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AGEN CY, ID ENTITY , SEX, GEND ER, AND
POKƒM ON GO

ALLISO N BANNISTER

By Allison Bannister

INTR OD U CTI ON

August 2016, as I went walking in Hays, Kansas, I witnessed
a strange sight. Downto wn, just after 8:00 pm, nearly a dozen
cars had parked along the side of the street, their passengers
sitting with their phones, swiping at the screens,windo ws rolled
down on a pleasantly warm summer evening. I knew why they
had gathered there, because I was there for the same reason.
The thr ee teenageboys sitting on the bench under the tr eeshad
drawn all of us to this corner to catch pokŽmonÑthe intersection
boasted thr ee pokŽstops, and on each pokŽstop a lur e module
sparkled, promising to spawn new creatures for us to capture
with each passing minute.

PokŽmonGohad only recently been released,and its fervor wasat
its height.

For those unfamiliar with the augmented reality phenomenon,
PokŽmonGo is a mobile game that usesreal world locations, the
phoneÕs GPS and camera to allow players to wander thr ough
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the world, tracking down and catching cartoon monsters who
players then battle against each other for contr ol of PokŽmon
gyms. Gyms and pokŽstopsare found at landmarks and placesof
inter est and are vital for players wanting to restock on supplies,
gain in-game curr ency or win experience. PokŽmon can appear
anywhere and everyw here,but are most common in areaswhere
larger numbers of people play the game. The stated goal of the
game, lik e practicall y every installment in the franchise, is to
Òcatch Õem all,Óto find and catch at least one pokŽmon of every
pokŽmon species.

Over the course of this paper, I will be exploring sex and gender
in PokŽmonGo. M ost of my investigation stems fr om a specific
update releasedin February, intr oducing sex/gender to the game
in a way that it hadnÕtpreviously appeared. It wasa major update,
and one which raised a number of questions for me asa feminist
scholar.

THE UPDATE

On February 16th, 2017, PokŽmonGo launched its biggest update
so far, adding dozens of pokŽmon fr om gen 2, new types of
berries, and additional avatar customization options (PokŽmon
Go, 2017). It also added a new piece of inf ormation to every
pokŽmon in the game: their sex.

Thr oughout this paper, I will be talking extensively about sexand
gender, utilizing the follo wing Oxford Dictionary definitions:
Sex here refers to ÒEitherof the tw o main categories (male and
female) into which humans and most other living things are
divided on the basis of their reproductiv e functionsÓ while
gender is understood to be ÒEither of the tw o sexes (male and
female), especially when considered with reference to social and
cultural diff erencesrather than biological ones. The term is also
used mor e broadly to denote a range of identities that do not
corr espond to established ideas of male and female.Ó Sex is
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understood to be biological, whereas gender is socially
constructed and perf ormativ e.

Setting aside N idoran, a pokŽmon speciesthat has been sexually
dimorp hic fr om the beginning, sexbegansneaking into the game
around December of 2016 when sexual dimorp hism began
appearing in pikachu (Reddit, 2017). Pikachu have diff erent tail
shapesbased on their sex, with male pikachu tails sporting the
pointed lightning bolt tip, as seen on practicall y every piece of
PokŽmon advertising, while female pikachuÕs tails have a
rounded off, heart shape at the end. When pikachu evolve into
raichu, the males continue to have a mor e pointed tail, while the
femaleÕs tails are mor e curved. At that time, the sexesof pikachu
and raichu were somewhat fluid, with Reddit users reporting
their Pikachu changing sexduring evolution or between updates
as developers continued tw eaking the code.

With the February update, sex solidified and you no longer had
to be a savvy pokŽmon zoologist to identify the sex of a
pokŽmonÑ next to statistics about a pokŽmonÕs species, type,
height, weight and hit points is a little symbol marking it,
declaring its sex as an immutable fact of its being.

Onl y, many of us had been playing for months by then, had
pokŽmon we had raised, named, kno wn, whoÕs ÒlivedÓidentities
matter ed to the program not a bit. I had tended toward feminine
names and identities for my favorite pokŽmon, and suddenly
pokŽmon IÕd kno wn as female for all of their short pokŽmon
liv es had been declared male. Eloise, my warrior lady rhydon,
toughest of my fighters, male. Crocus, my starter bulbasaur, my
oldest pokŽmon friend, male. Duchess, the vaporeon, male. The
gender assignments I had given my pokŽmon thr ough feminine
names were placed at odds with their new ly assigned sexes.

As I continued exploring the sex assignments within the game,
I started noticing that not only were many of my pokŽmon
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misgendered, the majority of my pokŽmon overall were male.
Sorting by combat power, my most powerful nine pokŽmon were
all coded male.

I also realized, as mor e species of pokŽmon started to display
sexual dimorp hism, that up until this point the physical traits
we had seen in pokŽmon with subtle gender variation had all
beenmale presenting. Gloom, for instance, aplant-lik epokŽmon,
has mor e spots on its buds if itÕs male, fewer but larger spots if
itÕs female. Until the update, all Gloom had displayed masculine
coloration despite not having been officiall y sexed, reflecting a
male-as-default attitude.

These findings raised a variety of questions for me as a scholar.
The first is sex distribution within PokŽmonGo. I wondered
whether my pokŽmon were predominantl y assigned male by
chance or by design, and so I compared my findings with friends
for a slightl y larger sample and look ed into the history of sex
distribution in pokŽmon games. I then examined player
generated lists of the strongest pokŽmon speciesin PokŽmonGo
and the sex distribution those pokŽmon have demonstrated in
previous games, exploring assumptions about sex/gender and
power that might be at w ork in this game.

Second, I look at player agency, exploring the loss of agency
inher ent in the gameÕs assignment of sex to previously unlabeled
pokŽmon, and the new forms of agency intr oduced by that
change. I present a few diff erent ways to read the addition of
sexseveral months into a gamewhere sex/gender had previously
been open ended, and ways of interpr eting the tension between
player assigned gender and game assigned sex.

Finall y, I touch on some of the w ays in which p layers of
PokŽmon Go have been impacted by gender fr om its r elease. As
an augmented reality game requiring p layers to explor e the real
world f or in-game r ewards, the gender dynamics of the real
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world ar e always in play, requiring w omen and members of
other marginalized communities to na vigate issues of safety and
accessibility that their w hite, male, straight, cis, able bodied
counterparts might not ev en notice.

MALE AS D EFAUL T, MALE AS POWERFUL

In looking at sex distribution, I decided to start off by focusing
on the most powerful pokŽmon, using the combat power (CP)
statistic provided by the game. The most powerful pokŽmon a
player has are lik ely to be the pokŽmon they use most often
in gym battles and have spent the most time and resources
powering upÑ for these reasons these pokŽmon are the most
lik ely to have been given names and identities. When I started
asking friends about the gender breakdown of their most
powerful pokŽmon, I asked them to look at their top tw elve
pokŽmon by CP. The game organizes pokŽmon into rows of
thr ee,and although diff erent phones may have slightl y diff erent
aspect ratios, most screens show about four rows before the
player has to scroll down. This means that the top tw elve most
powerful pokŽmon tend to be visible at the top of the screen
when players have their pokŽmon sorted by CP. Gathering the
gender distribution of those tw elve pokŽmon seemedlik e a small
enough sample to be quickl y gathered by my generous friends,
but large enough for a pattern to start to form. In my inf ormal
sampling of six players, every one reported a male majority
among their most powerful tw elve pokŽmon and one discovered
only male pokŽmon in his top tw elve. I am sure that there are
people for whom this is not true, either by chance or thr ough
their choice to favor femalepokŽmon post update, but my sample
strongly suggested that my experience was not unique.

Next I graphed the sex distribution of my own 75 oldest
pokŽmon. All of these pokŽmon were caught before the update,
had surviv ed numer ous rounds of cuts to make way for new
catches,and mor e than a thir d of them had namesand associated
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gender identities. For my data visualization, I collected gender
and combat power for eachof those pokŽmon and graphed them
in Gephi. The dark grey cir clesrepresentmale pokŽmon, the pale
grey cir cles with the darker borders represent female pokŽmon
and the single mid-gr ey cir cle near the top represents a single
nonbinary pokŽmon (a Ditto, a genderfluid, shape changing
species). The size of the cir cle corr esponds to that pokŽmonÕs
CP. The nodes are grouped by color and roughly organized by
size.

Figure 1. My oldest 75 pokŽmon, mapped in Gephi to show gender and combat power.

Of this set of 75 of my oldest pokŽmon, 49 were male, 25 were
female and one was nonbinary . On average, the male pokŽmon
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were stronger than the female pokŽmon. Without kno wing
exactly how the program assigned gender to existing pokŽmon
or how it assignsit to new ones, I canÕtdefinitiv ely speak to why
weÕre seeingthesepatterns, but I can take a few educated guesses.

One possibility is that in pokŽmon species with sexual
dimorp hism, all pokŽmon that players had caught prior to the
widespr ead releaseof gender were coded male. Between my and
my partner TomÕs pokŽmon, we counted 43 instances of
pokŽmon caught prior to the update who exhibit sexual
dimorp hism in one or mor e of their evolutions and every one
of them wasmale. Becauseplayers send away a large percentage
of the pokŽmon they catch, and older pokŽmon are mor e lik ely
to have already been weeded out, our sample is relatively small,
although the numbers are compelling and suggestan ideological
male-as-default stance within the game.

This male-as-default stance is problematic in that it tr eats
femininity and nonconf ormity as a deviation fr om standard.
Sometimes this is subtle and seemingly harmless, as it is in
determining which sprites to usein a phone gamebefore gender/
sex are full y integrated into the mechanics, but simple decisions
about what to include and what to leave out can support
ideological assumptions that can have a meaningful impact in
promoting discriminatory action (Barton and Barton, 2004
[1993]). Furthermor e, the use of strict sexual dimorp hism
reflects cis-normativ e gender values. Any pikachu with a heart-
shaped tail is female, and any with a pointed tail is maleÑthese
presumably biological visual expressions of sex are tr eated as a
clean cut division betw een female and male pikachu.

While any tw o players may have a widel y diff erent selection of
top pokŽmon, fans on RankedBoosthave created a list ranking
pokŽmon by their max potential CP, and this is the ranking that
I drew fr om in identifying the top tw enty pokŽmon for the next
step of my research (Ranked Boost, 2017). Examining this list
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and comparing it to the list of pokŽmon who exhibit sexual
dimorp hism provided by Bulbapedia(Bulbapedia, 2017), I found
that thr ee of the top tw enty pokŽmon, tw o of whom are within
the top fiv e, exhibit sexual dimorp hism, which may have caused
all pokŽmon of those speciesto be labeled male during FebruaryÕs
update, skewing the distribution of powerful pokŽmon in a male
dominated dir ection.

A second possibility which could contribute to a male majority
among playersÕtoughest pokŽmon is that the game is dividing
pokŽmon along gender lines in similar ways to previous games
in the series. Using BulbapediaÔs statistics on previous pokŽmon
sexdistributions and the ranking list cited above, I examined the
top tw enty pokŽmon speciesin PokŽmonGo and their traditional
sexdistribution. Although I canÕtdefinitiv ely say that PokŽmonGo
does follo w similar sexdistributions to previous games,I believe
those numbers provide a valuable insight, if only to explor e
latent biases concerning sex and power that may have found
their w ay into this game.

What I found was striking. Of the top tw enty Gen 1 PokŽmon
species in PokŽmonGo, ten of them have been predominantl y
male in previous games.Seven of those speciesare 87.5% male,
thr ee 75% male. The other ten specieswere equally split male/
female. No nonbinary pokŽmon appeared in the top tw enty, nor
did any predominantl y female species. Thr ee of the top tw enty
pokŽmon with an 87.5% chance to be male are evolutions of
Eevee and therefore have the samesex distribution, but because
Vaporeon, Flareon, and Jolteon rank diff erently and because
these speciesare so much mor e common than most of the other
high ranking PokŽmon, I have included all thr ee evolutions on
the chart. Without EeveeÕs evolutions the chart still shows a
strong male slant (see Table 1. for the detailed list ).

In previous games,this tendency towards making mor e powerful
speciespredominantl y male has been utilized to make breeding
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pokŽmon mor e difficult (Bulbapedia, 2017), tr eating sex as
nothing mor e than an indicator of reproductiv e ability ,
overlooking the sexist connotations between masculinity and
power, femininity and r eproduction.

Figure 2. Traditional Gender distribution among the 20 most powerful PokŽmon in

PokŽmon Go.

I chose not to include Gen 2 pokŽmon in my chart for a few
reasons.Gen 2 pokŽmon were releasedin the same update that
assignedpokŽmon sexen mass,so the relationship betweenthose
pokŽmon and their sexhasbeen mor e staticÑpart of my inter est
is in the transformation of previously sexless pokŽmon into a
male dominated set.Gen 2 pokŽmon also havenÕtbeenpart of the
game as long, and arenÕt as widely recognized and known.

While they are not on the chart, I want to mention that Blissey,
a pink, frill y, egg bearing pokŽmon intr oduced in the second
generation, falls between the 4th and 5th pokŽmon on my chart
and has quickl y become a gym defense favorite. Blissey is
traditionall y a female-onl y pokŽmon. While it is problematic that
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the only female leaning pokŽmon to rank this highl y is visuall y
coded in such stereotypical ways, it is positiv e that such a very
feminine pokŽmon is so widel y used and highl y ranked, leading
me to believe that most players care mor e about a pokŽmonÕs
power than its gender expression. I also excluded legendary
pokŽmon fr om my chart. Although they were included on the
Ranked Boostlist, they w ere not yet available in r egular play.

If both of these hypothesized effects are influencing the gender
distribution of highl y ranked PokŽmon, the tw o effects would
compound one anotherÑOf the thr ee dimorp hic species in the
top tw enty, tw o would traditionall y be split evenly male and
female,while the thir d already leaned male. If every Rhydon and
Gyarados caught in the six months prior to the update is male,
then even if newly caught individuals have an equal chance of
being male or female the demographics will lik ely be skewed for
some time to come.
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Table 1. Top 20 PokŽmon in PokŽmon Go ranked by power, noting gender distribution

and dimorphism. PokŽmon rankings from Ranked Boost, distribution and dimorphism

from Bulbapedia.

AGEN CY

M urra y defines agency in gamesasÒthesatisfying power to take
meaningful action and see the results of our decisions and
choices.Ó(M urra y, 1998). In the sexlessworld of PokŽmonGo pre
update, one element of agency that players held was the power
to name their pokŽmon and in doing so create their identities,
including the assignment of gender/ sex.I had the power to make
my top pokŽmon a team of warrior ladies, becausetheir gender
identity , if any, was in my hands.

Players still have the power to name their pokŽmon, and the
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power to pick names with gendered associations is still in our
hands, although the game itself has declared the majority of our
toughest pokŽmon to be male. Some players accept the gender of
their pokŽmon as matching the assignedsex,some resist. Either
way, the open ended-ness of our agency to determine the
identities of our pokŽmon for ourselves has been challenged by
the developers. It is frustrating that this inclusion of sex favored
masculinity so strongly, particularl y since early user
demographics suggested that significantl y mor e women than
were playing the game than men (M ac, 2016). However, despite
my frustration with the breakdown of pokŽmon sex
demographics at the moment of the update, the update also did
something inter esting and powerful: it intr oduced a strong
transgender narrativ e into what Forbes called Òthemost popular
mobile game of all timeÓ (Mac, 2016).

For players who had not named their pokŽmon, or had not
gotten invested in their pokŽmonÕs personalities and identities,
the assignment of sex was not such a big deal. Players I talked
to who havenÕtmade a habit of naming their pokŽmon reported
neutral reactions or mild annoyance at the gameÕs assignments,
and had not spent much time or energy exploring the
demographics of their newly sexed pokŽmon. Long time fans
of the franchise reported little surprise at the demographic
breakdowns, having been familiar with the traditional sex
distribution. Someplayers noted that the affordancesof PokŽmon
Go donÕtencourage players to build relationships with their
pokŽmon or get particularl y investedin their identities. Ochsner
and Saucermanargue that opennessto diff erent play styles is one
of the factors that hasmade the pokŽmon franchise so successful
and allowed it to appeal to such a diverse audience (Ochsner
& Saucerman, 2015) and I am inclined to agreeÑall of these
diff erent experiences are valid, and I recognize that my
attachment to my pokŽmon and my experience of frustration

12



when my pokŽmonÕs gender identity came in conflict with their
assigned sex may not be typical.

For players lik e me who had named their pokŽmon, and who
had created identities for their favorite pocket monsters and
become attached to them, there were a couple of diff erent ways
to react to the sex assignment and ways to read and understand
those reactions. Regardlessof what players choseto do once their
named pokŽmon had sex assigned to them, when this update
occurr ed a large number of pokŽmon suddenly had sex
assignments which did not match their names and identities.
That fact alone cr eates a trans narrative.

When this update occurr ed, my pokŽmon had largely feminine
identities and were primaril y coded male by the game.I chose to
read the names and identities I had developed for my pokŽmon
as richer and mor e valid than the sex assigned by the program.
In this reading, the gameÕs assignment of sex is loosely translated
to the idea of sex assignedat birth, and the names and identities
I chose for my pokŽmon are metaphors for the liv ed gender
experiences of individuals. Where these tw o assignments are at
odds, I understand my pokŽmon to be trans and I continue to
embrace the chosen names and ÒlivedÓidentities, disregarding
the assignment made on the basisof a few piecesof data in some
algorithm or sonogram. I read the sexes assigned by the game
not asmy pokŽmon telling me about themselves,but asthe game
trying to dictate and undermine the gender expressions of my
pokŽmon.

Another reaction is to read the addition of sex as something
communicated not by a feelingless algorithm but by the
pokŽmon themselves. In this reading the assignment made by
the game is the gender of the pokŽmon, not necessarily their
sex (although players anticipate that sex was intr oduced in this
update as a precursor to the addition of breeding mechanics,
which would enforce the assignment as biological sex), and the
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player takes a role similar to a parent whoÕs child has just come
out to themÑchanging their name and respecting their identity
is a way of supporting and affirming the experience of the
pokŽmon.

Of course, players are fr ee to read either narrativ e onto their
gameand to changenamesor not. A player may chooseto seethe
renaming of pokŽmon as an erasure of gender nonconf ormity
just as easily as they can read it as an affirmation of identity .
They can read choosing not to rename a pokŽmon as forcing
that pokŽmon into a gender expression which doesnot match its
identity just as easily as they can read it as a refusal to conform
to external pressures.Ultimatel y, the game doesnÕtcare, and the
little chains of code that make up the pokŽmon within PokŽmon
GodonÕtactually experience gender. All of it is in our headsÑbut
that doesnÕt make it less interesting or important.

By challenging my understanding of my pokŽmonÕs genders, the
gamepushed me to be lesscis-normativ e. Had the gameassigned
sex fr om the beginning, I may not have questioned those
assignments the way I did when they came into conflict with
my pokŽmonÕsestablished identities. Realizing this hasprompted
me to continue ignoring the gameÕs assignment of sex and to
recognize and challenge my own tendencies towards cis-
normativity .

The game developers almost certainl y did not intend to insert
trans narrativ esinto PokŽmonGo with this update, but asBarthes
has been arguing for decades,the intent of the author doesnÕt
matter nearly as much as the ways in which the audience
understands the text (Barthes, 1968). The addition of sex to
PokŽmonGo is a polysemic narrativ eÑther e are a variety of ways
of reading and understanding the update (Hall, 2012 [1977]).
This feeds into a diff erent concept of agency in video games,
described by Voorhees, who argues for looking at agency not as
the ability to impact the game world but as Òtheability to create
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meaning in a situation not of oneÕs own making.Ó(Voorhees,
2014). Players lost the ability to decide the sex of their pokŽmon
along with their gender, but they gained interpr etive
opportunities in navigating the tension between the gameÕs sex
assignments and the gender assumptions inher ent in previously
assigned names.

AU GMENTED REALITY AND PLA YER ID ENTITY

Although other scholars are getting into questions about the
ways augmented reality games intersect with player identity
mor e deeply, I would be remiss to write a paper about identity
and agency in PokŽmonGo without at least touching on these
issues. Real world challenges and inequalities can have a huge
impact on a playerÕs interaction with any game, but even mor e
so with augmented reality. Early after the game was released,
a whole slew of articles and opinion pieces started popping up,
expressingfearsabout the ways in which players might endanger
themselvesin the pursuit of animated monsters. Of thesepieces,
one of the most widel y shared and discussed was Omari AkilÕs
article ÒWarning: PokŽmon GO is a Death Sentence if you are a
Black M anÓ, exploring issuesof racial inequality and the dangers
of wandering around town trying to catch pokŽmon asa person
of color in a time and place where police violence is a harsh
reality and people of color are viewed with suspicion for
performing even the most ordinary of daily tasks (Akil, 2016).
Other authors expressedfear that childr en could be lur ed into
dangerous situations, and that inattentiv e game players could be
taken advantage of.

In the PokŽmon Go panel at the Southwest Pop Cultur e
Association Conf erence this February, each scholar on the panel
expressed diff erent concerns about inequality or safety issues
built into the game. N icole Dilts explor ed the ways in which
PokŽmonGo can be inaccessible for people with limited mobility
or fine motor skills, centering her study around her experience
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playing PokŽmon Go with her autistic son. Jamie Henthorn
look ed at PokŽmonGo as a fitness app and touched on some of
the ways in which women are forced to be mor e careful than
men whenever theyÕre out in the world, something that women
runners have long been aware of but which the PokŽmonGo
community has not yet really addressed. The ways in which
population density influences the playability of the game also
came up in panel discussion, asthe game favors players in urban
areas over those in rural ones (Dilts et all, 2017).

Thr ough no malicious intent, PokŽmonGo has managed to favor
the samedemographic that many gamesfavor: Able bodied white
men. M any of the factors weighing into this are outside of the
developersÕcontr ol, although perhaps mor e could be done to
actively work against the systematic disadvantages faced by
women, individuals with disabilities and people of color . These
would be challengesfor any augmented reality gameentering the
market at this time, and we explor e them thr ough PokŽmonGo
not becausePokŽmonGo is bad, but becauseit is one of the first
major forays into this new territory . The things that scholars and
game developers learn watching PokŽmonGo will be important
lessons for futur e explorations in this field.

CO N CL USI ONS

The addition of assigned sex to pokŽmon in PokŽmonGo is
complicated for a number of reasons.The developers seem to
be building upon previously established demographics in their
assignment of sex among pokŽmon, and to have made all
pokŽmon within species that exhibit sexual dimorp hism male
when the update intr oduced sex, choices which have supported
stereotypes which tr eat masculinity asdefault and powerful. The
update also created tension between gender identities assigned
by the players in naming their pokŽmon and imagining their
identities prior to the update, and the sexual identification
assignedby the game, unintentionall y inserting trans narrativ es
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into a mainstr eam mobile game. This is a potentiall y powerful
thing.

Ther e are many opportunities for gamedevelopers to speaktheir
values thr ough their games,and to do it without being pedantic
or condescending towards their audiences (Flanagan, 2009).
When developers tr eat female characters as a mechanic for
reproduction, they place value on women only in so far as they
are capable of reproduction, something that many women are
unable or uninter ested in doing. When developers make the
majority of their toughest fighters male, they play into
stereotypes about masculinity and power. When they suddenly
assign sex to previously ambiguous characters, they ask players
to navigate the tension betweensexand gender and to find a way
of coming to terms with that tension, even if those narrativ es
were unintended.

As I argued in my presentation ÒVisual Rhetoric and The Silence
of Our Friends,Ósometimes the most seemingly trivial media can
allow political content to get thr ough resistanceand opposition
much mor e easily than well respected, serious and overtl y
political media (Bannister, 2017). In that paper I discuss music
and comics asmethods of fighting racism, here I seetr emendous
opportunity for gameslik e PokŽmonGo to subtly, quietl y, include
trans narrativ es into their game, battling cis-normativity while
their players continue their quests to Òbethe very bestÓ, and
Òcatch Õem allÓ (PokŽmon Theme 2008 [1998]).
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SO CLOSE YOU CAN FEEL HER

Prostitution,Proximity & Empathyin GrandTheft Auto5

ELEN A BERT O ZZI, AMELIA BERT O ZZI -VILLA

By Elena Bertozzi, Amelia Bertozzi -V illa

GTA 5 Prostitute inside of car. Credit: Screenshot from LetÕs Play ÒGTA V First Person Ð

hooking up with a prostituteÓ (Marnu TV, 2015)

ABSTRACT

The Grand Theft Auto games franchise is notorious for
rewarding players for having sex with prostitutes and then
killing them. In early GTA games, this encounter was
experienced by the player fr om a 3rd person perspective and
included the ir ony and satire that characterized the franchise.
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The latest GTA game, GTA 5, diff ers fr om earlier versions in
that players can play fr om a 1st person perspective,a feature that
transforms encounters with prostitutes in the game.Rather than
allowing players to enjoy breaking taboos as the earlier games
did, these encounters in GTA 5 causeplayers to expressarousal,
disgust and even empathy. This paper analyzespublished videos
of expert gameplay, author dialog in the videos, and comments
posted by viewers. These demonstrate that by shrinking the
distance between the player and the prostitute, Rockstar Games
has created a game envir onment which elicits very diff erent
responses than earlier versions of the game. This analysis
suggests that incr easingly realistic and immersiv e media could
positiv ely influence participants b y eliciting empath y.

Grand Theft Auto 5 was releasedon multip le consoles between
2013-2015, winning numer ous awards and the distinction of the
fastest selling media product in history ($1 billion in the first
3 days after release) (M acy, 2016). The game retains many of
the features of previous GTA titles with some notable changes,
particularl y in regard to how players interact with the gameÕs
many prostitutes. GTA 5 featuresmuch higher quality and mor e
realistic graphics and, unlik e previous games where the player
was restricted to a 3rd person view, in GTA 5 the player can
switch between a 1st person or 3rd person perspective
thr oughout the game. When playing in 1st person view, the
player experiences the encounter with a prostitute fr om beside
or dir ectly underneath her while she is simulating a sex act. This
proximity appearsto affect the way players feel about themselves
and this aspect of the gameplay. Giv en that Grand Theft Auto
titles, and the prostitute interactions in particular , have often
been criticized as promoting immoral and other anti -social
behaviors (Gabbiadini, Andrighetto, & Volpato, 2012), it is
inter esting to consider whether this new virtual proximity
triggers a deeper physiological and/ or emotional engagement in
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players and possibly an empathetic response to the game that
includes moral self -r eflection.

Part of the pleasure of the GTA play experience is the
opportunity to break taboos without consequences (Bertozzi,

2008; Embrick, Wright, & Luka�cs,2012). Players can engage in
a whole range of activities that are considered ÒbadÓÐ shooting
at police, running down pedestrians, destroying vehicles, and
participating in criminal gangs,among many othersÑand enjoy
the thrill of doing things that they would never do in real lif e,
without any downside. Encounters with prostitutes in earlier
games were part of this type of experience. Engaging in a
commer cial sex transaction is condemned by many societal
norms and the game amps up the illicit possibilities by allowing,
and indeed encouraging, the player to kill the prostitute after the
encounter . Comp leting a sex act with a prostitute incr easesthe
playerÕs health score. If the player chooses to kill the prostitute
afterw ards, the money the player initiall y paid to her is returned
(M aly, 2008). This feature is often highlighted in discussions of
the gameÕs moral turpitude ( Campbell, 2014; Stuart, 2014).

The ability of the player to enjoy these activities may be
predicated on an understanding of prostitutes as Other Ð a
marginalized group which has forf eited the right to be tr eated as
a human equivalent to oneself (Sawyer, M etz, Hinds, & Bruck er,
2001). The change fr om a 3rd person to a 1st person perspective
that players experience in GTA 5 could alter their ability to enjoy
being ÒbadÓif something occurs that creates a personal
connection to the subjects of harm which may elicit empathy.
This is partl y due to the reduction in perceived distance fr om the
action being committed.

In this sense,the visual POV [point of view] acts asa formal feature
of video games that determines the playerÕs psychological
connection to the avatar by visuall y presenting how separate the
visual representation of the character is fr om the player. Depending
on the playerÕsPOV, incoming sensorial inf ormation is processedin
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a frame where locations are either centered around another person
(thir d-person POV) or oneÕs own perspective (first -person
POV).(Lim & R eeves, 2009, pgs. 352-3)

The feeling that the player is actually in the scene with the
prostitute is heightened by higher fidelity graphics and
immersiv e audio tracks. Researchers who have studied morality
in videogames have found that how players experience morality
in gameplay varies widel y based on the type of gameworld and
gameplay, consequencesof actions, and the distinctness of the
separation between play and the world outside of the play space
(Joeckel, Bowman, & Dogruel, 2012; Raney, 2011; Sicart, 2013).

This paper considers the ways that the shift in player perspective
(from early GTA gamesto GTA5) can change playersÕperception
of the acceptability of acts inside the game. Zagal states that
gamescan be considered ethical framew orks in that the designer
rewards certain actions (which makesthem ÒgoodÓ)and punishes
others. However this simple binary is rendered mor e complex
in games with mor e complex choices for players (Zagal, 2009).
Some gamesnow explicitl y create opportunities for what Sicart
calls Òwicked problemsÓ(2013, p. 32) which requir e the player to
actually exercise ethical thinking. The Grand Theft Auto series
has not historicall y been among these games.Zagal argues that
a game can be considered Òethicall y notableÓif it Òisone that
provides opportunities for encouraging ethical reasoning and
reflection.Ó(2009, p. 7). Below we examine evidence that suggests
the 1st person prostitute encounter might elicit this kind of self-
reflection among players which in some casesleads to empathy
(Coplan, Goldie, & O xford Univ ersity Pr ess., 2011).

Due to the sensitivity of the subject matter , it is difficult to design
a study where players interact with this game in a research
setting. Ther e are, however, forums where players interact with
each other and share their experiences with videogames. Expert
players post videos of themselves playing games which allows
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viewers to watch what happens in the gameworld while listening
to the authorÕs commentary and advice. These videos are called
ÒLetÕs PlaysÓand can attract large numbers of viewers.1 By
analyzing the content of these videos, the commentary of the
player authoring the video, and the comments posted by those
who watch them, it is possible to analyze how prostitute
encounters in the GTA series and responses to them have
changed over time.

Unlik e previous GTA gameswhere the envir onment emphasized
the distance between the experiences and choices that the player
makes in the game fr om those in real lif e, the intimacy of the
encounter with prostitutes in GTA 5 makesthe simulated sex feel
extr emely personal, intimate, and real.The natur e of some of the
contents of the Lets Play videos and comments on those videos
suggest the player can feel as though he is actually involved in a
sexualexperience with a prostitute. Research in cognitiv e science
supports this possibility .

When we see the body part of someone else being touched or
caressed or when we see tw o objects touching each other , our
somatosensory cortices are activated as if our body were subject
to tactile stimulation. Empathetic feels can no longer be regarded
as a matter of simple intuition and can be precisely located in the
relevant areasof the brain that are activated in both the observed
and observer. (Freedberg & Gallese, 2007, p. 201)

We seeevidence of strong physical and moral engagement in the
game thr ough analysis of player comments referencing arousal/
pleasure, disgust/ disapproval, and embarrassment/ shame.
Numerous referencesto using either the prostitute encounter in
the game or the LetÕs Play videos of the prostitute experience

1. ÒA Let's Play (commonl y referred to as anLP) is a video, or less commonly a series of
screenshots, documenting a playthr ough of a video game, usually including commentary b y
the gamer.[1] A Let's Play diff ers from a walkthr ough or strategy guide by focusing on an
individual' s subjective experience with the game, often with humor ous, irr everent, or
critical commentary fr om the gamer, rather than being an objectiv e source of information
on how to pr ogress through the gameÓ (Wikipedia, 2016)
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for the purposes of masturbation (JoblessGarrett, 2014) further
suggest that both authors and viewers of the videos experience
a state in which Òbeholdersmight find themselves automaticall y
simulating the emotional expression, the movement or even the
imp lied movement within the representationÓ (Freedberg &
Gallese, 2007, p. 197).

METH ODO LOG Y

Data were collected M arch-M ay 2016. Google searches were
conducted on YouTube and Dail y M otion for the follo wing
search terms: GTA Hookers,GTA Prostitutes, and 1st person (for
GTA 5). The highest ranked and most viewed videos for these
terms during this period were included: 3 videos documenting
play in Grand Theft Auto 3, Grand Theft Auto 4 and Grand Theft
Auto5 respectively. For the purposes of this paper, only the initial
comments posted by viewers of videos were collected. Responses
to comments are included in the overall comment count, but
were excluded fr om the coding to avoid repeated posts by any
individual and because they are often tangential. The number
coded is indicated by the total comments number , follo wed by
the number of comments scraped to the spreadsheets in
parenthesis: i.e. 324(180). Coders included college-age males
who have played the GTA games to ensure that the jargon used
in many comments was coded corr ectly.2 Comment categories
were defined to determine if the content and tone of comments
diff ered between 3rd person and 1st person depictions of the
prostitute encounter . Collected comments were coded into the
follo wing categories:

¥ questions/ comments on p lay strategy and techniques [q]

¥ sexual pleasure/ar ousal [a]

¥ disgust/disappr oval/shame [d]

2. M any thanks to Evan Rosoff and Chris Laf errier e for their assistance with coding, and
Zachary Kohlberg f or the YouTube comment scraping tool.
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¥ humor [h ]

¥ other /tangential [ o]

The final category includes comments that are ambiguous or too
terse to interpr et.

Inter -rater reliability (IRR) wasassessedthr eediff erent ways: by
simple percent agreement,FleissÕKappa (an extension of CohenÕs
Pi to mor e than tw o coders), and KrippendorfÕs Alpha
(Krippendorff, 2004). Ther e is no univ ersally-agreedupon cutoff
for a ÒhighÓvalue of IRR, but values of percent agreement above
88%,of FleissÕKappa above 0.75, and of and KrippendorfÕs Alpha
above 0.8, are generally considered excellent.

In many cases(54.8% of the total), all thr ee coders assigned a
comment to the Òother / tangentialÓ category, which is not of
dir ect inter est to this analysis and artificiall y incr eased IRR
values.All IRR analyseswere thus repeatedexcluding the casesin
which all coders agreedthat the comment wasÒother / tangentialÓ.
IRR wascalculated for eachof the thr eeGTA gamesindividuall y,
aswell asoverall. All analyseswere conducted in R version 3.3.1.
See Appendix A for details.

CO NTENT OF VID EOS AND CO MMENTS

Ther e are stark diff erencesin the content of the LetÕs Play videos
and the number and tone of comments posted to those videos
when the perspective of the prostitute encounter shifts to the 1st
person POV. Videos fr om the earlier GTA games are similar to
LetÕs Plays for other games in that they focus on how to play
the game, demonstrate the authorÕs expertise in achieving game
goals (in this casesuccessfully having sex with the prostitute and
then possibly killing her), and exploring parts of the game that
are funn y or otherwise inter esting. Comments on these videos
consist primaril y of questions about how to do what the video
author did or comments on his gameplay or video publishing
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skills (seethe percentagescoded [q] below). The LetÕs Play videos
fr om the GTA 5 1st person encounter with a prostitute, on the
other hand, include numer ous comments that demonstrate that
the author himself is somewhat uncomf ortable with the content
of the video he is producing and that he is aware of the fact
that viewers of the video might use it for masturbation. The
comments on these videos include far fewer comments on
gameplay and numer ous references to disgust and disapproval,
sexual arousal, and masturbation (jargon for which is ÒfapÓor
ÒfappingÓ) (see the percentages coded [a] and [d] below).

Prostitute encounters in GTA III ( released 2001):

FIGURE 1: Mean comment distributions for GTA III videos. Error bars indicate the

minimum and maximum number of ratings across graders.

These three videos have no voiceover. The author demonstrates
(either just b y showing gameplay or adding text instructions to
the screen) how to find pr ostitutes, get one in the car, and then
have ÒsexÓ which is indicated b y the car shaking rhythmicall y
and making squeaking and r ocking noises.
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The quality of the graphics is very basic with few individual
diff erences between prostitutes.

Prostitute encounter in GTA 3. The only view is from outside the car which is shaking.

Credit: Screenshot from LetÕs Play ÒHow to get a Hooker in Grand Theft Auto 3 (Orca,

2012)

Comments on these LetÕs Play videos focus on technical issues
(Figur e 1). This processis not necessarily easy and players who
leave comments complain that they are unable to get prostitutes
in the car at all. Gunleashed (a forum that provides cheats and
other hints to players) provides a help page for GTA III that
explains the importance of having the right kind of car, kno wing
when and how to honk the horn, finding areaswhere prostitutes
are on the streetsat nighttime, and driving to a secluded spot in
order to get things started (Joll yRoger, n.d.). Ther e is no in-game
dialog and the only visuals are the car jumping up and down
which is seen fr om several yards away. In the GTA III prostitute
encounter , the processis tinged with a feeling of tongue in cheek
ir ony as are many other parts of the game (Dymek, 2005). The
carÕs movements and sounds are funn y and the fact that it is
actually difficult to convince prostitutes to get into the car
emphasizesthe fact that the male in the car is not necessarily the
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one in charge. The process is very similar in other early games
(GTA Vice Cityand GTA San Andreas(imperf ectplayers, 2016)).

Ther e is no sign that either players or commenters view the
acts depicted in the game as anything other than a skill to be
mastered, much lik e defeating a bossor solving a puzzle. Neither
disgust nor arousal is expressed in any substantive way in the
comments or content of these videos.

Prostitute encounters in GTA 4 (released 2008):

FIGURE 2: Mean comment distributions for GTA IV videos. Error bars indicate the

minimum and maximum number of ratings across graders.

In GTA 4 the gameplay becomes mor e realistic, and there are
associated changes in viewer opinion (Figur e 2). The player
chooses fr om 3 diff erently priced services, the graphics are
higher quality and there is mor e in-game dialog. The view of the
scene is slightl y mor e defined: the game camera is still outside
the car but a woman moving up and down on a manÕs lap is
clearly visible, also the player can rotate the camera around the
outside of the car .
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The top thr ee LetÕs Play videos for GTA IV all demonstrate the
process of finding and having sex with a prostitute, but each
author demonstrates his expertise in a diff erent way. Toja33
edited together a compilation of a sequence of prostitute
encounters with the gameavatar N ico (Toja33, 2011). The dialog
in the video, rather than simulating a realistic sexual experience,
features the ir ony and humor that characterize earlier games in
the GTA franchise (Jahn-Sudmann & Stockmann, 2008; Miller ,
2008). For example, the first prostitute Toja33 encounters says
ÒYouÕre my first of the day, lucky boy, no sticky mess for you.Ó
He replies ÒThank God my mom cannot see me nowÉ what
has become of meÉ I am a hir ed killer and I pay for sex, my
mother would be ashamed.Ó When he picks up another , he says
ÒI really need to hate myself, get in. With a thir d, he says ÒI
need to be someplace really desolate for an act as lonely as this.Ó
The in-game dialog createsa situation in which N ico is mocking
himself for hiring a prostitute in a way that both acknowledges
and adds levity to his actions. The comments on the video focus
on the twisted humor of the situation, comment on the authorÕs
demonstrated skills or ask how to do something in the video.
Onl y 21 of the 590 coded comments suggest that they are
sexually aroused by the video w hile 22 expr ess disgust.

Howtob y27Õs video details how to go to the right part of the
map to find prostitutes and the sometimes difficult process of
finding one on the street and honking so that she gets in the car.
Again, the attitude of this video is one of humor and ir ony (for
example, the onscreen text at one point reads ÒDonot confuse
ugly men for hookers, theyÕllget pissedÓ(howtob y27, 2011)).
Onl y 15 seconds of the 6:29 minute video show the outside of
the car during the sex scene.The focus of both the video and the
comments are on gameplay and technique. Thr ee of the coded
comments r eference arousal and two disgust.

CastellarÕs video is very similar to Howtob y27Õs, but with better
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video quality (Castellar, 2010). The majority of comments ask for
help or comment on the authorÕs expertise.

While a few viewers of the GTA IV LetÕs Plays are aroused or
disgusted by the acts depicted, the vast majority of viewers still
find these actions to reside within the moral purview of
gameplay, and focus on mor e technical questions/ comments or
humor . In sharp contrast, the majority of GTA 5 commenters
express disgust or arousal at the scenes they witness.
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Prostitute encounter in GTA 4. (Top)The quality of the graphics is

such that the prostitutes in the game lack definition. (Bottom) View is

still fr om outside the car, but prostitute can be seen moving inside.

Credit: Screenshots from LetÕs Play ÒGTA 4 Sex with prostituteÓ

(Castellar, 2010)
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FIGURE 3: Mean comment distributions for GTA 5 videos. Error bars indicate the

minimum and maximum number of ratings across graders.

The switch to first person play in GTA 5 represents a paradigm
shift in viewer opinion of the sex/mur der acts depicted. Now
that both the perspective and the prostitutes are mor e realistic,
viewers have mor e tr ouble separating the gameplay fr om the
moral ÔconsequencesÕ of their actions (Figur e 3).

The most watched LetÕs Play videos of prostitute encounters in
GTA 5 (in addition to having significantl y mor e view s) are quite
diff erent in tone. The first challenge, as in previous versions
of the game, is to get a prostitute in the car at all. This aspect
is much the same except that the player can approach and
proposition them fr om a first person view. This perspective shift
is quite dramatic especially given the notable incr easein pixel
definition which makes each prostitute recognizably diff erent
fr om others in the game.
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Diff erent prostitutes inGTA 5. The graphics quality has greatly increased so each

prostitute is clearly recognizable as a different woman with individual characteristics.

Credit: Screenshots from gameplay.

When she is in the car, pricing options appear in the top left
corner of the screen and the player picks which kind of service
he would lik e to have ($50 for a blow job, $70 for sex, $100 for
sex.)3 The prostitute dialog is very personal, specific and much
less ir onic. The prostituteÕs comments regarding how aroused
she is and how fantastic her client is can be understood as ir ony,
but could just aseasily be taken at face value by a gullible client/
player. The authors of thesethr eevideos all expresssome degree
of discomf ort with w hat they are doing.

JoblessGarrett intr oduces the activities with the follo wing

3. Ther e is some debate about why there are two prices for w hat appears to be the same act. In
a nod to the realism of the simulation, some p layers think that the thir d option is f or anal
sex. One commentator in a f orum discussing it says ÒWhy is this even a thread.. I just donÕt
evenÉÓ(Ronr ollin9434, 2013)
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justification. Note that he conflates the avatar (Michael) with
himself and his view ers (Òcompleted on usÓ):

ThatÕs right we are getting a prostitute today and we are going to
go and have some services performed on Michael. Now Michael is
a married man, but hey a man hashis needsand today we are going
to have 3 services completed on usÑthe $50, the $75 and the $100
services fr om this lovely lady that is a prostitute. And I donÕtkno w
her name, who cares what her name is. She has a job to do and
letÕs get right to it. Now IÕm gonna be quiet for most of this video
becauseI want you guys to getÉ, you kno w the whole thing thatÕs
going on and this is going to be in 1st person. A first person look at
prostitution so her e we go. (JoblessGarrett, 2014)

His tone is somewhat stilted and he does not speak during the
sequencebelow, until shegets out of the car and he explains that
it is part of the whole thing to kill her so he backs the car over
her and gets his money back.

He selectsthe services in sequenceand the prostitute movesher
body over the avatar and continues to move appropriatel y for
the act she is performing while making loud sucking sounds in
the case of oral sex, or yelling encouragement in the case of
inter course. This is the dialog transcribed fr om the video:

[during oral sex]

I love your cock, it tastes so good [groaning fr om Michael
thr oughout ]

you lik e getting your dick sucked lik e that?É. youÕve been eating
asparagusÉ.YouÕre still hard, want something else?
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Two views of the prostitute encounter inGTA 5. On the left is as she is negotiating the act,

on the right is the view just before intercourse. Credit: Screenshots from LetÕs Play ÒGTA 5

First Person ÐPICKIN G UP A PROSTITUTE GTA V HOOKER Pick UpÓ (JoblessGarrett,

2014)

[during inter course]

that feelsso fucking good, yah baby fuck me just lik e that, my pussy
is so wet right now. IÕm gonna give you the full deal, rub my tits, just
lik e that, IÕm gonna make you fucking come baby. M y pussy loves
you. You ainÕtgonna leave me here all wet are you?É god youÕre
so hard.. thatÕs it, thatÕs it, god that feelsso amazingÉF uck me. this
is the nicest cock IÕve ever seen... That feelsso fucking good. Wow
youÕre a fier ceone. I feel lik e I can really talk to you. Come back and
see me? (JoblessGarrett, 2014)

This video had 1,878,712 view s and almost 2000 comments on
the day of coding, partl y because this video was link ed to a
successfulpetition to ban the saleof GTA 5 in Australia (Surviv or ,
2015). The natur e of the comments diff ers dramaticall y fr om
earlier GTA versions. 45 comments expressarousal, with many
references to boners and fap. The 61 comments expressing
disgust cite a range of reasonsfor discomf ort and awkw ardness
including pity for the voice actors: Òifeel sorry for the girl who
did the voice acting and motion capture for thisÓ(JoblessGarrett,
2014). Only 41 express humor.

Some of the players recording and narrating LetÕs Plays of this
part of the game are clearly nonp lussed. It is not a visuall y
explicit experience because Rockstar Games (having learned
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fr om the fiasco of the Hot Coff ee M od (Crecente, 2009)) does
not include any imagery of a sexual natur e at all. The player does
not seeanything but the womanÕs head going up and down in his
lap or her torso moving up and down dir ectly in fr ont of him,
however the experience is extr emely sexual becausethe visuals
and the audio very convincingl y simulate the experience of a
sexual encounter . Additionall y, the playerÕs contr oller vibrates in
sync with the pr ostituteÕs movements.

Have FunÕs video was originall y recorded during a liv e-
streaming of gameplay with 600 viewers watching while he taped
it. During his voiceover he seemsboth embarrassedand shocked
by what he is doing and broadcasting:

(starting at 2.19) Whaaat..my contr ollerÕs vibrating..thatÕs kind ofÉ
I kno w you guys wanted to see this so hopefull y you enjoy. Wow
letÕs try the one underneath that 75$ and see what it gets us. We
have 600 people watching this, this is not weird at all, I promise you,
then it will go on YouTube and who kno ws how many people will
watch it on there. M y contr oller vibrates every single time shegoes
down. Try out the $50 dollar service [view changesto girlÕs head in
his lap moving up and down f or blo w job] Jesus!
What! Nooo nooo wow É. M y contr oller vibrates again. Jesus.
..[silence] It used to be what E Teen, M. Ther e needs to be some
kind of GTA level of lik e M atureÉ. ThatÕs fucked. So there you go
hopefull y you guys enjoyed subscribing..and stuff.. and I will see
you.(Have Fun, 2014)

He explicitl y refers to the fact that many are watching (which
is generally the goal of making this kind of video) and that it
is ÒweirdÓ. This discomf ort appears to stem both fr om kno wing
that people are watching his 1st person POV avatar (by extension
himself ) in the game publicl y engage in sex acts and that he is
titillating other male view ers with his video pr oduct.

The most watched of all the videos published on GTA 5
prostitution has7,726,498 view s. It is notable for several reasons
in addition to the sheer number of people who have watched it.
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The authorÕs (slightl y shortened for clarity ) commentary prior to
the start of the actual sexscene(during which he is silent) clearly
demonstrates embarrassment:

Here is my most requested video for GTA5É. IÕve been getting
tw eets, IÕve been getting comments, IÕve been getting every single
kind of social media possible asking me to do this in a video. Here
you are you filth y sickosÉ you finall y got me to do thisÉ here it
is, I hope you enjoy and you, gosh, I donÕtwant to say it, I hope
you enjoy the rest of the gameplay. IÕll let you watch it, see you
later.(NoahJ456, 2015)

It is clear fr om him tone that he is embarrassed by the content
of the video and the fact that he kno ws that viewers are going
to ÒenjoyÓit in a way that makeshim uncomf ortable. Even mor e
curious is the fact that he actually censors his own video (though
his reasonsmay also include avoiding an M rating on his video).
The scene in the car is similar to the ones depicted above, but
after that he includes a section on going to a strip club and
moving into a priv ate room with one of the strippers. In the
priv ate room scene, he covers the mor e explicit parts of the
screenwith an image of a manÕsfaceasis visible in the screenshot
below, note that under the publication date, he also writes: ÒYou
sickos made me do this.Ó
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Self-censored GTA 5 LetÕs Play with ÒYou sickos made me do this.Ó Credit: Screenshot

from YouTube page. Video has been removed from YouTube.

Of the 1172 coded comments, 95 (93-97) indicate arousal,
including numer ous references to having used the video to
masturbate. Onl y 69 (66-71) think it is humor ous, and 140
(136-143) express shame or disgust.(The ranges in parentheses
beside the categories indicate diff erencesin totals between the 3
coders.) The fact that the realism in GTA 5 actually detracts fr om
gameplay has been discussed regarding other parts of the game
(Cassels,2013), but it is particularl y impactful in the prostitute
encounters. Although there are many comments on the content
of the video, there are few questions about the gameplay or the
authorÕsexpertise (67 (65-69)) becausethere really is no expertise
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requir ed of the player and what is happening on the screen does
not appear to be play.

People external to the community of GTA players have been
criticizing the prostitute encounter in the game since GTA III
without much impact. Player responsesto GTA 5 demonstrate
that by closing the distance between the player and the sex
work er, the gameÕs developers may have trigger ed what Elias
defines as Òthecivilizing processÓby which view s regarding the
acceptability of certain behaviors by subsets of the general
population ar e changed.

They, too, are incr easingly subject to the kinds of external
compulsions that are transformed into individual self-r estraints;
in them, too, the horizontal tension between a self-contr ol
agency, a Òsuper-egoÓ, and the libidinal energies that are now
mor e less successfully transformed, contr olled or suppressed,
incr eases. In this way civilizing structur es are constantl y
expanding within W estern society; (Elias, 2000, p. 381)

Ther e are some suggestions that the incr eased intimacy of the
player with the prostitute makes it less lik ely that the player
would want to kill her afterw ards even though the gamerewards
the player for doing so. A GameFAQs poll asking ÒDoyou kill
prostitutes after sex in GTA V?Ó, reports that out of 115 gamers
31.3% do so all the time, 35.65 percent sometimes and 33.04%
never do (M egamushroom666, 2014). One of the GTA 5 game
wikis goesto far as to suggestthat it is simply not a gentlemanly
thing to do: Ò[As a side note, be the nice guy and pleaseDO NÕT
kill the escort when sheleaves.ThatÕs just tasteless.]Ó(IGN , 2014).
A comment on the JoblessGarrett video states:ÒSeeingsomeone
do this in first person it seemseven mor e heinous. I kno w its a
game and I kno w hookers arenÕtpeople, itÕs just- she did such
a good jobÉ She earned that money you soulless prick!Ó(2014,
comment 225).
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Our analysisof thesevideos suggeststhat higher fidelity graphics
and a first person perspective in Grand Theft Auto 5 transform
player experience of and reactions to some featuresof the game.
Incr eased intimacy appears to trigger a range of emotional,
empathetic and moral responses including ones that are pro-
social. Futur e research could attempt to quantify the effects and
explor e impacts on player behavior outside of the game. It is
inter esting to consider the possibility that a game notorious for
appearing to promote violence against sexwork ers may incr ease
empathy towards them when it depicts them asmor e human. As
hardware and softw are converge to provide players with closer
and mor e intimate connections to game avatars, it will be
inter esting to observe the impact on playersÕattitudes and how
this aff ects futur e game development.

APPEND IX A

Inter -Rater R eliability Anal ysis

See Table 1 for a breakdown of IRR scores. The thr ee GTA 3
videos, which had relatively few comments, featured almost
entir ely question/ comment posts and had no disagreement
among raters. GTA 5 featured excellent IRR by all metrics, while
GTA 4 showed mor e disagreement between raters, especially
once comments unanimousl y coded as ÒotherÓ were removed
(71.6%agreement, FleissÕKappa and KrippendorfÕs Alpha scores
of 0.70). To explor e this discrepancy, we examined all casesin
which there was imperf ect agreement between raters of GTA
4 comments (157 comments of 552 total), and found that one
rater (CL) coded far mor e comments to the Òquestion/ commentÓ
category, whereas the other tw o raters coded mor e comments
to the ÒotherÓ category (Figur e 1). This discrepancy may have
arisen fr om unclear distinction between the tw o categories or
ambiguity in the comments themsel ves.
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Table 1. Inter-rater reliability (IRR) metrics for the rating of comments in each of the

three GTA games.

The ÒReducedÓdataset refers to a dataset in which comments
that were unanimousl y coded as ÒotherÓ were excluded.
Comment counts in the full and reduced datasets are given
underneath the game name.
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Figure 4: Breakdown of coded categories for the 157 GTA 4 comments for which there

was not unanimous agreement.
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LEARNIN G AT THE FARM: D EVELO PMENT AL
PSYCH OLOG Y IN PEEKABOO BARN

CARL Y A. KOCUREK, JENNIFER L. MILLER

By Car ly A. Kocur ek, Jennif er L. Mill er

N ight and Day StudiosÕPeekabooBarn is a cute little game about
farm animals; the game can be played in its entir ety in just a
few minutes. But, it is also a giant in the toddler app market.
When released in 2008, PeekabooBarn was at the forefront of
what has since become a growing market of gamesand apps for
very young childr en. Despite growing competition, however, the
game has retained its appeal and its visibility . Time Magazinehas
listed it among the ÒTop 25 iPad Apps for KidsÓ(Sharick, 2012),
Wired recommended it as one of the Òtop12 appsÓfor famil y
iPad use (Donahoo, 2010), and App Advicehas called the original
PeekabooBarn an Òiconickids appÓ(Dirks, 2014) As of 2015, the
game had been a top 25 educational game on the incr easingly
flooded iTunes App Stor e for seven years running, and it has
been played over 80 million times (ÒPeekaboo BarnÓ).

While doubtless some of the appeal of PeekabooBarn can be
attributed to the gameÕs early entry into what has turned out
to be a growing section of the app market, this is not enough
to account for the gameÕs longstanding appeal. Lik e most games
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for childr en, PeekabooBarn is a game pur chased by adults who
are not the intended player demographic for young players who
are only ever indir ectly consumersÑthis is particularl y true in
the caseof games in the toddler market, which generally target
1-3 year olds. The game succeedsin part becauseit managesto
appeal to adult sensibilities and expectations of what an app for
childr en should look lik e and how childr enÕs play time should
be spent. That said, while apps for toddlers must get past adult
pur chasers, they must also provide engaging, satisfying
experiences for toddlers. AdultsÕand childr enÕs sensibilities and
desires are often at odds; those that most delight young viewers
often grate on grown-ups, as evidenced by headlines lik e Ò18
ReasonsWhy Parents CanÕtStand CaillouÓ(Sil verman, 2015) and
Ò19Incr edibly Anno ying Characters on KidsÕTV ShowsÓ(Spohr,
2015). However, PeekabooBarn manages to attract both adults
and childr en.

Peekaboo Barn works, we suggest, not only because it is
charming Ñalthough it isÑbut because it carefull y works with
childr enÕs developmental abilities to provide an optimized play
experience that seamlessly integrates educational content. In
blending play and educational content, it presents the kind of
instructional envir onment that M alone and Lepper (1987)
identify as intrinsicall y motiv ating; players in such an
envir onment Òare motiv ated to learn in the absenceof obvious
external rewards or punishments.ÓThis article focuses on the
combination of ludic pleasures and educational interactions
presented in PeekabooBarn. We describe elements of the gameÕs
design, emphasizing in particular how the game elicits player
engagement and provides players with feedback.We discuss this
thr ough the lens of cognitiv e princip les deriv ed fr om
developmental psychology (Miller & Kocurek, 2017).
Fundamentall y, we argue that PeekabooBarn demonstrates the
ways developmental psychology can be successfully leveraged in
the design of games for use by young childr en. Using Peekaboo
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Barn asan example, we argue that princip les fr om developmental
psychology can provide a useful means to not only optimize
games for young childr en for educational and developmental
outcomes, but also for p layer engagement and enjoyment.

GAMEP LA Y

PeekabooBarn incorporates aspectsof play readily recognizable
fr om other toys, many of them pre-digital. The folk song ÒOld
M acDonald Had a FarmÓis a mainstay on childr enÕs albums.
Toy pigs, cows, horses, chickens, and other farm animals are
readily available fr om dozens of producers, and some of the
earlier talking toys intr oduced to the market incorporated
animal sounds fr om this group. The M attel Farmer Says SeeÔN
Say was first intr oduced in the mid 1960s, and Fisher PriceÕs
Little People line intr oduced its iconic Play Famil y Farm in 1968;
the toy barnÕs popularity can be attributed in part to the ÒMoo-
ooo door ,Ówhich made cow noiseswhen opened (Lammie, 2010).
Both toyshave remained popular and vintage versions aresought
after by collectors even though both are still being produced.
Thematicall y, this means that while PeekabooBarn is inno vative
in bringing this type of play to touchscreen devices, namely
smart phones and tablets, it is building on an existing
understanding of childr enÕs play and learning Ñone already
familiar to parents and educators. PeekabooBarnÕs inno vation is
not in its content, but rather in its mode of delivery and use of
interface.

The gameÕs interface is simple. It opens to an initial screen
featuring a cow and a cat, the titular barn in the background
under a bright yellow sun, the gameÕs title displayed in the sky;
a single large button invites ÒPlayÓ(SeeFigur e 1). The sun is also
a button, although a less obvious one, and leads to the gameÕs
options. When the player selects the play button and enters the
game,a transition screen givesway to a close up of the barn. The
barnÕs doors shake, and if the player touches the barn, it opens,

52



revealing an animal. The animal movesthr ough a brief animated
sequence during which a corr esponding sound is played (the
mouse squeaks, the horse neighs, etc.) and then the animal is
named by a narrator and the word is shown on the screen. The
player can then touch the screen to return to the closed barn to
repeat the process.If the player waits to touch the barn, the game
will begin making animal noises quietl y. If the player waits after
the barn is open, the game is effectively paused without further
player input.

Figure 1. Opening Screen

Depending on the animal to be revealed, the barn opens either
at the main doors or at the hayloft (as for the cat and owl) (See
Figur e2).Once all animals are revealed,the player is rewarded by
the barn opening to show all the animals together , at which point
the narrator says,ÒItÕs everyone.ÓTouching the gameagain at this
point turns day to night. The barn closes again, the sky turns
dark and the stars and moon come out. If the player touches
the barn again, the narrator says, ÒShh!TheyÕre sleepingÓand
the player is shown a cow, pig, chicken, cat, and sheep snoring
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curled up together in the barn. A last touch returns to the gameÕs
opening screen with its play button, resetting the game so that
the player can begin another round (See Figur e 3).

Figure 2. Cat in the Hayloft

Figure 3. Sleeping Barn Animals
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LEARNIN G FROM LLAMAS

The curriculum of PeekabooBarn is straightf orw ard; players can
learn the names of various barnyard animals as well as the
sounds these animals make. This is a mainstay of childr enÕs toys
and media, with similar themes and kno wledge incorporated
into many iconic pieces of childr enÕs cultur e. However, the
thematic simplicity and elegant interface of the game mask a
nuanced understanding of toddlersÕinter ests and abilities and
of appropriate developmental milestones. At a surface level,
PeekabooBarn is popular because it builds on familiar cultural
themes and understandings of childhood, but it works because
of the ways in which it incorporates sophisticated learning
strategies and best practices in the development of educational
experiences for young childr en.

The gameÕs emphasis on farm animals fits in with classic
childr enÕs toys and media lik e the barn play sets that companies
such as Fisher Price and Playmobil have produced for decades.
Similarl y, animal sounds and names are readily familiar as
components of early childhood educational curricula and media
(Paul, 1996; Timmerman & Ostertag, Julia, 2011). At the same
time, the game appeals to young players; Donahoo noted that
Òevery toddler I see play with it lights up at the images and
soundsÓ(2010), and a reviewer who works asan educator for 3-6
year olds stressed,ÒAll the teachers, parents and students LOVE
Peek-A-Boo barn!Ó (ÒPeekaboo Barn Ð Review,Ó 2009). What
PeekabooBarn presents builds on the familiar even as it utilizes
the relatively new medium of the touchscr een tablet or phone.

Positiv e psychology is often used to inf orm or explain serious
and educational games for adults (Gee, 2003; Gee, 2007;
M cGonigal, 2011) and teenagers (iThriv e Games). Even mor e
broadly, Mihal y Csikszentmihal yiÕs (1990/ 2008) concept of flo w
states is often used in game studies to discuss deeply engaged
experiences. Players, his theories suggest, enjoy games most
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when they are just hard enough; if an activity is too easy, the
player becomes bored, while if it is too hard, the player grows
frustrated. Similarl y, education experts have long advocated for
scaffolding, a processby which students are provided with just
enough support to ensure that they are operating at the edge of
their existing abilities and cultiv ating new ones (Vygotsky, 2005;
Hogan & Pressley, 1997). In short, both for effective learning and
for effective game design, difficulty needs to be optimized, and
this is especially true when thinking of very young players.As we
kno w fr om decadesof research in child development, childr enÕs
abilities shift rapidl y during infancy and early childhood
(Fischer, 1980; Flavell 1971; Thelen, 1995). A task that is easyfor
a child at 24 months may well be impossible at 18 months.

Peekaboo BarnÕs simple interface is one of many ways it
demonstrates a clear understanding of the needs and abilities
of its audience of toddlers. The game relies on a single
gestureÑsimp ly touching the screenÑand all touches happen on
a large hit box. The player does not have to touch the barn door
to open the door , only the barn in general. This is appropriate
and accessible for the gameÕs audience, as gestures such as
swiping requir e mor e advanced fine motor skills (Hour cade,
M ascher & Pantoja, 2015). Further , the barn doorÕs shaking is a
visual cue for players about what to do, so even if a child does
not kno w intuitiv ely to touch the barn door and is not prompted
by a parent, the game itself cues the necessaryplayer response.
Similarl y, the only screen with any essential instruction or text
is the opening screen with its ÒplayÓbutton and options menu;
these tools are intended not for child players, but for parents
and caregivers. The game incorporates text when naming the
individual animals, but there is no imp lied expectation that
childr en read the text. Instead, the text is shown as part of the
act of naming, making an imp licit link between the pictur e of the
animal, its spoken name, and its printed name. Print awareness
is often cited asan important pre-literacy skill and activities lik e
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this, in which spoken words are tied to visuals and text, can help
incr easeprint awareness(Chaney, 1992; Hiebert, 1981; Justice &
Ezell, 2002; Pullen & Justice, 2016).

A second important princip le fr om developmental psychology
incorporated thr oughout that game is that of contingent
responses.The gameÕs reveal of animals is a contingent response:
if the player does not touch the barn, the game does not move
forw ard, effectively waiting for the playerÕs input before
progressing. Contingent feedback has been shown to be crucial
to childr enÕs learning and has been heavil y evaluated in studies
of childr enÕs development and language acquisition (Goldstein
& Schwade, 2008; Miller , 2014; Tarabulsy, Tessier, & Kappas,
1996). Here, the response is not contingent upon the childÕs
vocalizations, but rather on their interacting appropriatel y with
the device at the corr ect moment. This effectively coaches the
player in gameplay, rewarding them with new animals
thr oughout the game.

After all animals are revealed and the game loops back to the
start screen, the game is replayable in part because of the
incorporation of multip le languagesand the addition of a Record
Your Own Voice function (limited to iOS devices), but this also
means that the game can work well in cross cultural and
inter cultural contexts. Even if played in a single language
consistentl y, the repetition of animals and their attendant sounds
and names is pedagogically useful, particularl y since the order in
which the animals appear is randomized. If a child has a favorite
animal, there is no way to determine when exactly that animal
will appear, meaning that a player who badly wants to see the
barn open to reveal a llama cannot predict when the llama will
be revealed. This aids in replayability and adds an element of
randomness and surprise that persists even after a player begins
to r emember all of the included animals.

The importance of play for child development is widel y studied
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and understood within developmental psychology, and
supporting and providing playful experiences is fundamental to
producing meaningful learning opportunities. The sill y sounds,
cheerful voice, bright graphics, and element of surprise in
PeekabooBarn ensure that the game provides an experience that
is fundamentall y playful, and it is this integration of play and
learning that is most key to the appÕs efficacy. Learning apps do
not always need to look or feel educational, and in fact those
that do not may be among the most effective. Play, after all,
contributes to nearly every facet of a childÕs development,
including their cognitiv e and emotional development (Ginsburg,
2007; Tamis-LeM onda, Shannon, Cabrera, & Lamb, 2004;
Erickson, 1985; M cElwain & Volling, 2005; Pellegrini & Smith,
1998; Fisher, 1992). The playful experiences provided by
PeekabooBarn are a large part of why the game is so effective; the
educational content (animal names and sounds) are embedded
in a lightl y narrativ e context that is, at its heart, based on the
incr edibly simple and incr edibly old game of peekaboo. This is
not just good gamedesign; it is good educational practice. Play is
fundamental to games, but it is equall y integral to learning.

In summary, PeekabooBarn rests on a number of key princip les
that are evident thr oughout: it presents developmentall y
appropriate content in a developmentall y appropriate form; it
relies on contingent feedback to encourage player engagement;
it is replayable and incorporates play thr oughout. This game
adheres to a number of best practices for early childhood
education drawn fr om developmental psychology (Miller &
Kocurek, 2017, and it demonstrates the degree to which
sophisticated developmental and cognitiv e princip les can
usefully and seamlessly inf orm games for young childr en.
PeekabooBarn may not feel lik e a learning games,but this does
not mean that learning is not occurring, rather it means that the
educational content is so carefull y integrated that it feels lik e
play itself. Further assessmentis needed to identify exactly what
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childr en learn fr om these games.However, games lik e Peekaboo
Barn that accomplish this kind of clean fusion of play and
learning demonstrate the opportunities available to developers
who want to create meaningful learning experiences for the
preschool set. After all, play is foundational to childr enÕs
learning, and games are a medium primed to provide playful
educational experiences.

LEARNIN G FROM SCIEN CE

Research on child development can usefully inf orm games by
enabling game makers to ensure that gamesare developmentall y
appropriate to the target audience. A game for 2-year-olds that
relies on a swipe gesture or that takes mor e than a few minutes
to play might incorporate great content and have a beautiful
interface, but it would still be unlik ely to resonatewith its players
who would be mor e lik ely to wander off than to finish the game.
Games lik e PeekabooBarn that are educational but that rely on
simple mechanics may not always read to adult consumers as
educational, but this is reflectiv e of adult expectations rather
than child needs. Ultimatel y, games need to be optimized for
child players, not their parents; the gap between childr enÕs
abilities and adult expectations can be addressedthr ough various
communication strategies, including efforts to ensure that a
gameÕs curriculum and its underl ying educational princip les are
clearly articulated.

Some of the lessons developers can learn fr om developmental
psychology may seem obvious. Contingent responsesand play
may seem lik e common fundamentals for games, but as most
designers kno w all too well, not all games imp lement them
successfully. Contingent responses can and should be
imp lemented in all games (and robust imp lementation of
contingent responsesinvolvesmor e nuanced design than simple
1:1 feedback for players). In PeekabooBarn, the reveal of animals
is contingent on player interaction. This type of interaction isnÕt
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uncommon in game designÑ indeed, we often call games
Òinteractive media,Óbut ensuring that interaction is meaningful
and tied to educational goals is key. Interaction is also a means
of driving engagement, and research on literacy and language
acquisition hasshown that childr en learn words mor e effectively
fr om didactic rather than passive reading in part because it
encourages engagement and reflection (SŽnŽchal, 1997).

Additionall y, games absolutely must be playful to effectively
reach young childr en in particular . To optimize learning games
for young childr en is to optimize playful experiences. The
relationship between education and entertainment is fraught,
but perhaps less so in the caseof games for the pre-school set;
childr en need to play to learn, so playful experiences with some
learning woven in are going to be mor e successful than learning
experiences to which play is added as an afterthought. Play as
afterthought is a problem in many instances of learning
gamesÑthat type of approach is part of why the phrase
Òchocolate-covered broccoliÓis invoked. Rather than providing
thoughtfull y integrated, playful learning experiences, bad games
take a learning experience and poorl y sugarcoat it, rendering
it into something that is appealing to no one, not even those
who might have happil y eaten the broccoli on its own. Scientific
research and design research both can be an antidote to this
pervasive problem and ensure that gamesare off ering optimized
experiences that provide real, transferable learning and carefull y
address objectives.

PeekabooBarn is a thoughtful and well-designed game, but it is
far fr om perfect. That said, the problems it suffers fr om reflect
broader tensions in the industry . At present,the market for smart
phone applications is flooded with ÒeducationalÓ content.
However, a review of childr enÕs literacy apps found that of
educational apps featured in the ÒTop 50Óeducational apps in
popular app storesor criticall y acclaimed on expert review sites,
found a number of problems with appsÕintegration of learning
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(Vaala, Ly & Levine, 2015). Fewer than a thir d even mentioned
any underl ying curriculum, and even fewer (24%)mentioned any
kind of research testing, and when this kind of assessmentwas
mentioned, it wasgenerally an assessmentof appeal or usability ,
not of learning (Vaala, Ly & Levine, 2015). This state of affairs
reflects real limitations on design and development, particularl y
since robust evaluation takes time and can add significantl y to
production costs. However, the long-term successof games lik e
Peekaboo Barn suggest that thoughtful games with careful
attention to educational goals and outcomes can distinguish
themselves in the market, making this additional cost a long-
term investment in gamesÕsuccessand a meansof distinguishing
games in an increasingly crowded marketplace.

A focus on the intersection of game development and
developmental psychology also suggests many areas in which
further research is needed. Work on human-computer
interaction for childr en is still emerging, due in part to the
relatively recent relaxing of guidelines that would have advised
keeping toddlers and pre-schoolers off touch screens entir ely;
the work that has been completed is illuminating, but
imp lementation in industry can lag. Now, however, asapps flood
the marketplace targeting this audience, poor understanding of
what types of fine motor skills designers can expect fr om their
players often leads to poor development. Further research in
this area can help provide optimized experiences. Additionall y,
research has consistentl y shown that childr en learn less fr om
a video than fr om a liv e person, a phenomenon kno wn as the
video deficit (Krcmar, 2010). However, the specifics of how the
video deficit does or does not carry over to interactiv e app-
basedexperiences is not well kno wn even if we can deduce best
practices fr om existing r esearch.

The princip les evident in PeekabooBarn are just some of the
foundational concepts fr om developmental psychology that
could readily be adapted for and imp lemented into gameplay.
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For example, parent-child interaction is also kno wn to positiv ely
corr elate to childr enÕs learning, and while games can provide
parents a brief reprieve, they can also be used to scaffold and
encourage interactions. In Hat Monkey (Fox & Sheep, 2014),
instructions are shown on-scr een in text but are not narrated,
meaning the game assumesa parent or other older player will
read these instructions for young players. The game, then,
provides an experience that relates in some key ways to the
experience of didactic reading, in which reading, explanation,
and demonstration are combined, and which has been shown to
be especially effective for teaching language and literacy skills
(SŽnŽchal,1997; Cornell, SŽnŽchal& Broda,1988). Worth noting,
however, is the play experience only echoes didactic reading
when the game is played as intended with a child and parent or
caregiver playing together . If the game is played diff erently, and
surely it is, the experience becomessomething elseentir ely. This
open-ness may be part of the appealof games,but can also add to
the challenge of assessing learning efficacy.

The potential for learning gamesfor preschoolers is significant,
particularl y as this market is continuing to develop. However,
research needs to play a clear role in inf orming design and
helping structur e effective learning experiences. Designers
cannot necessarily wait for academic researchers to produce
fr esh insights into childr enÕs media as new platforms emerge,
but they can at least rely on the existing research that delineates
best practices in early childhood learning and attends to the
developmental needs,abilities, and milestones for young players.
Further , parents are lik ely to remain key gatekeepers and an
important secondary audience, which means that parental
standards and expectations are also integral to developersÕgoals.
In PeekabooBarn, we see how deeply effective even a light
engagement with key pedagogical princip les can be for
optimizing play experiences for toddlers. As this market expands
and asnew devices hit the market, researchers would do well to
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continue looking beyond the gamesindustry into adjacent fields
lik e developmental psychology and the learning sciences.
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TAKIN G OVER THE WORLD , AGAIN?
EXAMININ G PROCED URAL REMAKES OF
AD VENTURE GAMES

AN ASTASIA SALTER

By Anastasia Salter

Remakes of interactiv e narrativ es, including adventur e games
and electronic literatur e, have risen over the past decade,
propelled in part by nostalgia. However, unlik e obvious parallels
in other media (such as the remake of cult classic Ghostbusters
with a new cast and mentality ), game remakes are rarely re-
imaginings. In many cases, the original games have been
rendered unplayable or at least very difficult to accessby time,
as digital history is constantl y in a processof being lost thanks
to the rotating door of technologies. Giv en these challenges,
remakes play an important role in establishing and preserving
canonical play. How do we evaluate and value fidelity in the
remake of procedural content, and what role do changing
interfaces and platforms play in our understanding of an
interactiv e narrativ e as experience? I examine these questions
thr ough the lens of several remakes of classic adventur e games
fr om the last decade.Fan reactions to eachof thesegamesand the
design choices behind them reveal the difficult balance between
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preserving the nostalgic experience of an original and adapting
to new modalities and expectations.

REMAKIN G AD VENTURES

The last several years have seenan incr edible rise in remakes of
classic adventur e games,including Day of theTentacle(LucasArts
1993, remake Double Fine Productions 2016), Secret of Monkey
Island (Lucasfilm Games 1990, remake LucasArts 2009), Gabriel
Knight: Sinsof the Father (Sierra On-Line 1993, remake Phoenix
Online Studios 2014), Leisure Suit Larry (Sierra On-Line 1987,
remake Replay Games 2013), Grim Fandango Remastered
(LucasArts 1998, remake Double Fine Productions 2015), and
Full Throttle Remastered (LucasArts 1995, remake Double Fine
Productions 2017). M any of these remakes are fr om the same
team at Double Fine Productions, which has successfully
acquired a number of classic LucasArts titles and turned the
ÒremasteredÓgame into a lucrativ e franchise. Their combination
of authorial recognition thr ough the involvement of original
designers, and in-house tools for developing remakes of this
kind, makes them one of the dominant forces in remastered
adventur e games. The remaking of these games could be
interpr eted aspowered by nostalgia, and the fact that the remake
is thor oughly established as a fan practice (Salter, 2014) adds to
the apparent validity of that perception. However, the remake of
a procedural work is mor e than an act of nostalgia or even of
fandom: it is a powerful act for canonization as one of the most
prominent commer cial methods available for keeping works
accessible.While it may be tempting to compare these remakes
to practices fr om other media, there is a fundamental diff erence
in priorities: for instance, film remakes tend to reflect new
advances and often draw on rhetorical, social, political, and
cultural changes to reposition or even radicall y change the
essential content of a film (Forr est and Koos, 2012). Game
remakes by contrast are judged by their fidelity , as they often
serve as vehicles for transferring an experience that time and
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changing platf orms have rendered unplayable. The adventur e
game remake in particular presents a powerful case study for
the tradition because adventur e games are defined by their
narrativ es and characters, which as with film are ÒrecastÓwith
new graphics, voice actors, and even code.

While the shot-by-shot remake of a film is easy to dismiss as
an unnecessary act, and deviance fr om the script is the norm,
games and digital objects are always headed for an expiration
date that makes the screenshot-by-screenshot remake an object
of potential historical and aesthetic significance. Such remakes
of gameshave the additional challenge of translating coded and
procedural interactions into a new language or engine. The
procedural remake has strong imp lications for the games and
electronic literatur e community . The desire to remake (and to
play the remake) reflects the ephemerality of the original game
ascanonical experience. An incr easingnumber of platf orms that
form the foundation of electronic literatur e and gaming are
becoming rapidl y inaccessible: Flash is vanishing fr om the
browser, iOS is constantl y updating and rendering obsolete
applications, and even changesto computer hardware can render
older softw are mostl y unplayable except for those with
significant technical expertise or hardware access.The remake is
one solution to the disappearance of work, but is it successful?
How does the processof remaking fundamentall y transform an
interactiv e narrativ e?I will examine theseremakesthr ough close
play of sequencesfr om both the remake and the original and
placethem in the context of electronic literatur e,and particularl y
consider their imp lications for our definition of an interactiv e
text thr ough its relationship to a particular platf orm and the
hardware and software configurations of an era.

Remakes draw our attention to the question of what is essential
in a work. M ost of the fundamental mechanisms are changed
in the process of remaking Ñ the art is replaced, the engine
transformed, and the code rewritten. What, then, is the essence
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of the work? Thr ee recent remakes off er a perfect contrasting
case study of approaches to fidelity in remaking adventur e
games: The Secret of Monkey Island,Day of the TentacleReloaded,
and Grim FandangoRemastered. Each of these games has been
heralded as a classic in the genre. In the case of Guybrush
Thr eepwood, the availability of relatively recent games in the
sameseries(Talesof MonkeyIsland,Telltale Games2009) provides
initial motiv ation for newcomers to seekout the now-unp layable
DOS original. In part thanks to this continued viability as a
license, The Secret of Monkey Island is an in-house remake
produced by the original company. Day of the TentacleReloaded,
by contrast, is the second game in a series where the original is
less lauded and far mor e difficult, representing an earlier era of
design. I will place these tw o 2D adventur e games in contrast
to Grim FandangoRemastered,a rare example of a 3D adventur e
game remake recently released.

REVISITIN G THE AD VENTURES OF GUYB RUSH
THREEP W OO D

Secret of Monkey Island is one of several remakes that
demonstrates its fidelity thr ough providing the user with the
ability to switch fr om the ÒnewÓgraphics to the original interface
at any time. The inclusion of this functionality makes the
experienced player wonder at the need for the graphical
overhaul, while the new player is mor e lik ely to swipe once to
reveal the visuals and then back away. Reviewers reassured fans
of the gameÕs careful attention to the original: ÒIfyou have played
the game but itÕs been a while, note that the new art and voice
over are the only new things to find here. Beyond the cosmetic
changes, this is exactly the same game you played in 1990Ó
(Hatfield, 2010).However, someeditions aremor e than cosmetic,
including an in-game hint system designed to make the logic
mor e accessible to players unfamiliar with the genre and a
completely redesigned interface that takes into account not only

WELL PLAYED 71



changed expectations but also new platforms such as
touchscreen tablets and consoles where the game was ported.

Some of the gameÕs fidelity to the original includes references
inaccessible to the modern player: ÒNo egregious ÒGreedo
shoots firstÓ revisionisms, nor lame attempts to ÒcontemporizeÓ
jokeshere; quips about buying Loom and adventur e game death
penalties fr om riv al developer Sierra On-Line are still presentÓ
(Nguyen, 2009). This is characteristic of the genre, as Krista
Bonello Rutter Giappone (2015) notes that adventur e gamesasa
genre are particularl y notable for self-par ody and self-r eferential
humor that extends beyond a single gameand often encompasses
a much larger context, linking even outside the works of one
publisher . The inclusion of such moments gestures to the desire
to preserve not just the central experience of the game, but also
its placement in a genre with its own cultur e and norms, even
at the expenseof accessibility to new players unlik ely to find an
ÒAsk me about LOO MÓbutton to be mor e than a confusing aside.
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Figure 1. LeChuckÕs pirate ship in the original game (top) and special edition (bottom)

(Zyle, 2010)

Consider these screenshots comparing our exploration of
LeChuckÕs pirate ship in The Secret of Monkey Island Remastered
with the original graphics: placements are consistent, and the
characters occupy the same world of colors as in the original,

WELL PLAYED 73



though with added depth. The familiar avatar of Guybrush
Thr eepwood that the player once embodied is wearing his
customary garb, though he seems to have gained both height
and blondeness. The expressions on the ghost pirates are mor e
readable,but details such asthe center pirateÕs peg leg have been
altered. With the loss of pixelation we also have a change in
mood: the skeletal head in the background can be clearly noted,
and yet the cliffs have lost some of their jagged foreboding. The
mor e concrete pirates are less humor ous, with some of the
exaggeration no longer carrying forw ard. This emotional
disconnect even when the image is apparently faithful is
significant. From a historical perspective, Richard Rouse (1999)
took on both film and game remakes as perhaps the mor e
insidious f or their appar ent fidelity:

Here we have a game masquerading as the original, which to the
untrained observer will look exactly lik e the original Centipede,
and to those who have never played the original may actually
conclude that this is the original. However, it is not as finel y tuned
as the original was, and as a result new players of the game who
mistakenly think this is the real classicCentipede will be left with a
false impr ession of it.

(Rouse, 1999)

Rouse endorses emulators as an alternativ e, which is a
particularl y important statement given the fidelity to the
encoded original that emulators allow: however, it suggeststhat
the underl ying logic is mor e important to fidelity than aesthetics
and interface, a tr oubling assertion particularl y when taken
across genres.

Emulation is particularl y significant in the case of a game lik e
this one, which was made in a dedicated tool built specificall y
for the genre. The SCUMM (Script Creation Utility for M aniac
M ansion) engine behind the original Secret of Monkey Island
off ered a distinctiv e system for temporal narrativ e, which
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Michael Black (2012) notes as a key distinguishing structur e
behind this era of interactiv e narrativ e. One of the leads on
SCUMM, Mik e Bevan, noted that futur e-pr oofing wasa concern
but not an o verriding one:

I donÕtthink that any of us thought that SCUMM gameswould be
around this long. I work ed on the system for about 12 years and I
tried really hard to Ôfuture proofÕmy code by testing acrossasmany
computers as I could. When developing under Windo ws, I would
test it under Windo ws NT , even if that wasnÕtone of the target
machines, but NT requir ed stricter coding standards. So if it ran
under NT , chances were impr oved that it would run under other
futur e Windo ws operating systems.

(Bevan, 2013)

The system has proven somewhat resilient for adaptation,
although there is no longer any commer cial support for it and
the task has fallen to fans seeking to preserve their ability to play
classic games: ÒWith projects such as ScummVM, a fan-written
SCUMM interpr eter, additional target machines are now
possible. That Monkey Islandwas selected as one of fiv e games
to be running at an exhibit at the Smithsonian M useum of
American Art shows how good storytelling is often mor e
important than flash-in-the-pan games based only on
technologyÓ(Bevan, 2013). However, the Smithsonian Õs model of
large-screen displays and limited play time also makesit difficult
for any exhibition visitors to appreciate or experience that
narrativ e. The removal fr om the classic interface context (with a
focus on projection and distance fr om the characters that would
previously have occupied an intimate 14-inch monitor ) creates
further barriers fr om the Òoriginal. Ó

In a blog post on how he would approach revisiting the M onkey
Island franchise, original designer Ron Gilbert also emphasized
the importance of the SCUMM engine:

I would rebuild SCUMM. Not SCUMM as in the exact same
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language, but what SCUMM brought to those games. It was a
languagebuilt around making adventur egamesand rapid iteration.
It did things Lua could never dream of. When Lua was in High
School, SCUMM beat it up for lunch money. True story . SCUMM
liv ed and breathed adventur e games. IÕd build an engine and a
language where funn y ideas can be laughed about at lunch and be
in the gamethat afternoon. SCUMM did that. ItÕs something that is
getting lost toda y.

(Gilbert, 2013)

Emulation preserves SCUMM and the logical patterns that
designers new to Lucasfilm Games would have learned and
mastered as part of their initial training before even beginning
to prototype graphical adventur e games.However, the processof
emulation is far lessaccessibleto the averageuser than a remake.
For instance, an examination of the wiki pageon DosBox (2016)
for would-be emulators of The Secret of Monkey Island shows
dir ections are given for both DosBox and ScummVM, a
SCUMM -dedicated virtual machine. In both cases,difficulties
can be expected not only in installation but it convincing audio
files to play on modern machines. Such projects are also only as
good astheir committed, unpaid teams,and thus can at any stage
fall to the w ayside.

REMA STERED AND RELO AD ED

While The Secret of Monkey Island kick ed off the tr end of
adventur e game remakes, it represents one of the few in-house
projects of its kind. Other initiativ es follo wing in this pattern
have fr equently involved the original game designer, but rarely
the original company. However, this hasnÕtlessenedthe emphasis
on fidelity . M ost of the games targeted for remakes have been
2D gamesfr om the days before 3D graphics rose to dominance,
and few of the franchises liv ed to see 3D graphics intr oduced
into their original context. However, another recent remastering
draws attention to one of the few 3D successesof the genre,
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Grim Fandango, which strikingl y employs remodeled characters
but not back grounds:

Just as the excellent craft behind Grim Õs story means itÕs no less
engrossing today than it wasin 1998, its 3D graphics have also held
up surprisingl y well. BecauseGrim has such unique art dir ection,
its low-pol ygon characters havenÕtaged as poorl y as youÕd expect.
In fact, the original pre-rendered backgrounds help the graphics
look borderline modern. Thus, switching back and forth between
the original and remastered graphics on the fl y only changes the
characters, whose detail and lighting ar e cleaned up for 2015.

(M cCaffr ey 2015)

Reviewers particularl y noted the reverence with which Grim
Fandango tr eats the original: ÒDouble Fine (lead by Grim
Fandangocreator Tim Schafer) has taken every scrap of the
beloved classic and transported it to modern platf orms with the
feather-light touch of a National Archives curator touching up
the U.S. Constitution Ó (McElr oy, 2015).
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Figure 2. MannyÕs office in the original (top) and remastered (bottom) version (McElroy,

2015)

Thanks to this archival approach, Grim Fandango Remastered
presents perhaps the most compelling model of what a remake
can be: driv en by the original designer, and including detailed
commentary tracks fr om Tim Schafer and team, the game not
only recreates the original mechanics but also provides further
insight into references,including details of clear cinematic nods
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to Brazil, TheMalteseFalcon,and Casablanca.Laura Preston notes
that the gamebecomesits own lesson in design history aswell as
a reminder that cr eativity often springs fr om limitations:

I listened to challenges the Grim Fandango team faced due to basic
3D graphics available at the time. ItÕs hard to engageplayers when
your characters are basic geometric shapeswith rough textur esÉor
is it? Tim explained that seeing a paper-m‰chŽskeleton got him
thinking creatively. The rounded torsos of the skeletons with
painted on ribs would be perfect for their new 3D graphic style. The
debonair skeletal protagonist, wasan elegant solution to a practical
design limitation.

(Preston, 2015)

Such commentary also creates its own reflexiv e ir ony, as the
characters themselves are the most notabl y changed in this new
iteration. Giv en the genreÕs reliance on an emotional connection
with the playerÕs avatar, these changes are disconcerting: itÕs a
physical update to the embodied self.

The tr end towards remaking in graphic adventur e games is far
fr om over, with Day of the TentacleRemastered releasedin early
2016 (with an iOS version released in July 2016) and inviting
players to revisit Purple TentacleÕs quest to take over the world.
However, players finding themselves on this journey ÒbackÉto
the M ansion!Ó will be confr onted with a familiar sight: a
Commodor e-style computer tucked up in one of the characterÕs
rooms running a playable version of Maniac Mansion(Lucasfilm
Games 1987), the gameÕs prequel and the impetus behind the
initial creation of the SCUMM engine. Does it run? This
question wason fanÕs minds prior to the release,and answered in
a pre-launch interview:

Double Fine VP of Development M att Hansen made sure to point
out that the full M aniac M ansion game is indeed full y intact within
Day of the Tentacle Remastered. For those that played the original
Day of the Tentacle, itÕs in the exact same spot as it was before.
Is M aniac M ansion itself full y remastered? Unfortunatel y, no, itÕs
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just as it was,but fans of the original game arenÕtabout to quibble
with that minor detail, given that itÕs widel y regarded asone of the
greatest adventur e games of its era.

(M ejia, 2015)

However, the very phrasing of the announcement raises its own
questions: right now, the original Maniac Mansion is unplayable
without significant fiddling and a virtual machine. How long will
ManiacMansionstand open for visitors, if indeed this computer -
within-a-computer launches at all? And indeed, how long will
Purple TentacleÕs quest for world domination be open for
thwarting in the context of industry where preservation is an
afterthought, and the remake a futile stop-gap against a tide of
shifting bits?

Dr ew M essinger-Michaels draws attention to the minimalism
with which the designers approached the processof remastering
Day of the Tentacle:

Day of the TentacleÉhas been Remastered with what I would be
tempted to call an even lighter touch if not for the almost obscene
amount of work that its approach requir es: Rather than
reimagining the visuals, DoubleFine has painstakingl y smoothed
out the jaggy pixels of old (which new drawings rather than some
glib aliasing filter ) in order to make the game look lik e what it was
apparently intend to look lik e the first time around: an exuberant
hand-dra wn cartoon.

(M essigner-Michaels, 2016)

Giv en the teamÕs clear visual influence fr om cartoons of the era,
the art of the ÒremakeÓcould in fact be seenasa truer realization
of the intended outcomes. Every game is constrained by its
platf orm: classic adventur e games faced limitations in size,
resolution, graphics processing,and audio. In some cases,those
constraints led to compelling outcomes. This visual
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transformation attracts mix ed feelings fr om devotees of the
original:

IÕm in tw o minds about this. On the one hand I feel lik e most
attempts to impr ove visuals in remastered games are driv en by a
misguided assumption that older art automaticall y equalsworse art
thanks to the technical restrictions of computers at the time. This
isnÕtalways true, and for the Lucasarts adventur es itÕs particularl y
untrue; those gameshad pixel art that hinted at what wasnÕtthere in
a masterful way, and neither of the MonkeyIslandremastersmanaged
to better the pixelated renderings of Steve PurcellÕs original hand-
drawn backgrounds despite having a tw enty year advantage.

(Hentzau, 29)

The primary changes are driv en by interface: in the original,
the SCUMM interface took up the majority of the screen. In
the remake, an alternativ e is presented: ÒRemastered borr ows a
page fr om later LucasArts gameslik e Samand Max Hit the Road,
handling actions with a pop-up wheel full of options. This mor e
modern interface givesDay of the TentacleRemasteredmor e room
to breathe, and it makes for swifter navigation and interaction Ó
(Alexandra, 2016). However, a player of the remastered version
relying on this swifter navigation is lik ely to miss a number of the
humor ous moments that a player using the SCUMM interface
(with its visible verb and noun play) would encounter . Lik ewise,
the removal of the characteristic system and interface obscures
the gameÕs connection to its genre. The oft -disparaged reliance
on point -and-click powered exploration of the interface is also
at the heart of much of the genreÕs humor: Òtheadventur e game
is a genre immediatel y so self-r eferential, it seems to weave a
network of texts that refer back to themselves in a way that
ÒestablishesÓits credentials as genre Ñ on the other , it actively
sets up a tw o-w ay participatory dynamic, making the player
aware of the interp lay between the medium Õs limitations and the
possibilities they enableÓ (Giappone, 2015).

The iOS version of Day of the Tentacleservesasa visual warning
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of the challenges of interface emulation facing digital
preservation. Games made nativ ely for iOS face not only the
death of their platf orm but the death of their operating system
version as imminent thr eats to their surviv al: gamesand digital
art works regularly disappear fr om the app store with the advent
of a major update. As a platf orm for revisiting point and click
works, the touch screen also struggles with the diff erence
between observing and interacting with envir onmentsÑthe
distinction of moving versus clicking the mouse is lost, and it is
mor e difficult to p hysically Òexplor eÓ in fine-tuned detail.

These remastered editions also change in audio, which can be
well-r eceived when the source files lend themselves to the
remake, as in Full Throttle: as one reviewer commented, ÒYou
can switch back and forth between the original mono monoton y,
and the superbly remixed version, and thereÕs no contest Ð crisp,
clear voices over unfuzzy music Ð itÕs a joyÓ(Walker, 2017). The
remastered audio includes the original voices, unlik e recasting
that was necessitated in other remakes (including the Gabriel
Knight: Sinsof theFatheranniversary edition, which replaced Tim
Curry and other iconic voice actors with new actors.) The
original Full Throttle was released in 1995 and was lauded for
its soundtrack, which featured the music of a rock band called
The Gone Jackals, so changesto the auditory aspectof the game
would have drawn particular scrutin y. Disconnects in remakes
soundtracks can transform how each version is received,
particularl y by existing fans looking to relive a familiar
experience. Describing his goals in the remake, Tim Schafer
again emphasized fidelity: ÒItÕs a collaboration of a bunch of
artists coming together . The acting, the writing, the sound
design, the music. All these people work ed together to make
this thing, and we donÕtwant to mess with it. We just want to
present it in the best way possible, and make it mor e true to the
original intentions. WeÕre getting rid of artefacts, compr ession,
and old tech to make it look lik e it look ed in our mindsÓ(Kelly,
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2017). However, those so-called ÒartefactsÓare part of the text,
and the value of their removal is questionable: the samereviewer
(Walker, 2017) who praised the remastering of sound noted that
the aesthetics were not impr oved by the visual equivalent
process.

The ongoing value of the remasterings here to the companies
that own them is obvious: a remake can be sold commer ciall y
mor e easily than the original games, which requir e emulators
and effort to successfully run and are often already easily found
thr ough abandonware. A successful remake can potentiall y be
a launching -off point for further profit fr om an existing
intellectual property , such asthe Odd Gentlemen reboot of KingÕs
Quest (2015). Obviousl y, such works are not intended to be an
answer to the pressingquestions of softw are preservation facing
scholars and archivists of playable mediaÑ however, thanks in
part to their emphasison the elusive qualities of fidelity , they can
function as an important step in that pr ocess.

CON CL USI ON : FUTURE CHALLEN GES IN PROCED URAL
REMAKES

Every remake examined here includes fundamental breaks with
the original, however close the designers tried to stay to the
original. This isnÕt necessarily bad, but it does draw their
suitability as artifacts of canonical preservation into question.
Work on preservation in media archaeology typicall y focused
on the full artifact: collections such as the Computer History
M useum and the Str ong Archive of Play, aswell asprojects such
as the NEH -funded collaboration on Preserving Virtual Worlds
(M cDonough et al, 2010), involve archivists and scholars in
preservation work that goes well beyond industry practices.
Similarl y, fan practices (including the pirating of abandoned
games for play thr ough emulators, see Coleman and Dyer-
Withef ord, 2007) have a broader reach than the commer ciall y-
viable titles cherrypick ed by corporate producers for the
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investment of a remake. Ian Bogost and N ick M ontf ortÕs work
in establishing the field of platf orm studies provides us a context
for suggestingwhy both experiencesof the remake are ultimatel y
unsatisfying: even in the most apparently faithful remake, layers
of code, softw are, interface, and hardware have been stripped
away and the work is fundamentall y re-contextualized fr om its
original platf orm (2007). You canÕtstep into the sameriv er twice,
even if it is made of pixels.The desire to remake is a preservation
instinct (even when corporate, it tends to be initiated by creators
or fans rather than by a model of profit ), but it is also perhaps the
ultimate act of futility in a rapidl y changing technological world.
Emulation will step in to save only chosen works, while others
are unlik ely to see a lif espan much beyond the liv es of their
creators or intellectual property owners and, corr espondingly,
their cr eatorsÕ intentional care and continual r emaking.

M any of the remakesexamined here have versions that are even
mor e tied to a closed platf orm than the original works: iOS
remakes will, if not updated regularly, disappear fr om the App
Stor e with little hope of remaining playable. While the cross-
platf orm natur e of most of theseremakeswill keepthem playable
for a longer period of time on mor e backwards-compatible
envir onments such as the Windo ws operating system, there is a
dark inevitability of an emulated futur e that is also a reminder
that remakes are still a solution for a particular moment. This
seemsto contradict the mantra of fidelity espousedby designers,
who tr eat the process as one of preservation perhaps in large
part so the games can mor e easily function as sites of nostalgia
for players recalling former experiences. This desire for fidelity
is perhaps at war with the other commer cial purpose of
intr oducing new players to a canonical gaming narrativ e, but it
does assist in the value of these games for teaching canonical
games to students and newcomers to genres such as the
adventur e game. However, underl ying these remakes is a larger
assumption that newer graphics are inher ently better . The
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resistance on the part of some fans to the value (and need) for
the remake reinforcesthe value of the original: while many of the
graphic styles of these gameswere a responseto the constraints
of their platf orm, those constraints motiv ated creativity and
originality . Jesper Juul has noted that many indie games rely
on a Òcounterfactual nostalgiaÓof false pixelization, embracing
constraints that modern platf orms no longer possessas a way
of inviting nostalgic consumption (2015). It is thus ir onic that
these consumer remakes, inher ently rooted in nostalgia, mostl y
promise fidelity while delivering new versions of games
themselvesreflecting the graphical norms of a new, and fleeting,
moment.
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