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Abstract 

This essay is a look into the future of games with new technology at hand, it serves as a 

closer look at new challenges and ways to overcome those challenges in VR game design. 

What new untapped way of acting on immersive storytelling can we convey with this 

interactive medium and how can we treat our players sense of agency within a VR world with 

the necessary respect it deserves. This paper will dive into the idea of walking a mile in 

someone else’s shoes and how to create a believable, narrative driven, non-restrictive game 

experience using aesthetic choices, world interactions and environmental storytelling as our 

design tools. Aesthetic choices aren’t just a matter of achieving the highest realism though 

graphical fidelity, instead it requires us to go deeper and look at a more traditional way of 

designing our games art, to deeper convey immersion through minimalism and environmental 

design to name a few. The goal is to understand how a world’s environments and the game 

art in that environment could affect agency, all to support a more deeply focused, curious and 

in the end more immersive session of play.  

A virtual reality game called Norn have been produced alongside this paper to showcase 

these features come into play. Norn is a narrative driven experience set in a stylistic old norse 

setting where you play as a 18 year old girl named Thora and her sister Eira in a coming of 

age story told in a different way. 

We have concluded that methods like the “Weenie”-method help to produce ways to guide 

players subconsciously but need carefully iterative improvements to work. We have also used 

design methods such as Bartle’s (1996) taxonomy of player types and Schell’s´(2008) 

“Pleasures” to build an inviting game environment and gameplay around to achieve personal 

agency. All while streamlining the games art both to overcome technical challenges but also 

to show how stylized environments can help accentuate the intended experiences compared to 

a realistic one. 

Key words: VR, Agency, Game Art, Immersion 

 

Abstract (Swedish) 

Den här uppsatsen syftar till att kolla närmare på framtiden för speldesign. Med VR som ett 

nytt spelmedium behöver vi ta en närmare titt på de nya utmaningar det innebär och sätt att 

handskas med de utmaningarna med hjälp av speldesign. Vilka nya sätt att utforska 
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uppslukande historieberättande kan vi utnyttja i VR och hur kan vi behandla spelarens känsla 

av inverkan (Agency) på spelvärlden på bästa sätt? Den här texten kommer dyka ner i hur det 

är att vara någon annan i en främmande värld, och hur vi skapar en trovärdig, 

historieberättande, icke restriktiv spelupplevelse genom att använda oss utav estetiska val, 

sätt att interagera med omvärlden och environmental storytelling som designverktyg. 

Estetiska val är inte bara något som görs för att skapa något som härmar verkligheten så 

mycket som möjligt. För att förstå våra val så måste vi titta noggrannare på hur vi på ett mer 

traditionellt sätt kan designa vårt spels grafiska stil för att den i sin tur skall kunna stödja en 

spelares känsla av uppslukande i spelet. Detta kommer vi göra genom att titta på hur 

stiliseringar och minimalism tillsammans med världsdesignen kan påverka spelarens 

upplevelse. Målet är att förstå hur ett spels miljöer och spelets komponenter inom den miljön 

kan påverka spelarens känsla av att ha Agency i spelet, som slutligen skall leda till en mer 

uppslukande spelupplevelse för spelaren. 

Ett VR-spel som heter Norn har designats samtidigt som denna uppsats skrivits för att visa på 

några av dessa teorier i spelet. Norn är en narrativt driven spelupplevelse som tar plats i en 

nordiskt influerad fantasy-värld, där du spelar som en 18-årig flicka som heter Thora i en 

“Coming of age”- berättelse som involverar Thora och hennes syster Eira. 

Vi har kommit till slutsatsen att metoder som “Weenie”-metoden hjälper att vägleda spelaren 

undermedvetet men behöver väldigt noggrann iterativ förbättring för att fungera bra. Vi har 

även använt designmetoder som “Bartle’s (1996) taxonomy of player types” och Schell’s 

(2008) “Pleasures” för att bygga en välkomnade spelomgivning och mekaniskt intressant 

gameplay för att skapa intressant inverkan (Agency) i spelvärlden anpassad till spelarens 

personlighet. Samtidigt som att vi simplifierat vår spelgrafik både för att hjälpa till i 

optimeringen av krävande VR-spel men också för att visa på hur stiliserade omgivningar kan 

hjälpa till att förstärka en avsedd upplevelse eller känsla i jämförelse mot en realistisk.  

Nyckelord: VR, Agency, Game Art, Immersion 
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1. Background  

The presence players are experiencing every time they put on a virtual reality headset is an 

amazing experience to behold. They are for the first time transported to an entirely different 

place. Able to interact with their new world and experience something entirely new, all while 

still being in their own homes. Virtual reality (VR) is today most known to the public as a 

pair of goggles you put on your head, covering your entire eyesight but instead showing a 

virtual world built in software via screens placed inside the headset, called a head mounted 

display (HMD). It already have a wide variety of usage in different fields such as 

architecture, medicine, visualization & social, but will have its big debut primarily as a 

gaming device fulfilling the dream of actually “being” and controlling another character. 

Especially with the addition of motion tracked controllers giving the player the feeling of 

interaction and being able to shape a whole new world they’re in. By having this type of 

technology, which mimics your real movements via your hands and head, we are not limiting 

gaming to an abstract control scheme or device anymore. This in turn leads to game 

experiences that can immerse players in a way we haven’t really seen done before. To 

enhance that feeling even further a focus have been given to the player's choices and actions 

to have real consequences and meaning by designing for agency. This has been done before 

in more traditional games but VR takes it to a whole other level of potential immersion, and 

by incorporating it into the game as a core design pillar there’s a chance for players to have 

the most realistic portrayal of being another character to this day. But there’s a problem, to 

even be able to make all of these potential experiences come to life in VR, software 

technology and supporting hardware technology is needed, and that technology still have a 

long way to go. The result of getting into these new imaginary worlds and seeing it closer up 

than ever before is also the risks and quite frankly the inevitability of seeing “the seams in the 

textures”. And this is not only in regards to textures applied on 3D-meshes but rather a 

metaphor for seeing the technical difficulties and the flaws in closer detail than ever before, 

such as low resolution and the lack of depth in textures and meshes. Eventually we must 

come to realize that all these trivial things we take for granted in regular games are suddenly 

not as legitimate anymore. The same room for super realistic and high resolution game art, 

isn’t available in this medium yet. Therefore, it’s so important to discuss how to approach a 

games art as a tool to further convey the feelings of immersion at all time, and avoiding the 
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limits in fidelity hurting the player's immersion.  In other words, with a new medium at hand 

that gives us the possibilities of immersion that we used to be only able to dream of but with 

the limitations and technical fidelity of a 6th or 7th generation console game, how do we use 

these limited graphical and technical options in the best way possible to support this new 

immersive medium? By researching these limitations with an agency centric workflow and 

engaging game art in mind we aim to find out ways to overcome and how to handle these 

limitations.  

 

Digital games is such a new medium that to some, it’s still in its early infancy, and like all 

mediums is evolving and finding new meanings, relevance & directions on a daily basis and 

will much likely continue doing so in the future with the increasing development in 

technology. Marshall Mcluhan (1964) describes it as “The Medium is the Message”. In his 

own words, he describes it as; 

“This is mearnely to say that the personal and social consequences of any medium - 

that is, of any extension of ourselves . result from the new scale that is introduced into 

our affairs by each extension of ourselves…” (Understanding Media, p. 7)  

The idea here is that the mediums have a far greater impact on the fundamental shape and 

nature of society than any message that is delivered through that medium. Looking back at 

history, this meant for example that the radio and television reshaped the entire way we 

structure our daily time schedule and reshaped the way we actually arrange and physically 

build our houses today. Now this isn’t to dismiss the power of the content these mediums 

produce or the power of “ideas” because obviously, the power of the radio and the television 

is tied to the volume of information they carry to society. But Mcluhan argues “Indeed, it is 

only too typical that the “content” of any medium blinds us to the character of the medium.” 

(Understanding Media, p. 9) In essence it’s an argument of capacity. Mediums extending our 

own capability. What makes the television and radio powerful is not necessarily its content 

but its capacity to deliver that specific content. Content is really potent but comparatively 

very slow. Ideas takes a long time to sink in, to eventually catch on and spread. But 

technology will steamroll and rebuild entire ways of thought over the course of a single 

decade, if not faster. Ideas changes our interactions but mediums change the fundamental 

scale of those interactions. The cellphone for example completely reshaped the personal 

habits and rituals of social gatherings. We changed the way we think about our clothing and 
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its utility to accommodate our phones. For a lot of people the location of power outlets and 

cable ports all dictates how they arrange public areas of their own homes. Drawing any 

comparison to natural forces, ideas are like erosion, powerful and unstoppable but slow. 

Mediums are earthquakes, dramatically and even violently reshaping the landscape over night 

when they arrive. So going back to the argument to be made then is that no argument about 

ideas should ever be fully divorced from the mediums from which those ideas are delivered 

and the characters of those mediums. Because more than just the way the mediums reshape 

our daily physical lives they reshape the very nature of the content that they deliver. 

This insight is key to understanding the way virtual reality as a medium will progress and 

affect our daily lives in the years to come, not only what content it might bring but also the 

social and cultural aspects of it. This is also key to understanding why we have chosen to do 

this research. We want to help empower our field of research (Game design) and give tools 

and inspiration for all game designers that will contribute to ensure that the future of the VR 

medium is a successful one. 

1.2 Research Question 

We want to explore different options and ways of ensuring player agency with the help of the 

environment in a VR game. Ultimately our thesis is that without the player feeling agency in 

the environment the player cannot be immersed in the VR-experience. 

1.3 Aim 

We aim to further explore and contribute to the VR-medium as it is today. We’d like to find 

out through working with Norn, how we can best design our world and game with great 

immersion in mind. To ensure that immersion we need to find ways to design what actually 

gives the player a sense of agency in the game world to begin with. Hopefully this text can 

prove some insight in how to develop with these essential subjects in mind. Through finding 

out how our design choices can affect this we hope that we can give future game designers in 

VR a helping hand in making the right decisions. The ultimate goal is to contribute to the 

game design community and see more great VR experiences in the future. 
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1.4 Writing Process 

The writing process of this thesis have been done in conjunction with the production of the 

virtual reality game Norn (2017). This was the goal from the beginning and very deliberate to 

have a place to test everything on. It started out as a piece about emotional relationships in 

virtual reality and as more of the game was produced the more we knew it had to go in 

another direction. As production went along on Norn (2017) we kept our agile management 

plan updated on what we’ve done during the production and that was very helpful for the 

thesis. With that said our perspective changed very late in the process and almost the entire 

paper was rewritten to more fit what we were actually researching on Norn (2017) rather than 

our initial thoughts about it. A big part of that has been that we’ve been working on all the 

technical aspects of it to even make it work and that took a long time, so long so that the 

vision of the original plan had been drastically shifted and we had to adjust to that at the last 

minute which turns can be a bit tricky. 

 

The writing process as a whole was short but effective, we could have started out with a more 

concrete research question and go from there but in practice that wouldn’t really apply. 

Technical limitations was one of those reasons for us, since working with new technology in 

this case VR, where no set rules really has been made makes this a bit hard to have 

everything planned before hand. In the end it was a successful project that won a developer 

grant of 40 000 SEK at Creative Coast Festival’s Game Concept Challenge 2017 and we 

hope it inspires others to keep on creating interesting VR content in the future. 

2. Previous and Current Research 

This chapter will go into what academic research we decided to base our understanding of 

agency in design and engaging game art on. This was made to further investigate how we 

could approach it in a whole new light for our own virtual reality game. Everything from how 

agency is perceived and used in today’s games as well as different opinions on it’s uses. 

We’re also focusing on the emotional aspect of agency and how to approach designing an 

environment similarly to designing a character with regards to evoking emotion in the player, 

to ultimately enhance the notion of presence inside a virtual world. Further we also bring up 

research about how to approach a games art and design to create an environment that 

facilitates our focus on giving the player presence and a sense of agency in the VR-game. 
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2.1 Agency in Design 

“the more freedom the player is given, the less personality the character will have. It 

just becomes a ‘cursor’ for the player’s actions.” - Gonzalo Frasca, 2001 

 

To examine the notion of agency and our current understanding of it a look into the academic 

background and its use in the game industry might shed some light into why it's such an 

important piece in achieving presence in today’s games. This is an incredibly empowering 

feeling, to embody someone else for just a moment or direct yourself into another persona. 

Not for escapism but just to see your actions have direct consequences in a compressed scale, 

not like our own world today where you sometimes can’t connect a choice to it’s real 

consequences. That is why agency matters, to have that chance to control your own destiny. 

 

Agency as many know it today probably comes from Janet Murray’s Hamlet on the Holodeck 

(1997). She describes it as followed “the satisfying power to take meaningful action and see 

the results of our decisions and choices”. That in itself has it’s flaws unfortunately as it only 

takes into account interactions already established by either narrative or programmed 

definitions in very broad terms. Others have had their own take on agency as Salen & 

Zimmerman (2004) who describes it as “Playing a game means making choices and taking 

actions” in which all activity is occurring within a game-system already designed to support 

meaningful choices.”  

 

This has prompted others to continue their research of agency and the different types of it 

occurring in video games as of today. Tanenbaum & Tanenbaum (2009) reduced it into three 

main pillars of agency. Agency of choice, freedom or illusion. All with their different 

strengths and weaknesses that has resulted in completely new mechanics and narrative in 

games we now take for granted and to some degree feel overused or doesn’t have that 

impactful anymore. An example of this would be God of War II’s (2007) quick time events 

(QTE). It’s visceral, profound accelerating and very effective to what it tried to accomplish 

with their agency of playing as a rage infused demigod. This is a typical agency of illusion, a 

trick which actually limits the player’s actions in order to enhance that experience. This 
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worked for what they set out to create, to drive that emotional feeling but it won’t work in 

every case. 

 

“The player is an agent of chaos, making the medium ill-equipped to convey a pre-

authored narrative with anywhere near the effectiveness of books or film...the game 

designer's role is to provide the player with an intriguing place to be, and then give 

them tools to perform interactions they'd logically be able to as a person in that 

place—to fully express their agency within the gameworld that's been provided. In 

pursuit of these values, the game designer's highest ideal should be verisimilitude of 

potential experience.” - Steve Gaynor, 2008 

 

What Gaynor brings up here is the most fundamental aspect game designers need to have 

when thinking about agency in design for their experiences. There shouldn’t be a limitation 

by designing constraints for the player. The focus should be on enhancing the immersion by 

ultimately expanding the different range of available choices given to the player. Or in a more 

direct context. “Freedom to act upon the world without restrictions” - Steve Gaynor, 2008 

This fits VR’s mentality much better, feeding that curiosity to a whole new level, letting the 

player explore at their own pace. However, if you take this mentality all the way it’s just 

going to be an empty sandbox to play around in with little to no substance of your actions. 

The solution could rather be to come up with a way to handle these moments of nothingness 

and give them meaning, or at least the illusion of agency even if there’s none mechanically. 

Further driving that role of letting the player being an “agent of chaos”. 

 

“The mechanics of a computer game may realize the 

designed formal structures at all three levels, but players 

may be more or less free to play creatively in a style of 

their preference, in tune or at odds with the design 

emphasis in the computer game artifact.” - Craig, A. Lindley 

 

Lindley (2008) Proposes another approach that doesn’t design for player’s freedom but rather 

determine each individual player’s engagement or subversion to the structure of the whole 
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game experience. Three different modes of behavior have been made to accommodate how 

each player engage with the narrative aspects of games. 

 

“The Audience : passive reception of a narrative, i.e. being told a story; this is the model 

implicit within the use of predefined cut scenes in commercial computer games to convey 

story elements designed by the game developers - Lindley, 2008 

 

The Performer : active performance of a character role within an unfolding story; further 

distinctions here might be made in terms of the degree to which the role and/or the story are 

predefined, as opposed to being created by the performer prior to or during the performance 

- Lindley, 2008 

 

The immersionist: immersion of the player in the character, i.e. the player/character 

distinction is dissolved into a unified persona within the game world; here too there is a 

question of the degree of character predefinition required to encourage immersion.” 

 - Lindley, 2008 

 

These reflects the broad spectrum in which games are categorized as having more passive 

experiences or engaging and immersive approach towards game design. Being the passive 

watcher like the more traditional mediums such as films or an acting participant with a notion 

of meaning in your actions. Both spectrums could be very effective, it all depends on how the 

game is set up and played. Agency is not then about selecting between different options but 

rather about expressing intent and receiving a satisfying response to that initial intent. 

Dourish (2001) describes that interaction is “not simply about what people do in the world, 

but about how those actions accomplish meaningful events” So the argument made here is for 

game designers to redirect their efforts from facilitating player freedom and more towards 

facilitating meaningful expression for the player. That expression should be clear but filled 

with complexity to enhance the agency players experience in the context of the game and an 

very effective way of achieving that is via emotions. 
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2.2 Emotional focused Agency 

The first step in achieving really any form of agency in a game is to start having a 

relationship towards something or someone. In virtual reality that requires one specific thing, 

presence. Without it you simply can’t get invested in the moment and anything you do would 

be meaningless. So, what can be done as a means to ultimately reach that state of presence in 

a virtual reality experience via your emotions? Calvo & Peters (2014) suggest that 

compassion is just that, a step into something more, that could be described as a deeper 

immersion. According to their research empathy is the first step that leads into compassion 

and if acted upon, leads to altruism. That sets up the stage for designing a world you can feel 

immersed inside. To act on those decisions for something or someone. A list was provided as 

guidelines for designing for compassion in an interactive medium:  

 

 • Addressing appraisals of deservedness  

• Supporting feelings of agency 

• Providing opportunities for the practice of altruism  

• Providing opportunities for elevation  

• Supporting compassion training practices. 

 ( Calvo & Peters, Compassion vs. Empathy, p. 51) 

 

Creating opportunities to express oneself seems to be the common denominator here which as 

described before is a type of agency. The suggestion is also that acting on a more positive 

mindset seems to be much more easily shareable than negative ones to reach that level of 

immersion and therefore give the player agency in game.  

 

Kober & Neuper (2013) suggest that achieving presence in a virtual reality experience is 

entwined with our subjective personality traits such as absorption, which showed a significant 

increase in presence in their tests. Absorption is described to the extent to which someone 

becomes fully involved or immersed in objects or events in the experience as a whole. Quite 

similar to Flow. Schell (2008) explains it as the fine line between boredom and anxiety 

keeping the players in focus at all times. Some components to have in mind when designing 

for flow according to Schell (2008) is clear goals, no distractions, direct feedback & 
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continuously challenging. These methods are regarded as basic game design pillars for any 

game for pacing but they do paint a similar workflow when working towards absorption 

which according to Kober & Neuper (2013) is the key to achieving presence in virtual reality. 

 

According to Paiva et al., (2005) empathy is just as important as emotional expressions, 

autonomy and personality to make a character believable for the person experiencing it. We 

don’t only suspend our disbelief and look at the characters as “alive” but also establish an 

emotional bond, even as arbitrary as a made-up cartoon or animal we still have that 

connection. We empathize with them, feel sad when they are, angry when something is unfair 

to the character, yell at them for doing the wrong things when we expected something else 

entirely, we’re now invested in them as a real person. In broad terms “an observer reacting 

emotionally because he perceives that another is experiencing or about to experience an 

emotion” another take on it would be “the process whereby one person `feels her himself into 

the consciousness of another person” 

 

The same theory could be applied to the context of a virtual world. Really any of the 

previously mentioned research could be. The player still want that connection to have 

relevance and meaning. Despite how unlikely it is to ever happen in the real world. Curiosity 

drives the player to keep exploring it, get immersed and get these emotional bonds they seek. 

(Wispé 1986) suggests conveying emotions and having the correct expressions is the key to 

making it believable. Facilitating player’s different subjective personalities to connect to their 

emotions, could in turn enhance their experience agency or as Kober & Neuper (2013) 

suggests, Absorption.   

 

2.3 Virtual reality focused game art 

“John Hench, one of the great Disney Imagineers, would often say that anyone can 

make things look good from far away - it’s making them also look good close up that 

is hard.” - Jesse Schell (2008) 

 

Going into this chapter we must first establish how we define game art and in which way we 

work with it in relation to agency. In this text, we will be using game art as descriptive words 



 
 

 

14 

for all the graphical elements of a game. Everything from character design to materials used 

in the environment. Therefore, we consider all elements such as environments, animations, 

textures and in general all visual elements of a game to be categorized under game art. We 

will be looking at how game art can be used in the best way possible to support a player's 

immersion and not get in the way, eventually to facilitate for a player to feel agency in the set 

VR-world. 

 

There are several types of VR-games out there such as Job Simulator (2016), The 

Brookhaven Experiment(2016) or Raw Data (2016) , all games with very different visual 

styles of game art. In regards to keeping immersion and supporting the desired sense of 

agency we must know what kind of game art design choices will help serve towards that 

purpose. If we take a look at some of the VR-experiences out there you realize quickly that a 

lot of the games that are going for a more “Realistic”-style, feel unpolished and noisy in VR. 

Take the Brookhaven Experiment (2016) for example, a game that is basically a horde mode 

style zombie shooter with very gritty “realistic”-style environments. The feeling and aesthetic 

the game is going for is a horror-esque feel and there is no focus on getting to know the 

character you’re playing or trying to figure out the motives of the zombies or exploring the 

authenticity of the world. The game art in the game is simply a tool for further conveying 

those more basic human instincts such as fear, stress and confusion with the help of darkness 

and a very confusing and gritty world around it. It’s not meant to create a believable world 

with believable characters but rather only going for those base instincts, trying to activate 

them. So, if we were all of the sudden booting up The Brookhaven Experiment (2016) and 

being welcomed to a totally new experience where it was trying to create the kind of 

believable and authentic world that we are looking to create with Norn, we as players/users 

would put a lot more attention to details in the environment such as the faces and objects 

around us, expecting the world to help us believe the fantasy it stages before us. In this case 

the noisy and realistic textures would become annoying and distracting, they would 

constantly bring us out of our immersion since they are trying to mimic our reality but 

completely failing to do so. 
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 Michael Davis (1999), a specialist in Greek philosophy and translator of Aristotle says that 

mimesis1, should be created through “a stylizing of reality in which the ordinary features of 

our world are brought into focus by a certain exaggeration . . . like the relationship of 

dancing to walking”. He also concludes that the more “real” the imitation tries to be the 

falser it actually becomes. Obviously unsuccessfully mimicking reality isn’t the only way to 

lose immersion but if we remove that factor completely we can instead focus on creating 

stylized game art that facilitates emotion and ultimately supports the player's agency. 

Through a expressionistic design rather than a completely naturalistic or realistic one, 

Robinson (2005) argues that well thought out artistic expressions will induce the appropriate 

emotions in its intended audiences.  Expressive art needs to be experienced emotionally and 

not as it’s naturalistic counterpart that focuses on the objective reality that is our own. By 

using this expressive or stylized approach towards our graphical environment the designer 

can instead withdraw the player's attention to what would be perceived as unnatural or 

unrealistic and instead focus on what gives the player the feeling of agency that the designer 

wants. The designer can use this expressive style instead to help guide the player emotionally 

inside the virtual world. Power (2009, p.115) argues that realistic imagery has a poor “signal-

to-noise ratio that can distract unwanted attention, and further that stylized or expressive 

imagery can isolate and accentuate what we want the player to see, guiding and focusing 

attention by amplifying the “signal”.  

 

2.4 Immersive World-building 

“Eastward the dawn rose, ridge behind ridge into the morning, and vanished out of 

eyesight into guess; it was no more than a glimmer blending with the hem of the sky, 

but it spoke to them, out of the memory and old tales, of the high and distant 

mountains.” - J. R. R. Tolkien  

 

Now we shall look even further into how we as designers can design our games. It’s not only 

about knowing how to create the best game art for our game but we also need to look at how 

to use the game art we’ve created and how to populate the surroundings around us to further 

                                                 
1 The term mimesis is derived from the Greek mimesis, meaning to imitate, as 
described by Edwards, Paul (1967) 
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support the players sense of immersion and agency in the world. The following research 

background is used as a basis for us to find ways to create Immersive environments and tools 

for keeping the player engulfed in the presence of his/hers experience.  

 

Rigby & Ryan (2011) argues that authenticity is one of the most important aspects to 

preserve immersion with the player, and that it is often in the details the authenticity shines 

through. Rigby & Ryan (2011) gives us a clear view of what a traditional fictional vampire 

normally should be and then continues to show us what happens if the intended medium does 

not hold up to these expectations;  

 

“Now, if we see a movie in which vampires run around on the beach all day in broad 

daylight while growing old and eating Pop Tarts, that wouldn't feel authentic. Instead 

of feeling drawn into this world, we feel put off, furrowing our brow and wondering 

what the writer was thinking. We may be willing to see if the story can give us a 

convincing alternate set of rules - after all, that's what innovative fiction does. But 

until that happens, we exist outside the story rather than being present within it. In 

other words, the lack of authenticity pushes us out of immersion. Even in fictional 

worlds, authenticity is dependent on things being consistent with our experience and 

understanding.” - Rigby & Ryan, (2011) 

 

This of course being a rather extreme example is still completely valid for VR worlds. For 

example, creating a home for the character in a narrative driven VR experience must feel 

authentic, the designer must create things that are relatable to the player such as small details 

of a worn-out toothbrush or an old toy to create an authentic place where the character could 

actually have been living. Further thinking about how in VR it’s even more important to be 

able to interact with the objects around us, which at first might seem like a scary prospect for 

the designer, but it also serves as a perfect opportunity to entwine these authentic details 

within the environment of your virtual scene. For example, there could be a wooden cup in 

the kitchen area of the player’s home with carved images or letters, or a broken back on that 

book you just grabbed out from the book shelf. Ultimately the authenticity of the scene 

around the player should support the player’s emotional agency in the scene to further 

strengthen the player's immersion. Schell (2008) writes;  
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“J.R.R Tolkien’s worlds are famous for being deep and rich — one way he achieves 

this is through a trick he referred to as “distant mountains. ” Throughout his books, 

he gives names to distant places, people, and events that are never actually 

encountered in the book. The names and brief descriptions make it seem like the 

world is larger and richer than it is. When fans would ask him why he didn’t add 

more detail about these things, he would reply that he could tell them all about the 

distant mountains, but if he did that he’d need to create more distant mountains for 

those distant mountains.“  

 

Another trick then to make our world feel more grounded and full of details is to use “distant 

mountains” to purposefully create a world that is bigger than we can see, details that hint of 

something more. In the real world, we always know that we can encounter something new, 

and that the physical world is so big that we will without a doubt never be able to see every 

detail of our planet or universe, but when we enter a game we always know that the game 

world is limited. But by using these “distant mountains” we can first of all make the game 

experience much more interesting since there might be something new or something more 

around the corner, but also trick the mind into thinking that this world is more alive and 

bigger than it really is, hence giving the player even more reason to stay immersed. 

 

2.5 Summary 

That is our framework, our basis going into this whole understanding of agency centric 

design and engaging game art in virtual reality. We will now take a closer look into how 

these aspects could help shape Norn in creating an inviting presence to which the players feel 

that they’re facilitating meaningful expressions to have that feeling of agency and being a 

part of the world they’re exploring. Through understanding how to build an authentic world 

that invites emotional responses, curiosity and at the same time using stylized game art we 

can hopefully overcome the limitations of VR-technology and accentuate what we as 

designers want our players to see and experience rather than produce unnecessary noise that 

will come in the way of player immersion and agency.  
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3. Method 

This chapter will dive into how we decided to use agency in conjunction with other design 

tools and methods to accentuate the feeling of personal agency inside Norn. We’ll also take a 

closer look into how we established our art direction and world design tricks such as “visual 

weenies” and a stylized art direction to facilitate a focus and a clear direction for the player 

during their play session. 

 

 

3.1 Agency and Player Types 

When designing for agency you should take into consideration all the different players that 

might want to experience it. For some games a lot of different personalities could find the 

same game very engaging in their own way but for entirely different reasons. That sparked 

the interest to find a way to process that data for future games to take into account when 

developing. This is now more commonly known as Bartle’s (1996)  Taxonomy of Player 

Types and goes as follows: 

 

“Achievers: 

Achievers regard points-gathering and rising in levels as their main goal, and all is 

ultimately subservient to this. 

Killers: 

Killers get their kicks from imposing themselves on others. 

Socialisers: 

Socialisers are interested in people, and what they have to say. The game is merely a 

backdrop, a common ground where things happen to players. 

Explorers: 

Explorers delight in having the game expose its internal machinations to them. They 

try progressively esoteric actions in wild, out-of-the-way places, looking for 

interesting features (i.e. bugs) and figuring out how things work.” 
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These player types have been regarded as grand design pillars in player-design for huge 

multiplayer games for over two decades and has seen its relevance as recent as a few years 

ago in the MMORPG Wildstar (2014) in which it was a heavily focused marketing point for 

players described as “Paths”. These included Scientist, Soldier, Settler and Explorer, sound 

familiar? These player types has been dissected and iterated on by multiple people since its 

debut in 1996 but we won’t go into those as we’d like to limit the different directions these 

might take us in our own method of evaluating and building a coherent design method for 

Norn. What we’d rather like to address and present is that you can’t simply build one singular 

experience and expect to reach everyone with it. Schell (2008) brings up caution when 

designing for such simple taxonomies, to comprehend something as complex as a human 

desire. There are nuances of emotions that isn’t taken into considerations. Only a few 

examples of these “Pleasures” would be Anticipation, Thrill, Gift giving, Humor, Pride, 

Wonder, Surprise and Triumph over Adversaries. These small additions give such complexity 

and diversity to something as established and plain as Bartle’s (1996) player types, especially 

when designing for agency which heavily builds from our subjective personalities traits 

suggested by Kober & Neuper (2013). Our method then becomes how to approach each play 

styles while letting agency be our pillar of design to guide us in creating each area in Norn.    

 

3.2 A Character instead of a blank slate 

Other VR games prior have tackled the first person genre in a very different way, Job 

Simulator (2016) being one of them in which you have a very voluntarist type of agency ( 

Schulzke, 2013). These gives players a tremendous freedom to explore, interact and express 

themselves, but it only lasts a short while. The game won’t progress you any further unless 

you do that very specific thing the developers demand of you and that then could break your 

immersion. Now this probably describe the majority of any game regardless of how they 

approached agency, the difference here is a question of narrative. Who are you and why are 

you doing this? Even the most mechanically heavy games out there still need to answer this 

question and for some the player just fill in the blanks themselves, because they need that 

purpose to even keep playing. That is how we choose to distinguish ourselves in the way we 

approach agency in Norn. By letting you completely embody another character and not a 

blank slate that you’ll project yourself into. That character is Thora, an 18-year-old norse 

inspired girl who has a personality, an agenda, a voice. We specifically wanted a well-
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established relationship between two fictional character in which you explore and play 

around with as suggested by Paiva et al., (2005). Not that you couldn’t do it with a blank slate 

that the player projects itself into but we felt we could do more with a set character and it had 

a different nuance to it for us to be expressive in the short amount of time we had available to 

us. 

3.3 Agency for everyone 

These were the two big decisions made to limit ourselves while designing Norn. These are:  

 

• Play as an established character with their own history, voice and agenda. 
• Design each area with the intent of letting the player discover their own agency.  
 

That is how Bartle’s (1996) player types come into play, to act as a conductor for those 

specialized moments of play to have their effect. By understanding each types motivation, 

goals and interests we can reverse it and design specifically scenarios to facilitate that. For 

example: 

 

 Explorers:  Loves finding out what’s behind every nook and cranny, find enjoyment by 

discovering new activities, like traversing the surrounding environment for treasures  

 

The next step is to pick apart those wishes and desires to create meaningful actions which 

makes for a very personal and custom experience in the eyes of the player. Even if they 

recognize the other player type’s interactions in each area they instead choose to focus their 

efforts on the aspects themselves find engaging. Here’s a few examples for activities made 

specifically for the explorer types in Norn: 

 

 Blacksmith area- In your travels you’ll find new hidden ingredients and recipes you could 

take back to the blacksmith area to forge new items. 

 Fishing area - You’ll find different size and types of fish depending on the time of day and 

have a log of the ones you’ve caught. 
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 Sheep pasture area - The sheep have different personalities and you can create different 

emotional relationships with them. Give them gifts and in turn you might get some “love” 

back from them. 

 

Specifically built to support agency in Bartle’s (1996) “Explorers” types for expressing 

meaningful choices as suggested by Salen & Zimmerman (2004) As mentioned before this 

comes with baggage when dealing with such a complex topic as human desire. Something 

was needed to fill the gaps to paint a clearer picture of what we’d trying to tell in Norns 

narrative. This takes us back to Schell's (2008) “Pleasures”. Unpredictable events that give 

that feeling of increased immersion. These “Pleasures” was a huge part in developing the 

linear structured story the player takes part in in the game to break up the structured game 

system we had to deliver agency. A few examples would be: 

 

 Blacksmith Gift - As part of the main story introduction to the camp area you are creating 

personalized brooch to your sister and see her reaction while giving it to her. 

 Joke Teasing - Small dialog conversations shows a friendly rivalry between the player and 

the sister while progressing the initial introduction.  

 Thrilling Anticipation - The conclusion of the prologue is a thrilling and unpredictable end 

to which you build up and causes a reaction of you. 

 

So with an in-depth understanding and reimagining of Bartle’s (1996) taxonomy of player 

types in conjunction with unpredictable “Pleasures” we achieve a very solid design system to 

build upon for any type of player to have meaningful and personal agency within. 

 

3.4 Stylized game art 

When we started the design process of creating game art for Norn, we immediately made the 

decision to follow the notions that Power (2009) put forward about the signal-to-noise ratio. 

Instead we wanted to exaggerate certain aspects of the world and focus on the details that will 

help us believe in the world and maintain focus on what’s important for us to convey 

emotions with the player. For example, we knew that a central part of our world would be a 
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big tree where the two characters in the game would live. If we would choose to recreate a 

big realistic tree, maybe we would use something like the following as reference: 

 
1. Old Oak. Dustin K Ryan Photography (2010). 

If we then analyze what we see in this picture and where it drives our attention we 

immediately notice that there is no real place to rest our eye. There is no comforting flow in 

the shapes of the tree, in summary it’s all very noisy. Instead we take the concept of a big tree 

and make it into a stylized version of what it could look like. 

 
2. Stylized Oak. Norn (2017). 
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Immediately we have cleared up all the excessive noise but are still able to convey that this is 

an old tree with thick parts in the bark that indicates a long time of growth. Moss on the sides 

further conveys in a subtle way that this is an old tree which in its turn pushes the narrative of 

the scene. We also easily guide the viewer's eyes upward through the movement in the wood, 

towards the big 

tree top. 

 

So, we focused 

on a stylized or 

expressive 

environment to 

make it easier for 

us designers to 

make the look of 

the game support 

the feelings and emotions that we want to convey. Stripping down components and 

simplifying the themes and art of the game can create a more believable world and a more 

immersive experience overall by removing all the excessive noise which in turn give us a 

wider opportunity to use our imagination as how to best design the setting for our experience. 

Ultimately always having in mind that our setting must support the emotional agency we 

want for our player. 

 

3.4 Disney’s weenies  

 Throughout the design process in the creation of a game, the designer must make several 

visual design choices. Stylized game art was one of those choices, but we also needed other 

methods when it comes to designing game art and the environment. In our case, we needed a 

way to control the player, without breaking the feeling of presence. We choose to take 

inspiration from a way of designing interactive media that derive from a way of thinking that 

Walt Disney put into practice at the creation of his theme parks. “The Visual Weenie”.  In its 

essence, the weenie is something that you use to draw the attention of the user or in this case 

the visitor of the theme park, to indirectly control them. In Disney’s case, it was used to get 

the visitor moving in the central direction of the theme park where the massive Disney castle 

3. Camp Area. Norn (2017). 
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could be seen from all angles of the park. In this way, the visitor was put in motion from the 

entrance and from the central area later motivated to keep exploring in different directions. 

The expression, “Visual Weenie” is a reference to the film industry where they sometimes 

use hot dogs or meat to make animal actors move or look in the direction they need. To 

explain the phenomenon further I’m going to use the pictures below. 

 

 

Figure 

A 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 

B 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Figure A is obviously created to draw the attention to the center of the image, and this is a 

sort of visual weenie, and one that is very effective if compared to figure B where the 

attention is much broader and encourages the viewer to explore the image. So, when we 

approached designing our VR-game this was one of the methods we used. But as it is obvious 

when seeing the first image, it doesn't give the viewer much control or freedom, and it was 

important to us that at the same time as we needed to control the player to guide him/her 

through our narrative, which in its turn would make for a stronger emotional experience, we 

still didn’t want the player to be placed on rails and given no freedom at all, so we choose to 

4. Disney’s weenies 

 (Schell, Jesse (2008). The Art of Game Design: A Book of Lenses. P. 288) 
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combine the two figures. We wanted our design choices to not only guide the player but also 

support the narrative and the feeling of agency with the character that we were creating, and 

to us that meant giving the player ways of exploring “locally” using Bartle’s (1996) 

taxonomy of player types, and with that, reward the player by getting to know yourself, the 

relationship towards the younger sister and ultimately strengthening the players sense of 

agency within the world. 

 
5. Overhead map. Norn (2017). 

The map area in a overhead view. The big tree is easily identifiable as the central point in the area, and the 
smaller circles are the smaller areas where the exploration takes place. 

So, first we needed a way to guide the player around the map. We choose to make the central 

area of the map the big tree in which they live, which is also a reflection of the center of their 

everyday life. The player always had a way of knowing where the center of the map was and 

from where all the exploration would take place, just like in the Disney theme park example 

(p.24) this was to give our “visitor” (the player) a sense of direction and something to ground 

the world in. Secondly we needed to use some sort of indirect control to guide the player into 

wanting to explore from the center. We needed a subtle way of telling the player that this is 

where you can go. Therefore, we placed markers such as runic stones and signposts all with 

red text to guide the players eyes into wanting to click their way into that area. This gave the 

world a static sense of direction and guidance for the player but it still did not tell the player 

in a specific way where to go during certain events. We needed something else to guide the 
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player other than hearing the sister say “Oh, can you fetch me some berries”. At that point 

how could we once again use the “visual weenie” to explain or guide the player without 

directly telling the player to follow a clear waypoint and breaking that immersion of being in 

control of their choices. We looked at the way Schell (2008) used the theory in practice in 

one of his Disneyland VR-games;  

“Seeing no other choice, we were all set to implement a system that seized control 

from the players, dragging them across the room to the Sultan, and gluing them to the 

spot while he talked. No one liked this idea, since we all knew it meant robbing the 

players of their precious feeling of freedom. But then the art director had an idea. He 

painted a single red line on the floor…” 

What Schell (2008) and his team did was subconsciously directing the attention of the players 

by using visual design as an aide. This was surprisingly effective and during focus tests the 

users stated when being asked about the red line that they hadn’t even noticed it. Still, we 

wanted our visual aid to somehow be more connected with the world we were building, we 

wanted to stay consistent in the intent on not breaking immersion in the VR-medium. So we 

decided to use something that is really in retrospect a classic method that older games have 

used for a long time, birds. 

“One of the most obvious tricks that Valve uses is having the player startle a flock of 

birds which fly off in the direction of a distant object of interest. Their sudden 

movement captures and directs the player’s attention. As Michel put it, “Birds are 

never just birds in Half-Life 2.” - Gallant, 2009, 26 may. 

Birds are easy for drawing attention, they fit into most environments and they are not static. 

In this case we even combined it with the use of sound design to guide the player through the 

area. Visually we decided to place the birds at the areas that were relevant for the narrative 

that was playing out and to direct extra attention to the area where we wanted the player to 

go. And for the times where there was no direct line of sight we had to use sound design to 

circumvent that issue, by having a raven sounding from the direction of the area of interest. 

 

3.5 Summary 

These methods are the clearest examples of how we came to use our research in Norn to 

design a believable world, filled with meaningful actions, reactions and a sense of something 
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more going on in the background to what first meets the eyes. From how we handled Bartle’s 

(1996) player types into our areas as a means to create agency for the player to taking 

inspiration in Disney’s “weenie” philosophy to help guide the player in a way as not to break 

immersion during gameplay. 

4. Conclusion 

Our conclusion regarding how Robinson (2005) and Power (2009) brings up points that 

artistic and stylized expressions can somehow accentuate intended expressions and emotions, 

is that it’s very much so, and we would further argue that it helps the designer to implement 

different types of design methods such as the “weenie”-method, since a more stylized artistic 

expression give us more room to make somewhat more abstract design choices without 

breaking the illusion of the world. Stylized game art gives us a broader and more flexible 

playing field in designing by removing the pressure that everything must mimic reality, it 

helps the player to see the things in the environment that is important to convey the narrative 

and to create a world that facilitates the player feeling agency in an authentic but stylized 

environment, which coincides with Rigby & Ryan’s (2011) conclusion that authenticity is 

one of the most important aspects of preserving immersion. And we’d argue that a stylized 

expression has helped us preserving and creating the feeling of an authentic environment but 

still removing the burden on the game engine and the noise that creating a completely 

realistic environment in VR creates.  

 

The way we chose to guide the player to avoid breaking immersion and still keeping control 

with the help of the theory behind the “weenie”-method is something we need to continue 

researching and polishing. We concluded that it is a lot harder to create weenies subtly in the 

environment when we have a wide array of areas and options for the player to explore in 

regards to Bartle’s (1996) taxonomy method, which we wanted to use to accommodate 

agency for different personality types. But as it turned out during playtesting players 

experienced a lot of impressions at the same time, so subtle cues such as the crows or the red 

signs and rune stones turned out not to be effective enough to give clarity to the player and 

guide him subconsciously. The attention span that we experience with player’s testing the 

game was simply too short allow them to react and follow goals that we try to set for the 

player. So we need some kind of way to combine a stronger and less subtle weenie method 

that would also be combined with some kind of reminder system. This latter mentioned 
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system could be something like continuous audio cues from the sister or other elements in the 

environment such as VFX and lighting design combined with a classic “quest log” from 

traditional digital games but in an immersive VR-style, like a notepad or a map/log that you 

can pick up from your body through interacting with the object rather than interacting with 

some abstract UI system. So, in conclusion we believe that our choice in creating a mixed 

version of what Schell (2008) describes using the two figures on p.25, with regards to 

Bartle’s (1996) taxonomy of player types, resulted in our initial plan for using the “weenie”-

method needs to be even deeper rooted in the core design of the game. Because without it we 

lose a lot of our potential in guiding the player towards a more immersive experience.  

 

Regarding agency in design Murray’s (1997), Tanenbaum’s & Tanenbaum’s (2009), 

Gaynor’s, (2008) and Zimmerman’s (2004) perspectives still alluded to the same way of 

thought even though they explained their reasoning a bit different and that is to always meet 

the player’s expectations. That will result in player agency in the end. There’s different ways 

of approaching it from a design perspective but all had the consensus to empower the player 

in some sort of way, which we also feel is the case. We decided to focus on the emotional 

aspect of agency to drive our narrative in Norn (2017) and found help in Kober’s & Neuper’s 

(2013) absorption & Calvo’s & Peters’s (2014) list when designing for compassion in games. 

Both had their original intention for a character driven experience but we decided to also 

incorporate it to our game world as a character to get immersed in. But where we felt made 

the biggest difference was in designing Norn’s (2017) areas to accommodate both Bartle’s 

(1996) and Schell’s (2008) methods of player types in conjunction with “Pleasures” to base 

our gameplay and narrative around for a very personalized styled agency. Not to disregard 

our core audience for Norn (2017) but rather including other types of play and reaction into 

the game. That might otherwise not be interested in this type of game. 

 

Now this is just our initial conclusions after developing Norn (2017) alongside of this thesis 

but we feel we’re only getting started on this topic, especially when VR as a medium is so 

new and being improved both in design and as a technology at an incredible speed. 
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5. Discussion 

We will now open a discussion regarding these features a bit more in-depth as well as taking 

a closer look into other aspects of Norn (2017) that we decided wasn’t as big of a factor to 

bring up in our method and shed some light unto them. We’ll also bring up a few 

clarifications regarding certain methods used or how they could be differently applied in a 

new context. 

5.1 World building with details 

Following our method of the visual weenie and attracting our player to different sub areas in 

the environment, we needed to make it feel like there was exploration to be had in those sub-

areas. Even though the farm shed-area would only serve one purpose in the demo, we didn’t 

want it to feel like just a simple part of a “puzzle” or a game mechanic, therefore we created 

the smaller area in the design more like Figure B (p.24), once again using the theory about 

“weenies” but this time in reverse for the opposite effect. We encouraged exploration by 

placing more objects that served as exploration side-pieces for the player. At the same time, 

we always needed to make sure we were using these “exploratory side-pieces” to our best 

advantage by pushing the narrative or supporting the sense of agency in the world, all to keep 

the player engaged in the world and story around him/her. Bartle’s (1996) player types was 

used as the basis for evaluating what that specific area could have in addition to the set 

narrative piece it was first designed to fill. For example, putting some interesting pieces of 

markings or text that says something about the sisters or the world around them, or perhaps 

an interaction with an object that would somehow trigger a response with the younger sister. 

These actions are simple from a design perspective but adds so much more layers of 

complexity to what the experience as a whole is. Pulling from each player types in 

conjunction with Schell's (2008) “Pleasures” gave a broad spectrum to tell a coherent 

narrative. This also led to some more interesting opportunities to design for agency, to let the 

player express themselves in a more natural and personal way woven into the narrative 

experience in the game world. This is why we realized the choices must be more varied and 

the details must exist to a greater extent.  

 

It’s not only important for strengthening agency in the world or using it as tool for supporting 

the narrative but also to keep the player interested in the world and in the game. Similar to 
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Schell’s (2008) description of flow to reach that level of immersion by designing for a clear 

goal and no distractions and that holds true to a very high degree in VR as the player has 

made a choice when putting on the headset that he/her wants to be more immersed and closer 

to the details than with a regular video game. We realized that by using VR as a medium we 

have a responsibility towards the player to use that medium to the best extent possible. It’s 

not worth doing something in VR if the same game with the same feel and impact can be 

done traditionally. By placing the player closer and “inside” the game world we have a 

responsibility to give the player a range of options to manipulate and interact with the 

environment, because if we don’t… the player might as well not have those arms that we 

chose to give him/her when designing for VR. In traditional video games your controllers are 

abstract, it makes sense that you can’t pick up things the way you can in real life, rules are an 

obvious part of the game. But when you pick up a VR-headset you aren’t as forgiving 

anymore. If I use my hands to pick something up I should be able to pick it up or given a 

good reason for not picking it up, because if not the immersion breaks immediately. This led 

us to the conclusion that every corner of the explorable game world most somehow be 

populated with interesting things, and things that you can manipulate. It quite honestly 

doesn’t even have to be that complicated to support your immersion. Imagine how much of 

an extraordinary feeling it is to actually be able to pick up small rocks and throw them 

around. It’s not a complicated mechanic to implement, but giving the player the option of 

throwing a rock from a rock pile does so much for the sense of immersion into the game 

world.  

 

5.2 Placing mountains everywhere 

Going into our project we also discussed how “distant mountains” (p.17) can help create a 

believable and exciting world. Throughout our development we stumbled upon the VR-game 

The Climb (2016). In The Climb, you play as an anonymous free climber, that start on the 

bottom of various mountains and then free climb your way up through checkpoints and 

towards a destination. The goal is to get as good of a flow in your climbing as possible in 

your climbing to get “combo” points and eventually get to the finish as quickly as possible to 

receive a ranking to either compete with yourself, the community or friends. Although, with 

the core mechanics at hand there needs to be more to make it feel like a satisfying journey to 

the peak. The game designers acknowledge this by creating very interesting content to satisfy 
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players that are not only interested in a good high score but people who want to feel 

immersed and literally “enjoy the view”. More than beautiful graphics and great visual 

design, they use what we choose to describe as distant mountains (p.17-18). How then did 

they do it? Well there are several ways they do this, first of all, actual distant mountains. This 

create the feeling of a bigger world and lays an important backdrop for the player’s 

experience. Secondly they use a lot of smaller details in their level design such as an old 

house or a bird’s nest on the side of the mountain. But most importantly and most effectively 

displayed in the HMD, they use moving and distant objects like a helicopter or a wingsuit 

diver that sometimes create a sudden distraction or interesting focal point during the 

experience or some small hidden treasures in some off-way route up the mountain. This is 

also combined with excellent sound design both in the distant and events that happen closer 

to you. This eventually makes the world feel so much more alive and intriguing. Again, we’re 

seeing references to Bartle’s (1996) taxonomy of players here. 

 
6. The Climb. The Climb (2016) 

 

Even if it’s not the core experience the game gives variation and intrigue to other play styles 

that are woven into the whole package for a more complete experience. That makes the 

player think, what else can I discover if I climb up the mountain in the next level? Will I 
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eventually meet some character close by? Probably not but it makes us get intrigued and 

excited for what we might be missing out on if we stop playing. 

 

We had so many ideas and so many opportunities to develop this type of moments of distant 

mountains. Like having a dragon/creature flying by in the distance. Hearing sounds, trees 

moving and birds flying, further beyond the play area for example. 

 
7. Everything Must Fall. Everything Must Fall (2017, Still in development). 

An excellent example of how the developers at Carry Castle make flipping through a virtual book a reality via VR 
in their game. 

We also wanted to include things like interactive books that you could open and look through 

and find out more about the lore and the bigger world in this universe we would create. Just 

to further convey the sense of mystery and exploration.  

“Distant Mountains” is an easy trick and can be a very performance cheap way of adding that 

extra depth to your world. In the distance it’s even possible to use sprite-based graphics 

instead of 3D-meshes which makes it even more viable and an excellent way of designing 

your VR-experience.  
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5.3 Is stylized game art viable in production on smaller teams? 

During our production of Norn (2017), we did some concepting early on and decided on a 

stylized art style after reading Robinson (2005) and Power (2009) and concluding that a 

stylized style could help accentuate our desired effects and focus on emotional responses with 

the player rather than focusing on realistic graphics that the player would see through 

eventually anyway. At first this worked as a way of mixing readability, design freedom and 

optimization in our game design but eventually we came upon a production level problem. 

What is not really an observation and addition to our focused question in this research is still 

an important realization and especially for people who are indie developers or part of a 

smaller team. The problem we came upon is that a stylized style requires a lot more artistic 

skills on your team. A lot of today's designer tools make it easier than ever to make realistic 

art but often overlook simplifying the process of making stylized game art. This is important 

to note when you go into a production with the aim of having an artistic and stylized style 

that it will require much more manpower and level of artistic skill at your disposal since there 

aren’t a ton of ways yet to make beautiful procedurally generated stylized art. There are ways 

to decide for a more less “handcrafted” stylized art style, but that also has it’s disadvantages 

as abstracting too much can have a negative effect on the aesthetic of the game which in turn 

could cause trouble for the sense of immersion or emotional connection with the 

environment.  

5.4 The same would apply to your sister Eira 

One very important aspect we’re not bringing up in our method is the relation and character 

interactions inside Norn. This is an enormous contributing factor in designing for agency and 

especially emotional agency as suggested by Paiva et al., (2005). It lets us play and act with 

the notion of interaction and playing alongside someone else instead of being on your own 

which helped a lot during the design process of fleshing our Norn’s areas and story. A lot of 

what’s been discussed regarding our environment and eluding to that feeling of an inviting 

world unto something bigger might just as well be applied to our characters for depth and 

personality. But we felt that was a big enough topic on its own and couldn’t be covered 

properly without compromising our core focus in this thesis. 
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5.5 Is Bartle’s taxonomy outdated? 

A discussion was brought up during the development of Norn that we might be leaning too 

heavily on a method made over 20 years ago to design our agency around. This small piece 

will cover why we feel this isn’t the case. First of all, we didn’t want to use someone else’s 

interpretation because of the sole reason that they weren't developed specifically for VR to 

begin with, however all iterated on Bartle’s (1996) original intent, bringing it closer to what 

we see in today’s games with for example Bateman & Boon (2006) approach with 

incorporating the Meyer-Briggs 16 personality types2 and compressed it down to four player 

types. These types of iterations are much more refined and closer to what we see in today’s 

games and therefore more logical to use as a starting ground. On the other side of the coin we 

saw a clear connection in the recently released Wildstar (2014) that very much took 

inspiration from Bartle’s (1996) original taxonomy to build their core gameplay around. We 

decided instead to make our own interpretation of Bartle’s (1996) model as brought up in 

chapter 3.3 to find what we felt was the essence of his original intention and directly apply 

that in our context of agency and VR for Norn.   

 

5.6 Our core demographic and beyond 

There’s a very fine line in the making of a game, or any media to build that experience for 

your intended demographic but also finding room to include other player types that might feel 

it isn’t their type of game and may dismiss it. So the argument can be made that if you’re not 

designing for someone you're not designing for anyone. This won’t go into the business 

aspect of a decision like that but rather from an inclusiveness perspective. In Norn’s case our 

agency focused design and world building is that including factor. Player expectations must 

be met at all costs and there is a possibility of designing with Bartle’s (1996) taxonomies of 

players in mind that we are designing a game where our core audience won’t enjoy it and by 

result not satisfy anyone. Here’s why we don’t believe this is the case for Norn. 

 

                                                 
2 Meyer-Briggs typology is comprised of four sets of “dichotomies”, which can be remade into 16 
different permutations. These are Extrovert vs. Introvert , Sensing vs. Intuition , Thinking vs. Feeling & 
Judging vs Perceiving. 
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It was built with one very simple rule. Keep the player immersed, at all costs. What Norn 

does is to facilitate that curiosity to empower all types of personalities. It gives reactions to 

every action and acknowledge you doing it. We’re using this curiosity to our advantage and 

building Norn’s areas around that with Bartle’s (1996) player types in mind to create these 

personal agency moments as mentioned in chapter 3.3. The reality is that players will 

gravitate to what they enjoy and dismiss the things they don’t. The only rule then becomes 

not to force anything to the player that they might not find interesting but still making it 

available. Now this is all split from the main narrative that is ongoing in Norn and this was 

deliberate. The narrative in Norn was created to facilitate these acts of agency that the player 

makes and not limit them. That’s why it works, everything revolves around the fact we want 

the player to feel immersed in the world and find their own path to take, Norn just have to be 

a catalyst of that. 

 

5.7 Agency without context 

Our thesis is that without the player feeling agency in the environment the player cannot be 

immersed in the VR-experience. So, what would happen if we removed the environment 

completely. Would the player still have agency even though there's nothing to empower.  

 

We think there’s a few ways to see this which makes for some interesting discussions. First 

of all it’s important to realize the difference in a mechanically heavy game and a narrative 

driven. Many games have both entwined which arguably makes for the best experience a 

player could have. What we’re talking about here is games with an extreme to either side of 

the spectrum. Agency as described before could be interpreted in a lot of different ways 

depending on who you ask. Even if it’s Murray’s (1997), Tanenbaum’s & Tanenbaum’s 

(2009), Gaynor’s, (2008) or Zimmerman’s (2004) perspectives you take into account when 

conducting a study like this they all talk about meeting player’s expectations to empower 

change whatever that may be. What Norn has been about is the narrative part of agency, the 

player feel a connection of the world, the culture and the characters and your choices should 

reflect those aspects. In the other side of the spectrum we got a chance to play the previously 

mentioned Everything Must Fall by Carry Castle (2017) which is heavily mechanics focused, 

is agency present there? Yes, but a different kind. The player is in control over how you 

could tackle each level on a logistical level not an emotional one. The player instead feels 
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smart when they interact with the tools available to them and finally beat the level. They 

made the most of the resources given to them and won and that their effort made an impact 

and was facilitating a meaningful expression for the player which arguably is the consensus 

was agency is. So where does this leads us? It doesn’t matter what the game is about or how 

it’s played, the player will still feel some sort of agency if they follow what Norn (2017) and 

Everything Must Fall (2017) have in common in their core design. Both wouldn’t have these 

revelations of agency if the player didn’t have a chance to express themselves through the 

game and the game world is that canvas for expression through the player's actions. 

6. Final Words 

In the end the most promising aspect to take away from this thesis is that VR will allow for 

new and exciting experiences in the years to come and is a great way to immerse a player in 

another world when designing for agency by letting players facilitating meaningful 

expressions in the game to empower their choices. There’s still a lot of unanswered questions 

regarding VR. In the coming years screen resolution will be higher, other control methods 

will be the norm and technologies such as “inside-out” tracking and eye-tracking for VR 

development will drastically change the way VR will be experienced and treated as a medium 

compared to today. We’re only touching the surface here on how to achieve immersion in VR 

and that fact will most likely change as well in the coming years when developers and 

technology figure out new ways to enhance our senses in the virtual world, not only visual 

and audio. 

 

After all hours spent working on Norn (2017) we can at least say with confident that agency 

play a big part in getting immersed and invested in VR as a medium. If that will change in the 

future we’ll see, but we strongly believe that agency is and will continue to be something that 

is at the core of game design, whether it be traditional digital games or VR-games. We also 

feel that focusing on our environment and building a believable world and alluding to 

something much bigger out there helped create a place where players felt engaged and 

wanted to know even more even if in reality there isn’t that much at all to go on. Closing 

thoughts on the subject is that this field already is extremely relevant in today’s VR market 

and will continue to be for the foreseeable future to come and we’re happy being able to 

contribute to the future generation of VR experiences. 
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8. Technical Specifications 

 
TortoiseSVN 

TortoiseSVN, 2017 (SVN) is a revision control/source control open source software (Apache 

Subversion) allowing users to commit and update version of their work to a project collective 

source. It also has the ability to revert files to a previous version in case of unforeseen 

consequences or unwanted changes. It allows team members of larger projects to share their 

work with their colleagues and test changes made with the press of a button. This helps the 

collective workflow of the project. 

 

Unreal Engine 

Unreal Engine is a game engine developed by Epic Games with a world-class toolset and 

accessible workflow allowing developers to quickly iterate on ideas and immediately see 

results (Epic Games, 2017). One big feature in Unreal is that you don’t necessarily need to 

know how to operate code to create projects. At the same time, full source code access gives 

the community freedom to modify and extend engine features (Epic Games, 2017). Apart 

from traditional coding, Unreal offers something called “blueprint visual scripting” which is a 

more modular approach to programming where users connect nodes without touching a line 

of code. 

 

Substance Painter 

Substance Painter is a 3D painting software allowing you to texture and render game art. 

Some of the tools used for texturing are: PBR and particle painting, brushes with opacity 

control, Substance procedural effects, smart materials and smart masks, and including 

excellent baking options. 

 

Substance Designer 

Substance Designer is a 3D Material Authoring and Scan Processing Tool. 

It has become the standard in the entertainment industry for PBR material authoring.  

It gives you the possibility to create materials with full control and infinite variations. Edit 

complete texture sets instantly and produce Substance textures and MDL materials that can 
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be directly handled in your renderer or game engine. In our case, we used it in conjunction 

with the UE4-engine. 

 

3D- Coat 

3D-Coat is a 3D suite with functionalities such as, voxel sculpting, PBR-texture, hand painted 

texturing together with photoshop, UV-mapping and retopology tools. For our project it has 

mainly been used as a UV and retopology tool as a bridge between Zbrush and Substance 

Painter. 

 

Zbrush 

Zbrush is the standard digital sculpting tool in the games and movie industry today. Used for 

sculpting high resolution models that we’ve later used for baking in details in our low-

resolution game meshes. The workflow has been varied with some assets created from 

scratch in Zbrush and some assets being imported into zbrush from maya as a base mesh to 

add detail too. 

 

Maya 

Maya is a 3D tool made for accurate 3D polygon modelling. We have used it in creating hard 

surface base meshes and UV-mapping those objects. Then exported them to be detailed either 

through Zbrush or directly in to Substance Painter. 

 

Photoshop 

Photoshop is image editing software and a design application. It’s been used to adjust 

textures by hand and also to make all 2D-art such as in game sprites, some textures, logos and 

promo pictures. 
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9. Dictionary 

 Agency - When a game facilitates meaningful expression to the player. 

 Creative Coast Festival - A festival that celebrates creative ideas and games in 

particular. Hosts media and games industry speakers and is located in Karlshamn, 

Sweden 

 Digital Games - All games that are experienced and played through a digital medium. 

 Game Art - all graphical/visual art that is involved in the game. 

 Game Concept Challenge - a competition that is held in conjunction with Creative 

Coast Festival that rewards new concepts and ideas submitted by indie game 

developers located in Blekinge. 

 Game Design - Essentially all design choices that somehow are directed at creating a 

game. 

 HMD - Head Mounted Display, the headset for a VR-system. 

 Immersion - The act of being in a deep mental involvement in this case virtual reality 

 Meshes/3D-meshes -  basically a 3D object created through a mesh of polygons. 

 Presence - A person’s subjective sensation of being in a scene depicted by a medium, 

in this case virtual reality 

 Quick Time Event (QTE) - Quick prompts to press different buttons or do other 

actions usually combined with cut-scene like effects. 

 Resolution - The amount of pixels contained in an image or other pixel based asset. 

The more pixels the higher resolution in the given area. 

 Sprite - A game art asset that is created with a 2D image instead of a 3D mesh. 

Usually used for 2D games but also has their uses in 3D games. 

 Taxonomy - the practice of classification of things or concepts. 

 Textures - an image that is connected to a 3D-mesh and applied to that mesh through 

UV-mapping and giving the mesh detail or/and color. 

 Virtual reality - the computer-generated simulation of a three-dimensional image or 

environment that can be interacted with in a seemingly real or physical way by a 

person using special electronic equipment, such as a helmet with a screen inside or 

gloves fitted with sensors. 

 6th generation console - The sixth generation of consoles available in the game 

market. Includes: Dreamcast, Playstation 2, GameCube and Xbox 
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 7th generation console - The seventh generation of consoles available in the game 

market. Includes: Playstation 3, Wii and Xbox 360 


