ǘƻƻƪ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǇǊŜŀŘǎƘŜŜǘǎΧ ŀƴŘ ŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜƳΣ ŦƻǊ ƴƻ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ 



70 

ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ŜƴƧƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƳŀǘƘŜƳŀǘƛŎǎΦέ ό5ϧ5-4) These align with my earlier discussion of player-

characters as avatars of strategy and persona. 

 

However, some actions cannot be accurately described as strategy or storytelling; they are whims, 

autotelic inputs that express player wants, humour, or otherwise allow players to take satisfying 

actions within the fictional world. For example, players expressed affection for certain NPCs and 

ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŜŘ ƪƛƴŘƴŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜƳΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ά.ǳȅƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŜǿ ƻǳǘŦƛǘ ŦƻǊ IƻōƎƻōέΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ L ƴƻǘŜŘ ŀǎ 

άώǳƴϐŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘΣ ōǳǘ L ŘƛŘ ǿŜƭŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜ ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛƻƴΧέ ό5ϧ5-3) 

 

Lǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ōƻǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ΨƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ άŎƻƴǎƛǎǘǎ ƻŦ 

the actions performed by the player when involved in a challenge. It emerges from the emotionally-

charged interaction between the player and the game comǇƻƴŜƴǘǎέ όDǳŀǊŘƛƻƭŀΣ нлмфύΦ Lƴ ǎǇƛǘŜ ƻŦ 

ǎƻƳŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƎŀƳŜǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŀ άvǳŀƴǘƛŦƛŀōƭŜ hǳǘŎƻƳŜέ ό{ŀƭŜƴ ŀƴŘ ½ƛƳƳŜǊƳŀƴΣ 

нллоύΣ L ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘŀǘŜ ǎǘǊƛŎǘ Ψǿƛƴ-ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΩΦ ! ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ǘŀǎƪ ƭƛƪŜ ŜƳōƻŘȅƛƴƎ ŀ 

character can, for many, be a challenging prospect, as so it is important to note that the act of merely 

responding to fiction in a constructive manner is a form of gameplay in and of itself, especially in a 

TTRPG context where game mechanics and fictional social challenges (as in (D&D-3), convincing an 

NPC to hand over an important item) are positioned in proximity to this otherwise creative task. 

 

Players do not rely solely on improvisation to tell their part of the stories of TTRPGs. Often, players 

rely on a level of pre-planning of their actions - code #7. 

Pre-planning story as a player can be done during character-creation using narrative-mechanics like 

class, backstory and bonds- ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ wƻō !ƴȅōƻŘȅΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ōȅ Ƙƛǎ tƛȄƛŜ όŀ ƘƻƳŜōǊŜǿŜŘ 

re-skin of a fairy) race in (D&D-1) and eventually found by (D&D-19). 

Alternatively, the pre-planning of story can be drawn from organically formed goals responding to 

the ongoing narrative, such as the D&D player-characters asking their mayor for a personal secret to 

use as proof of the time-loop they were stuck in. 

 

Some pre-planning is executed in the short-term, most often with strategic gameplay; In (D&D-17), 

ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘȅ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŜƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜ ŀƳōǳǎƘ ǘŀŎǘƛŎǎΥ άΦΦΦŜƴǘŜǊ ŎƻƳōŀǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜΧ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀƴ ƛŎŜ-

ǎƘŜŜǘΧ Ŧƭƻŀǘ Řƻǿƴ-ǊƛǾŜǊΣ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǊƻŎƪ ŀǎ ŎƻǾŜǊΧ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜ-ŀǘǘŀŎƪΦΦΦέΦ 

Of course, players struggle to properly plan gameplay inputs if they are not properly informed on the 

situation or the relevant game-ǊǳƭŜǎΤ ǘƘŜ ŀŦƻǊŜƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ Ǉƭŀƴ ǳǘƛƭƛǎŜŘ ǎǇŜƭƭǎ ƛƴ ΨƛƭƭŜƎŀƭΩ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ 

άΦΦΦώōƻǘƘϐ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ƘŀŘ ƳƛǎǊŜŀŘ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜǎΧ ǘƘŜȅ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǇƭŀƴΦέ 
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¢ƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ΨǊŜ-ǇƭŀȅΩ ŀ ƎƛǾŜƴ ¢¢wtD ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀǎ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀōƭŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŜǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴǘ 

behaviours in CRPGs (discussed in 6.2.3 and 6.3.3), since many campaigns are wholly unique, devised 

ŀǎ ΨIƻƳŜōǊŜǿΩ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ƻƴŎŜ ƻƴƭȅΤ ŀǎ ǎǳŎƘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ for a player to truly plan their route 

through a campaign in its entirety; they must instead plan philosophies, strategies, and goals, and 

use on-the-fly decision making and collaboration with the GM to steer towards their longer-term 

goals. 

 

Pre-written TTRPG campaigns are available on the market and popular, but since this study does not 

examine their use, the use of knowledge to pre-Ǉƭŀƴ ŀ ΨǊǳƴΩ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ¢¢wtD ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ 

ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ōȅ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴΩǎ ǘƛƳe-ƭƻƻǇ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎΦ {ƛƴŎŜ ΨIŜƭǇ IƻōƎƻō 

IƻƳŜΩ ƛǎ ŀ ǘƛƳŜ-ƭƻƻǇ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾƛŜ ΨDǊƻǳƴŘƘƻƎ 5ŀȅΩ όмффоύΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ-world often 

resets to a certain point in time, the behaviour of using knowledge from previous playthroughs (Code 

#5) relates to my D&D campaign. As such, players are able to replace their improvised reactions to 

unfamiliar scenarios with planned responses to familiar scenarios. For example, recalling an ambush 

from a previous time-loop, players approached stealthily- relying on knowledge of game content, 

players pre-authored an approach which could be considered gameplay and character-drama 

simultaneously. In other words, knowledge of what game content is to come allows players the ability 

to make informed strategic and narrative decisions with an eye for long-term planning rather than 

in-the-moment improvisation.  

 

Sometimes, player actions are obvious hooks for the DM to incorporate into the story and world 

during step 3- ά¢ƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǎƪΧ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƛƴΧ ŘŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ 

ǿŀȅǎέ ό/ƻǾŜǊΣ нлмлύΦ CƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ǘƘŜ bt/ ¢Ƙƻƪƪ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǘŜƴded as a low-ƭŜǾŜƭ ŜƴŜƳȅΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘȅΩǎ 

increasing affections towards him during interactions indicated that they wanted Thokk to change 

allegiances and become a heroic character; players are aware of the fact that they share a goal of a 

satisfying narrative with the GM, that the two parties are collaborators; as such, my players had no 

ǉǳŀƭƳǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƴƎ ƎŜƴǳƛƴŜ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅΩǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ 

in the game, of placing elements in my view with trust that I would notice and incorporate them. 

 

Ultimately, these back-and-forth exchanges across the table are the most visible form of dialogic 

authorship this study identified- they involve both DMs and Players negotiating a story situation to 

come to a decision as to what might happen next; step 3 then adds the fun of uncertainty by 

mediating this decision through game mechanics. 
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Step 3 is the using narration and game mechanics to mediate outcomes; gameplay is often used to 

represent the player-characters' resolution of conflict, typically physical and especially in combat 

scenarios. 

 

Stories often reach a point where achieving a gameplay goal results in one outcome, while failure 

results in another (code #11). In both my example games, all actions which the DM ruled held a 

possibility of success and failure are resolved through dice-rolls, which can generate emergent 

ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ όŎƻŘŜ ІнсύΦ CƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ά5ŀǾŜΩǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ όǊƻƭƭŜŘύ ŀ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƘƛǘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ƴƻǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ 

ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ 5ŀǾŜΩǎ ǇƻƻǊ Ǌƻƭƭǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴϦ όaŀǊŎƘΩǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ άbƻǿ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘέύέ- merely rolling the dice more favourably was interpreted as Dave as a 

character improving at a skill, even if game-mechanically, nothing of the odds of success had changed. 

(D&D-16) 

 

DŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ōŜŀǘǎ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ǘƛŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩǎ ōŀŎƪǎǘƻǊȅΦ CƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ƎŀƳŜ 

ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎǎ ƭƛƪŜ Ψ/ƭŀǎǎŜǎΩ ƛƴ D&D ŀƴŘ ΨwƻƭŜǎΩ ƛƴ RED, as discussed in section 5.1.2, act as both a set of 

gameplay abilities and the narrative justification for the character having access to and practising 

ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΦ  {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ Ψ/ƭŜǊƛŎǎΩ ƛƴ D&D, such as Urzul, gain access to their magic from 

ǿƻǊǎƘƛǇǇƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ŘŜƛǘȅΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŀ ΨbƻƳŀŘΩ ƛƴ RED, such as Knightrider, can summon a variety of 

vehicles due to their membership of a modern nomadic clan. Thus, performing class/role-specific 

actions, even solely as a strategic act, is an expression of character backstory and personality. As such, 

by trying to succeed at gameplay using the tools available, players simultaneously author characterful 

ŘǊŀƳŀǘƛŎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 5aΩǎ Ƨƻō ǘƻ ƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƎŀƳŜ-mechanics, and as such these 

dice-rolls are a moment where DM, Player, and Rules all simultaneously author narrative moments. 

 

Ψ{ǘŜǇ пΩ ƛǎ ǊŜǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎǘŜǇ мΦ {ƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ 5a ƛǎ ŎȅŎƭƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎΣ 

especially ones with uncertain outcomes, the critical path will quickly be deviated, per code #4. One 

piece of advice from Reddit states: "Your players will surprise you with things that you never thought 

of, that you're not prepared for. Instead of trying to force them back to the things you had planned 

όƛΦŜΦ ǊŀƛƭǊƻŀŘƛƴƎύΣ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛǎŜκŀŘŀǇǘ ŀǎ ōŜǎǘ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΧέΣ ŀƭǎƻ ǇŜǊ ŎƻŘŜ Імп όLƳǇǊƻǾƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ 

DM). 

 

Arguing the merits and demerits of railroading, popular broadcast DM Brennan Lee Mulligan 

ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ΨǊŀƛƭǊƻŀŘƛƴƎΩ ǿƛǘƘ ŦŜƭƭƻǿ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊ ½ŀŎ hȅŀƳŀΥ  
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Sandbox play invites the players into a rich, engaging, multifaceted world where they are not 

pinned down to a prefabricated plot. They are not mere passengers on the voyage of their 

dungeon master's fancy, they are at-cause and in the driver's seat of the adventure that is 

unfolding." (Mulligan and Oyama, 2024, np)  

 

5aǎ ƳǳǎǘƴΩǘ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ōŜŀǘǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ƛƴ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜ - ΨǊŀƛƭǊƻŀŘƛƴƎΩΦ {ǘŜǇ п ƛǎ ŀƭƭ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎ 

on the fly to player actions in a spontaneous and causal manner. These responses could be rewarding, 

neutral, or punishing reactions to player actions or the determined success or failure the game system 

has produced. 

When responding improvisationally, DMs must consider imparting a negative outcome. However, 

there is a line between fairly demonstrating that a player-character has not succeeded in their efforts, 

and actively punishing a player with an unpleasant experience - #16 (DM/Developer Punishing 

Players). Negative outcomes of an action should be proportional and should progress, rather than 

ŘŜǊŀƛƭΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ όŀǎ ŜȄŜƳǇƭƛŦƛŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾŜǊō ΨCŀƛƭ CƻǊǿŀǊŘǎΩύΦ hƴŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ŀ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ 

ŜƳōƻŘȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨŦŀƛƭ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘǎΩ ǇǊƻǾŜǊō ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛƴƎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ άώŀ ƘƻǎǘŀƎŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǊƻƎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘϐ 

ŘǊŀƎƎŜŘ ƻǳǘ ŦƻǊ ƻǾŜǊ ƘŀƭŦ ŀƴ ƘƻǳǊΧ ƛƴ ǊŜŀƭ-ǘƛƳŜ ǊƻƭŜ ǇƭŀȅΧέ Ƴȅ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ƘŀŘ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ƴƻǘ ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀǘŜŘ ŀ 

plan of what to do or what questions to ask the enemy leader they had captured. There was a sense 

of confusion around the table regarding what to do-  a proper sense of a dramatic back-and-forth had 

ceased, and as the facilitator of the game I knew I needed to do something to add drama back into 

ǘƘŜ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴΦ άLǘ ƳŀŘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǘƻ ΨǇǳƴƛǎƘΩ  the players' tardiness by revealing that Kordak [the villainous 

ƘƻǎǘŀƎŜϐ ƘŀŘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭƭȅ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƛƳŜ ƭƻƴƎ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŦƻǊ ōŀŎƪǳǇ ǘƻ ŀǊǊƛǾŜέ- A logical narrative 

consequence of a poorly conducted capture and interrogation was that the hostages ally, a known 

powerful enemy, arrived to help, an combat ensued. This outcome progressed the plot, did not result 

in an unpleasant outcome for the players (the ensuing combat was engaging gameplay, not a 

punishment), and was logically consistent within the world; I had punished the fictional characters, 

but provided engaging narrative and gameplay to the players. Thus, I had restarted a stagnant 

authorial back-and-ŦƻǊǘƘ ōȅ ǇǊƻǇŜǊƭȅ ŀǇǇƭȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨŦŀƛƭ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘǎΩ ƳŀƴǘǊŀΦ 

 

L ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ aƛȊŜǊΩǎ όнлмфύ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŀ 

¢¢wtD ƛǎ ΨŎƻƴŦǳǎŜŘΩ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ǎǘŜǇǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛƴ ǊǳƭŜōƻƻƪǎΤ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘŀƭƪŜŘ ōŀŎƪ-

and-forth instead of directly to the me, there was often disagreement or confusion regarding what 

actions the party were taking, and I observed a general attitude that the current perception of the 

fictional elements were never definitive. Instead, game-fiction was constantly being overwritten, 

reestablished, ediǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘŜŘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻ ŜǾŜƴǘ ǘǊǳƭȅ ΨǎŜǘ ƛƴ ǎǘƻƴŜΩΦ Lƴ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎΣ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ 

asked me to ratify edits to prior events, usually for convenience or to rectify rules-violations; for 
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example, in (D&D-18) Rob Anybody is established to have taken a plot-relevant item with him when 

he split up from the main party, despite the fact that several real and in-game hours had passed since 

he did so. In (D&D-моύ .ǳƎǳǘƘȅΩǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ άǊŜŀƭƛǎŜŘΧ ǘƘŜȅ were not a high enough level to wildshape 

ƛƴǘƻ ŀ Dƛŀƴǘ 9ŀƎƭŜΧ ǘƘŜȅ ƧƻƪƛƴƎƭȅ ƛƴǾƻƪŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨǊǳƭŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƻƭΩ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǘŎƻƴƴŜŘ ΧǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ 

ǿƛƭŘǎƘŀǇŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ Ǝƛŀƴǘ ǿŀǎǇέ- ǘƘƛǎ ƘǳƳƻǊƻǳǎ ǊŜƳŀǊƪ ŀƭǎƻ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ .ǳƎǳǘƘȅΩǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ 

had performed an illeƎŀƭ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΤ ǘƘŜ ǘŀōƭŜ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƴƻƳŀƭȅΣ ǎƛƭŜƴǘƭȅ ŀƎǊŜŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ .ǳƎǳǘƘȅΩǎ 

fictional actions mismatched with game rules, and as such his capabilities changed without in-

universe explanation. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ΨǊŜǘǊƻŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳƛǘȅΩ ƻǊ ΨǊŜǘŎƻƴΩΣ ƴƻǘŜŘ  ŀǎ /ƻŘŜ ІнмΣ ƛǎ ŀ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ƛƴ Ƴŀƴȅ 

ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦƻǊƳǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŎƻƳƛŎǎ ό{ŀǊǘŀƛƴΣ нлнрύΣ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ άǊŜǾƛǎƛǘƛƴƎΧ Ǉŀǎǘ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΣ ǘƻƭŘ ƛƴ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ 

installments of a long-form narrative, and adding a nŜǿ ǇƛŜŎŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΧ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǊŜǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

ǇŀǎǘΦέ όCǊƛŜŘŜƴǘƘŀƭΣ нлмтύΦ aȅ ¢¢wtD ǘŀōƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘŜŜŘ ŀƴŜŎŘƻǘŀƭƭȅ ŜŀŎƘ ǘŀōƭŜ L ƘŀǾŜ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ 

alongside, utilised this technique as a more immediate and granular tool, overwriting previous actions 

within the sŀƳŜ ΨƛƴǎǘŀƭƭƳŜƴǘΩ όǎŜǎǎƛƻƴύ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ƻƴŜǎΤ ǘƘƛǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀƪƛƴ ǘƻ ŜŘƛǘƛƴƎ 

ŀ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŀ ƴƻǾŜƭΣ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƻǇǘƛƳƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΩǎ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǾƻƛŘƛƴƎ ǘŜŘƛǳƳ ƻǊ 

ōƭƻŀǘΤ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŘŜǎǘŀōƛƭƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ canon by overwriting established context, 

these ongoing ret-Ŏƻƴǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǎǘŀōƛƭƛǎƛƴƎ ŦƻǊŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ƎŀƳŜ-rules, 

allowing players to reevaluate and rewrite canon to be clearer, more coherent, and more convenient 

for ongoing play. It is in this way that we ascribe editorial power to the GM, on the understanding 

that this power is usually used to collaborate with players, with the GM acting more as a mediator 

and referee than an authorial dictator.  

 

To conclude, TTRPGs can be seen as a conversation of authorship especially when examined by the 

fundamental building blocks of how gameplay constructs narrative moments. Each moment of 

gameplay, and thus of story, is a back-and-forth negotiation of character-action and world responses 

conducted between players and DMs; this is considered a basic truth explored early in all examined 

rulebooks. I understand that these steps are less strict in practice than often described in rulebooks, 

and that ultimately these steps are a way of organising the ongoing negotiation process of how 

narratives unfold in a way that is easy for a newcomer to understand. Experienced players and GMs 

understand that this back-and-forth is fluid, and intuitively trust one another to perform their role in 

the conversation, resulting in an ongoing dialogue of authorship which invokes the game as a means 

of organising possibilities and resolving uncertainties whenever appropriate.  
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5.2.2: Discussion, dialogue, role-play 

It is important to note that much of the above analysis examines player actions within the gameplay 

of exploration, problem-solving and combat, but misses a large portion of the story content seen in 

TTRPGs; verbal role-play. Role-ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ όΨwtΩύ ƛǎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ŘŜŦƛƴŜΤ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ά! ǿƘƻƭŜ 

ǎǇŜŎǘǊǳƳ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎέ όǾŀƴ aŜƴǘȊΣ мфумύΣ ŀƴŘ ȅŜǘΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴǊŜΩǎ ƴŀƳŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎΣ ƛǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǇƛƴǎ ƳǳŎƘ 

of the experience of RPG play. I have already explored how expression of characterisation and 

utilisation of abiƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ǘƻ ŀƭƭƻǿ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ άƛƳƳŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƛƴǘƻ ŀƴ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ 

όŀ ΨŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩύ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎǎέ όtƻƘƧƻƭŀΣ нллоύ 

Here, I am referring directly to moments of dialogue, narration, and voice-acting as constituent parts 

of verbal RP- ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŜƳōƻŘȅƛƴƎ ǎŀƛŘ ΨƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎΩ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǎǘƻǊȅΦ 

 

Such dialogue can be delivered directly through some level of voice-acting, or it can be narrated 

indirectly; often voice-acted dialogue is combined in a run-on manner with narration of action, which 

ƻƴŜ wŜŘŘƛǘ ǳǎŜǊ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άƘȅōǊƛŘ ǊƻƭŜ-Ǉƭŀȅέ- they suggest ά¦ǎόƛƴƎύ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾŜȅ ŀ ǎŎŜƴŜΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜƴ 

ǳǎŜ ŀ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ƭƛƴŜΣ ǇƘǊŀǎŜΣ ƻǊ ǿƻǊŘ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǘƻ ƭƛŦŜέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜ ƛǎ Ŝǉǳŀƭƭȅ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ 

DMs, who take it in turns to speak, creating an improvised dramatic scene- an example from my 

journalǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǿƘŜƴ aŀǊŎƘ aŀŎwǳƎƎƭŜǎΩ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ǾƻƛŎŜ-acted a conversation with a merchant, 

before narrating that they bought a cloak and gifted it to Thokk. 

 

Examples of verbal RP are listed in code #2 from D&D sessions 1, 3, 4, 7, 13, 14, 15, 18, and 19- it is a 

ubiquitous technique that places DM and Player on equal footing in terms of authorial power. Since 

both parties are acting in-character in an immediate conversational manner, these moments of role-

play can be seen as the most literal form of authorial dialogue available to TTRPG participants; and 

yet, it is the moment where the game itself is the least prominent. During these moments of RP, 

gameplay systems temporarily vanish for periods of time as a stream-of-consciousness approach to 

authorship takes its place. Whilst it is true that some RP is interspersed with gameplay artefacts such 

as skill-checks, this is by no means a necessity; players and GMs temporarily shed their hierarchical 

relationships with one another and the formal back-and-forth described above to participate in a 

phenomenon more resembling improv theatre than traditionally recogniseable gameplay. 

 

As such, Matt Mercer, Voice-actor and DM, is identified in code #29 as a mentor figure in the 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ǊƻƭŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Da ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ¢¢wtD Ψ[ƛǾŜ-ǇƭŀȅΩ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ /ǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ wƻƭŜ όнлмрύΦ 

aŜǊŎŜǊ ŀƴǎǿŜǊǎ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ άIƻǿ Ŏŀƴ L ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ŀǎ ŀ 5aέ ǿƛǘƘ άLƳprov classes! ...The idea of quick 

ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ ƻŦ ϥȅŜǎΣ ŀƴŘϥΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ Ŧŀǎǘ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƭƛǎǘŜƴ ǾŜǊȅ ǿŜƭƭΧέ 
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(2016, np). As in any other medium, dialogue writing and vocal performance deliver characterisation 

ŀƴŘ ǇƭƻǘΦ aŜǊŎŜǊ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘǎ άLŦ ȅƻǳϥǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƛƭƭȅ ǾƻƛŎŜǎΣ ƭƛƪŜ L ŘƻΣ ƪŜŜǇ ƴƻǘŜ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǾƻŎŀƭ 

texture, tone or accent you have for that character so if they come back later you can quickly 

ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘŜ ōŀƭƭǇŀǊƪ ƻŦ ǿƘŜǊŜ ȅƻǳ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜƳΧέ όнлмсΣ ƴǇύΦ 

 

aŜǊŎŜǊΩǎ Ψ/ǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ wƻƭŜΩ ǎƘƻǿ ƛǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ŎƻŘŜ Іно - wŜŘŘƛǘ ǳǎŜǊǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ϦLΧ ǿŀǘŎƘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ /ǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

Role, so I used to equate good voice acting with good role-ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎΦέ όvǳƻǘŜ-) This demonstrates that 

the high standards such role models encourage can be exclusionary- ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǳǎŜ ǊŜǇƭƛŜǎ άLǘ ǘƻƻƪ ƳŜ 

ŀ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘΧ  ȅƻǳ Řƻƴϥǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊ ŀΧ ǎǇŜŜŎƘΣ ƛǘϥǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘŦǳƭ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜΧ ǘƘŜ 

ǎǇŜŜŎƘΧέΦ 

 

While excellent verbal role-ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ Ŏŀƴ ƘŜƛƎƘǘŜƴ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎΣ  άΦΦΦ¢¢wtDǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƭ ŀōƻǳǘ ōŜƛƴƎ 

able to live out a character meaningfully; nobody should be at a disadvantage when it comes to that." 

(Quote #48); role-play, and thus authorship of meaningful character-drama, can instead be expressed 

through narration- ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƎƻŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ Daǎ ŀƭƛƪŜΦϦ 

 

Here we see that TTRPGs do not exclusively rely on game-mechanical play to operate as a storytelling 

medium; the four-step process is one of two modes of collaborative authorship. With ludic role-play, 

the DM is a referee, on an authorial layer above players- but with theatrical role-play, the DM brings 

themself down to an equal role with players, as they co-author stories through a process similar to 

improv to voice act and/or narrate interactions between characters in the projected fictional world. 

These two modes, gameplay and role-play, are rapidly swapped between on the fly by players and 

DMs alike in any given TTRPG session, forming an authorial dialogue between them.  
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5.3: Theme 3 - Informative Discourse Culture. 

TTRPGs do not solely exist amidst the social groups who play together- TTRPGs are the center of a 

hobbyist fan culture, long-ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ŦŀƴŘƻƳ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ CƛƴŜΩǎ  

Ψ{ƘŀǊŜŘ CŀƴǘŀǎȅΩ όмфуоύΦ 

The TTRPG fandom is expansive; its members mingle in designated fandom-spaces, such as local 

game stores, rented community spaces, conventions, or in one-ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƘƻƳŜǎ όCƛƴŜΣ мфуоύΦ 

In the digital age, online spaces such as forums, Discord servers, and so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ψ±ƛǊǘǳŀƭ ¢ŀōƭŜǘƻǇǎΩ ƘŀǾŜ 

also become popular, connecting fans across spatial and temporal barriers. (Wee, 2024) 

These physical and virtual spaces can act as playspaces, platforms for discourse, and/or distribution 

Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ƳŜƴǘƻǊǎƘƛǇΣ ΨIƻƳŜōǊŜǿΩ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΣ ŜǉǳƛǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ŦƻǊǘƘΦ  

 

Experienced, knowledgeable players often become mentor figures to others, be they newcomers or 

more tenured (Code #29), sometimes creating informational and practical resources to improve the 

experiences of others through advisory or direct means. 

In this section, I discuss cultural contributions in the context of (5.3.1) Mentorship within playspaces, 

(5.3.2) Mentorship outside of campaigns, and (5.3.3) The use of pre-made tools and resources. 

5.3.1: Tableside Mentorship 

I understand that this culture of mutual mentorship nurtured improved practise across three layers; 

CƛǊǎǘƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŀōƭŜΩǎ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǊǳƭŜǎ-as-written, secondly the practice of 

applying those rules and their ethos, and thirdly the development of a distinct idioculture which 

diverged from some of the rules-as-written. 

 

wŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ΨǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǊǳƭŜǎ-as-ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴΩ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ-creation process demonstrated several 

ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ƴŜǿŎƻƳŜǊǎ ƴŀǾƛƎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ǊǳƭŜǎΤ άDƛƭŘŀ ŀƴŘ 

!ǊǘŜƳƛǎƛŀΩǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ǿƘƻΧ ƳŜƴǘƻǊŜŘ 5ŀǾŜΩǎ Ǉƭayer through the 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎέό5ϧ5-мύΤ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ CǊŀŜΩǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŜŘ ¦ǊȊǳƭ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ-ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴΤ άǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜƳΣ ōǳǘ L ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ƻǳǘ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǿƻǊƭŘέΦ Lƴ ōƻǘƘ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎΣ 

players stepped up as mentors, leaving me free to perform my role as referee and story-world author; 

the labour of mentorship naturally dispersed across the table. Similar behaviours are noted by Fine 

(1983). 
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Notably, I did not request the mentoring behaviour, it evolved naturally from kindness and 

teamwork- CǊŀŜ ŀƴŘ ¦ǊȊǳƭΩǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎΣ ōǳǘ DLƭŘŀ ŀƴŘ !ǊǘŜƳƛǎƛŀϥǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ƘŀŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƳŜǘ 

5ŀǾŜΩǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴ- this was not a familiar act, but a value of assumed mentorship 

manifesting as kindness to a stranger. Such mentorship demonstrates an understanding that while 

ǘƘŜ 5a ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŀōƭŜΩǎ ƭŜŀŘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŀŘƧǳŘƛŎŀǘƻǊȅ ŦƻǊŎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŀōƭŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ 

theirs alone. TTRPGs are a group effort, and experienced players were, in my data collection, always 

willing to share the work of making sure the game ran smoothly and everyone had an enjoyable 

experience. 

 

wŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΩΣ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ-to-moment gameplay often consisted of 

strategic discussion amongst players during combat or other conundrums. In doing so, players 

developed their strategic approaches and skills at gameplay (D&D-3) (D&D-17). However, a more 

relevant example of this behaviour to dialogic authorship came from more experienced players 

ƳŜƴǘƻǊƛƴƎ ƳŜΣ ǘƘŜ 5aΤ aŀǊŎƘ aŀŎǊǳƎƎƭŜǎΩ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ǿŀǎ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƎƻƻŘ ŀǘ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ƳŜ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ƻƴ Ƴȅ 

strengths and weaknesses as a DM (code #27), they help develop my skills in establishing a vivid story 

ǿƻǊƭŘΦ wŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳΣ άL ǇƭŀƴώƴŜŘϐΧ ώƳƻǊŜϐ ŘŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎΧ 

ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƳƻǊŜ ǾƛǾƛŘΦΦΦ έΦ aŀǊŎƘΩǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŜƴǘƻǊǎƘƛǇ ōȅ asking 

ǇǊƻƳǇǘƛƴƎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ƭƛƪŜ ά²Ƙŀǘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎΚέ ŀƴŘ ά²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴ-universe 

ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ώ·ϐ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎΚέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳŜƴǘƻǊǎƘƛǇ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǾƛŘƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƛƴ 

player imagination, and thus story quality. I conclude thaǘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ 

participate in authorial dialogues was itself a component of the dialogue; the conversations self-

improved through mutual mentorship. 

 

CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ΨŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƛŘƛƻŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩΣ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎƘŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǎŜǎ 

which shape the overall play culture and experience of the table. For example, my table utilised the 

ΨŜȄǇƭƻŘƛƴƎ ŘƛŎŜΩ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƻŦ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ Ƙƛǘ ŘŀƳŀƎŜΣ ŀ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎ ƴƻǘ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ 5ϧ5 р9 όнлмпύ 

which involves adding additional dice when calculating critical hit damage.  

 

Seemingly none of us were aware of where this mechanic came from- it seems to be sources from 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ¢¢wtD ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ Ψ{ŀǾŀƎŜ ²ƻǊƭŘǎΩ όIŜƴǎƭŜȅΣ нллоύ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜǎ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŜŘ 

from participation in the larger fandom, taken from different systems, redistributed as a technique 

through fandom spaces unknowingly separate from its origin, and rooted itself in an unrelated title 

as an idiocultural practise. 
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5.3.2: Community tools and resources 

There is a wealth of fan-made or fan-assembled resources (code #12) available in digital or physical 

media which supplement the use of official TTRPG materials. Examples include 3D modelling and 

ǇǊƛƴǘƛƴƎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ΨIŜǊƻŦƻǊƎŜΩΣ ΨǇƛǊŀǘŜŘΩ ƘŀƴŘōƻƻƪǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀƴǎŎribed databases, and the RED companion 

app, which was especially helpful to us as first-time players in that system. 

 

{ŀƛŘ ŀǇǇ άwŀƴŘƻƳƭȅ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜŘ ώbt/ǎϐΦΦΦbƛƎƘǘ ƳŀǊƪŜǘΧb9¢ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜǎΦΦ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ǘƻ ǘǳǘƻǊƛŀƭƛȊŜ ƳŜΣ 

ǘƘŜ DaΣ ƛƴǘƻ bŜǘǊǳƴƴƛƴƎέ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŘƛŎŜ-rolling for the complex combat rules (RED-1). 

The app compensated for my unreliable knowledge of w95Ωǎ systems and mechanics. 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊ ά[ŀƴǘŜǊƴΩǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ŦƻƴŘ ƻŦΦΦ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇ Χ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘΧ 

ǊƻƭƭƛƴƎΧ ŘƛŎŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŘǊŀƳŀǘƛŎ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘΧ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǘƻƻƭώǎϐ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘΦΦ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿŜƛƎƘǘέ 

(RED-1). 

 

The app is therefore implicated in narrative authorship; by generating gameplay material, the app 

ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΤ ǎƛƴŎŜ ƛǘ ά5ƛŘ ƴƻǘ ŀǳǘƻƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀǎǎƛƎƴ ŀƳƳǳƴƛǘƛƻƴΧ IŜǊƻŘ {ƳƛǘƘ 

ǿŀǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ŀ ƎǊŜƴŀŘŜ ƭŀǳƴŎƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƴƻ ƎǊŜƴŀŘŜǎΧ ƘŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŀΧ ǎƘƻǘΦέ όw95-1). By 

abdicating game mechanics to a digital tool, I as the GM had also abdicated some authorial control, 

allowing me to be surprised (a comedic moment that nonetheless derailed plans for a climactic finale) 

by combat encounters I would normally have planned myself. By providing freely available resources, 

TTRPG fandoms reached into my group and facilitated, even emergently authored, my campaigns; by 

conversing through tools, they participated in the dialogic agency from outside the table. 

 

Wee (2024) notes the use of messaging/conference calling app Discord (2015) to communicate 

amongst playgroups; I myself used Discord to host a database of PC and NPC character portraits I had 

made in Heroforge (Appendix C). Fannish tools include appropriation of non-fandom tools, not just 

the creation of exclusively fandom tools. 

5.3.3: Subcultural Mentorship 

aȅ ǘŀōƭŜΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǳōǎŜǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ¢¢wtD ŦŀƴŘƻƳ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ ƳŜƴǘƻǊǎƘƛǇ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 

ǎǳōŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ Ǿƛŀ ƳƻŘŜƭǎ ƻŦ ƎƻƻŘ ƻǊ ǇƻƻǊ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŀŘǾƛŎŜΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ άώŜϐŀǊƭȅ wtD ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ŜǾƻƭǾŜŘ 

ŦǊƻƳ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǇǊŜǎǎέ ό¢ƻǊƴŜǊΣ нлмуΣ Ǉмфпύ- mentioned extensively by Fine (1983)- in the 21st century, 

ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜƻǊƛǎƛƴƎ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƻƴƭƛƴŜΦ ¢ƻǊƴŜǊ όнлмуύ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎΥ άώwtD ŦŀƴŘƻƳǎϐ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŦƻǊƳ 

ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΧ ώǿƘƛŎƘ ƘƻƭŘϐ ŀǳǘƻǘŜƭƛŎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ ƎǊŀǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎέ όƛōƛŘύΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ 
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ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀŦŦƛƴƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ƳŜƴǘƻǊǎƘƛǇΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ άƳƻǎǘΧ ǘƘŜƻǊƛǎƛƴƎ ŎƻƳŜǎ ώŀǎϐ 

ŀŘǾƛŎŜέΦ 

I note that code #31 (advice to DMs/Developers) is one of my largest codes with 119 data points, 

Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ {ǘŀƎŜ н Řŀǘŀ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŜƴǉǳƛǊȅΦ ¢ƻǊƴŜǊ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ά²ƘƛƭŜ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ 

usually presents itself as objective and universal, it is useful to remember that any advice entails some 

ƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ wtDϥǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜέΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƴƻǘŜ- my data on mentoring 

ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘΣ ōǳǘ ŀǎ ¢ƻǊƴŜǊ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΣ άƛǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ Ǉƭŀȅ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀǘ ŀ 

specific moment and presumes a specific target audience with specific tastes, interests, and 

capacities (p.201). As such, the specific combinations of advice gathered and internalised by the 

members of my play-groups form a unique combination of perspectives, methods and practises 

which grant the group a specific idioculture, nestled as one of many within the larger subculture. 

Fine (1983) explored how community spaces with multiple tables playing TTRPGs simultaneously, 

ǿƘŜǊŜƛƴ άǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƪƴƻǿ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊέΣ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǿƘŀǘ ¢Ƙƛōŀǳƭǘ ŀƴŘ YŜƭƭŜȅ όмфрфύ Ŏŀƭƭ ŀ 

Ψ/ƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴ [ŜǾŜƭ CƻǊ !ƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜǎΩ- that when players experience a variety of styles of play, the 

ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ΨǎƻǇƘƛǎǘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƻŦ Ǉƭŀȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜǎΦ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ 

collective experience allows the fandom group to hone its idiocultural practises and thus improve the 

quality of gameplay; in this section, I examine how my own tables interacted with modern forms of 

this mentorship and community.  

Positive role models 

¢ƘŜ Ψ.ƛƎ bŀƳŜ CŀƴΩ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ōȅ Iƛƭƭǎ όнллнύ ŀƴŘ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ wtDǎ ōȅ {ǘŜǿŀǊǘ ϧ 

¢ǊŀƳƳŜƭƭ όнлмуύΤ ƛǘ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ άŦŀƴǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

ŦŀƴŘƻƳέΦ ¢ȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ Ŧŀƴǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŦƻǊmally employed at the companies who 

ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛŀ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƴŘƻƳΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ wtD ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΤ άŜŀǊƭȅ ǇǊƻǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ 

of the genre were fan and amateur developers or writers first and grew the industry because of their 

own fannish desireǎέ ό{ǘŜǿŀǊǘ ϧ ¢ǊŀƳƳŜƭƭΣ нлмуύΦ 

However, Stewart & Trammell also link this concept to streaming and video-ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎΤ Ψ!Ŏǘǳŀƭ ǇƭŀȅΩ ƛǎ 

ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ŀŎǘ ƻŦ ōǊƻŀŘŎŀǎǘƛƴƎ ¢¢wtD Ǉƭŀȅ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎΣ ŜȄŜƳǇƭƛŦƛŜŘ ōȅ aŀǘǘ aŜǊŎŜǊΩǎ Ψ/ǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ wƻƭŜΩ 

(Critical Role Productions, 2015-) and Brennan Lee MulligaƴΩǎ Ψ5ƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴ нлΩ ό5ǊƻǇƻǳǘΣ нлму-). These 

two are reputable, popular DMs whose work is often taken as exemplary- their presence as role 

models and mentor figures can be felt even at tables that never mention them or their games (Duddy 

& Rosnau, 2024). 

{ƻƳŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜǊǎ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŘƛǎǘŀǎǘŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ǊƻƭŜ ƳƻŘŜƭǎ Ŏŀƴ ōǊƛƴƎΤ άϦL ŦŜŜƭΧ 

Critical Role are doing more to misrepresent the hobby than to engage people in it" (Quote #49). 
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Specifically, this post discusses the high standard for voice-acting, with another commenter replying  

άΦΦΦ¢¢wtDǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƭ ŀōƻǳǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜ ƻǳǘ ŀ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭƭȅΤ ƴƻōƻŘȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀǘ ŀ 

disadvantage when it comes to that" (Quote #48). The so-cŀƭƭŜŘ ΨaŜǊŎŜǊ 9ŦŦŜŎǘΩ ƛǎ ƴƻǘŜŘ ōȅ 5ǳŘŘȅ ϧ 

wƻǎƴŀǳ όнлнпύΣ ǿƘƻǎŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ άƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘΧ ŘƛǎǎƻƴŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ƴŜǿ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎέ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ 

άŜȄǇŜŎǘώƛƴƎϐ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜ ƎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅ ǘƻ /ǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ wƻƭŜΧέΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀƴ ƻǾŜǊ-

ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ άǊƻƭŜ-play[ing] ŜƴŘƭŜǎǎƭȅ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŀǾƻƛŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ŀŘǾŜƴǘǳǊƛƴƎ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎǎέΦ ²Ŝ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

actual-play series perform fannish mentorship and new-member induction- άƳƻǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ 

ǘƘŀƴ ŜǾŜǊ ōŜŦƻǊŜΣ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ǇŀǊǘƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǎƘƻǿǎ ƭƛƪŜ /ǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ wƻƭŜέ- by means of advertising and 

exemplifying the hobby. This can cause controversy when mismatches emerge between this 

ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ƛŘŜŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘƛƻŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ƻŦ ΨƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅΩ ¢¢wtD ǇƭŀȅƎǊƻǳǇǎΣ ōǳǘ  ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ 

mentor behaviour is regardless notable and welcomed by some. 

Examples of poor behaviour 

Fandom discourse on acceptable behaviour takes place in zines, meeting places, and conventions 

(Fine, 1983), and online in the modern day; some forums are explicitly dedicated to exemplifying poor 

behaviours. 

I noted a number of anecdotes of poor behaviour (Quotes#1-10, #11-15, #16-27, #28-30) with 

subsequent discussions explaining why the behaviours are considered poor conduct (Quote#14 "The 

5a ƘŀŘ ŀ ΨǘƘŜ 5a Ǿǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΩ ƳŜƴǘŀƭƛǘȅΧϦύ ƻǊ ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘe negative judgement 

όvǳƻǘŜІнф ά²Ƙŀǘϥǎ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǊǊƻǊ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƘŜǊŜΚέύΦ 

/ƘŀƴƴŜƭǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ 9ƭŘǊƛǘŎƘtƻŘ.ƭŀǎǘ όнлноύΣ /ǊƛǎǇȅΩǎ ¢ŀǾŜǊƴ όнлмфύΣ /Ǌƛǘ/Ǌŀō όнлмфύΣ ŀƴŘ [ƻƻǘ DƻōƭƛƴΩǎ 

Marketplace (2023) use these forums as discussion points on Youtube and Tiktok. Whilst these videos 

are ostensibly autotelic entertainment media, by exemplifying (even mocking) poor conduct the 

ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ƎƻƻŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ άCŀƴ-produced works respond to the perceived tastes 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŜǎƛǊŜŘ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅϥǎ ƎŜƴŜǊƛŎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎέ- and in doing so, participate 

in fandom as άƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƳέ όWŜƴƪƛƴǎΣ мффнύΦ WŜƴƪƛƴǎ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŀƴƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ 

ΨƎƻǎǎƛǇΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀƴŜŎŘƻǘŜǎ ŜȄŜƳǇƭƛŦȅ ǘƘƛǎΤ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƴƛŎƘŜ ƎƻǎǎƛǇΣ Ŧŀƴǎ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘŜ 

social norms and propriety which comes to form the basis of good practice amongst participants. The 

ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ L ƴƻǘŜŘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ǇǳƴƛǎƘƛƴƎ ƻǊ ΨŎǊǳŜƭΩ Daǎ ǿƘƻ ŘŜǊŀƛƭŜŘ ōŀŎƪ-and-forth authorial 

dialogues; these anecdotes implicitly warn GMs and players to avoid and discourage such behaviours.  

Direct advice 

The most widespread form of mentorship I noted in my data collection was directly-stated advice 

shared primarily on forums and Youtube, the majority of which was aimed at DMs (code #31). 
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Sometimes, those in need deliberately reach out to the community (Quotes #33, #55, #71, #103, 

ІмолΣ ІмооΣ ІмтмΣ ŀƴŘ Інорύ ǿƛǘƘ ōǊƻŀŘ ƻǊ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ŦƻǊ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ƭƛƪŜ άLǎ /ȅōŜǊǇǳƴƪ w95 ǿƻǊǘƘ 

ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎΚέ ƻǊ ά!ŘǾƛŎŜ ŦƻǊ ŘŜŀƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ aǳǊŘŜǊ IƻōƻǎΚέΦ 

YouTube and TikTok channels like Ginny Di (2014-present), DnDshorts (2021-present) and 

JonJonTheWise(2018-present) also publish video guides and advice that supplements the core 

rulebooks with tutorialisation and discussion, replacing or extending tableside mentorship; 

WƻƴWƻƴ¢ƘŜ²ƛǎŜΩǎ ǾƛŘŜƻǎΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ƳŜ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘŜƴǎŜ ƻǊ ǳƴŎƭŜŀǊ w95 

rulebook. As well as mechanical advice, guides and discussion clarify title ethos (section 5.1.1) and 

impart cultural values similarly to the aforementioned gossip. 

 

¢Ƙƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǇǊƻǾŜǊōǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ΨCŀƛƭ CƻǊǿŀǊŘǎΩ- ά¢ƘŜ Ǉƭƻǘ ƳƻǾŜǎ ƻƴΣ ōǳǘ ŀǘ ŀ Ŏƻǎǘέ 

(Quote#130), the RED-ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ Ϧ¢ŀƭƪ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ȅƻǳ DƭƻŎƪϦ όWƻƴWƻƴ¢ƘŜ²ƛǎŜύΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨaǳǊŘŜǊ IƻōƻΩΣ ά! 

ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ώǿƘƻϐ ƛƴŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘŜƭȅ ŀǘǘŀŎƪǎΦΦ ŘŜǊŀƛƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΦέ όQuote #233) 

 

This discussion proves that TTRPG play does not take place in cultural isolation; during play, TTRPG 

players like myself rely on accumulated wisdom and resources granted by a deliberate or passive 

engagement with a pronounced mentorship culture, which empowers players and DMs alike to make 

better, more enjoyable gameplay and creative choices. As such, the conversational dialogue between 

players and developers is the result of, mediated through, and spoken in the vernacular of its 

subcultural context. 
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6: Analysis: Computer Role-Playing Games 

This section discusses my three themes and relevant findings with regards to computer RPGs, utilising 

my prior analysis of TTRPGs to contextualise and inform my discussion of the unique narrative 

qualities of CRPGs. 

 

CRPGs are based on human-computer interaction, not human-human social interaction- as such, 

player interactions are mediated by hard mathematical code which is rigidly designed to create a 

specific response through one or several rules, which fundamentally reshapes the formatting and 

ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅ ƻŦ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΤ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ǘŜȄǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ IƻǿŀǊŘΩǎ ΨvǳŜǎǘǎΩ όнллуύ ŀǊŜ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǳƴƛǘƛƴƎ 

narrative and game design theory with software/code-based practice.  Events, responses and content 

in a digital game are scripted- both in the sense that they are pre-designated and that they are 

ŜƴǎƘǊƛƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ΨǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƴƎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΩ ǳǘƛƭƛǎŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜǊΦ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻŘŜ-

based format means that the on-the-fly adjudicative processes performed by GMs in TTRPGs are 

instead automated, decided via pre-designated mathematical processes run by software, which is 

ultimately ignorant as to the narrative and social significance of its outputs. This software is ultimately 

performing adjudication/calculation and responding to player input on the behalf of the developers 

who produced it. 

CRPGs therefore largely limit players to the rigid structures developers have pre-designated, unlike 

TTRPGs, where rules and their application can be negotiated on-the-fly. As explained by Jose Reta, 

"By their very nature, CRPGs provide an illusion of an expansive reality, but CRPG players cannot 

move past the limitations placed on the game through time, ability, resources, and developer choice. 

TTRPGs have no such limitation." (2020, p.6)  

 

L Řƻ ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜ ǿƛǘƘ wŜǘŀΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ άŎŀƴƴƻǘ ƳƻǾŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎέΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ L Řƻ 

agree with their assessment that there is a rigidity to CRPGs in comparison compared to TTRPGs due 

to the fact that all gameplay elements, lines of dialogue, visual elements etc in a CRPG come pre-

made before the player acquires and starts the game (disregarding the future possibilities presented 

by generative AI, which I will not dignify with further exploration). 

My disagreement comes from my recognition that CRPGs do, in fact, allow players to expand upon 

the text through use of imaginative storytelling, which we understand in TTRPGs to be a fundamental 

form of narrative construction and delivery. When Reta says tƘŀǘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ άŎŀƴƴƻǘ ƳƻǾŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ǘƘŜ 

ƭƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎέ ǘƘŜ /wtD ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƳΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

audiovisual presentation of characters and worlds that can be observed on-screen, elements that are 
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Ψƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ Ƙŀǎ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƳŀƎƛƴƛƴƎΣ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘƛƴƎ 

narrative elements is, indeed, a form of narrative authorship, indeed a fundamental one when 

discussing TTRPGS. My data illustrates several examples of this imaginative authorship appearing 

during my CRPG play sessions as well. 

 

¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜƴΣ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŎƻŘŜ 

ƻǊ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊΩǎ ŀǳŘƛƻǾƛǎǳŀƭ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

ǎǘƻǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ {ŜŎǘƛƻƴ 6, I call these the ΨŦƻǊƳŀƭΩ and 

ΨƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛǾŜΩ layers, and will use this terminology to explore these distinct yet coexistent forms of 

ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŘƛŀƭƻƎƛŎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎƘƛǇΦ L ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨŦƻǊƳŀƭΩ ŦǊƻƳ {ŀƭŜƴ ŀƴŘ ½ƛƳƳŜǊƳŀƴΩǎ 

ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ŀ ΨŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩΤ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ŀǎ ŀ άƳŀǘƘŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƭƻƎƛŎŀƭέ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƻŦ ǊǳƭŜǎΣ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜŘ 

ŦǊƻƳ ƛǘǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ όƻǊ ŦŀƴŘƻƳύ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ όнллоΣ ǇΦрмύΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 

it. 

 

In this section, I explore ways in which this rigid possibility space overlaps with imaginative play to 

create experiential stories resulting from a different, yet related, authorial dialogue to TTRPGs. 

6.1: Theme 1 - Varied Experiences From Variable Avatars. 

CRPGs, like TTRPGs, provide a broad possibility space of exploration and plot outcomes, where 

players are offered a form of input on what kind of gameplay experiences, protagonists, and 

ǎǘƻǊȅƭƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƛǎƘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ 5ŜǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎΣ BG3 can be a heroic fantasy of 

overcoming trauma to save the world, a tragic tale of succumbing to hate and the allure of power, or 

a wholly villainous story of wrecking woe upon the innocent, with innumerable possibilities within or 

outside of these umbrellas; it is up to the player to determine which outcome they will ultimately 

experience. 

 

This section aims to explore the ways that the player's formal inputs (pressing buttons, selection 

ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎΣ ΨǇƭŀȅƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜύ ŀƴŘ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǇǳǘǎ όƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘƛƴƎΣ ǎȅƳǇŀǘƘƛǎƛƴƎΣ ΨǊƻƭŜ-ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎΩύ 

contribute to dialogic authorship, creating distinct experieƴŎŜǎ ǘŀƛƭƻǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ 

and desires. As with TTRPGs, I focus on the initial process of creating player-character, and will discuss 

more ongoing forms of authorship in theme 2. 
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6.1.1: Pre-defined versus custom characters, and inciting incidents 

As I discussed in section 5, TTRPGs forefront player imagination and the facilitation thereof when it 

comes to player-character creation. Their boundaries are negotiable; human DMs can adapt or ignore 

game content to facilitate player creativity. DMs and players engage in direct on-the-fly dialogic 

authorship. However, CRPGs are a more rigid structure; their pre-defined formal content cannot be 

negotiated with, they can only be explored as a possibility space (ignoring modding, which is outside 

of this thesƛǎΩ ǎŎƻǇŜ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ŦƻǊ ƻƴŜ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ сΦоΦпύΦ 

Perhaps because of this, the personas of player-characters in CRPGs are often (but not exclusively) 

relatively pre-defined, often sporting fixed names, personalities, and/or appearances. 

 

This style of player-character is featured in 2077, and optionally in .ŀƭŘǳǊΩǎ DŀǘŜ о- ǿƘŜǊŜ άtƭŀȅŜǊǎ 

Ŏŀƴ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀǎ ŀ ŎǳǎǘƻƳ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƻǊ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ т ΨhǊƛƎƛƴ /ƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎΩέ ό!ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ !ύΤ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƭŜǎǎ ƻŦŦŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƻŦ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǾŀǘŀǊǎ Ψŀǎ-ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΩΣ ŀǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ 

in section 5. However, even with a custom player-character, there are certain details that are non-

ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀōƭŜΦ ¢ƘŜ /wtDΩǎ ǿǊƛǘŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜƭȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘǊǳǘƘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ƻǊ ōŀŎƪǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƛƎƴ 

ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳ όŎƻŘŜ ІоύΦ 9ȄŀƳƛƴƛƴƎ ōƻǘƘ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎϥ ΨƛƴŎƛǘƛƴƎ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƘŜƭǇǎ ǘƻ ƛƭƭǳƳƛƴŀǘŜ 

ǘƘƛǎ ŀƭƛƎƴƳŜƴǘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇǊƻǘŀƎƻƴƛǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǇƭƻǘΦ {ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨŎŀǘŀƭȅǎǘΩΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ άƪƴƻŎƪΧ 

Řƻǿƴέ ό.ƭŀƪŜΣ нллрύ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǘŀƎƻƴƛǎǘΩǎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ǉǳƻΣ ǇǊƻǇŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅΩǎ ŎƻǊŜ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘΦ 

 

In 2077Σ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ΨYƻƴǇŜƪƛ tƭŀȊŀ IŜƛǎǘΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜƴŘǎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŀŎǘ- the player-ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ Ψ±Ω ŀƴŘ 

his ally Jackie naively accept an obviously dangerous contract, witness an assassination, and are 

chased from the plaza by armed guards. Jackie is killed, and V narrowly survives but is rendered 

terminally ill. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴŎƛǘƛƴƎ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǇƭƻǘΤ ± ǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŎǳǊŜ ƻǊΣ ŦŀƛƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘΣ ŀ 

ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ ǳǎŜ ŦƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƭŜŦǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ǇƭƻǘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀ 

ΨǘǊŀƎŜŘȅΩΣ ƛǎ ǇǊŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊΩǎ ŦƛǊƳ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƻŦ ±Ωǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΦ ±Ωǎ 

flaws as a person, and the mistakes they make within the context of the fictional world, are 

ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΩǎ ŎƻǊŜ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘΤ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǿƻǊƪǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ± ƛǎ ȅƻǳƴƎΣ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻǳǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

naive, and as such the player is powerless to prevent V from making the mistake of accepting the 

YƻƴǇŜƪƛ tƭŀȊŀ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƛǎƘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ Ǉƭƻǘ όŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ 

ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŀǾƻƛŘ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ǉǳŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ŀŘ ƴŀǳǎŜǳƳ ƛƴǎǘŜŀd, a radical reimagining 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎύΦ 
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BG3 facilitates greater freedom in player-character creation. Players choose between pre-defined 

ΨƻǊƛƎƛƴ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎΩ ƻǊ ŀ ŎǳǎǘƻƳ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ-character more resembling the open-ended D&D system. 

/ǳǎǘƻƳ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ǇƛŎƪ ŦǊƻƳ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ рǘƘ ŜŘƛǘƛƻƴ 5ϧ5Σ ōǳǘ ΨhǊƛƎƛƴΩ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ 

have a predefined identity, backstory, and specific relationship to the core narrative and access to 

unique side content (Appendix A). Players are thus able to choose the extent to which they claim 

authorship versus enjoying content specifically designed for their player-character. No matter the 

choice, however, I observed that all playable characters are privy to the same inciting incident- they 

ŜǎŎŀǇŜ ŀōŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΣ ƛƴŦŜŎǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨƳƛƴŘŦƭŀȅŜǊ ǘŀŘǇƻƭŜǎΩ ŦƻǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴǳǎǘ ǎŜŜƪ ŀ Ŏure. 

 

For all their varied possibilities, all possible experiences within both artefacts contain the same core 

plot- ΨŦƛƴŘ ŀ ŎǳǊŜ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ŀŦŦƭƛŎǘƛƻƴΩΣ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇǊŜŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ƛƴŎƛǘƛƴƎ 

incidents. This demonstrates that inciting incidents are a primary means of justifying developer-

oriented authorial control over a narrative; by placing an unnegotiable start point to the story outside 

of the player and player-ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛǾŜƭȅ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭƻǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛon 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘΦ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ƛƴŎƛǘƛƴƎ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀȄƭŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

the player-developer authorial dialogue revolves; each inciting incident adds dramatic action, 

premise, and direction, and simultaneously aims and narrows the breadth of narrative possibilities. 

 

As a player, I intuitively accepted these premises as supplementary to the story-world the game-

ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛƴΤ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜǎ άƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ōŜ ŜȄǇƭƻǊƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ 

ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ōŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƛǘέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴΣ ōȅ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀracter-ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ǎŎǊŜŜƴǎΣ ŀǎƪǎ άƴƻǿΣ ǿƘƻ 

ǿƛƭƭ ȅƻǳ ōŜ ŀǎ ȅƻǳ Řƻ ƛǘΚέΦ .ƻǘƘ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛŀƭ 

dialogue of any given playthrough respond to these inciting incidents. 

 

I also observed that 2077Ωǎ ƛƴŎƛǘƛƴƎ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘΣ ǊŜƭƛŀƴǘ ŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊ-ordained decisions of the 

player-character, takes place after some hours of gameplay- in BG3, on the other hand, player-

characters are varied in personality, and thus their abduction is something that could happen to 

anyone- therefore, developers chose to place this incident at the very beginning of the narrative, 

before character-creation begins, so that it does not violate the ongoing authorial agency of the 

player. 

 

Choices made during player-ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛƭƭ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǎƘŀǇŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ  ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ 

ƎǊŀƴǘŜŘ ƴƻ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ŜȄŜƳǇǘ ǘƘŜƳ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅΩǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ŘǊŀƳŀǘƛŎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƛƳ /ŀƛƴΣ ƭŜŀŘ 

developer on Fallout (Interplay, 1997) and other renowned CRPGs explains "I prefer [players] have a 

blank-slate player character, or as close as you can get it; [but] frequently, there has to be some event 
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that explains why they're here, like in 'Fallout' it was "you drew the short straw, you're leaving the 

vault")... There's one pin put in to explain why the game is starting this way, but everything else is up 

for the player to choose" (Cain, 2024). 

 

Even in games like .ŀƭŘǳǊΩǎ DŀǘŜ о, which are built to allow player actions to affect the plot in myriad 

overlapping ways, to respond with specific formal elements to niche emergent narrative outcomes, 

there is a necessity to decide a single starting point that all characters- predefined or custom- adhere 

to; the narrative justification of the narrower-than-life possibility space of player authorship. This 

way, it is solely the actions players take during play that drive narrative variation.  

 

¢ƻ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜΣ L ƻōǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǇǊŜ-ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ ŎǳǎǘƻƳƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ƛƴ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ-characters can be 

expressed as a spectrum, with each end representing differing usages of formal vs imaginative 

storytelling and differing levels of participation in authorial dialogues on the part of the player and 

developer. 

 

Relatively predefined player-characters allow the developer to rely on the presence of 

specific details which can be used to create formal in-game narrative beats. The player is 

ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ŦŜǿŜǊ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƛƴǇǳǘǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜΣ ōǳǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘΣ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ 

content they encounter throughout the game is tailored specifically to align with said 

character, which allows development resources to be dedicated to specific, complex 

character drama and development. 2077 lands on this end of the spectrum, with V being 

relatively pre-ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ǘǊŀƛǘǎ ŘǊƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŘǊŀƳŀǘƛŎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΦ 

This end of the spectrum grants the developer greater emphasis in the authorial dialogue. 

 

Relatively custom characters allow the player to utilise a wider range of imaginative inputs 

ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǘŀƎƻƴƛǎǘΩǎ ōŀŎƪǎǘƻǊȅ ϧ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΣ ōǳǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƛŘŜǊ ǊŀƴƎŜ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŀ 

proportionally smaller amount of character-specific formal content. The plot must be 

designed to accommodate a greater variety of characterisations for its protagonist, which 

both increases the necessary budget and results in a plot which is less predicated on the 

ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǘŀƎƻƴƛǎǘΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ 

engagement with narrative creation by seeing their inputs result in different formal 

ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ǇƭŀȅǘƛƳŜΦ .Dо ƭŜŀƴǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŜƴŘΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ǎƻ ǿƘŜƴ 

playing as a custom character than an origin character. This end of the spectrum grants the 

player greater emphasis in the authorial dialogue. 
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It is important to observe that there are no absolute positions on this spectrum; completely custom 

protagonists are impossible in a pre-coded digital product, as producing infinite formal variations of 

who a character may be would require infinite development time and resources to create. Similarly, 

there is no such thing as a completely predefined player-character, as it is impossible to strip a player 

of their ability to utilise the imaginary narrative layer. 

 

No matter what level of customization the player is offered, as demonstrated by my journaling and 

pointed out by Tim Cain, the finite nature of CRPG possibility spaces demands an explanation of what 

the player-ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŀƛƳ ƛǎΣ ŀ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ǎŜǘ ƛƴ ǎtone by the developer to delineate what stories 

ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǿƛƭƭ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜΤ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅΩǎ ƛƴŎƛǘƛƴƎ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŜǘŀƛƭΦ 

6.1.2: Narratively contextualised character-creation 

Like TTRPGs, both of my exemplar CRPGs began with player-character creation. However, there is a 

difference in that, for both CRPGs, the player is shown a cutscene before reaching the character-

creator. In .ŀƭŘǳǊΩǎ DŀǘŜ о, we see a woman and an unseen POV character being held captive by an 

alien being, who places a tadpole-like creature into their eye socket, whereas 2077 delivers a morning 

ƴŜǿǎ ōǊƻŀŘŎŀǎǘ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎΣ bƛƎƘǘ /ƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǘŀƎƻƴƛǎǘ Ψ±ΩΦ 

 

Opening cinematics are a deliberate creative choice on the part of developers; by establishing 

narrative context before any act of character-creation, the authorship of a player-character feels like 

a response to aesthetics and dramatic questions raised within these cutscenes. I understood implicitly 

when creating my V in 2077 that V has form and context- between the cutscene, the name 

Ψ/ȅōŜǊǇǳƴƪΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘƘǳƳǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳŜ ǘǳƴŜ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ-creator, I understood that 

V is a rebel in a technological dystopia, and this narrative information guides character-creation on a 

ŎƻǎƳŜǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛǾŜ ƭŜǾŜƭΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜ ŀƭƛƎƴǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ-authorship with the plot 

and themes the developer will soon deliver for them to explore. 

 

In TTRPGs, I gave only the vaguest of instructions for character-creation and proceeded to author the 

ǎǘƻǊȅ ƛƴ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǇŀǊǘ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΩ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ- CRPGs, as rigid pre-authored possibility 

spaces, must instead dedicate effort towards communicating the direction and identity of the story 

before the player creates an incompatible authorial intent- .ŀƭŘǳǊΩǎ DŀǘŜ о is a grand adventure to 

fight monstrous aliens, the player must be informed of this before they develop intentions/desires 

to play as someone other than a mighty adventurer. 
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Both games also grant additional narrative information in the first screens of the character-creator; 

2077Ωǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎǘŜǇ ƛƴ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ-ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǎŜƭŜŎǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ōŀŎƪǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ όά[ƛŦŜǇŀǘƘǎέύ ŦƻǊ ± 

όǎŜŜ CƛƎΦ уύΤ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ŎǳǎǘƻƳƛǎƛƴƎ ±Ωǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜΣ ƎŜƴŘŜǊΣ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŜǘŎΣ ŀ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ Ƴǳǎǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ 

choose at least one narrative context for the person they are molding in front of them- ά!ǎ ŀ ΨbƻƳŀŘΩ 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΣ ώƳȅϐ ±Ωǎ ōŀŎƪǎǘƻǊȅ ƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΧέόнлтт-ǎǳƳƳŀǊȅύ άώƘƛǎϐ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ 

vehƛŎƭŜǎΧ ŘƛǎǘǊǳǎǘ ƻŦ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƻǊŜŦǊƻƴǘŜŘ ōȅ Ƴȅ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ƻŦ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎέ- code #8 (Visual 

Storytelling). Since each lifepath also begins the story with a unique prologue, players are arguably 

given a taste of said backstory before they committed to the decision long-term. 

 
όCƛƎΦуύ Ψ/ȅōŜǊǇǳƴƪΥ нлттΩǎ ƭƛŦŜǇŀǘƘ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǎŎǊŜŜƴ ό!ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ .ύ 

 

As already mentioned, .ŀƭŘǳǊΩǎ DŀǘŜ о offers a choice between a custom character, six predefined 

ΨƻǊƛƎƛƴΩ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ  тǘƘΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ 5ŀǊƪ ¦ǊƎŜΩΣ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ŎǳǎǘƻƳ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΣ ōǳǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ŀƳƴŜǎƛŀ 

storyline where the character feels an inexplicable desire to murder. All of these except custom 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƻǊȅ ƳƻƴƻƭƻƎǳŜΦ {ƛƴŎŜ άс ƻŦ ǘƘŜ т hǊƛƎƛƴ /ƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

ǎǘƻǊȅ ƴƻ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ǿƘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ŎƘƻƻǎŜǎ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀǎέ ό!ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ !ύΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƳƻƴƻƭƻƎǳŜǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭƛǎŜ 

them as companion characters as well as primary player-characters. The player can then, as I did, 

create a player-character who compliments the supporting cast the developer has provided. 

 

As a DM I wove player-characters into the narrative as I constructed it, creating plot arcs and NPCs  

to facilitate the stories players, implicitly or explicitly, communicated they wished to experience. 

CRPG decision trees, however, are complete when handed to the player- this is one of the inescapable 

limits of CRPG Reta (2020) mentioned. Thus, it is important that developers grant players sufficient 
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information on the formal possibility space they are authoring a character for, especially considering 

that CRPG stories are more specific and pre-ǇƭŀƴƴŜŘ ǘƘŀƴ ¢¢wtDǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ Ƴǳǎǘ 

fit the formal possibility space of the game, as code cannot be rewritten on-the-fly to facilitate novel 

player-creative inputs. 

6.1.3: Modular player-characters and player imagination 

All of this is not to say that player-ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ƛƴ /twDǎ ŀǊŜ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭƭȅ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΩ ƘŀƴŘǎ- both 

of my artefacts allow for differing character builds which, like in TTRPGs, act as a declaration as to 

ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛŀƭ ƛƴǘŜƴǘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊisation, plot variation, and gameplay strategy. 

 

Similar to D&D, BG3 ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǎŜƭŜŎǘ ƻǾŜǊƭŀǇǇƛƴƎ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎΣ ƳƻŘǳƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩǎ 

persona that are also strategic gameplay elements- the choice of these formal modules, while non-

negotiable in their gameplay effects, are regardless open to imaginative interpretation and 

contextualisation. Appendix A describes that these include; 

 

 Background (Soldier, Noble, Acolyte, etc.) 

 ֙ άformally defined in-ƎŀƳŜ ōŀŎƪǎǘƻǊȅέ ό/ƻŘŜ Іннύ 

 Race (Elf, Orc, Human, etc.) 

 ֙ ά9ŀŎƘΧƘŀǎΧ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΧ ŀǎ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎέ 

 ֙ άŀ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜΧ ǿƻǊƭŘΧ ǊŀŎŜΧ ŀŦŦŜŎǘώǎϐΦΦΦ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƛƴΧ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǿŀȅǎΧ ƎƛǾŜǎΧ ƴŜǿ 

ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎέ 

 Class (Wizard, Cleric, Monk, etc.) 

 ֙ άǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎΧ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΧ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻΧ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭέ 

 Ability scores and skill proficiencies 

 ֙ ά¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭΧ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎέ 

 

Appendix A describes my creation of a custom character in BG3 by selecting formal modules such as 

ǘƘŜ ΨCƻǊŜǎǘ DƴƻƳŜΩ wŀŎŜΣ ΨwŀƴƎŜǊΩ ŎƭŀǎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ΨhǳǘƭŀƴŘŜǊΩ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳōƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ 

imagined personhood which unites these elements in a coherent narrative, resulting in an old knight-

ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƻǊ ƴŀƳŜŘ άDǊŜƴŘŜƭέ ό!ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ !ύΦ /ǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ DǊŜƴŘŜƭ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜ ƛƴ ǎƛƳǳƭǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅ 

balancing the selection of modular attributes for their gameplay effects and simultaneously for their 

narrative functions, before imagining a more vivid persona which unites these elements- similar to 

the process used to create the D&D player-character March McRuggles in section 5.1.2. 
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Likewise, my summary of 2077 ǊŜŎƻǳƴǘǎ ά± ŦŜƭǘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ǎŜǘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ L ǿŀǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘƛƴƎΣ ƴƻǘ ŀ 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ L ǿŀǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴƛƴƎέ- they are universally abrasive, American, young, naive, and ambitious, but 

within those confines I was able to select attributional modules that formally expressed my preferred 

interpretation of V and guided my continued inhabitation of him as an avatar of persona- his Nomad 

lifepath invited association with vehicles, while his high Intelligence and Technology stats 

demonstrated ŀ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΦ ±Ωǎ ōǊƻŀŘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ- hair colour, hairstyle, facial hair- were based 

ǳǇƻƴ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜΣ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ŀƭƛƎƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ .ƻǿƳŀƴ ŀƴŘ {ŎƘǊƛŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ŀǾŀǘŀǊ ŀǎ 

ΨLŘŜŀƭƛǎŜŘ ǎŜƭŦΩ όнлмуύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǳǎ .ŀƴƪǎ Ψ!ǾŀǘŀǊ-as-ǎȅƳōƛƻǘŜΩ όнлмрύΦ 

These formal details can be expanded on within the imaginative layer- for example, I imagined my V 

as queer (again, reflecting my actual identity), and expressed this using makeup, a cosmetic marker 

without formal narrative consequences. (See Fig.9) 

όCƛƎΦфύ aȅ Ψ±Ωǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ 

 

I use the example of imagining a character as queer due to the significant history of this practise in 

fandom- queer headcanons and readings are popular and broadly applicable in game-narrative 

ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΤ !ƭŜȄ IŜƴŘŜǊǎƻƴ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳŎƘ ΨǉǳŜŜǊ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎΩ ŀǊŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ƛƴ 

ŦŀƴŘƻƳ ǎǇŀŎŜǎΣ άǎŜŜƴΣ ƻŦǘŜƴΣ ŀǎ ŘŜŦŀŎƛƴƎ ƻǊ ŘŜǾŀƭǳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪέ όнлмфύΦ ¸ŜǘΣ ǳǎŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛǾŜ 

layer to apply queerness to (amongst others) CRPG player-characters, even in spite of a lack of 

developer intent, is not uncommon. 
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¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ Ψ/ƭƻǎŜǘ{ƘŜǇΩ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ōȅ ¢ƻŘŘ IŀǊǇŜǊ όнлмтύ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǘŀƎƻƴƛǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ 

Ψaŀǎǎ 9ŦŦŜŎǘΩ ό.ƛƻǿŀǊŜΣ нллт-2012) trilogy of CRPGs, Commander Shepard. In his first two outings, 

the male Shepard is able to romance a number of female characters- tapping into the spacefaring 

ǿƻƳŀƴƛǎƛƴƎ ƻŦ {ǘŀǊ ¢ǊŜƪΩǎ /ŀǇǘŀƛƴ YƛǊƪ όмфсс-1969). Yet, a male Shepard never formally expresses 

ŀƴȅ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ƘƻƳƻǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊƛŜǎΩ ǘƘƛǊŘ ŜƴǘǊȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǉǳŜŜǊ ƭƻǾŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ 

invites the exploration of why Shepard did not express such desires beforehand; the player is able to 

make use of the imaginative story layer to overwrite the implied heterosexuality performed in the 

ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘǿƻ ƎŀƳŜǎΣ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψaŀǎǎ 9ŦŦŜŎǘΩ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǿƘŜǊŜƛn Shepard is a closeted gay 

man.  

V is not bound to heterosexuality- indeed, two of the three formal romance options for male V are 

men. I mention this specific queer angle to establish that differing sub-fandoms, in this instance queer 

fandom, make differing uses of the imaginative and formal narrative layers. The opposition to 

ΨǉǳŜŜǊƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŦŀƴŘƻƳΣ ǘƘŜ άƪƴŜŜ-ƧŜǊƪ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ άǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƎǎέ ΦΦΦ 

ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎΧ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǎŜƴǘŜǊΧ ƘŀǎƴΩǘ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ŜƳǇƭƻȅ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎέ όIŜƴŘŜǊǎƻƴΣ 

2019). 

 

I therefore frame the use of the imaginative story layer as an idiocultural practise, an optional lens of 

understanding and constructing/reconstructing narrative that is only employed by some members of 

the RPG fandom, yet potentially shunned by others. This practise is thus a deliberate declaration of 

authorial autonomy on the part of players who choose to engage with texts in this way. 

 

My consequent understanding is that when designing a formal persona for my avatar, creative 

expression of character-authorship was more interpretive than the constructive process observed in 

TTRPGs, due to the rigid and finite modules that exist within the ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŎƻŘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

game to be pre-programmed to respond to these modules rather than generating custom responses 

on the fly as a TTRPG GM may. Yet, there is significant space for imaginative extrapolation or addition 

to these limited or outright prescribed character details. Playing as partially pre-defined characters 

like V and The Dark Urge involved delineating what my version of this character was, using clues from 

the aforementioned narrative and aesthetic context. 

6.2: Theme 2 - Cyclical Authorial Dialogues. 

Like TTRPGs, CRPGs can be considered a back-and-forth dialogue between the player and the game-

state, wherein the game presents a scenario, the player provides an input, and the game-state reacts 
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and adjusts to create specifically pre-ordained or emergent responses. Game designers, fandoms and 

ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǘƻǊǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŎȅŎƭƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŀǎ ŀ ΨƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ ƭƻƻǇΩ όDǳŀǊŘƛƻƭŀΣ нлмсύΦ 

 

When presenting these gameplay loops in the context of this thesis, we can regard them as similar to 

TTRPG verbal back-and-forths, with some key differences to make room for the medium. A GM is 

ever-present to author stories directly and in real-time. With CRPGs, however, the formal game must 

ōŜ ǘǊǳǎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊΩǎ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜΣ 

and as such the game must be loaded with pre-prepared content designed to automatically appear 

in response to specific tǊƛƎƎŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘǊŜŜΤ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ Ψ5aΩƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ 

narrative on the fly, the digital device is loaded with complex instructions which allows the game 

engine to, in effect, become a virtual game-master, a developer-by-proxy, applying rules to render 

scripted or emergent outcomes. Thus, formal content becomes the conduit through which CRPG 

players and developers dialogue. 

 

This section examines the moment-to-moment experience of participating in ongoing authorial 

dialogues in my CRPG artefacts from my perspective as a player. 

6.2.1: Critical paths and limited possibility spaces 

CRPGs are decidedly more linear than their TTRPG cousins. After all, a finite yet final number of 

narrative elements such as that can be produced under a finite budget should by all means produce 

only a finite number of combinations and thus consequent narratives. As such, it is possible to take 

ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΩ ǇƻǿŜǊǎ ƻŦ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎƘƛǇ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŎŀǊǾƛƴƎ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǇŀǘƘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ŦƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ 

defined possibility space. This section focuses on the extent to which formal game content of both 

artefacts alƭƻǿǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŎƻǊŜ ǇƭƻǘΣ ǿƘƛƭǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǿƛƭƭ ŜȄǇŀƴŘ 

into player inputs including those in the imaginative layer. 

 

Both artefacts have a strong critical path that is broken down into episodic chunks of narrative and 

ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨǉǳŜǎǘǎΩ- some are critical-ǇŀǘƘ ΨƳŀƛƴ ǉǳŜǎǘǎΩΣ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƻǇǘƛƻƴŀƭ ΨǎƛŘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘǎΩ 

containing content supplementary to or separate from the critical path. Howard (2006) uses the term 

ΨǉǳŜǎǘΩ ǘƘǳǎΣ ǳƴƛǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ƻŦ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜΣ ŎƻƘŜǎƛǾŜ ǳƴƛǘΦ 

 

¢ƘŜ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōǊŜŀŘǘƘ ƻŦ ǇƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŎƻǊŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΤ L 

noted that in 2077Σ άhƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƳŀŎǊƻ ƻŦ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭƻǘΧ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘΧ ōǳǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻ ƭƻƴƎ-ǘŜǊƳ ƛƳǇŀŎǘΧέ όнлтт-summary). BG3, on the other hand, has 
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been designed to reflect and react to novel player inputs through the inclusion of failsafes. As 

catalogued by Youtuber Proxy Gate Tactician (2023), These include backup NPCs who appear in case 

the original is incapacitated, dialogue that only appears to reflect niche conditions, and a core plot 

that is not predicated on the survival of any characters other than the protagonist, who may hold any 

moral alignment or backstory. 

 

Through careful design and great effort to include content only a fraction of players will see, the game 

feels as if player actions have a genuine effect on the world and narrative- and thus, players wield 

significantly more authorial power. In other words, the wider the gamut of distinct variations a 

particular scene, quest, or title has, the greater the sense of authorship the player feels regarding the 

outcome they experience; this can be seen as designing for a greater sense of emergent narrative, 

and lƛƴƪǎ ǿƛǘƘ {ŀƭŜƴ ŀƴŘ ½ƛƳƳŜǊƳŀƴΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ Ǉƭŀȅ άǊŜǎƛŘŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜέ όнллоύΦ  

 

When taking the BG3 approach of preparing tailored formal outcomes, for even small narrative or 

gameplay decisions, developers must be careful not to expand beyond their monetary and time 

ōǳŘƎŜǘǎΤ ¢ƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ōǊŀƴŎƘŜǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ŀ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘree, the more responses (and 

thus animations, dialogue, programming, etc) must be created. 

Lǘ ƛǎ άŀ ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǘŀǎƪέ όtƻƭȅŘƛƴΣ нлноύ ǘƻ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ŦƻǊ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ άǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ōǊŜŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ Ŧƭƻǿ ƻǊ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ƛƴŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴŎƛŜǎέΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘŜŜŘ L ŘƛŘ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ƻƴŜ ǎŜŜƳƛƴƎƭȅ 

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ōŜŀǘ όŀŎŎƛŘŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ƪƛƭƭƛƴƎ [ŀŜΩȊŜƭύ άŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜέ 

(D&D-нύΦ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ .DоΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǘƛƳŜ ǎǇŀƴƴŜŘ άƴŜŀǊƭȅ ǎŜǾŜƴ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘέ όtƻƭȅŘƛƴΣ 

2023). 

tǳǘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅΣ ǿƘƛƭǎǘ ¢¢wtDǎ ŀƭƭƻǿ ŦƻǊ ƴŜǿ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ōŜǎƛŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŀōƭŜΩǎ 

collective creativity, CRPGs as a digital product require massive amounts of time, money and skill to 

respond to such a wide range of potential player-actions with specific formal content- indeed, these 

ŀǊŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳǊ άƭƛƳƛǘǎέ wŜǘŀ όнлнлύ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƭƛƳƛǘƛƴƎ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ 

interactions. The limited possibility space of a CRPG, then, is less a fundamental part of the digital 

medium aƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ŀ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƳƻƴŜȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊǎΩ ǇŀǊǘΦ 

LƴŘŜŜŘΣ нлттΩǎ ǇƭŀƴƴŜŘ ǎŎƻǇŜ ǿŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ƭŀǊƎŜǊΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ǇŀǊŜŘ-down compared 

to the initial pitch given by developers CD Project Red, due largely to practical rather than creative 

concerns (Hogeweg, 2020). 
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сΦнΦнΥ ¢ƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ǘƻƻƭƪƛǘΦ 

Potential digital inputs by players in both games could be reduced to a rough taxonomy of Dialogue, 

Combat, Exploration, and Inaction. That is, players can talk, fight, navigate, or do nothing. Gameplay 

introduces uncertainty to authorial decisions- a player often does not choose, but instead aims for, 

certain outcomes- predicated on some form of gameplay success. 

 

Salen and Zimmerman comment that RPGs, explicitly including single-player CRPGs, lack a 

ΨvǳŀƴǘƛŦƛŀōƭŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜΩΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǊƛƴƎǎ ŦŀƭǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘǎ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƭŜŘ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ ƻŦ нлнлǎ /wtDǎΦ 

In both, actions either progress towards some kind of goal- a quest marker, an area to explore, a 

ǊŜǿŀǊŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŜŀǊƴŜŘΣ ƻǊ ŀǊŜ ǊŜƎƛǎǘŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ǳƴŘŜǎƛǊŀōƭŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǳǎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛƴ ŀ ΨŦŀƛƭ-ǎǘŀǘŜΩΦ 

These include gameplay failures resulting in character death, or even a small number of narrative 

decisions (such as the suicide endings in 2077 or for Gale in AC2 of BG3 specifically). 

 

[Ŝǎǎ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŀ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜ ŀ ΨŦŀƛƭ-ǎǘŀǘŜΩ 

of their own. Since both artefacts allowed players to decide at any point to restore an earlier formal 

gamestate, whilst retaining the aspects of narrative embedded in their memory; I have often seen 

ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǎŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ Ψ{ŀǾŜ-ǎŎǳƳƳƛƴƎΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ όƻǊΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ǇƘǊŀǎƛƴƎ 

implies, overuse) of saving and reloading game-states to change the outcome of an action or series 

of actions. 

 

This phenomena is an optional yet widely utilised tool, and controversial within gaming subcultures. 

Some consided the practice unfair, improper, or not within the spirit of gameplay (). Others believe 

that since opportunities for save-scumming usually appear in single-player or cooperative games 

(online or competitive games often do not utilise save-states), there is no need to consider fairness 

ƻǊ ǎǇƻǊǘǎƳŀƴǎƘƛǇΣ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ Ƴŀȅ ΨǎŀǾŜ-ǎŎǳƳΩ ƛŦ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ όvǳƻǘŜ ІмлоύΦ 

 

However, one of the only mentions of this phenomenon that appeared in my readings was by Schules, 

Peterson, and Picard (2018), whose definition only discusses save-ǎŎǳƳƳƛƴƎΩǎ ǳǎŜ άǘƻ ƘŜŘƎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ 

ǇŜǊƳŀŘŜŀǘƘέ όǇΦмлфύΣ ŀ ƴƛŎƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎΦ hǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜΣ ǎŀǾŜ-scumming was under-examined as a 

common narrative tool. 

 

Save-scumming interacts with several other codes; it is essentially an exploitation of game mechanics 

to nullify the presence of chance-based mechanics (code #26)- when a player is willing to save-scum, 

chance-based mechanics lose their dictatorial power over outcome; they devolve into time barriers, 
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ǘŜǎǘǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŜƴŘǳǊŜ ǊŜǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƭƻŀŘƛƴƎ ǎŎǊŜŜƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƎŀƳŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

desired outcome is manifested. It can also be used to ascertain the outcome of an action before 

committing (see 6.2.3), although I did not note myself doing so. 

 

Save-scumming is an authorially empowering act for players. When considering game stories in this 

context, players are empowered to rig any decision point, gameplay, or otherwise uncertain scenario 

to a specific possible outcome. Thus, they reclaim authorial control of the scene, nullifying any 

challenge or chance at play and instead reducing that scenario to a list of options. Essentially, this 

process grants players the authorial power of ret-con, and with this tool the player is able to author 

absolutely ŀƴȅ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǎǇŀŎŜΦ 

 

I must therefore consider the use of save-states to be a core method of engagement just as with 

/ƻƳōŀǘΣ 9ȄǇƭƻǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ 5ƛŀƭƻƎǳŜΤ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ΨǎŀǾŜ-ǎŎǳƳƳƛƴƎΩ ƛƴ Ƴȅ Řŀǘŀ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ 

core tool of authorial control a player can wield at any point to veto the outcome of a scene or action, 

and as such I understand that, just like TTRPGs, CRPG stories are the product of consensus, where 

the player submits willingly to the outcome of a game event in order to accept the resultant path 

through the narrative; if they do not submit to the outcome, instead choosing to try for a different 

one, then that outcome does not happen. Developers can only limit this behaviour by limiting the 

save-game system or by limiting the number of potential outcomes in the first place. 

 

In some instances, I was distinctly aware that I was navigating a decision tree. Dialogue is a good 

example, with both titles replacing true verbal role-play with the selection from a list of dialogue- 

fundamentally finite possibility space in terms of outcome. Notably, 2077 authorially empowered me 

by colour-ŎƻŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎΤ άȅŜƭƭƻǿΧ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴΦΦΦ ōƭǳŜ 

flesh out characters and conversations, or are opportunities for role-Ǉƭŀȅέ ό!ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ .ύΦ !ƴŘ ȅŜǘΣ ǘƘƛǎ 

is where my use of the imaginary layer and sense of authorial control felt greatest; my choice of 

dialogue option expressed my player-ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΣ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭƻǘΣ 

progressed or damaged formally logged in-game relationship statuses, and generally came across as 

moments where I was asked to choose what happened next in the story. Naturally, this invited a great 

deal of imaginative role-ǇƭŀȅΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ L ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άLΧ ǘǊŜŀǘ ǘƘŜ ά!ǘǘŀŎƪέ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎΧ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜȅ 

ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘΧ Ψ5ŀǊƪ ¦ǊƎŜǎΩΣ ŜǾŜƴ though I know they appear on non-5ŀǊƪ ¦ǊƎŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎέΣ ŀƴŘ 

extended this role-playing in a pivotal scene where the player-character can perform cruelty to avoid 

ŘŜǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ōȅ ŀ ǾƛƭƭŀƛƴΤ ƳƻǊŀƭƭȅ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛƻƴǎ ŘƛǎŀǇǇǊƻǾŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛƭǎǘ L ǎŜƭected 

dialogue options which suggested ǘƘŜ ŎǊǳŜƭǘȅ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ŀŎǘΣ L ƪƴŜǿ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ¢ƘŜ 5ŀǊƪ ¦ǊƎŜΩ ŘƛŘΣ ƛƴŘŜŜŘΣ 

enjoy succumbing to his cruel nature (BG3-4). This shift away from trying to perform exclusively 
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ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ŀ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ōŜŀǘ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ-character as well as a permanent change 

in my own strategic and narrative approaches. 

I willingly created narrative information which is extraneous to the text- selecting a formal dialogue 

option but imagining that my character is lying- enriching my story experience through the deliberate 

application of creative imagination.  

 

In other instances, my focus shifted to strategic gameplay with a lesser eye for narrative meaning; 

however, as explored in my literature review, navigating gameplay challenges is narrative conflict 

(Juul, 2004, p18), and so the inherent dramatic tension. Combat is a key example, relying on the 

strategic use of various character abilities in pursuit of victory conditions. Such a mindset is more 

closely tied to emergent narrative, especially with regard to emergent systems like those seen in BG3, 

wherein supporting cast members, such as Halsin, can live or die in various fights, affecting their 

continued presence in the story (D&D-2). 

 

Lƴ ŎƻƳōŀǘ ŀƴŘ ŜƭǎŜǿƘŜǊŜΣ .ŀƭŘǳǊΩǎ DŀǘŜ о ƳŀƪŜǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭ ŘƛŎŜ-Ǌƻƭƭǎ ǘƻ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ŀƴ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΩǎ 

success or failure in (Fig.10). Depending on their statistics, characters are more or less likely to 

succeed at specific actions; This is tied to gameplay strategy and can be read as characterisation (from 

Ƴȅ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭǎΤ άΦΦΦǊƻƭƭǎ ƻƴ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜŘ ¢ƘƻƪƪΩǎ ǎƪƛƭƭ ƛƴ ƭƻŎƪǇƛŎƪƛƴƎΧέύΦ 2077 replaces this 

uncertainty with statistical thresholds, upholding character skill expression but removing the tension 

and conflict of potential failure. I noted imaginative layer expansions of this characterisation, for 

ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƴƻǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ L ǇǊŜǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜΩ ǎǇŜƭƭ ǿŀǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ 

accompanied by a trusted friend, rather than actual magic Shadowheart was using (BG3-2). 
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(Fig. 10) Dice-rolling to pick a lock- note the multiple advantages my character grants. 
 

Inaction is itself a consequent action; narrative information the player does access or complete is 

absent from that story iteration, and consequently the characterisation, worldbuilding, or plot it 

would have delivered is lost. Furthermore, in some instances story content can be affected by the 

completion or non-completion of other content. For example, certain side-quests in 2077 are 

ǇǊŜǊŜǉǳƛǎƛǘŜǎ ŦƻǊ tŀƴŀƳΩǎ ǊƻƳŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ά{ǘŀǊέ ŜƴŘƛƴƎ L ŎƘƻǎŜΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜƭȅ ƻǊ ŀŎŎƛŘŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ 

abstaining from an available action is in and of itself an act of authorship. 

6.2.3 Improvisation versus planning: knowledge and decision-making 

Since the outcomes of certain choices in CRPGs- dialogue choices, for instance- are predetermined, 

ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊǎ ƛƴ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ƪƴƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜǘ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜΦ !ǎ ŀƴ ΨLƎƴƻǊŀƴǘΩ ŦƛǊǎǘ-time player, 

however, I was influenced by several factors, rendering choices a form of educated guesswork. I 

observed a balance between developing long-term narrative plans, and making novel on-the-spot 

decisions. 
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/wtD ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƻƴ ŀ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƭŀȅǘƘǊƻǳƎƘΣ Ƴŀȅ ŦŜŜƭ ŀ ƎǊŀǾƛǘŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ Ǉǳƭƭ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜκŀ ΨǘǊǳŜΩ 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ hƴŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜǊΩǎ άL ƻƴƭȅ Ǉƭŀȅ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƎŀƳŜǎ ƻƴŎŜΣ ǎƻ L ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ϥŎƻǊǊŜŎǘϥ 

ǇŀǘƘΧέ ŀƭƛƎƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ άLŦ L ƭƛƪŜ ǘhe game enough to replay it, it is good to have 

ŀƴ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻǊŜΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƎǊŀǾƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǾŀǊƛŀƴŎŜ L Ŏŀƴ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ōȅ 

ŘŜǾƛŀǘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ƛǘέ όнлтт ǎǳƳƳŀǊȅύΦ ¢ƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŜƴŘΣ L ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ŀƛƳ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ŀƭƭ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǎƛŘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΣ 

reŎǊǳƛǘ ŀƭƭ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƎŜǘ ŀ ƳƻǊŀƭƭȅ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ Ƴȅ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƭŀȅǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƻŦ ŀ ƎŀƳŜ ƛŦ 

ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΦ wŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǇƻƛƴǘΣ фн҈ ƻŦ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Ψaŀǎǎ 9ŦŦŜŎǘΩ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƛƴ сΦмΦо 

ǎƛŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŀƭƭȅ ƎƻƻŘ ΨtŀǊŀƎƻƴΩ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ binary morality system, according to 

cinematic director John Ebenger (2020) perhaps indicating that players in CRPGs tend to view heroic 

actions as the proper, intended, or most desirable path. 

 

This affirms the rigidity of CRPG stories; whilst TTRPGs rely on improvisation, as a CRPG player I 

understood that there was a pre-planned core narrative experience that it is possible to miss out on 

or experience an inferior version of. While DMs were expected to facilitate player whims, CRPG 

developers create narratives that players accept comparatively less authority over; I thus understand 

CRPG developers as having a distinctly larger share of authorial power than TTRPG DMs. 

 

Having defined my player-ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩǎ ōǊƻŀŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŀƭƛƎƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ 

ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛƻƴǎ ό!ǎǘŀǊƛƻƴΣ [ŀŜΩȊŜƭΣ {ƘŀŘƻǿƘŜŀǊǘύΣ L ƳŀŘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Ŧƭȅ όŎƻŘŜ Ісύ ǘƘŀǘ 

felt in character (code #10), or which would win me the approval of my chosen companions, such as 

to access content and dialogue that suggested bonds between the characters (code #18). These twin 

decisions guided most of the actions I made as a player primarily interested in the artefacts as 

narratives rather than challenges. 

 

However, there were moments where my interest in making characterful on-the-fly decisions was 

trumped by long-term planning, although as an individual I was still chiefly planning a narrative rather 

than a gameplay strategy. I ultimately felt a strong desire to not deny myself significant story 

elements such as companion characters. For example, having heard  from a friend that it would make 

ƘŜǊ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ƭŀǘŜǊΣ L ƪŜǇǘ aƛƴǘƘŀǊŀ ŀƭƛǾŜΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ψ5ŀǊƪ ǳǊƎŜΩ ƪƛƭƭƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ 

a more fitting decision in the moment- my desire to access Minthara content, predicated on my 

awareness of it as a possibility, trumped my desire to characterise Thokk. 

 

During the study, I grew curious to what extent .ŀƭŘǳǊΩǎ DŀǘŜ о would allow differing narrative choices 

ŀǎ ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ΨǊŀƛƭǊƻŀŘƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΦ L ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘŜŘ ŀ ƻƴŜ-session experimental playthrough of BG3 as 

ǘƘŜ ΨhǊƛƎƛƴΩ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ [ŀŜΩȊŜƭΦ IŜǊŜΣ L ǊŜƧŜŎǘŜŘ ŀƭƭ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜǊǎ ƻǊ ŘƛǎǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ 
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ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ [ŀŜΩȊŜƭΩǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ Ǝƻŀƭǎ- seek her people at a nearby Creche and be purified of her infection. 

Here, I planned a storyline in advance making use of my knowledge of gameplay content and rules a 

first-time player would not have; I was aware I was breaƪƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇŀǘƘ όŎƻŘŜ Іпύ 

by ignoring plot hooks and deliberately avoiding fights that are intended as roadblocks against 

underleveled characters. Such preconsiderations of outcome demonstrates the role of knowledge on 

my ability to preconceive and then execute a narrative, especially one outside of the developer-

intended experience. Whilst BG3 has many explicitly pre-programmed failsafes for many novel player 

inputs, this scenario was not one of them- L ŜƴŘŜŘ ǳǇ ΨǎƻŦǘƭƻŎƪŜŘΩ ōȅ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭȅ ǘƻǳƎƘ ŦƛƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ 

ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛǾŜ Ǉƭŀȅ ǘƻ ŘŜŎƛŘŜ ǘƘŀǘ [ŀŜΩȊŜƭ ŘƛŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŎƘŜΣ ǎǇǳǊƴŜŘ ōȅ Ƙer people; 

thus, I had pre-planned and attempted to execute a full playthrough, but my lack of knowledge of 

this part of the game prevented me from knowing what the ending would be as a result- in order to 

craft a completely pre-planned narrative, a player must understand the long-term consequences of 

each choice they make. This can tie into the informational culture in which RPGs exist (see section 

6.3.3). 

6.2.4: Developer-unintended outcomes 

Lƴ {ŜŎǘƛƻƴ рΣ L ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ¢¢wtD ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ά!ǘ-ŎŀǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘǊƛǾŜǊϥǎ ǎŜŀǘέ όaǳƭƭƛƎŀƴΣ нлнпύΦ 

CRPGs are the product of digital code, they cannot adapt to the player on-the-fly. If a scenario is 

ǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ǊǳƭŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ account for, the ludic contract can break. 

 

This can involve taking advantage of unintended edge-ŎŀǎŜ ƛƴǇǳǘǎΣ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨŜȄǇƭƻƛǘǎΩ. This 

ƭƻȅŀƭǘȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƛǊƛǘΣ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ǊǳƭŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ŜȄǇŀƴŘ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ 

possibility spaces- ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻƴŜ .Dо ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ǊŜǘǊƛŜǾƛƴƎ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ƛǘŜƳǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƳŜǊŎƘŀƴǘΩǎ 

inventory without paying (Toyhouze, 2023). 

²Ƙƛƭǎǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ǘƻ Ǌƻō ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ƻŦ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜΣ ƛǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ǘƻ ΨǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜΩ ƛǘŜƳǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ ŀŎǘ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛŀƭ ƻƴŜ- the obstacle 

of struggle has been removed by the exploit, and so the player has freedom to access whichever 

items they deem appropriate, and thus freely author any narratives or characteristics predicated on 

ownership of those items. Creative authorship, or perhaps a mere desire for strategic advantage on 

ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ǇŀǊǘ Ƙŀve here replaced the desire for gameplay challenges like budgeting. 

Imaginative play is always possible, so a player could also invent narrative justifications for the change 

not found in the text, such as pretending the merchant was a friend of the player-character in an 

imagined backstory. 
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¢Ƙƛǎ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛƴ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨǎƻŦǘƭƻŎƪƛƴƎΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ L ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ 

once in each game. These are instances where based on the current situation, the positioning of 

variables, the game cannot continue, and the player is forced to reload a save or even abandon a 

playthrough entirely to continue. Yet, the game has not declared a failstate- thus, we can see that 

ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ƴƻǾŜƭ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ƛƴǇǳǘǎ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛƴ ǳƴƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǳǎǇŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ- 

an emergent faiƭǎǘŀǘŜΦ CƻǊ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǎŜŜ Ƴȅ [ŀŜΩȊŜƭ ǇƭŀȅǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ό[ŀŜΩȊŜƭ-1). 

 

In another instance, I noted that I very nearly denied myself access to formal narrative content by 

ƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ƻǊ ƳƛǎƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊǎΩ ǎƛƎƴǇƻǎǘŜŘ ΨǇǊƻǇŜǊΩ ƻǊŘŜǊ ƻŦ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΣ ŀǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

ΨDŀǳƴǘƭŜǘ ƻŦ {ƘŀǊΩ ŘǳƴƎŜƻƴ ǘǳǊƴǎ ǘƘŜ ΨaƻƻƴǊƛǎŜ ¢ƻǿŜǊǎΩ ǎǇŀŎŜ ƘƻǎǘƛƭŜΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ 

had led me to believe that Moonrise was already ƘƻǎǘƛƭŜΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǾƛƭƭŀƛƴΩǎ ōŀǎŜ ƻŦ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ 

and so I planned to leave it until last. It was only from referencing fandom resources that I save myself 

from the mistake of missing the chance to explore Moonrise Towers and talk to the characters there; 

ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ƛƴŦŜǊΣ ǘƘŜƴΣ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊǎ Řƻ ƛƴŘŜŜŘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀǎǎǳƳŜ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ 

failure to fulfil this prediction can combine with the malleable nature of emergent narratives like BG3 

to create sub-optimal narrative experiences for the player: in other words, poor informative 

communication between player and developer hamstrings the quality of the output of their authorial 

dialogue. 

6.3: Theme 3 - Informative Discourse Culture. 

It is easy to dismiss the importance of fandom subculture when discussing CRPG narratives; after all, 

the combination a rigid formal content which players cannot bend, and the lack of a social element 

in single-player titles, can give the impression that eŀŎƘ ǘƛǘƭŜǎΩ ŦŀƴŘƻƳ ƛǎ ƭŜǎǎ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ-

to-moment narrative-ǇƭŀȅΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ŀƭƭΣ άΦΦΦǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ŘƻŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ōȅ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎέ όvǳƻǘŜ ІмлоύΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀƴŘƭŜ ŀƴȅ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ 

human input. Perhaps this is why there is such a lack of ethnographic research on CRPGs compared 

to TTRPGs, LARPs, and MMORPGS. Thus, it is easy to assume that fandom contributions to CRPG 

ǘƛǘƭŜǎΣ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ΨƳƻŘŘƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ŎƻŘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǘƻƻƭǎΣ ƻƴƭȅ ŜǾŜǊ Ŧƛǘǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƳǎ ΨǘŜȄǘǳŀƭ 

ǇƻŀŎƘƛƴƎΩ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ōȅ WŜƴƪƛƴǎ όмффнύΣ ǿƘŜǊŜƛƴ ŦŀƴŘƻƳ ǎǳōŎǳƭǘǳǊŜǎ ŎƭŀƛƳ ŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ ǘŜȄǘǎ ŀƴŘ 

reappropriate them in fan-fictive contexts such as feminist reimaginings (Jenkins gives examples from 

ǘƘŜ Ψ{ǘŀǊ ²ŀǊǎΩ ό[ǳŎŀǎΣ мфтфύ ŦŀƴŘom) or the queer readings aforementioned in section 6.1.3. 

 

My data, however, found that numerous resources, functions, and discourse practices were present 

in my journaling of moment-to-moment narrative-play- that fandom had a palpable presence in the 
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ways I participated in authorial dialogues, even if my play did not take place within a fandom space 

or see direct discussion within a fandom discourse. This section dissects ways in which fandom-made 

tools and resources changed my relationship with and methods of participating in dialogic authorship 

during my CRPG play sessions. 

6.3.1: Advice given to players 

In contrast to my analysis of TTRPGs, my data collection did not identify a prominent culture of 

ƛƴŘǳŎǘƛƴƎ ƴŜǿŎƻƳŜǊǎ ƛƴǘƻ ΨōŜǎǘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΩΣ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ-player titles- this seems to be 

reserved for more massively-multiplayer titles, discussed by myriad scholars including Ask (2016) and 

Taylor (2006). There is room for further exploration of the reasoning behind this, but a logical answer 

Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ǊŜŘŘƛǘ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜǊΩǎ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘΥ άtƭŀȅ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ƛƴ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ƳŀƴƴŜǊ ȅƻǳ ǿƛǎƘΤ 

it doesn't affŜŎǘ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜΣ ǎƻ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƎƻŜǎέ όvǳƻǘŜ ІмлнύΦ 

 

Lƴ ƭƛŜǳ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƴƎ ΨōŜǎǘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǎŜΩΣ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ-player RPG enthusiasts tend to advise each other on game 

content (see 6.3.2) and strategy. These resources are innumerable, and are found in a multitude of 

formats, including forum posts, forum comments, short-form video content, and longer-form video 

content, as well as conversational advice between peers; I sometimes performed certain actions 

άIŀǾƛƴƎ ƘŜŀǊŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ŦǊƛŜƴŘΧέ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ό5ϧ5-Summary). 

 

L ƭƻƎƎŜŘ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ŀ ¸ƻǳǘǳōŜ ǾƛŘŜƻ ōȅ ǳǎŜǊ Ψ¢ƻȅƘƻǳȊŜΩΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƭƛǎǘ мо 

ΨƘƛŘŘŜƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΩ ƛƴ BG3, niche pieces of content or applications of game mechanics that some 

players may be unfamiliar with. The first is an exploit that allows a player to extract free money and 

items from merchant NPCs, others include niche applications for game mechanics, or ways to trigger 

rare lines of dialogue (Toyhouze, 2023). This advice does not impart values, does not induct a viewer 

into a certain way of understanding, performing, or socialising. Instead, Toyhouze informs the player 

as to the true breadth of their options, giving recommendations for powerful gameplay strategies, 

and in the case of the exploit, outright allows the audience to subvert the spirit of the game to change 

ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ƛƴǘƻ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛŀƭ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΦ ¢ƻȅƘƻǳȊŜΩǎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ǘƻ ǎƘŀǊŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ 

empowers the viewer to play the game in niche ways, but does not explore whether a player should 

or should not utilise these methods. 

 

Generally, informing a player as to the options in front of them, niche outcomes they may not predict, 

ƻǊ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ǘƻ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

narrative and gameplay they experience. For example, aƴ ǳƴƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ Ƴŀȅ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ .DоΩǎ 
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first act gives them a binary choice- side with the evil NPC Minthara, or defeat her in combat and 

ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƘŜǊ ŦŀŎǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŜƴŜƳȅΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǎƻƳŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ƭƛƪŜ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ŀǊŜ ŀǿŀǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜŦŜŀǘƛƴƎ aƛƴǘƘŀǊŀ 

by non-lethal means allows them to access her as a playable character in the second act without 

siding with the villains in the first; a third option which is not clearly signposted. 

 

tƭŀȅŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŎƘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǘƛǘƭŜΩǎ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŀǊŜ 

empowered to use that knowledge to guarantee a certain narrative outcome; as such, this culture of 

information-sharing is implicated in the moment-to-moment authorial dialogues which take place 

even in single-player games. An uninformed player can only guess at what will happen as a result of 

their actions, strategies, behavioural schemas and decisions. An informed player can predict with 

certainty what the outcome of any given action will be- their choices are informed- and as such the 

player is selecting which narrative outcome they prefer; they are performing an act of storytelling 

authorship, not an act of uncertain gameplay. 

 

The next section discusses the choices I as a player made to utilise these fandom resources to change 

ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ .DоΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǿŜōΦ 

6.3.2: Checking the wiki 

As discussed in 6.2, I generally held some authorial intent towards the game on a narrative level; 

however, the difference between playing a CRPG and, say, writing a book is that there are obstacles- 

gameplay, more specifically- that mean that intent does not translate directly into the intended 

outcome; gameplay provides strategic and narrative uncertainty- good games provide reasonably 

predictable outcomes, not completely predictable ones, and in this difference lies much of the core 

fun of playing a story-rich game, especially for the first time; the dramatic tension of uncertain 

outcomes. For example, a BG3 player might wonder; will siding with the devil Raphael serve me well, 

or will he betray me? 

 

However, several times during my journaling, I found myself referring to guides and wikis, 

ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǳǇŜƴŘŜŘ Ƴȅ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊ ōȅ ǊŜǾŜŀƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

outcome of decisions and strategies, and in the process eliminating this dramatic tension. 

 

By contextualising the game alongside these detailed, freely available resources, the game goes from 

being an experience which withholds information from the audience- for the sake of dramatic 

tension, ethical dilemma, or mystery-to something more closely ǊŜǎŜƳōƭƛƴƎ ŀ ƎŀƳŜ ƻŦ ΨtŜǊŦŜŎǘ 
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ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΩ ό{ŀƭŜƴ ŀƴŘ ½ƛƳƳŜǊƳŀƴΣ нллпύΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ άǎƘŀǊŜ ŀƭƭ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜέ 

openly (this is usually applied to multiplayer games, but in this context I reframe it as reflecting the 

player-developer relationship). With this context in mind, we can see that players hold the authorial 

power of self-spoilership; they can easily and willingly fill gaps in their knowledge to make informed 

decisions, better understand story and gameplay content, and develop concepts of narrative choices 

and gameplay strategies far in advance by checking an informational guide, in the process stepping 

out of the limitations of their own knowledge and instead drawing on the collective knowledge of 

player communities. 

 

Ultimately, the use of informational resources grants authorial empowerment to a player, at the 

expense of dramatic tension and surprise. A player who is ignorant of some or all of the outcomes a 

developer has planned for a certain scene gets to enjoy exploration- they can tensely select inputs 

such as dialogue options not knowing which will bring their desired outcome, or if their desired 

outcome is even possible. However, if they wish to recontextualise this decision-making process as 

choosing from a list of outcomes, a more authorial relationship to the fiction, the availability of online 

guides consistently makes this possible. 

 

A more informed player is a more authorial player; experienced players who may have already 

completed the game once or more, or at least studied fanmade resources to gain a similar 

understanding, may begin to exhibit the behaviour of pre-ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩs narrative beats long 

before the relevant decisions are presented to them; a playthrough of a game with a pre-planned 

ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎΣ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŘ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǊǳƴΩ ōȅ ŦŀƴŘƻƳ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΤ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ 

section discusses this idea in detail. 

6.3.3: Player knowledge and Pre-planned runs 

9ŀŎƘ ǇƭŀȅǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƻŦ ŀ ƎƛǾŜƴ /wtD ƛǎ ŀ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ǇŜǊƳǳǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŎƻǊŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ- different 

formal choices are made, different cosmetics and imaginative layers are applied, different gameplay 

strategies and levels of success against gameplay challenges are enjoyed. Especially amongst players 

ǿƘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƛǘƭŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜƴŘ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨǊǳƴΩ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŀ ǇƭŀȅǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

with a specific aim, philosophy, or identity within fandom discourse. (Quotes #142, #200) 

 

²ƛǘƘƛƴ ŜŀŎƘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǘƛǘƭŜΩǎ ŦŀƴŘƻƳΣ ǘŜǊƳƛƴƻƭƻƎȅ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ŀǊŎƘŜǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ ΨǊǳƴΩ ōŜƎƛƴ ǘƻ ŜƳŜǊƎŜ ƻǾŜǊ 

time; for example, my BG3 ǇƭŀȅǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ Ŧŀƭƭǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨwŜǎƛǎǘ 5ǳǊƎŜΩ ŀǊŎƘŜǘȅǇŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ .Dо-

ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŦŀƴŘƻƳ ǎǇŀŎŜǎΦ ΨwŜǎƛǎǘ 5ǳǊƎŜΩ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀƴȅ Ǌǳƴ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ǎŜƭŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ Ψ5ŀǊƪ ¦ǊƎŜΩ 
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ƻǊƛƎƛƴ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƭŜŎǘǎ ǇŜŀŎŜŦǳƭ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎΣ ΨǊŜǎƛǎǘƛƴƎΩ ¢ƘŜ 5ŀǊƪ ¦ǊƎŜΩǎ ƳǳǊŘŜǊƻǳǎ ƛƴǎǘƛƴŎǘǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ 

not an exact map dictating every single choice- indeed, only a small number of choices actually 

ŦƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ 5ŀǊƪ ¦ǊƎŜΩǎ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ŀǊŎΦ LƴǎǘŜŀŘΣ ΨwŜǎƛǎǘ 5ǳǊƎŜΩ ŘŜǇƛŎǘǎ ōƻǘƘ 

ŀ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ ƻŦ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ όΨ¢Ǌȅ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ƪƛƭƭΩύ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǊȅ ƭŀȅŜǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƭƛƎƴǎ 

ǿƛǘƘ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ όΨ¢ƘŜ 5ŀǊƪ ¦ǊƎŜ ǊŜƧŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΤ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƛǘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǇǇƭȅ ǿƛƭƭǇƻǿŜǊ 

tƻ ǊŜǎƛǎǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǳǊƎŜǎΩύΣ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ŀƛƳƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŀƴ ŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǿƘŜǊŜƛƴ ¢ƘŜ 5ŀǊƪ ¦ǊƎŜΩǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǇƭƻǘƭƛƴŜ 

resolves with cutscenes and dialogue that indicate a redemption arc. Players, especially ones 

ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜŀōƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǎǇŀŎŜ- through personal experience or with checking 

resources (see section 6.3.2)- can make use of these terms to frame, describe, or pre-plan their 

narrative experiences. 

 

Expertise from prior playthroughs and/or participation in fandom are not necessary to create a plan 

ŦƻǊ ƻƴŜΩǎ ΨǊǳƴΩΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘŜŜŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ōƛƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ƻǇŜƴ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜƴŜǾŜǊ 

the player sees fit. When caused by story details, these reconsiderations can even be a source of 

narrative enjoyment in and of themselves, with the influencing narrative details being an influence 

on both the player and their avatar; a dramatic parity emerges between the two. In BG3- 

 

¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǊǳƴΩΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǿƘŜƴ ŦǊŀƳŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǊƻǳƎƘƭȅ ǇǊŜ-ǇƭŀƴƴŜŘ ǇŀǘƘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ 

story possibilities- ά¢Ƙƛǎ Ǌǳƴ LΩƳ ŘƻƛƴƎ ·¸½έ- speaks to the increasingly authorial capacities that 

ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǎǇŀŎŜ Ǝrants players. Players who know, 

ōǊƻŀŘƭȅ ƻǊ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ Ŏŀƴ ŘŜǾƛǎŜ ŀ ΨǊǳƴΩ ƛƴ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƛǘΦ 

 

These are sometimes associated with some challenge or gimmick attached which require strategic or 

novel reinterpretation of the game, an arbitrary set of rules or aims the player applies to their run for 

novel challenge or experimentation; these often discŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŎƻǊŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǎ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ 

engagement and replace it with a view of the game as a puzzle to be cracked open and solved. I noted 

several examples, such as when youtuber LarsBurrito (2024) tried and failed to beat 2077 without 

installing any cyberware, experimenting with the game to try and avoid or subvert an early cutscene 

where the player is asked to install their first piece. Another, Bouch (2024), successfully completed 

the entirety of BG3 within strict stealth, never being spotted by an NPC. To do so, he built a character 

specifically as an avatar of strategy (focusing on stealth and utility magic), with seemingly no eye for 

narrative, and also made use of several glitches and exploits, such as warping through a wall in the 

ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ moments to avoid supposedly mandatory cutscenes. 
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IŜǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǎǘƻǊȅ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜƭȅ ǎƛŘŜƭƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ŦŀǾƻǳǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǇǊŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƻƴ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŜǊǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ 

and how the rules can be applied in novel ways to subvert the usual experience.  

 

All of this is to say that whilst inexperienced players strategise or improvise their way through a given 

title based on broad aims and educated guesswork, experienced players begin to more clearly map 

ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ ǇƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ƻƴ ŀ ƴŜǿ ΨǊǳƴΩ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ Ǉƭŀƴ 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘΤ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ŀ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŎƻǊŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ 

without necessarily even interacting with the game; the act of playing the game is therefore less an 

on-the-fly authorship, and more an attempt to execute the pre-ordained narrative the player 

intended. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŀ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƛǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƴŀƳŜŘ 

ŀǊŎƘŜǘȅǇŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘƛŜǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǊǳƴǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨwŜǎƛǎǘ 5ǳǊƎŜΩ ƛƴ .DоΦ 

This pre-ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ /wtD ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ŀ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ƳŀǎǘŜǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΣ 

ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ƛƴ ŘƛŀƭƻƎƛŎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎƘƛǇ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜŘΤ ŀƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ 

selects their narrative options as if from a menu, customising the narrative like a dish with their 

favourite ingredients. 

¢ƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ǘƘŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ƛƴ ōǊƻŀŘŎŀǎǘ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨǊǳƴǎΩ 

ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ /wtD ŦŀƴŘƻƳ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ŘƻΣ ƛƴŘŜŜŘΣ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ 

experiences, that this dissemination of wisdom helps other players access the ability to create and 

ŜƴƧƻȅ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŀōƭŜ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƛǘƭŜΩǎ ŎƻǊŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΦ 5ƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ 

players of a given title, then, takes on some of the social-creative qualities that were initially observed 

at TTRPG tables.  

6.3.4: Fixing a broken game 

During my playthrough of 2077, I encountered a game-breaking bug where a plot-essential item did 

not appear. I noted downloading a fan-made mod which re-ŜƴŀōƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊΩǎ ŘŜōǳƎ ŎƻƴǎƻƭŜ 

Whilst this is the only example of this phenomenon identified in my data, it speaks to a greater sense 

that even on the level of code, the RPG fandoms can step up from context into outright facilitation- 

that is, the developers had failed to provide code that properly mediated the narrative it was 

intended to, and the input of other players stepping up into a developer-like role helped me solve 

ǘƘƛǎ ŘŜŦƛŎƛŜƴŎȅ ōȅ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŦǊŜŜƭȅ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎ ŀ ǘƻƻƭ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ƳŜ ǘƻ ΨŦƛȄΩ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜκŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊΩǎ 

ΨƳƛǎǘŀƪŜΩΦ tƘŜnomena such as these suggest that player communities do not simply surround the 

ǘƛǘƭŜΤ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƻǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎΣ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜΦ 
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7: Conclusions 

Having discussed my findings regarding authorial dialogues in TTRPGs and CRPGs separately in detail, 

I here conclude by uniting these discussions into a coherent view of the fundamentals of RPG 

authorial dialogues. 

 

I framed player-ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ŀǎ ǎƛƳǳƭǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅ ΨŀǾŀǘŀǊǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŀǾŀǘŀǊǎ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀΩΣ ǿƘƛƭǎǘ Ƴȅ 

/wtD ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƛŀǘŜŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨŦƻǊƳŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛǾŜΩ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƭŀȅŜǊǎΦ !ƭƛƎƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƭŜƴǎŜǎ 

reveals a common set of principles which underpin all RPGs: 

Strategic elements of player avatars- the ways that their attributes interact with ludic challenges- are 

aligned with formal game content- attributes, rules, combatants, positions, conditions. This is not to 

say that these elements are not implicated in narrative or authorial dialogue- all gameplay challenges 

are narrative conflict (Juul, 2005). Rather, it is that this frame of understanding avatars focuses on 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ όǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ǘƘŜƴ ŦƻǊƳ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ŦƻǊ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ 

interpretation) more so than their impact on the shared imagined narrative. I associate this with 

ƎŀƳƛǎƳ ό9ŘǿŀǊŘǎΣ нллмύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǾŀǘŀǊ Ψ!ǎ-hōƧŜŎǘΩ ό.ŀƴƪǎΣ нлмрύΦ 

CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ΨŀǾŀǘŀǊǎ ƻŦ personaΩ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ imaginative narrative layer, interacting more with 

fiction than gameplay dynamics. Since role-play elements such as voice acting and dialogue need not 

ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜ ŀƴȅ ƎŀƳŜ ǊǳƭŜ ƻǊ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŦƻǊ ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎ ŀǘ ŀ ǘƛƳŜΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ΨŀǾŀǘŀǊ 

ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀΩ ǎƻlely within the imaginative narrative layer. It can, however, serve to generate in-fiction 

motivations for formal actions, such as rolling dice to deceive an NPC or entering combat because the 

player-character is upset. I associate this frame with narrativism (Edwards, 2001) and framing the 

ŀǾŀǘŀǊ Ψ!ǎ-{ȅƳōƛƻǘŜΩ ό.ŀƴƪǎΣ нлмрύΦ 

 

Different players hold different desires and affinities for kinds of experiences, and their relative 

ŀŦŦƛƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ƛƴ ǳǘƛƭƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛǾŜ ƭŀȅŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ 

come to exact these desires; players therefore design and mentally frame (Bowman, 2018: Banks, 

2015) their avatar to align with and therefore facilitate these desired experiences. Informative culture 

is an essential component of storytelling in this medium; proper participation in the authorial 

dialogue of a RPG requires an understanding of a complex rule system as well as an understanding of 

how best to utilise these rules; there is therefore an informational barrier to entry. CRPGs often 

tutorialise, but TTRPG subculture provides this mentorship at the tableside (especially for basic 

elements) as a means of inducting newcomers. Online subculture allows all participants to hone their 

skills and knowledge over time, allowing a productive, high-quality participation in authorial dialogue 
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(that meaning participation which renders engaging fiction). I can draw a straight line, then, between 

expertise (of formal content, established strategies, and best practise) and the breadth, quality, and 

ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŀǳǘƘƻǊial dialogues. Therefore, the presence of a persistently 

informative fandom which develops wisdom (through repeated discourse) and disseminates it 

amongst its members is an essential component of all the play cultures I observed during this study. 

 

Overall, this thesis has developed the concept of authorial dialogues, which in the case of RPGs are; 

1. Understood as a back-and-forth between player and a prime authorial entity, both of whom 

hold authorial capacities which differ in type and magnitude. 

2. Include both a formal and an imaginative layer. Often, elements of the fiction exist in both 

layers, with their total meaning being the combination of their implications on both layers. 

Juul (2005) observed that rules prompt understanding of fiction and vice versa, and the 

formal/imaginative dichotomy reflects this. 

a. The formal layer describes elements implicated in game-rules, IE character-abilities, 

statistics, gameplay information imparted by visuals, narration, and dialogue. 

b. The imaginative later describes elements originating in subjective understanding and 

interpretation of game-fiction, which do not relate to game-ǊǳƭŜǎΣ L9 ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎΩ 

emotions, storytelling information imparted by visuals, narration and dialogue, the  

sense of coherent narrative and story-world. 

3. CǊŀƳŜŘ ōȅ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΩ ŘŜǎƛǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǾŀǘŀǊǎΦ 

4. wŜƭƛŀƴǘ ƻƴ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǳǘƛƭƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ǎƪƛƭƭǎŜǘǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦƻǊƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

prime authorial figure (developer/GM). 

5. wŜƭƛŀƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƳŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛŀƭ ŦƛƎǳǊŜΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ 

scenarios and respond, directly or by proxy of computer code, to player inputs in predictable, 

rewarding, and engaging ways. 

6. Reliant on clear, good-ŦŀƛǘƘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨǇƭŀȅŜǊΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊΩ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΣ 

who trust one another to support narrative construction. 

7. Molded by the social and material methods of said communication (IE, directly through 

verbalisation or indirectly through the pre-preparation of code-based game content). 

8. Originate from the prime creative force. Players acquire authorial capacity with increased 

ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƪƛƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǘȅΦ 

9. Are therefore influenced and facilitated by subcultural knowledge-sharing networks. 

The fundamental difference between multiplayer TTRPGs and single-player CRPGs can be understood 

as: 
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1. CRPGs generally put greater emphasis on audiovisual storytelling, whereas TTRPGs typically 

rely more on theatre-of-the-mind (although they can optionally incorporate some visual or 

ŀǳŘƛƻ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŘŜǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŀōƭŜΩǎ ƛŘƛƻŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜs). 

2. The verbal nature of TTRPGs mean that elements from the imaginative layer can be 

transformed into formal gameplay content with relative ease. CRPGs as a code-based 

medium cannot facilitate this on-the-fly incorporation. Therefore,  TTRPGs enjoy a greater 

variety of formal content that can emerge moment-to-moment from authorial dialogues. 

3. CRPGs cannot be negotiated with, but cannot ensure the player is behaving in a manner 

intended by the developer. As such, players can utilise exploits and glitches to manipulate 

the game beyond developer intent. TTRPGs, conversely, feature human referees who 

understand intent and the faith of interaction, but who can be negotiated with. CRPG players 

can subvert developers, but TTRPG players can influence them on-the-fly. 

7.1: Future research opportunities 

TTRPGs remain highly examined in narrative studies and ethnography, and this thesis continues this 

legacy. This thesis provides a jumping-ƻŦŦ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ŦƻǊ ƴŜǿ ŜƴǉǳƛǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΤ /wtDǎ Ψŀǎ 

ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ Ψŀǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ-ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎƘƛǇ ƳŜǘƘƻŘΩ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ critically under-examined. I have 

attempted to elucidate some starting points for studies of authorial behaviours perceptible during 

CRPG play, but it is important that these ideas are further examined by other academics; TTRPGs and 

MMORPGs enjoy a wealth of examination, yet despite the booming critical and commercial 

ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ  ǿŜǎǘŜǊƴ wtD ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ .ŀƭŘǳǊΩǎ DŀǘŜ ό.ƛƻǿŀǊŜκ[ŀǊƛŀƴ {ǘǳŘƛƻǎΣ мффу-2023), Mass Effect 

(Bioware, 2007-2017), Fallout (Interplay Entertainment/Bethesda Game Studios/Obsidian 

Entertainment 1997-2016), The Elder Scrolls (Bethesda Game Studios, 1994-2011), and The Witcher 

(CD Projekt Red, 2007-2015), the single-player CRPG medium is under-examined in ethnography, and 

would benefit from additional direct observation to further examine the behaviours and 

psychological processes which underpin player authorship. On that note, this thesis did not examine 

any examples of the JRPG subgenre of CRPGs, exemplified by series such as Shin Megami Tensei 

(Atlus/Nex Entertainment/Lancarse, 1987-2021), Final Fantasy (Square/Square Enix, 1987-2023), and 

Dragon Quest (Chunsoft/Heartbeat/Level-5/Square Enix, 1986-2018). Since these titles draw on a 

different cultural heritage, and thus have a different set of conventions and design contexts, 

ethnographic exploration of these titles would be a valuable addition to the discussions within this 

thesis. 

 

Word Count (Including citations and headings): 37816 
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Appendices 

!ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ !Υ wŜǇƻǊǘ ƻƴ Ψ.ŀƭŘǳǊΩǎ DŀǘŜ оΩ 

Story genre + premise  

Baldurôs Gate 3 (BG3) takes place in a óhigh fantasyô setting, Faerun, which is heavily based 

on/implied to be the same as the Faerun described in the lorebooks of óDungeons and 

Dragonsô; the various locations, factions, characters, races, magic, religions etc. of BG3 are 

familiar to a sufficiently experienced D&D player. 

 

Baldurôs Gate 3 takes place in sequence with Baldurôs Gate and Baldurôs Gate 2, taking place 

124 years after the latter, although prior knowledge of the series is not necessary to 

understand the story; I have not played the first two games, so this report and the larger thesis 

is written from the perspective of a newcomer to the Baldurôs Gate series. 

 

The player character in BG3 is abducted by alien óMindflayersô at the gameôs beginning and 

infected by means of a tadpole inserted through the eye socket. The tadpole will, eventually, 

cause the player character to transform into a Mindflayer themself (a process named 

óceremorphosisô), a fate considered worse than death. The principle plot of BG3 involves 

searching for a cure to this infection whilst fighting off interference from various factions; each 

companion character also has their own character arc which must be explored, all of which 

flesh out different aspects of the world and naturally introduce conflict into the partyôs direction 

and decision-making. 

 

Ultimately the game is a swords-and-sorcery grand adventure about curing the player 

characters of their tadpoles, defeating the cult of the absolute and saving the Faerun- but 

given the gameôs openness, it is also possible for the game to be an adventure about 

embracing the tadpoleôs psychic powers, taking over the cult of the absolute, and subjugating 

Faerun. The game famously has so many endings that in the year since the gameôs release, 

some have been seen less than 50 times. 

Genre 

In terms of gameplay, Baldurôs Gate 3 is a very direct adaptation of Dungeons and Dragons 

5th Edition; the player controls a party of adventurers, each belonging to a Race (elf, dwarf, 

half-orc, etc.) and Class (Wizard, Bard, Rogue etc.), the combination of which gives them 

access to a unique set of abilities which can be applied in combat, in exploring and puzzle-

solving in the overworld, and during dialogue; this can take the form of having or not having 

access to a specific ability (for example, Warlocks being able to weild an Eldritch Blast, while 

Barbarians can enter a Rage), or being more or less likely at passing certai ability lchecks 

(for example, half-orcs have stat advantages which make them more likely to pass 

Intimidation checks, meaning they care more likely to successfully leverage intimidation to 

gain an advantage in conversation). 

 



112 

Up to four characters can play together at any time in the main ópartyô, and this can be a 

combination of custom player characters and developer-made characters. The game can be 

played in single-player or multiplayer up to four players, but I will exclusively be analysing 

Baldurôs Gate 3 as a single-player title for this study. 

Character creation 

 

At the very beginning of the game, the player sees a cutscene of a battle between Mindflayers 

and Githyanki in the sky above the city of Baldurôs Gate. Various unnamed characters are 

kidnapped and imprisoned by the Mindflayers, and presumably also infected with tadpoles; 

all playable characters, no matter what, are victims of this fate. As such, this forms the base 

premise of the gameôs story. 

 

Players can choose to play as a custom character or as one of 7 óOrigin Charactersô. These 

are Laeôzel, Astarion, Gale, Shadowheart, Wyll, Karlach, and óThe Dark Urgeô. 

 

/ǳǎǘƻƳƛǎƛƴƎ ŀ  /ǳǎǘƻƳ /ƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƻǊ Ψ¢ŀǾΩ 

 

Custom characters are similar to Dungeons and Dragons characters in that they can be of 

any race, class, background, etc. and have a backstory that is authored by the player; the 

formally defined in-game backstory is reduced to the óbackgroundô trait (a criminal, an artisan, 

an outlander, a soldier), and much beyond that is left up to the player's imagination. 

 

Each race in Baldurôs Gate 3 has one or several special abilities that define their identity as 

gameplay objects. 
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For example, Half-orcs gain óDarkvisionô, allowing them to see without light in dark 

environments,óSavage Attacksô, meaning their melee weapon ócritical hitsô do extra damage, 

and óRelentless Enduranceô, meaning they can shrug off an otherwise deadly hit to survive 

with 1hp. Meanwhile, Githyanki are proficient in Light and Medium armour regardless of their 

class, and gain access to the ñAstral Knowledgeò and ñGithyanki Psionics: Mage Handò 

abilities, allowing them to gain temporary proficiency in any skill and interact with objects at 

a distance respectively. These are gameplay enhancements, but also work as storytelling, 

describing the inherent strengths and abilities of each race in a way that is woven into their 

backstory; Tieflings do not gain a resistance to fire damage arbitrarily, they do so because 

they are ñDescended from devilsò. 

 

Since each species has a distinct place in the game world, the playerôs race will also affect 

the story in some small ways and give access to new dialogue options- for example, the 

Goblins encountered in the ruined village in Act 1 usually respond with hostility, but if the 

player-character is a Drow, the goblins assume they are a lieutenant of their army and allow 

them to pass peacefully; similarly, Githyanki are known for being insular as a culture and 

hostile to outsiders, so Githyanki player-characters gain access to myriad additional dialogue 

options when interacting with Githyanki NPCs, often appealing to their cultureôs internal belief 

system. 

 

Although there are only a few examples, some races have specific interactions with class 

selection; for example, when playing as a Llolth-sworn Drow, the only Deity a cleric may pick 

is Lloth; similarly, Githyanki can pick from the usual list of deities but also gain the additional 

option of Vlaakith, the lich-queen of the Githyanki people. These limitations- only Gith may 

worship Vlaaktih, Llolth-sworn drow may only worship Llolth- seem squarely aimed at 

preventing the creation of character who do not make sense within the game-world, such as 

Llolth-sworn who is not sworn to Llolth. 

 

 

The player can choose from the following races; 

 

ǒ Elf  

ƴ ñWith ethereal countenance and long lifespans,  Elves are at home with 

natureôs power, flourishing in light and dark alikeò 

ƺ High Elf  

ƴ ñHeirs of the mystical Feywild, High Elves value magic in all its forms, 

and even those who do not study spellcraft can manipulate the Weaveò 

ƺ Wood Elf  

ƴ ñThese elves spend their reclusive lives in Faerunôs forests. Decades 

of training in archery and camouflage are enhanced by an otherworldly 

swiftness.ò 

ǒ Tiefling  

ƴ ñDescended from devils of the Nine Hells, tieflings face constant 

suspicion in Faerun. Thankfully, their arcane abilities make them 

natural survivors.ò 

ƺ Asmodeus  



114 

ƴ ñBound to Nessus, the deepest layers of the Hells, these tieflings 

inherit the ability to wield fire and darkness from the archdevil 

Asmodeus' infernal bloodline.ò 

ƺ Zariel  

ƴ ñTieflings from Zariel's bloodline are empowered with martial strength, 

and can channel searing flame to punish their enemies.ò 

ƺ Mephistopheles  

ƴ ñDescended from the archdevil Mephistopheles, these tieflings are 

gifted with a particular affinity for arcane magic.ò 

ǒ Drow  

ƴ ñDriven to the Underdark, most drow have adopted a ruthless 

pragmatism. While the Lolth-sworn delight in the goddess' evil tenets, 

the Seldarine reject Her attempt to overthrow the leader of the elven 

pantheon.ò 

ƺ Lolth -sworn Drow  

ƴ ñRaised by Lolth's cult in the city of Menzoberranzan, these drow extol 

the virtues of their corrupt and merciless goddess. Lolth marks her 

followers with bright red eyes so the Underdark will learn to fear drow 

on sight.ò 

ƺ Seraldrine Draw  

ƴ ñSeldarine drow can be found seeking allies from all over Faerun, 

aiming to settle their conflict with Lolth - and each other - by any means 

necessary.ò 

ǒ Human  

ƴ ñThe most common face in Faer¿n, humans are known for their 

tenacity, creativity, and endless capacity for growth.ò 

ǒ Githyanki  

ƴ ñWith a ruthlessness borne from Mindflayer enslavement, Githyanki 

ride the astral sea atop red dragons, bringing their silver swords and 

psionic might to bear against any trace of the illithid menace.ò 

ǒ Dwarf  

ƴ ñAs durable and unyielding as their homes of stone, dwarves are some 

of the finest warriors, miners, and smiths of faerunò 

ƺ Gold Dwarf  

ƴ ñGold dwarves are known for their confidence and keen intuition. The 

culture of their Deep Kingdom values family, ritual, and fine 

craftmanship.ò 

ƺ Shield Dwarf  

ƴ ñShield dwarves survived a long fall from grace, surrendering many of 

their ancient kingdoms in wars with goblins and orcs. These losses 

have lead to a cynical mindset, yet shield dwarves will endure anything 

to restore their ancestral homelands.ò 

ƺ Duergar  

ƴ ñOnce enslaved by the eldritch Mindflayers, Duergar adapted to 

freedom with a harsh practicality. Their cold demeanours and gift of 

stealth are well-known throughout the Underdark.ò 

ǒ Half -Elf  
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ƴ ñCurious, ambitious, and versatile, half-elves are welcome 

everywhere, but struggle without a community to call their ownò 

ƺ Half High Elf  

ƴ ñA touch of the Feywild remains in half-elves of this bloodline, and even 

those untrained in magic possess a hint of wild powerò 

ƺ Half Wood Elf  

ƴ ñLike their woof elf parent, these half-elves have a quickened stride 

and an eye for stealth. Yet many break away from isolation in Faurunôs 

forests to explore the rest of the realms. 

ƺ Half Drow  

ƴ ñMost half-drow result from liaisons between Seldarine Drow and 

surfacers. While half-drow inherited a few magical gifts, they arenôt 

usually raised in the underdark. 

ǒ Halfling  

ƴ ñSmall yet capable, halflings prefer the comforts of home and hearth- 

but their natural luck and dexterity makes them fine adventurers.ò 

ƺ Lightfoot Halfling  

ƴ ñStealthy but social, these Halflings travel all over Faerun to make 

names for themselves.ò 

ƺ Strongheart Halfling  

ƴ ñLegend has it that Dwarvern Blood gave stronghearts their hardiness. 

Resistant to poison and wellsprings of endurance, these halflings 

easily hold their own.ò 

ǒ Gnome  

ƴ ñSmall, clever, and energetic, gnomes use their long lives to explore 

Faerunôs brightest corners and darkest depths.ò 

ƺ Rock Gnome  

ƴ ñThe most commonly seen Gnomes on Faerunôs surface, Rock 

Gnomes are named for their hardiness and affinity for Metal.ò 

ƺ Forest Gnome  

ƴ ñEven smaller than their cousins and twice as reclusive, forest gnomes 

are a rare sight in Faerun. They master magic and craftsmanship in 

their distant, idyllic groves.ò 

ƺ Deep Gnome  

ƴ ñMore guarded than their surface cousins, deep gnomes survive in the 

Underdark with darkvision and skillful stealth.ò 

ǒ Dragonborn  

ƴ ñA proud race that values clan and skills above all else. Once enslaved 

by dragons, they strive to be self-sufficient, not wanting to be beholden 

to anyone, not even the gods.ò 

ƺ Black/blue/brass/bronze/copper/gold/green/red/silver/white  

ƴ ñDespite no ancestral links to the mighty creatures, these dragonborn 

share the (physical traits) and (breath weapon) of (colour) dragons.ò 

ǒ Half -orc  

ƴ ñCreatures of intense emotion, half-orcs are more inclined to act than 

contemplate - whether the rage burning their bodies compels them to 

fight, or the love filling their hearts inspires acts of incredible kindness.ò 
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Class  

The player can choose from several classes, representing their primary skills. Classes 

expand further on these choices as they level-up, and it is possible to ómulticlassô and combine 

several different classes at the cost of not being able to reach the top-level features of any 

single class (the level-cap is 12, and these levels can be spent on as many or as few classes 

as the player wishes). There are the following classes at level 1: 

 

ǒ Barbarian  

ƴ ñThe strong embrace the wild that hides inside - keen instincts, primal 

physicality, and most of all, an unbridled, unquenchable rage. 

ƺ Berzerker  

ƴ ñViolence is both a means and an end. You follow a path of 

untrammeled fury, slick with blood, as you thrill in the chaos of battle, 

heedless of your own well-being.ò 

ƺ Wildheart  

ƴ Your attunement with nature and its beasts inspires your rage, 

empowering you with supernatural might. 

ƺ Wild Magic  

ƴ ñThe wild influence of magic has transformed you, suffusing you with 

arcane power that churns within you, waiting to be released.ò 

ǒ Bard  

ƴ ñBards know music is more than idle fancy- it is power. Through study 

and adventure, these travelling troubadours master song, speech, and 

the magic within.ò 

ƺ College of Lore  

ƴ ñYou pursue beauty and truth, collecting knowledge from scholarly 

tomes to peasants' tales, and use your gifts to hold both audiences and 

enemies spellbound.ò 

ƺ College of Valour  

ƴ ñYou wander the land to witness and relate the deeds of the mighty, 

keeping alive the memory of heroes of the past and inspiring heroes of 

the future.ò 

ƺ College of Swords  

ƴ ñBards of the College of Swords are called blades, and they entertain 

through daring feats of weapon prowess.ò 

ǒ Cleric  

ƴ ñClerics are representatives of the gods they worship, wielding potent 

divine magic for good or ill.ò 

ƺ Life Domain  

ƴ ñTasked with the holy edict of preserving the body, mind, and soul, your 

god grants you a plethora of healing magicsò 

ƺ Light Domain  

ƴ ñGods of primordial flame bathe you in resplendent light, providing 

magics to dispel darkness and immolate enemiesò 

ƺ Trickery Domain  

ƴ ñYou wield the unorthodox divine tools of deceit and illusion in worship 

of your chosen deityò 

ƺ Knowledge Domain  
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ƴ ñAdaptable and adroit in all manner of languages and skills, your mind 

is an intellectual cup brimming with exquisite knowing.ò 

ƺ Nature Domain  

ƴ ñYou embody the vast viridian power of the natural world, an avatar of 

the subtle divinity of fruitfall, avian migration, woodland silence, and 

the landslideôs mighty roaring fury.ò 

ƺ Tempest Domain  

ƴ ñYour faith has made you the very thunder that quakes the black 

firmament, the lightning coursing through your veins of a terrible 

storm.ò 

ƺ War Domain  

ƴ ñFortified by holy zeal, you brandish an arsenal of sacramental 

savagery to use against those you deem unrighteous.ò 

ǒ Druid  

ƴ ñDruids channel the elemental forces of nature to share a deep kinship 

with animals. Master of Wild Shape allows them to transform into 

beasts from all over the realmsò 

ǒ Fighter  

ƴ ñFighters have mastered the art of combat, wielding weapons with 

unmatched skill and wearing armour like a second skin.ò 

ǒ Monk  

ƴ ñSome reach enlightenment by languid meditation- others do so in the 

heat of battle. Monks manipulate Ki to empower their own strikes and 

debilitate their foes.ò 

ǒ Paladin  

ƴ ñA promise made so deeply that it becomes divine in itself flows 

through a Paladin, burning bright enough to inspire allies and smite 

foes.ò 

 

ƺ Oath of the Ancients 

ƴ ñYou fight on the side of light in the cosmic struggle against darkness 

to preserve the sanctity of life and the beauty of nature.ò 

ƺ Oath of Devotion 

ƴ ñFollowing the ideal of a knight in shining armour, you act with honour 

and virtue to protect the weak and pursue the greater good.ò 

ƺ Oath of Vengeance 

ƴ ñYou have set aside even your own purity to right wrongs and deliver 

justice to those who have committed the most grievous sins.ò  

ǒ Ranger  

ƴ ñRangers are unrivalled scouts and trackers, honing a deep connection 

with nature in order to hunt their favoured preyò 

ƺ Favoured enemy 

ƴ Bounty Hunter 

ƴ Keeper of the Veil 

ƴ Mage Breaker 

ƴ Ranger Knight 

ƴ Sanctified Stalker 

ƺ Natural explorer 
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ƴ Beast Tamer 

ǒ ñYou have cultivated a strong bond with animalséò 

ƴ Urban Tracker 

ǒ ñAn expert in navigating the wild within the cityéò 

ƴ Wasteland Wanderer: Cold 

ǒ ñYou have spent endless days surviving desolate tundraséò 

ƴ Wasteland Wanderer: Fire 

ǒ ñYou have spent endless days surviving forbidden desertséò 

ƴ Wasteland Wanderer: Poison 

ǒ ñYou have spent endless days surviving fetid swampséò 

ǒ Rogue  

ƴ ñWith stealth, skill, and uncanny reflexes, roguesô versatility lets them 

get the upper hand in almost any situationò 

ǒ Sorcerer  

ƴ ñSorcerers are natural spellcasters, drawing on inherent magic from a 

gift or bloodlineò 

ƺ Wild Magic 

ƺ Draconic Bloodline 

ƺ Storm Sorcery 

ǒ Warlock  

ƴ ñBound by a pact to an all-powerful patron, warlocks trade their loyalty 

for supernatural abilities and unique magic.ò 

ƺ ñThe Fiendò 

ƴ You have pledged your soul to the Hells or Abyss in return for a deadly 

arsenal of fiendish arcana.ò 

ƺ ñThe Great Old Oneò 

ƴ You pledged something unthinkable to an unspeakably ancient entity- 

which in return furnished you with powers of cerebral entropy and 

control.ò 

ƺ ñThe Archfeyò 

ƴ ñGraced by a lady or lord of the fey, you are imbued with all the 

sumptuous and scary qualities of your patronôs extraordinary realm.ò 

ǒ Wizard  

ƴ ñWizards master the arcane by specialising in individual schools of 

magic, combining ancient spells with modern research.ò 

 

The player can choose from the following backgrounds; 

 

ǒ Acolyte  

ƺ ñYou have spent your life in service to a temple, learning sacred rites and 

providing sacrifices to the god or gods you worship. Serving the gods and 

discovering their sacred works will guide you to greatness.ò 

ǒ Charlatan  

ƺ ñYouôre an expert in manipulation, prone to exaggeration and more than happy 

to profit from it. Bending the truth and turning allies against each other will lead 

to greater success down the road.ò 

ǒ Criminal  
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ƺ ñYou have a history of breaking the law and survive by leveraging less-than-

legal connections. Profiting from criminal enterprise will lead to greater 

opportunities in the future.ò 

ǒ Entertainer  

ƺ ñYou live to sway and subvert your audience, engaging common crowds and 

high society alike. Preserving art and bringing joy to the hapless and 

downtrodden heightens your charismatic aura.ò 

ǒ Folk Hero  

ƺ ñYouôre a champion of the common people, challenging tyrants and monsters 

to protect the helpless. Saving innocents in imminent danger will make your 

legend grow.ò 

ǒ Guild Artisan  

ƺ ñYour skill in a particular craft has earned you membership in a mercantile 

guild, offering privileges and protections while engaging in your art. Repairing 

and discovering rare crafts will bring new inspirations.ò 

ǒ Noble  

ƺ ñYou were raised in a family among the social elite, accustomed to power and 

privilege. Accumulating renown, power, and loyalty will raise your status.ò 

ǒ Outlander  

ƺ ñYou grew up in the wilds, learning to survive far from the comforts of 

civilization. Surviving unusual hazards of the wild will enhance your prowess 

and understanding.ò 

ǒ Sage 

ƺ ñYou are curious and well-read, with an unending thirst for knowledge. 

Learning about rare lore of the world will inspire you to put this knowledge to 

greater purpose.ò 

ǒ Soldier  

ƺ ñYou are trained in battlefield tactics and combat, having served in a militia, 

mercenary group or officer corps. Show smart tactics and bravery on the 

battlefield to enhance your prowess.ò 

ǒ Urchin  

ƺ ñAfter surviving a poor and bleak childhood, you know how to make the most 

out of very little. Using your street smarts bolsters your spirit for the journey 

ahead.ò 

 

Ability Scores and Skill Proficiencies.  

 

Characters in Baldurôs Gate 3 have a list of universal Ability scores; every player-character, 

non-player character, monster, and construct has a number assigned with the following stats; 

ǒ Strength  

ƺ ñMuscles and physical power. Affects your effectiveness with melee weapons. 

Also determines how far you can jump and how much you can carry.ò 

ǒ Dexterity  

ƺ ñAgility, reflexes, and balance. Affects your effectiveness with ranged and 

Finesse weapons. Also affects your Initiative and Armour Classò. 

ǒ Constitution  

ƺ ñStamina and physical endurance. Affects your Hit Point maximumò 

ǒ Intelligence  
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ƺ ñMemory and Mental power. Improves spellcasting for Wizards. 

ǒ Wisdom  

ƺ ñSenses and Intuition. Improves spellcasting for clerics, druids and rangersò 

ǒ Charisma  

ƺ ñForce of personality. Improves spellcasting for bards, paladins, sorcerers and 

warlocks. Influences tradersô pricesò 

In addition to this, each humanoid character has a list of the gameôs skills, each giving a 

modifier which is calculated using the characterôs main attributes. Each character is proficient 

in a selection of these skills, granting a bonus to the modifier. When a character attempts an 

action related to a skill, the modifier is added/subtracted from a dice roll and compared to a 

threshold value to determine success or failure. The skills are as follows; 

 

ǒ Athletics  

ƺ ñStay fit. Perform physical stunts. Helps you shove and resist being shoved.ò 

ǒ Acrobatics  

ƺ ñKeep your balance. Land on your feet. Helps you resist being shoved.ò 

ǒ Sleight of Hand  

ƺ ñWield nimble fingers. Steal stuff. Helps you pick locks and pockets, and 

disarm traps.ò 

ǒ Stealth  

ƺ ñStay out of sight. Melt into the shadows. Helps you with hiding.ò 

ǒ Arcana  

ƺ ñRecognise magic. Interact with enchanted items.ò 

ǒ History  

ƺ Remember the past- of the world and its peopleò 

ǒ Investigation  

ƺ ñAnalyse clues. Solve mysteries.ò 

ǒ Nature  

ƺ ñRecognise plants and animals. Hug trees.ò 

ǒ Religion  

ƺ ñRecognise deities. Understand holy rites.ò 

ǒ Animal handling  

ƺ ñInfluence animals. Pet all of the dogs.ò 

ǒ Insight  

ƺ ñRead people and situations. Detect lies.ò 

ǒ Medicine  

ƺ ñRecognise symptoms. Diagnose disease.ò 

ǒ Perception  

ƺ ñObserve your environment. Spot hidden details.ò 

ǒ Survival  

ƺ ñStay alive in the wilds. Track prey.ò 

ǒ Deception  

ƺ ñLie and cheat. Manipulate the truth.ò 

ǒ Intimidation  

ƺ ñBe a bully. Threaten and induce fear.ò 

ǒ Performance  

ƺ ñEntertain audiences. Command the stage.ò 

ǒ Persuasion  
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ƺ ñTurn on the charm. Coax and cajole.ò 

 

Example character 

 
 

Here is an example of a finished custom character. I was guided by the idea of a character 

who is a knight-like kind-hearted warrior wielding a bow and accompanied by animals.  

 

The character I created is a Forest Gnome, giving him advantage on Charisma, Intelligence 

and Wisdom saving throws, as well as access to the Speak With Animals spell and Darkvision 

for seeing in the dark. 

 

He is a ranger, meaning he specialises in hunting and tracking; I chose ñBeast Tamerò as my 

natural explorer trait, giving me the ability to summon animal familiars, and ñRanger Knightò 

as my favoured enemy trait to gain proficiency in Heavy armour and History. 

 

The result of this combination is a character who can use both ranged and melee weapons, 

does not primarily use combat magic, is able to use heavy armour and can interact with 

animals; this works as a useful gameplay style but also very clearly works to characterise the 

build as a person, a character with a backstory. 

 

I then chose the óOutlanderô background, imagining a character who has lived much of their 

lives in the wilderness amongst beasts. I imagined that the character was loyal to their 

homeland and saw themselves as its protector, hunting monsters and evil people before 

retreating to a peaceful solitude. 

 

Bearing all this in mind, I chose to focus on óStrengthô, óDexterityô, and óConstitutionô as the 

characterôs main stats; these stats focus on using ranged weapons and melee weapons in 

combat while being quite resilient to damage. I left óIntelligenceô and óCharismaô very low, 

knowing that I will not need to use them offensively and when they are used defensively I 

have advantage on saving throws to help mitigate my character's weakness in this area. 
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However, I chose to take some points from óConstitutionô and instead put them in óWisdomô, 

arguing that this character is an older man who would naturally have gathered some wisdom 

from his travels; it was not until I made this decision that I noticed rangers also use Wisdom 

as their spellcasting stat, so any spells I did acquire along the way would be more likely to 

succeed as a result of this decision. 

 

Next, I chose my skill proficiencies; my class and background had already given me 

proficiency in Athletics, History, and Survival; from the options provided by my class I then 

picked Stealth, Animal Handling and Insight, imagining a wise and stealthy hunter alongside 

an animal hunting companion as a guiding concept. 

 
Finally, I edited my characterôs appearance to match the build I had created for him. 

I chose to give him tan skin and freckles, reflecting his lifetime spent in sunlight, and a scar, 

which I assume was given to him by some beast or monster. I chose voice #7 on instinct that 

it fits an older, assured character. 

 

I added a subtle facial art and eyeshadow, both in green to reflect a connection with nature 

and a degree of self-decoration. His eyes were brown as this aesthetically matched his tanned 

skin-tone. A set of fang-like earrings tie him further to animals. 

 

The characterôs hair was the ñPiranha tooth mohawkò, a wilder hairstyle that was created by 

braiding rather than trimming the hair- a character out in the wilds has less access to a barber, 

after all. I then chose a black hair colour with a greying and a subtle green highlight, implying 

the character to be an older man who has either intentionally camouflaged his hair or 

accidentally dyed it by rolling around in the grass too much. Finally, a beard tied in a simple 

knot made the character appear straightforward and practical; this person cares for their 

appearance, but does not cut their hair or shave often. 
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Finally, it came time to name my character; given his connection with beasts and his home 

far away from civilization, I chose to name him Grendel, after the monster from óBeowulfô. 

 

Origin Characters 

 

6 of the 7 Origin Characters are present in the story no matter who the player chooses to play 

as, as they appear are recruitable companions from during the gameôs opening act, and will 

follow the player until the storyôs end; in other words, the narrative is written to assume that 

no matter what, the player will be accompanied by at least some of these characters, although 

it is possible that the player will choose not to be accompanied by any of them; this would be 

an interesting experiment to run. 

 

Origin characters each have a special monologue that can be played within the character 

editor; this monologue introduces the characterôs personality as well as some information on 

their personal predicaments; Astarion is the spawn of an evil vampire lord bent on revenge, 

Laeôzel is the soldier of a god-queen who has travelled the astral plane and is seeking to kill 

a mindflayer as proof of her devotion, etc. 

 

It is important to note that if these origin characters are instead recruited as NPC companions, 

parts of their backstory that take time and a positive relationship before they are revealed can 

actually be spoiled by these monologues; for example, Astarion does not immediately reveal 

that he is a Vampire spawn, and takes even longer to reveal that he is on a revenge quest. 

As such, playing through these monologues is an optional introduction to the characterôs inner 

self, to things that they wonôt necessarily share with others they do not trust. 
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Origin characters each have their own unique story moments that do not appear if they are 

instead chosen as companion characters; Gale, for example, has a pet Tressym (a cat-like 

magical creature) named Tara who will appear during act 1 if Gale is chosen as an origin 

character; if not, Tara does not appear at all until act 3. Mapping all of these moments would 

be incredibly time-consuming, so instead we will focus our attention on óThe Dark Urgeô as 

an example. 

The Dark Urge 

 

óThe Dark Urgeô, sometimes nicknamed ñDurgeò by the player community, is special amongst 

Origin Characters; they are not present in the game as an NPC (although a corpse resembling 

their default design can be found in act 3 if they are not selected), and they are fully 

customizable in terms of race, class, appearance, voice and name. 

 

They have a unique side-story of their own, similar to other Origin characters. Specifically, 

The Dark Urge suffers from amnesia, a common story trope especially in RPGs, and also 

feels an unnatural desire to kill which the player can choose to resist or indulge, which can 

affect the story in ways with within and outside the playerôs influence; for example, during Act 

1 Durge will awaken to find they have slaughtered the Tiefling Bard Alfira in their sleep. Even 

if a player attempts to avoid this by knocking Alfira unconscious or some other means, a 

backup was planned in the form of Quil, a Silver Dragonborn who appears in Alfiraôs stead 

and is murdered all the same; this moment of slaughter is as involuntary for the player as it 

is for Durge. 

 

From here, The Dark Urgeôs storyline manifests parallel to the main quest; a demonic butler 

named Scleretas Fel will often appear at long rests and urge the player to commit acts of 

murder, rewarding them with unique items for doing so; one example comes in Act 2 where 

the cleric Isobel is marked as a target of Durgeôs urge to murder; killing her is listed as a quest 

to be completed, even though this presumably results in very negative outcomes for the 

innocent NPCs under her protection. 

 

Thus, The Dark Urge projects a set of choices for the player; do you resist The Dark Urge, 

and create a version of the story about overcoming oneôs evil nature, or do you give in to the 

urges and commit to a murderous playthrough that will surely doom your relationship with 

several characters and ultimately ensure an óevilô ending? Or, perhaps, do you choose to 

hybridise these approaches, and role-play as a Durge who is resisting their dark urges 

unsuccessfully? 

 

I have (unwillingly) seen spoilers for The Dark Urgeôs storyline on the internet; The Dark Urge 

is a Bhaalspawn, the child of Bhaal, the god of murder. One of the gameôs major villains, Orin 

the Red, is also a Bhaalspawn, and I am under the impression that a large part of the Dark 

Urge storyline resolves around the time of meeting and battling her in Act 3. I also know that 

should The Dark Urge indulge their desire to kill, they can eventually unlock a ñSlayerò form, 

where they take the form of a massive demonic beast. 
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For our main playthrough, I will be playing as The Dark Urge; my Dark Urge is a Half-Orc 

Rogue / Fighter named Thokk, who will generally be taking the path of resisting their dark 

urges. 

 

Guardians 

 

In addition to their player-character, the player is also invited to customise a óguardianô for 

their character. This customisation is purely cosmetic- a race, a male or female voice, a body 

type, hair/makeup, etc. 

 

A first-time player has no context for this, and playing on the idea of a óguardian angelô I 

decided to make a half-orc to match my player-character, imagining them as a long-deceased 

ancestor. 

 

Below is an example of a guardian; this guardian is an older human using the female-

sounding voice and a feminine body type, with grey/purple hair and eyes with black instead 

of white, making her seem more otherworldly and magical. 

 

 
 

Levelling up and Multiclassing 

 

Whenever the player-characters gain enough experience points from combat, questing, and 

otherwise adventuring, all characters in the party simultaneously gain the ability to level up. 

 

The player is then given the option to enter a ólevel upô menu, where they will be presented 

with all of the new features they have unlocked- more health, new skills and spells, etc. These 

are entirely dependent on the playerôs class and, to a much lesser degree, race. 
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Sometimes, levelling up may come with a decision to make, such as picking a subclass, 

choosing new spells to learn, choosing a feat (a universal list of perks available to all classes) 

or choosing from some other class-specific set of options. 

 

Alternatively, a player can instead opt to ómulticlassô at the level-up screen. This means that 

instead of levelling up, they start the path of a different class starting at level 1, granting them 

access to features from that class instead. The trade-off is that the maximum level for any 

character is 12, so a player cannot reach the maximum level of one class if they have instead 

spent one or more levels on investing in a second class or beyond. 

 

This can allow for hybridising of gameplay tools as well as allow for unique narratives; for 

example, both Bard and Warlock cast spells using Charisma, so it would be a good gameplay 

idea and an interesting story idea to play as a Warlock/Bard, playing as a character who has 

made a classic ódeal with the devil to master an instrumentô. 

 

If a player is already multiclassing, they are given the option of adding a new class at level 1 

or adding a level to one of their previous classes at each level-up screen. There is no limit to 

how many classes a character can invest in, and the game features an achievement for 

playing as a ójack of all tradesô character who has 1 level in each class. 

 

For my prime playthrough, I chose to play as a multiclass Rogue-Fighter, which allowed me 

to balance stealthy assassinations with prolonged melee brawling. 

 

If, at any point, the player wishes to refund their levels and rebuild their characterôs class from 

scratch, they can do so by talking to Withers and paying a fee of a few hundred gold. 

 

Gameplay (as related to story) 

 

Gameplay in Baldurôs Gate 3 can be split into three pillars; exploration, dialogue, and combat.  

 

Exploration 

Exploration is the default state of Baldurôs Gate 3. Taking place in a top-down view, the player 

can click to make their party move to a place on the ground, interact with an NPC or object, 

open containers, etc. All of the characterôs abilities are listed in the panel at the bottom of the 

screen, so there is no such thing as a ócombat-onlyô skill or action. 

 

By default, exploration takes place in real-time, but a turn-based mode (where NPCs and 

environmental objects move all at once in chunks) can be activated at any time, which is 

helpful for stealth, carefully avoiding obstacles, or otherwise moving with precision. 



127 

 
 

As they explore, player-characters will often pass comments on their surroundings, story 

events, or each other. These conversations are static, take place outside of the usual 

conversation system, and cannot be interacted with by the player; as such, they chiefly act to 

flesh out character dynamics between party members, demonstrate personality, or fill quiet 

moments with humour or drama. 
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Players can interact with objects in the world; by default, this will be a reasonable ódefaultô 

action like opening a container or pulling a lever. The player can also right-click to see a list 

of other available options. 
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The world is designed to react naturally to player actions; throwing a barrel of water will make 

the floor wet, which will make it easier to electrocute people standing in that water, for 

example. Shooting a lever may cause it to activate, and pushing an object or person from a 

height will damage them. The world is designed in a systemic way to promote creative, 

emergent gameplay and narratives. 

 

Players can gather items which are stored in inventories specific to each character; party 

members can pass items between themselves, but qualities like the weight of items are 

specific to the person holding them. Items can be stored with the ósend to campô option, which 

instantly sends the item to a storage box in the playerôs camp. 
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Rest and Camp 

Players can perform a óshort restô or return to camp at any time, and while at camp can 

perform a ólong restô, which requires the use of supplies like food and drink to achieve. These 

rests allow for differing amounts of health to be regained, and refresh abilities in various ways 

(most non-magical abilities can be performed once per rest, whereas spells use various 

levelled óspell-slotsô which are usable once per long rest each (except for Warlocks, who have 

fewer spell-slots but regain them on a short or long rest). From a storytelling perspective, this 

contextualises the fatigue placed on a character by their abilities; some can be done infinitely, 

some require a short rest, and some cannot be performed again until after sleeping. The party 

can only perform two short rests per long rest, and when both have been spent party 

members will begin to comment on feeling tired/ wanting to go to bed. 

 

Camp is a special location instanced outside of the regular game world (it is not possible to 

walk to camp) which changes in shape and decoration based on what area the player was in 
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when they clicked ñgo to campò. Ag camp, the party members often partake in dialogue that 

progresses their relationship- indeed, before a ólong restô all party members change into their 

pyjamas and have a chance to talk before finally going to bed. 

 

 
 

Oftentimes, this is where the progression of personal quests and romantic relationships takes 

place; in Act 1, my playthrough saw the following story beats take place at camp, among 

others; 

ǒ Wyll being punished by his devilish patron Mizora for violating their contract and 

sparing Karlach 

ǒ Shadowheart and Laeôzel trying to kill each other  

ǒ Laeôzel losing hope and attempting to commit a murder-suicide on the party to avoid 

succumbing to the tadpoles 

ǒ The murder of Alfira by The Dark urge 

ǒ A party with the Tiefling refugees following the defeat of the Goblin raiders 

ǒ A romantic evening with Shadowheart on the evening of the party, initiating her 

romance arc 

ǒ A sex scene with Laeôzel, initiating her romance arc 

The camp is the partryôs óhomeô, and story content triggered in the camp usually reflects the 

passage of some threshold in the larger story or a characterôs personal arc. Characters that 

have something important to say are marked with a large speech bubble icon, making it 

difficult for players to miss that there is important information to be ascertained and 

relationships to be progressed; the game also warns the player that they are about to skip 

story content if they try to sleep too early. 
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Combat 

Exploration and combat are largely similar; both take place in a top-down perspective and 

are swapped between on the fly. Combat takes place in the turn-based mode, seamlessly 

transitioning from exploration whenever a hostility triggers- such as being spotted by a hostile 

creature or performing an action which turns a previously peaceful character or group hostile, 

such as attacking them or an ally. 

 

Combat is turn-based, and begins with all involved parties rolling for óinitiativeô- this is 

influenced by their Dexterity stat and determines what order turns are taken in, with higher 

rolls moving first. The turn order is displayed at the top of the screen. 
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What specific skills are available to a player-character depends largely on their class, 

although there are several universal concepts; all characters have a ómain actionô and a 

óbonus actionô each turn, and a finite amount of movement to be spent each turn. All weapon 

attacks are considered a main action, as are most spells.  

 

 
 

Each class has its own mechanics, abilities, and spells (if the class is magically inclined) that 

are specific to how that class does combat. Fighters gain special ways of using melee 

weapons and can attack several times per turn, wizards can cast explosive fireballs, clerics 

control the ebb and flow of battle using buffs, debuffs and healing, etc. 

 

Magic classes have a certain number of levelled óspell-slotsô, which allow the player to cast 

spells of that level or lower. For example, a powerful cleric spell like Spirit Guardians requires 

higher-level spell slots than a basic spell like Cure Wounds. This characterises the characterôs 

abilities and stamina for their use; a wizard of certain level may be capable of using very 

powerful spells, but only so much before they need to rest. An even higher level wizard may 

be able to cast spells of that level considerably more times before expending all their spell-

slots. 

 

Players can choose to use ónon-lethal attacksô to subdue an enemy without killing them, which 

can be very important for some playthroughs; famously, keeping the Act 1 boss Minthara 

alive will allow the player to recruit her later in the game without having to help her murder a 

group of innocent refugees, allowing Minthara to progress a redemption arc. 
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The goal of combat is not always to simply defeat/subdue all enemies; combat can usually 

be fled from, and some quests give alternate goals like defending an object or escaping a 

location in/for a certain number of turns. 

Skill Checks 

Borrowing from DnD, BG3 has a system of óSkill Checksô which are directly inspired by the 

same system in Dungeons and Dragons. During dialogue or in the overworld, characters are 

invited to perform a skill check against one of their skills (Athletics, Performance, Sleight of 

Hand, Historyé) or attributes (Strength, Dexterity, Charisma); the player rolls a virtual 20-

sided dice and adds or subtracts any character traits relevant to that skill. Said modifiers can 

come from the characterôs base stats or from buffs/debuffs added by spells, equipment, or 

environmental elements. For example, a character who has a high dexterity and is proficient 

in Sleight of Hand has several significant bonuses when attempting to pick locks; Thokk (The 

Dark Urge) has a massive +10. 

 

 

The resulting value is compared to a pre-set threshold and if said threshold is matched or 

exceeded, the player succeeds in the action. If the threshold is not met, the action fails, and 

often some kind of penalty can follow. 

 

Finally, if the virtual D20 lands on a 20, this is considered a ócritical successô and the action 

passes no matter what; if the D20 lands on a 1, this is considered a ócritical failureô and the 

action automatically fails. 
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Similarly, calculations like Attack Rolls and Saving Throws are incorporated into combat, but 

the game does not display a visual representation of the dice-roll in these circumstances, 

possibly in service of keeping combat fast-paced and tactical. 

Dialogue 

Party members in Baldurôs Gate can also enter a dialogue mode; this usually happens when 

a conversation begins, but the system can also be used to ask the player to make choices 

during setpieces or when encountering a situation for which the usual game mechanics do 

not easily allow the presentation of choices. 

 

Dialogue can be triggered in many ways, such as clicking on a character, walking into a 

trigger, or equipping or examining an item. The beginning of dialogue is marked with the game 

announcing ñ(character) started a conversation.ò 

 

 
 

During dialogue, the party member who is participating in the conversation will often be 

presented with several conversation options. Unlike óCyberpunk 2077ô, óBaldurôs Gate 3ô does 

not tell the player which conversation choices will irreversibly progress the conversation. 
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Not all conversation options are spoken words; often, conversations are used as a framework 

to allow the player to make scenario-specific decisions that are not accounted for by the 

gameôs more general mechanics, and these often tie into the playerôs skills or class. For 

example, the screen below offers Grendel the chance to free a brain-monster from a skull 

using his Strength or Dexterity, which is both a gameplay decision (based on my stats, which 

is more likely to succeed) and a narrative decision (what would my character do in this 

situation?). 
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Dialogue in Baldurôs Gate 3 takes place in a semi-separate instance from combat/exploration, 

as demonstrated by the screenshots below, where Laeôzel is conversing with Shadowheart, 

who is stood up, while our example character Grendel is not taking part in the conversation, 

seeing Shadowheart kneeling. 
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To follow on from that; not all members of a party need take part in a conversation. While a 

conversation takes place, other party members can go off and do other things. A character 

being in a conversation is indicated by a speech-bubble UI element. However, in some 

conversations, characters will not interact fully or at all with companions- only the main player-

character, 

 

 

 

 

 

Story Direction and Delivery 

 

Narration 

Baldurôs Gate 3 has a narrator character who is omnipresent and seemingly not a character 

within the game world; her narration fills in any information that cannot be conveyed by visuals 

or diegetic words, such as the player charactersô thoughts. The Narrator should be paid 

attention to during journaling, as their input can be invaluable for tone-setting and exposition. 

If Baldurôs Gate 3 is guided by the aesthetics of Dungeons and Dragons including tabletop-

like activities like dice-rolling, the narrator could possibly be the gameôs version of the 

Dungeon Master. 
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This is a significant feature that sets Baldurôs gate apart from other RPGs- who sometimes 

use text-based UI elements to convey this information (Fallout NV, Skyrim, Pokemon) or else 

do not narrate at all (Dishonored, Cyberpunk 2077, Borderlands). 
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For the most part, the narrator details the player-characterôs internal world; what they notice, 

what they see, what they realise. They also often reflect the results of skill-checks, such as 

this example where the player-character passes a perception check. 

 

 
 

Oftentimes, the player-character is entered into a conversation with noone at all, either to 

describe their interaction with an object or a period of thought- here, the narratorôs presence 

allows the player to interact directly with their characterôs thought processes. 
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Journal 

The game keeps a journal of all the dialogue interactions, quest progress, and map 

exploration that has taken place so far, which the player can access at any time from a menu. 

 

Level + Quest Design 

Baldurôs Gate 3 uses a modular approach to world design that gives a sense of exploration 

without sacrificing direction; for example, the opening moments of Act 1 place the player-

character on a beach, next to shadowheart, who most players will immediately interact with 

and ultimately recruit. 
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The beach is important as it corners the player in on two sides, limiting the paths they can 

take; there are two ways to navigate the first area, with one being a fairly obvious path through 

a dungeon-like area and the other being a more hidden climb up a rock face. However, both 

intersect at the exact same location the player encounters Laeôzel, caged by Tieflings- this is 

the next semi-essential story moment, as Laeôzel is important for much of the story, especially 

when interacting with the other Githyanki during the second half of act 1. 
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No matter what, the shape of the world map dictates that the party will pass the Druid grove- 

and witness innocent, likeable characters being attacked by goblins and monsters- before 

they pass the goblin camp. Therefore, it is clear that the developers have made a conscious 

decision to show the sympathetic ógoodô druids and refugees before showing the óevilô goblins 

and cultists; since the player ultimately sides with one of these groups to progress the main 

plot, the developers clearly thought this order was vital to satisfying story progression and so 

created the shape of the world to guarantee it.  
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!ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ .Υ wŜǇƻǊǘ ƻƴ Ψ/ȅōŜǊǇǳƴƪΤ нлттΩ 

Version 

Cyberpunk 2077ôs systems have changed dramatically over its lifespan; it is important to 

note that my playthroughs only took place after the 2.0 update that accompanied the 

óPhantom Libertyô expansion in September 2023; the following report concerns the gameôs 

systems after  that overhaul. As such, systems like police chases, perks, and fast travel 

differ from the gameôs launch interaction. 

Genre (fiction) + story premise (Prologue/Act 1 story) 

Cyberpunk 2077 is the latest entry in the science fiction óCyberpunkô franchise of role-

playing games, and the first to be a video game (All three previous entries in the franchise 

are tabletop RPGs). 

 

Named for its own subgenre, Cyberpunk as a franchise takes place in a world where 

humans regularly integrate technology into their own bodies. The game takes place in a 

dystopian world where disease has ravaged livestock to the point where most people eat 

only synthetic food, national governments have given way to megacorporations who wage 

cold and hot wars against each other, and the life of the average person is short, 

impoverished and miserable, poxed by exploitation and gang warfare- while the wealthy few 

live lives of obscene privilege, extended artificially by technology available only to the upper 

class; the series can be compared to works such as ôBlade Runnerô and óNeuromancerô. 

 

As a series, Cyberpunk explores themes of transhumanism, class disparity, corporatism, 

libertarianism, and ecological collapse. 

 

Following several world-shaking events in the seriesô three tabletop entries, including 

several corporate wars and rampant AIs swallowing the old internet whole before being 

confined behind a óBlackwallô, Cyberpunk 2077 follows the story of V, a young mercenary 

who, along with their best friend Jackie Welles, plans to rise in notoriety in the underworld of 

Night City, an independent city-state located in the former California. 

 

Depending on the ólifepathô the player selects, V is either a member of a nomadic culture 

who has just broken ties with his óclanô to seek greater fortunes in Night City (Nomad), a 

local of Night Cityôs Heywood borough returning after 2 years seeking success and escape 

in Atlanta (Streetkid), or a mid-level counter-intelligence operative working for the cutthroat 

Arasaka Corporation (Corpo). In one way or another, a botched job leaves them to meet 

Jackie Welles and establish a friendship based on their mutual desire to pursue fame and 

fortune doing the dirty work of anyone willing to hire them; the life of a Night City ómercô. 

 

Much of the gameôs first act details Jackie and V rising in notoriety to the point that they are 

hired to steal an artefact from the penthouse suite of a local luxury hotel, naively unaware 

that they are being manipulated into a suicide mission by desperate people with their own 

agendas; several missions follow the two preparing for the robbery. 
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At the end of the first act, V and Jackie botch the hotel robbery, which turns out to be 

targeting Yorinobu Arasaka, scion of the Arasaka Corporation, who V and Jackie witness 

murdering his father/the CEO Saburo Arasaka. 

 

The artefact or órelicô the two were sent to steal is a óBiochipô that will degrade if not stored in 

an environment like a human brain, so Jackie and later V store it within their skull-mounted 

interface ports. Jackie bleeds to death of a gunshot wound, leaving V to return to the ófixerô 

who hired them; Dexter DeShawn, who executes V in a panic and attempts to flee the city. 

 

V is saved from death by the óbiochipô, which repairs his brain injury and also implants the a 

personality óconstructô of the dead Rockstar-turned-terrorist Johnny Silverhand into his 

brain; Johnny can see what V sees and speak to him, and the Biochip is slowly overriding 

Vôs psyche until it is entirely overwritten by Johnnyôs personality. V is terminally ill, unless he 

can find a way to remove the biochip and the óengramô of Silverhand before he fades away. 

 

V is rescued by Saburoôs bodyguard, Goro Takemura, who in turn asks Vôs help in bringing 

Saburoôs murder to light. And so, V goes out into Night City to pursue a story of his own life 

and legacy, accompanied by the ghost of a dead terrorist and a growing coterie of allies. 

 

Cyberpunk 2077 comments on the play between life and legacy; the question of whether it 

is better to die young and leave and be remembered for greatness, or live on to be old at 

the cost of being forgotten: the concept of a ólegendô is raised by many characters, 

especially V, Silverhand, Jackie and the other Mercs at the Afterlife bar. 

Genre (Game) 

Principally, in addition to being an RPG, Cyberpunk is chiefly a first-person shooter. Combat 

makes use of mainly firearms, combined with melee weapons and hacking. Different player-

characters can build into different skills which enhance different weapon types, movement 

abilities, and dialogue options, among other more niche abilities. 

 

As an open-world game, Cyberpunk allows the player to experience side content in and 

order, although some only become available after certain points in the story when it makes 

narrative sense for that content to appear. 

 

Ultimately, Cyberpunk is a game of exploring an open world completing quests in pursuit of 

money, items and XP to make your character stronger, in the pursuit of ultimately finishing 

the main story, the ending of which reflects your own personal choice of how your V would 

act. 

Character creation and Levelling 

Unlike óBaldurôs Gate 3ô, the player has only one player-character available to them; V. V is 

a nickname, revealed in the gameôs second act to be short for Vincent or Valerie, and Vôs 

appearance and backstory may vary; but the name and general personality of V constitutes 

the set protagonist and player-character of Cyberpunk 2077, this is an inescapable fact of 

the gameôs premise. 
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With the Phantom Liberty expansion installed, the first choice the player is given is to pick 

between starting the game at the beginning, or skipping to the beginning of the expansionôs 

story content. 

Next, the player is asked to choose a 

difficulty; 

 

It should be noted that in the description of óEasyô mode, the developers have specified that 

this difficulty is óThe right choice for players who just want to sit back and enjoy the storyô. 
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Customising V: Lifepath 

 

Lifepaths form the core story authorship that takes place during character creation, being 

the only choice other than gender that can affect the gameôs story and dialogue. The player 

is asked to choose from 3 pre-set backstories for V; 

 

ǒ Nomad  

ƺ ñRoaming the Badlands, looting scrapyards, raiding fuel depots- life on the 

road wasnôt easy. But growing up in a nomad clan has its perks. Honesty, 

integrity, and a love of freedom- qualities few in night city possess, and no 

amount of money can buy.ò 

ǒ Streetkid  

ƺ ñThey say if you wanna understand the streets, you gotta live óem. Gangs, 

fixers, dolls, small-time pushers- you were raised by them all. Down here the 

law of the jungle dictates the weak serve the strong- the only law in Night 

City you have yet to break.ò  

ǒ Corpo  

ƺ ñFew leave the corporate world with their lives- fewer still with their souls still 

intact. Youôve been there- youôve bent the rules, exploited secrets and 

weaponized information. Thereôs no such thing as a fair game, only winners 

and losers.ò 

 

 
 

 

Customising V: Gender 
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Cyperpunk 2077 does not have a binary system for choosing Vôs gender. Instead, Vôs body 

and voice are chosen separately, and the voice selected determines if other characters 

refer to V as a man or a woman. 

 

As a person of a non-binary gender identity, I found immediate interest in the design of the 

character creation menu; Once can use any makeup, body type, genitals and voice in any 

combination. However, I was disappointed to find that the male body type could not be 

clean-shaven, which I felt defeated the point of non-gendered character creation, as did the 

choice of binaries for voice and body. 

 

Customising V: Cosmetics 

Players are able to select from a Male or Female body, various hair colours and styles, 

makeup styles, eyes, cybernetic augmentations, and facial components (nose shape, jaw 

shape, etc); whilst this is a form of characterful self-expression, it only affects Vôs 

appearance and is never reflected by or mentioned by the gameôs narrative or gameplay 

mechanics. 
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Customising V: Attributes 
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Pictured below is the example character I have created for the purposes of demonstrating 

the character creation process; this V is a Streetkid, uses the female body type and voice. 

They are built to make use of the Body, Reflexes, and Cool attributes as the basis of their 

óbuildô. The game tells me that these skills determine certain attributes, as seen in the above 

screenshots, but what actual perks these skills unlock is left a mystery at this stage. 

 

 
 

Since I have played CP2077 before, I was familiar enough with the gameôs mechanics to 

have an idea of my characterôs build at that point; I focused this example character on 

Body, Reflexes, and Cool, allowing them to move rapidly and stealthily around the map 

doing high amounts of Melee damage, whilst ignoring the hacking and technology skills that 

had defined my previous character. 
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Other character attributes 

Gear 

Weapons and Cyberware in 2077 follow a 5-tier system which determines their statistics, 

with items granting more and more significant buffs as the quality increases. The quality of 

gear that drops on defeated enemies / is sold by vendors steadily increases with Vôs level, 

and under-levelled gear can be upgraded using crafting components found by hacking and 

looting bodies and containers. 

 

Special items called óIconicô weapons can be found at set points in the game; they may be a 

quest reward, dropped by specific boss fights, found in specific locations or sold by specific 

vendors. Iconic weapons come with a small flavour text at the bottom, which sometimes 

contain story information. They also have one or more unique gameplay effects and a 

unique appearance; for example, the Pizdets smart SMG found in the óPhantom Libertyô 

expansion acknowledges that its increased chance for critical hits comes from modifications 

made by the man you need to kill to obtain it, Boris Ribakov (a boss from an optional Job in 

Dogtown). 
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Clothing 

In Cyberpunk 2077, clothing/armour is not as central to gameplay as some other RPGs. 

Whilst some clothing offers small buffs (ammo belts grant ammo capacity, balaclavas 

decrease visibility, etc), clothing is largely cosmetic. To this end, 2077 allows the player to 

equip V with an outfit for gameplay effect, and another for cosmetic effect. This way, the 

player does not have to choose between gameplay advantage and character expression 

through fashion. 
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My main V, being a Nomad, often wore biker and punk-inspired clothing, with a Cyberpunk 

twist. Vôs connection with vehicles, outdoorsy practical nature, and distrust of authority were 

forefronted by my choice of clothing, while underneath the cosmetic layer lay a few items of 

clothing that gave V additional armour, quickhacking speed, and reload speed. 

 

Outfit 1 was a practical yet distinctly punk general outfit with sleeveless vest and leather 

jacket, 2 was motorcycling gear, 3 clothed V in all of Johnny Silverhandôs old clothing, 4 

was a ówetworkô stealth outfit, 5 focused on Vôs skills as a netrunner, and 6 was a more 

everyday punk outfit with the phrase óburn corpo shitô on the back of Vôs jacket. All of these 

are outfits my V would wear, and despite the lack of any gameplay advantage I would swap 

between them as appropriate for the situation. 

 

 



155 

Gameplay (as related to story) 

Narration 

Unlike Baldurôs Gate 3, Cyberpunk 2077 has no narrator character. 

Since the game is in the first-person, it is likely that this choice was made with diegesis in 

mind; CD Projekt RED seemingly wanted the player to feel immersed in the gameôs world 

as seen through Vôs eyes, and so to introduce it, we see various cutscenes during the 

prologue such as a montage of V and Jackieôs work, news broadcasts, and a monologue 

from V. 

Menus and Journals 

The main menu tracks three percentage-meters which have little to no gameplay 

implications, but track Vôs character arc. 

 

The first tracks Vôs óstreet credô, a stated goal of Vôs which essentially maps to his reputation 

among his mercenary peers. This increases over time as the player completes optional ójobô 

missions spread across Night City. This stat has seemingly no gameplay effect. 

 

The second tracks Vôs relationship with Johnny Silverhand. V and Johnny do not get along 

at first, but over their time together the player has the opportunity to make choices, such as 

dialogue choices or the resolution of quests. If the player has increased this past a certain 

threshold by Act 3, they gain access to a few quests which progress Silverhandôs character 

arc, and ultimately the ósecretô ending where V and Johnny assault Arasaka tower alone. 

The final counter tracks Vôs health as the Biochip slowly eats away at their brain tissue. This 

has no gameplay effect and does not reflect any decisions made by the player; it simply 

counts down at set intervals in the main story to give a sense of urgency to its completion, 

when in reality the player is free to take as long as they like to finish the game.  

 

Quests are tracked in a traditional Journal format. However, it seems that during Act 1, the 

Journal entries also represent otherwise unseen conversations with Jackie. From the 

beginning of Act 2 (Jackieôs death and Silverhandôs introduction), it seems instead that the 

Journal entries are Johnnyôs thoughts on the current situations V finds themself in. 

 
 

Skills, Perks and Skill Checks 

Cyberpunk 2077 foxes on five main attributes; Body, Intelligence, Reflexes, Technical 

Ability and Cool. 
























































































