
Received: February 2, 2023. Revised: October 7, 2024. Accepted: November 7, 2024
© The Author(s) 2024. Published by Oxford University Press on behalf of The British Computer Society. All rights reserved. For Permissions, please email:
journals.permissions@oup.com

Interacting with Computers, 2024, 1–15

https://doi.org/10.1093/iwc/iwae058

Article

Elaborating the Role of Narrative and Self-Determination
Theory in Video Game Design Research
Amy Shirong Lu 1,* and Arlen C. Moller 2

1Health Technology Lab, College of Arts, Media and Design, Bouvé College of Health Sciences, Northeastern University, 360 Huntington, Ave212A Lake Hall,
Boston, MA 02115, USA
2Department of Psychology, Illinois Institute of Technology, 3424 S State St, Tech Central, room 201, Chicago IL, 60616, USA
*Corresponding author: a.lu@northeastern.edu

Abstract

Narratives, defined as stories involving two or more events arranged in a chronological or causal sequence, are fundamental and
ubiquitous characteristics of human communication and serve as an integral feature of many video games. Moreover, narratives can
be understood in nuanced ways through the lens of Self-Determination Theory (SDT). Yet, the intersection of SDT and video game
narratives has been surprisingly underexplored. This article reviews research on narrative media and examines how narratives can be
integrated into games from the perspective of SDT and potential boundary conditions. We then explore how concepts from narrative
theories and SDT can be integrated. The goal of this integration is to help guide future game design and identify new questions for
future research related to: (1) the integration of parable narratives in video games, specifically parable narratives featuring characters’
personal transformation and growth and (2) predicting which video games people choose and prefer. We argue that scholars working
with narrative theories and SDT can collaborate to advance video game research.

RESEARCH HIGHLIGHTS

• Narratives in video games can directly support or thwart basic psychological needs, thereby influencing players’ motivation and
emotion.

• Parable narratives featuring characters’ personal transformation and growth, especially when well integrated into video games
(e.g. using avatars players identify with), may help promote healthy human development and well-being.

• Models that integrate narrative theories and SDT may help explain which video games people choose and prefer to play.

Keywords: human–computer interaction; HCI theory; concepts and models; empirical studies in HCI; applied computing; computer games; narrative:
story; self-determination theory: game design: media psychology

1. INTRODUCTION
Video games have transcended their relatively simple, enter-
tainment origins and evolved into a powerful and complex
medium capable of captivating and inspiring players on profound
levels (Paul, 2023). In the burgeoning landscape of video game
design and human–computer interaction (HCI) research, the
quest for creating more engaging and meaningful player expe-
riences increasingly benefits from adopting an interdisciplinary
approach. Although application of Self-Determination Theory
(SDT) has become prevalent in HCI and video game research
(Ryan and Deci, 2000), the intersection of SDT and narratives—
one of the most ubiquitous and fundamental aspects of human
communication (Barthes, 1982) and an integral feature of many
games—remains a relatively understudied area. This article
reviews the limited extant literature on SDT and narratives,
and then explores ways further integration could significantly
expand the field of HCI, particularly within video game design
and research. After reviewing how these different perspectives
align, we offer several specific points of new integration that
could help inform ways that video games can serve as catalysts

for promoting intrinsic motivation and well-being at multiple
levels, for individual gamers and society (i.e. adopting a well-
being-supportive design perspective) (Peters and Calvo, 2023).

2. NARRATIVE THEORIES, CONCEPTS AND
RESEARCH
2.1. Definitions and mechanisms:
Narratives are pervasive across media forms, encompassing a
wide range of expressions from ancient fables to modern video
game stories. At its core, a narrative is defined as two or more
events arranged in a chronological or causal sequence, which
together weave a coherent story. The principal components of
any narrative are its characters and plot. Character development
goes beyond the mere presence or naming of participants within
a story. It includes narrative structural properties (Jacobs, 2002)
(i.e. related to the overall architecture of a story) and becomes the
driving force of a narrative (Surmelian, 1969). Character develop-
ment can also serve multiple roles, both as internalized sources
of information and beliefs (Green and Brock, 2000) (e.g. when
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players or audience members identify with a character), or as
external sources of information (e.g. when players interact with
characters via social modeling, a concept supported by Social
Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1991)). The plot, also referred to as the
narrative discourse, is the mechanism through which the story
is conveyed (Abbott, 2020). Plot organizes events into a logically
unfolding series (Labov, 1972), guiding the audience through the
narrative’s complexities and nuances. Through this structure,
narratives achieve their impact, drawing audiences into a story
world and facilitating deeper engagement with video games.

Narratives possess a profound capacity to change cognition,
attitude and behavior. However, it is important to acknowledge
that narratives, especially in the context of persuasion, have
been employed for both positive and negative ends. While well-
designed narratives have the potential to foster positive change
and promote well-being, they can also be used for nefarious
purposes. Extreme examples include government-sponsored nar-
rative media designed to promote dehumanization, hate and even
violence toward outgroup members. Less than a century ago, the
Nazi regime’s use of persuasive narrative media to build solidarity
and cooperation highlights the potential for media narratives to
support human atrocities to an extreme degree (O’Shaughnessy,
2017). As such, ethical designers of video game narratives care-
fully consider the potential for both positive and negative effects,
including risks for inadvertently or unintended negative impacts,
directly for players’ well-being and indirectly for others (Sauer
et al., 2015). By carefully considering the ethical implications at
multiple levels, game designers can strive to harness the power of
narratives for good (Hillenbrand and Verrina, 2022).

Recent years have seen an uptick in theoretical exploration of
narratives in pro-social interventions aiming to modify various
attitudes and behaviors (Murphy et al., 2015; Lu et al., 2016;
Hwang and Lu, 2018; Sousa et al., 2020; Lu et al., 2023). Among
the multiple mechanisms helping to explain narrative persua-
sion effects, the concept of narrative transportation stands out as
the most widely supported (Green and Brock, 2000). This term
describes the mental process by which individuals are absorbed
into the story world, undergoing transformative experiences that
can lead to lasting attitudinal and behavioral changes. Narrative
transportation is a highly involving and integrative process that
mobilizes both cognitive and affective resources. Hellblade: Senua’s
Sacrifice (Ninja Theory, 2017) serves as a powerful example of
how video games can harness narrative transportation to deeply
influence cognition, affect and behavior. In this game, players
embark on a dark and emotional journey with Senua, a Celtic
warrior who battles psychosis to save the soul of her deceased
lover. The narrative intricately weaves together Norse mythology
and the protagonist’s psychological experiences related to mental
illness, creating a story that is both engaging, educational and pro-
social. Subsequently, research revealed that increased transporta-
tion into this game resulted in a reduced desire for social distance
from individuals with mental illness (Ferchaud et al., 2020).

To date, the assessment of narrative transportation has pre-
dominantly utilized survey methodologies, either as population-
based survey research projects or as quantitative measurement
instruments in experimental research projects. Self-report mea-
sures of narrative transportation were initially developed for col-
lege student populations before being adapted for a wider range
of populations and contexts. For example, although the study of
narrative transportation began with textual media and college-
age participants (Green and Brock, 2000), it has since expanded to
encompass more diverse media formats, including video games,
and for audiences at all developmental stages, from infants to

seniors. The interactive and immersive nature of video games,
in particular, has led to the adaptation of this concept from
‘narrative transportation’ into narrative immersion to more specif-
ically describe the experience of being immersed in the nar-
rative world of video games, especially among children (Sousa
et al., 2020). This evolution highlights the broad applicability and
significance of both narrative transportation and immersion in
shaping the experiential impact of narratives across different
media, including the uniquely interactive environments of video
games. To illustrate, a recently validated measure developed to
assess players’ experiences of video games (the Game Experience
Questionnaire) includes narrative immersion as one of several
standard components or aspects of game experiences (IJsselsteijn
et al., 2013).

Another aspect of game experiences identified as a mechanism
for narrative effect is narrative engagement, which is closely
related to narrative transportation and encompasses four
additional dimensions critical to narrative processing: narrative
understanding, attentional focus, emotional engagement and
narrative presence (Busselle and Bilandzic, 2009). These four
dimensions each relate to individual experiences with a narrative,
going beyond transportation to include a more comprehensive
engagement with both a story and its characters. For example,
Final Fantasy VII (Square, 1997) immerses players in a meticulously
detailed fantasy world where they encounter complex characters.
One such character, Sephiroth, experiences personal struggles
and victories that greatly enhance the game’s intriguing and
emotionally engaging narrative for many players. This deep
engagement is facilitated by the game’s ability to seamlessly
integrate the four dimensions of narrative engagement, allowing
players to experience the story world as if they were a part
of it themselves. Sephiroth’s character arc, from a celebrated
war hero to the game’s primary antagonist or villain, is a good
example of how video games can use narrative engagement to
draw players into an evolving story, encouraging them to explore
complex characters, fostering a connection that goes beyond the
surface level. The game encourages players to empathize with
these characters, deeply contemplate the narrative’s themes,
and, in some cases, incorporate aspects of the story into their
own understanding of themselves and the world they inhabit
outside of the game.

Other experiences associated with narrative engagement, such
as suspension of disbelief, reduction of counterarguing (Slater and
Rouner, 2002) and a decreased resistance to persuasion (Moyer–
Gusé, 2008) represent additional mechanisms through which nar-
ratives impact adult audiences in general and gamers specifically
(Slater and Rouner, 2002; Moyer-Gusé and Nabi, 2010). According
to this line of research, when individuals set aside skepticism
about story elements, more cognitive capacity becomes available
for deep engagement with unfolding events. This deep engage-
ment leaves less room for counterarguments or resistance to
persuasive attempts embedded within the narrative. Essentially,
narrative engagement consumes cognitive resources that might
otherwise be used to scrutinize or challenge a narrative, lead-
ing to deeper absorption in the story and increased openness
to persuasion. This absorption can result in the formation of
ideas and beliefs consistent with the narrative, even after the
transportation experience concludes. Such processes deepen nar-
rative immersion, enabling individuals to engage with the story
unfettered by doubt or mental resistance, thereby enhancing the
narrative’s persuasive potential. For example, the video game
Life is Strange (Dontnod Entertainment, 2015) encourages players
to become emotionally invested in the life of Max Caulfield, a
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photography student who finds out that she can rewind time.
The game’s episodic structure, combined with its focus on choice
and consequence, encourages players to fully engage with the
narrative, suspending disbelief and reducing counterarguments
to the story’s more fantastical elements. The game helps players
navigate through Max’s dilemmas and draws them into a web
of emotional engagement and narrative presence so potent that,
for many players, the distinction between game and reality blurs,
leaving a lasting impact on their thoughts and beliefs consistent
with the narrative experience.

Two more aspects of game experiences that have been iden-
tified as mechanisms for narrative effect are enjoyment and f low.
Enjoyment, an affective quality of intrinsic motivation, is defined
as pleasure or positive affect experienced during an activity that
is derived directly or inherently from doing the activity itself
(Moller and Deci, 2023). Flow is defined as a state of being fully
immersed and involved in an activity. It has been referred to as
an especially intense experience of intrinsic motivation, often
associated with peak levels of performance (Jackson, 2023). It’s
worth noting that some video games that lack narrative, such as
Tetris (Alexey Pajitnov, 1985), have reliably been shown to induce
flow states, primarily by providing individually tailored optimal
challenge (Moller et al., 2010). However, when video games do
include narrative, despite the nuanced conceptual differences
between flow, narrative engagement and enjoyment, empirical
studies employing survey methodologies have often struggled
to differentiate among these concepts. For example, narrative
engagement and enjoyment are so interconnected that they often
become indistinguishable when assessed through survey ques-
tionnaires (Sherrick, 2021). Similarly, researchers have reported
very high correlations between scales designed to measure nar-
rative transportation and narrative engagement, suggesting these
constructs may explain overlapping variance in how individuals
experience narratives (Lu, 2023). The choice between using the
transportation scale and narrative engagement scales in research
depends on the specific dimensions of the narrative experience
that researchers aim to assess. For example, when consideration
of participant burden requires reducing the length of a survey,
scale choice might be guided by researchers’ interest in under-
standing of audience responses to different narrative elements.
Future research using longer, more comprehensive surveys, larger
samples and more sophisticated methods (e.g. computer-adaptive
testing and item response theory) could help dissect these sub-
tle conceptual distinctions more effectively. Advances in neuro-
science also offer promising avenues for exploring the differential
impacts of narrative engagement, transportation and flow on the
brain, e.g. identifying distinct neural correlates associated with
each (a strategy that has already been successful employed to
distinguish concepts from SDT) (Gold and Ciorciari, 2020; Vaccaro
et al., 2021). By employing new methods and measures, game
researchers could gain deeper insights into the cognitive and
emotional processes underpinning narrative experiences, moving
beyond self-reported data to uncover the unique contributions of
each construct to the narrative experience, enriching our under-
standing of games and narrative psychology.

Another persuasive element of narrative involves the potential
for deep bonds some players form with game characters,
rendering the story more personally meaningful through
interactions between the audience and characters. As previously
discussed, various forms of engaging with characters exist,
influenced by how much an audience member identifies with
characters in a narrative. The degree to which players recognize
and embrace a shared social identity with a character will

vary among individuals, potentially amplifying or diminishing
the process of narrative transportation. Moreover, other related
factors that enhance a narrative’s impact include making a
character’s experience more personal and fostering positive affect
toward characters. This can be achieved through processes like
interpersonal attraction, likeability, identification and parasocial
interaction (where individuals form one-sided relationships with
characters as if they were real people). These elements contribute
to a more engaging and emotionally rich narrative experience.
Persona 5 (P-Studio, 2016) is a great example of a video game
where these elements contribute to a narrative experience that
is both more engaging and emotionally profound. Psychologists
propose that individuals’ self-concept may temporarily align
with that of characters within a narrative (Gergen and Gergen,
1988; Polkinghorne, 1991; McAdams, 2013; Talaifar et al., 2018).
Consequently, it is plausible that audience members might
oscillate their self-perception between their own and that of the
characters in the story. For instance, in Red Dead Redemption 2
(Rockstar Games, 2018), players might make choices that reflect
their own values or explore decisions within the game’s own
moral framework. As they navigate Arthur Morgan’s challenges
and witness his development, they may see their morals and
choices temporarily aligning with Arthur Morgan’s character
before switching back, leading to a profound personal connection.
This dynamic engagement between the player’s self-concept and
the narrative arcs of characters enriches the depth and emotional
resonance of the gaming experience.

Among the various affordances of digital media, video games
uniquely enable players to engage deeply with narratives through
both character identification and creation. This process can trans-
form the narrative experience into a personal journey by allowing
players to select and/or craft their own avatars to be deployed
in game worlds. Even more than inhabiting or role-playing a
character created by someone else, players who create their own
character or avatar to resemble themselves or a desired self-image
become co-authors of narratives, leading to a stronger sense
of presence and connection (Yee and Bailenson, 2007). Avatar
selection may also influence players’ motivation and emotion.
For example, research by Fox and Bailenson (Fox and Bailenson,
2009) showed that participants who embodied attractive avatars
reported higher self-esteem and confidence. Research by Kim
et al. (Kim et al., 2015), guided by SDT, found that offering players
opportunities to customize their avatars in a video game (both in
terms of the avatars’ function and esthetics) enhanced players’
experiences of autonomy, control and attachment to the avatar,
experiences that helped explain immersion and enjoyment of
those games. However, it is important to note that the influence
of avatar selection or customization extends beyond narrative
elements; i.e. games can include avatar options without including
a narrative. The studies cited above did not exclusively pertain to
the narrative experience. This distinction underscores the need
for future research that more clearly delineates which aspects
of game design are directly driven by narrative, specifically, and
which apply more broadly to gameplay, in general.

Relatable characters and avatars, whether customizable or
not, often transform narrative experiences into a personal journey,
especially within role-playing games (RPGs). When players feel as
though they have personally lived through the events depicted in
a narrative, their perspectives on related events tend to align more
closely with the narrative’s portrayal. For instance, The Last of Us
(Naughty Dog, 2013) encourages players to deeply engage with the
story of Joel and Ellie, experiencing their survival and emotional
challenges in a post-apocalyptic world. The game’s narrative,
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enriched with vivid details and a compelling plot, has the power
to blur the lines between game and reality. Themes of survival,
loss and human connection resonate deeply with players’ real-
life experiences. Players might relate to Joel’s protective instincts
and grief, or Ellie’s struggle for identity and belonging, reflecting
similar challenges in their own lives. This connection can make
the narrative journey feel personal, as players see aspects of
their experiences reflected in the characters’ trials and growth,
creating a more profound and emotionally engaging experience.
This immersive experience enables individuals to engage deeply
with the game’s events by going through intense emotional expe-
riences and actions that help form strong relationships with the
characters (Grizzard and Francemone, 2018), potentially mirroring
the impact of direct experiences.

2.2. Moderators of narrative influence:
One of the primary forms of narrative influence is persuasion; i.e.
to intentionally change an audience’s attitudes or behaviors. Like
any form of persuasive communication, narratives do not influ-
ence people uniformly. Multiple moderating factors can affect the
strength and even the direction of narrative persuasion, particu-
larly factors concerning the audience’s individual characteristics.
In fact, while narratives can be an impactful persuasive tool,
the magnitude of their effect can vary substantially depending
on specific moderators (Shen et al., 2015; Zebregs et al., 2015;
van Laer et al., 2019; Oschatz and Marker, 2020). Consideration
of potential moderator effects, such as individual and contex-
tual differences, is thus crucial for understanding the nuanced
ways narratives influence audiences. Among these, four individ-
ual characteristics of audiences have been extensively investi-
gated in narrative psychology. Their theoretical interactions with
concepts from SDT are discussed to highlight their relevance and
implications within the gaming context, especially. However, it is
worth mentioning that most of these individual characteristics
have not been empirically tested as moderators of game expe-
riences, specifically, and SDT offers no explicit propositions (yet)
on how these individual characteristics from narrative psychology
relate to intrinsic motivation and well-being. The hypotheses we
outlined below represent our attempt to conceptually integrate
narrative psychology with SDT in the context of game design, but
future empirical studies are needed to further explore these and
other points of potentially fruitful integration.

Transportability refers to an individual’s propensity to become
deeply immersed in a narrative (Dal Cin et al., 2004), making
narrative persuasion more potent for those naturally more trans-
portable (Dal Cin et al., 2004; Mazzocco et al., 2010). In relation
to SDT, players high in transportability can potentially satisfy
their basic psychological needs more easily to the extent this
individual characteristic allows them to become more deeply
immersed and feel a deeper connection to the game’s characters
and world. For example, games like The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim
(Bethesda Game Studios, 2011) excel in offering vast, immersive
worlds that can potentially captivate those with high transporta-
bility, especially, inviting them into full engagement with the
narrative and environment. Conversely, players low in transporta-
bility may feel overwhelmed or disconnected from the game’s
expansive world, potentially leading to frustration of their basic
psychological needs.

Need for Affect reflects an individual’s inclination toward expe-
riencing emotions, acting as the affective counterpart to the
Need for Cognition (Maio and Esses, 2001). Those high in need
for affect are often more susceptible to narrative transportation
and, consequently, more influenced by the narrative’s persuasive

effects (Appel and Richter, 2010). Games that feature emotional
storytelling, such as To the Moon (Freebird Games, 2011), are likely
to resonate particularly well with players who possess a high
need for affect. This type of enhanced engagement aligns with
SDT and supports the need for relatedness, as players more easily
develop emotional connections with characters and the narrative,
enhancing empathy and bonding. On the other hand, players with
a low need for affect may experience less profound emotional
connections, potentially leading to more superficial relationships
with characters and the narrative, and less relatedness need
satisfaction.

Need for Cognition has been defined as an individual’s tendency
to seek, engage in and enjoy cognitive effort (Cacioppo et al., 1984).
Despite expectations, research from narrative psychology has
found the relationship between need for cognition and suscep-
tibility to narrative transportation to be inconclusive, highlight-
ing the complex dynamics related to cognitive engagement with
narratives (Green and Jenkins, 2020). Studies assessing the need
for cognition alongside measures from SDT have primarily been
conducted in traditional classroom settings. For instance, Neigel
and colleagues assessed >400 students’ need for cognition and
its relation to standardized test performance, classroom GPA and
intrinsic motivation for pursuing an education. They concluded
that need for cognition was related to standardized test perfor-
mance only, suggesting it may be distinct from the enjoyment
of thinking and motivation toward challenge (Neigel et al., 2017).
Conversely, a study involving >3000 Flemish adolescent students
conducted by Lavrijsen and colleagues found a robust association
between need for cognition and classroom performance, beyond
students’ cognitive ability (Lavrijsen and Verschueren, 2023). Both
studies found modest correlations between students’ need for
cognition and enjoyment for classroom learning.

Extrapolating hypotheses from classroom education to video
games is speculative but may still be instructive. Specifically,
work in educational contexts suggests need for cognition may
be differentially related to video game selection, enjoyment and
performance. More concretely, strategy games with complex nar-
ratives and steep learning curves, such as Portal (Valve, 2007),
may be particularly appealing and easier for those high in need
for cognition. Engaging with complex narratives may help satisfy
the need for competence for those high in need for cognition by
intellectually challenging players and providing a greater sense
of accomplishment. By contrast, players with low need for cogni-
tion may prefer casual games with simpler mechanics, a gentler
learning curve and less demanding narrative structures.

Pre-Existing Knowledge. Finally, an audience’s pre-existing
knowledge and familiarity with narrative content can signif-
icantly enhance the transportation effect (Green, 2004). Fans
of the Star Wars franchise engaging with Star Wars Jedi: Fallen
Order (Respawn Entertainment, 2019) may experience a more
profound transportation into the narrative, bolstered by their
background knowledge and investment in the Star Wars universe.
Similarly, longtime fans of the Pokémon franchise engaging
with the augmented reality mobile game Pokémon Go (Niantic,
2016) likely experienced narrative transportation more easily
and deeply relative to players new to the franchise, who may
not experience the same level of immersion. Within the SDT
framework, this familiarity can support satisfaction of the needs
for competence and relatedness, as players feel more familiar and
connected to the story and characters with which they already
know. Conversely, players with less background knowledge of
a game’s narrative may be more easily overwhelmed and find
fewer points of connection, potentially leading to a less enjoyable
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experience. The massive success of Pokémon Go relative to its
predecessor, Ingress (Niantic, 2013), which had similar game
mechanics but a novel game narrative, speaks to the power of
pre-existing knowledge and familiarity with narrative content.

In addition to audience factors, several other contextual
elements can impact a narrative’s effects, including persuasive
power. Higher narrative quality, characterized by enhanced
production values, seamless transitions between cutscenes
and gameplay, minimal bugs and cutting-edge technology for
improved usability, can significantly bolster the transportation
effect (Kreuter et al., 2007). Visual enhancements, such as less
pixelation and more refined graphics, play a crucial role here.
Co-viewing or co-playing with someone enthusiastic about the
narrative content tends to amplify this effect (Tal-Or, 2016).
Furthermore, narratives that employ a first-person perspective,
a staple of many RPGs, can heighten persuasive impact (Hinyard
and Kreuter, 2007). Similarly, perspective-taking, when players
are given access to character’s emotions and inner thoughts,
help support relatedness needs (Grasse et al., 2022). These
elements align with SDT by creating an immersive environment
that supports the three basic needs, thereby enhancing overall
player engagement and satisfaction. Specifically, high-quality
production values and seamless gameplay transitions contribute
to a sense of competence as players feel more skilled and
effective within the game world. Minimal bugs and improved
usability ensure that players can navigate the game without
frustration, further supporting their sense of competence. Visual
enhancements and refined graphics can make a game world
more believable and engaging, which can help players feel more
connected to the characters and story, thus satisfying the need for
relatedness. Co-viewing or co-playing enhances social interaction
and shared experiences, reinforcing the sense of relatedness.
Finally, first-person perspectives allow players to experience the
game world directly through the eyes of their character, or at
least forming some so-called alignment or allegiance (Smith,
1994), supporting satisfaction of players’ need for autonomy
as they make choices and take actions that impact the game’s
outcome. By supporting basic psychological needs, these design
elements enhance game narrative and contribute to a richer, more
satisfying gaming experience.

3. INTEGRATING NARRATIVE CONCEPTS
INTO SDT-GUIDED RESEARCH ON VIDEO
GAMES
Despite significant contributions from SDT and HCI scholars
toward incorporating SDT principles into video game design
(Rigby and Ryan, 2011; Przybylski et al., 2012; Deterding, 2016),
a recent systematic review revealed that HCI game research,
particularly studies published in CHI and CHI Play, has often
engaged with SDT and its subsidiary theories at a relatively
superficial level (Tyack and Mekler, 2020). The extant literature
is characterized by a lack of depth in the application of SDT to
game design, with few efforts made to connect SDT concepts
with other media theories within the HCI domain. This oversight
has been especially evident in the realm of narrative theories,
which offer rich potential for enhancing both game design and
player experience. Narrative theories have been largely sidelined
by researchers using SDT, acknowledged by only a scant number
of studies (Domínguez et al., 2016; Bowey and Mandryk, 2017).
Furthermore, those attempts that have sought to integrate
SDT with narrative theories frequently overlook important
aspects, such as the investigation of players’ objectively assessed

behaviors and the fulfillment of psychological needs during
gameplay (Lu et al., 2012). This oversight highlights a pervasive
challenge for game designers and researchers; i.e. advances in
theoretical understanding, research method and design methods
are interrelated. Co-developing more sophisticated approaches to
each has the potential to produce richer, more engaging gaming
experience.

This deficiency in integration and application may stem partly
from the complex taxonomies that pervade across narrative theo-
ries and SDT. Complex taxonomies used in narrative theories have
historically caused confusion-fueled controversy in game studies,
often without consideration of SDT (see M-L Ryan (Ryan, 2023):
‘The controversy has now died down, and the possibility for games to tell
stories is widely accepted.’). It’s not surprising that relatively siloed
communities of scholars using different complex languages find it
challenging to collaborate. To address this issue, we review below
some of the leading narrative taxonomies while addressing their
potential intersections with SDT.

3.1. Taxonomy of narratives in video games in
the context of SDT:
One of several leading taxonomies of narrative types in video
games was developed by Adrian Hon (Hon, n.d.). Hon’s taxonomy
identified at least six ways that stories are told via video games.
Firstly, stories can serve as an (intangible) reward for the players.
For instance, many RPGs, such as the Final Fantasy series, require
the players to finish some pre-programmed gaming activities
before the game displays pre-recorded computer-generated movie
clips that deliver new installments of narrative content. He argues
this approach is prevalent in most modern video games. The pro-
vision of narrative as an intangible reward may support the need
for competence by acknowledging player achievements and pro-
viding a signal of progression and mastery. Secondly, stories can
be told through gameplay as an immersive experience, and players’
input on how the story should develop is solicited or invited with-
out making players feel overly directed or controlled. An example
of this experience-type narrative form is Half-Life (Valve, 1998),
where the story is seamlessly integrated into the gameplay. This
integration supports SDT’s need for autonomy by allowing players
to influence the story through their choices, fostering a sense of
personal control and freedom within the game world. Thirdly, the
branching narrative, or ‘interactive story’, resembles the format of
traditional Choose Your Own Adventure book series, allowing players
some choice in the game’s direction, constrained by a limited
number of preset plots lines. This structure enhances autonomy
by providing meaningful choices that affect the game’s outcome,
and it can also support relatedness if the narrative involves
other characters and moral dilemmas that affect interpersonal
relationships. Fourthly, pseudo-artificial intelligence games like
Façade (Procedural Arts, 2005) employ natural language process-
ing to involve players directly in shaping the narrative through
textual commands. Recent years have also seen generative AI
being used to provide players with unique ecosystems, as seen in
games like No Man’s Sky (Hello Games, 2016). This approach can
greatly enhance autonomy and competence, as players feel their
input has a significant and unique impact on the game environ-
ment and story evolution. Fifthly, sandbox games, or open-world
games like Minecraft (Mojang Studios, 2011), usually eschew an
established narrative sequence, giving players maximal freedom
to explore and influence the game world by employing various
strategies for progress or even invite players to set up the game
world before playing. This highly autonomous setting supports
SDT’s need for autonomy and competence, as players are free to
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set personal goals and engage creatively with the game world.
Lastly, alternative reality games like Year Zero (42 Entertainment,
2007) start with a preset narrative but develop it in response to
the player’s real-world actions and input. This format can foster
strong relatedness, as players often collaborate with others to
solve puzzles and advance the story, alongside supporting auton-
omy by involving players in real-world narrative-driven tasks. To
recap, Hon’s narrative taxonomy or framework highlights increas-
ing levels of player agency and engagement. Each narrative type
offers different ways to engage players, making them feel con-
nected, capable and in control, features SDT would associate with
supporting need satisfaction and intrinsic motivation.

Another leading taxonomy of narrative types in video games
was developed by Barry Ip (Ip, 2011). Ip identified different forms
of narrative by empirically analyzing 10 video games. These 10
games were carefully selected given their sales, popularity, avail-
ability, appropriateness and rankings to provide a relatively broad
coverage (titles included Fable, The Godfather and Halo 3). That anal-
ysis focused on the use of cutscenes, on-screen text, prompts and
other narration techniques, leading to their categorization into 12
distinct forms. These ranged from narratives presented as pas-
sive game screen; on-screen text; cutscenes; cutscenes combined
with on-screen text; combination of gameplay, cutscenes and on-
screen text; combination of gameplay, sound and textual cues to
short game prompts presented as on-screen text, as cutscenes,
simultaneously as cut scene and on-screen text, an integral part
of game play; a combination of game play, sound and textual cues;
or simply as credit roll and/or ending sequence.

These technique-based forms can be further grouped into lin-
ear and non-linear (branching) narratives. Linear narratives, echo-
ing Hon’s concept of ‘story as reward’, unfold along a preset path
from beginning to end without significant alterations based on
players’ actions. These forms can enhance the SDT need for com-
petence by providing clear feedback on player actions through
narrative outcomes, thus contextualizing a player’s achievements
or failures within the game’s story. In contrast, non-linear narra-
tives offer branching storylines and multiple endings, providing
flexibility and player agency, which significantly enhance their
sense of autonomy and promote relatedness through engaging
storylines that involve complex character interactions and moral
choices. Ryan and colleagues (Ryan et al., 2015) later introduced
the concept of emergent narratives, marking a distinct depar-
ture from the non-linear structure. They defined the emergent
narratives as stories emerging bottom-up from the richness of
underlying simulations featuring autonomous characters. Tetris
(Alexey Pajitnov, 1985) is considered a good example of emer-
gent narrative, offering a unique way to satisfy competence and
autonomy as players create their own stories through interactions
within the game environment, leading to a highly personalized
experience. This perspective highlights how emergent narratives
can be recognized even in games not traditionally viewed for
their storytelling, showcasing the dynamic creation of stories
through gameplay mechanics and player interaction. This view
suggests the possibility that humans inherently experience the
world through narratives, challenging the very existence of ‘non-
narrative games’ as a category. However, the uniqueness of narra-
tive advantages could become moot without a clear comparator.
Ultimately, specific qualities of a game’s story, plot and character
design will inevitably explain more variance in players’ experience
of games compared to crude binary distinctions, such as the
presence or absence of a narrative.

Carstensdottir and colleagues (Carstensdottir et al., 2019)
delved into game narratives through the lens of computational

story structures, categorizing them into six distinct types. This
categorization encompasses linear narratives, which follow a
single trajectory from start to finish, and branching narratives,
which introduce variability through multiple diverging paths,
allowing for different narrative events based on player choices.
Linear narratives, similar to the ‘cutscene as reward’ model,
provide a sense of predictability and security that can help satisfy
the need for competence, as players are likely to understand
and anticipate the game’s demands and rewards. In contrast,
branching narratives enhance autonomy by allowing players
to influence the direction and outcomes of the story based on
their decisions, fostering a sense of personal agency and impact.
Foldback stories offer a unique twist by allowing events to branch
out in response to player actions but ultimately converge back to
a central storyline. Broom narratives maintain a primarily linear
structure but feature multiple branching endings, offering varied
conclusions based on the player’s decisions toward the story’s
climax. Both foldback and broom narratives cater to the need for
autonomy and competence by providing players with meaningful
choices that have visible consequences yet ensure that all paths
are somewhat rewarding and contribute to a coherent narrative
development, enhancing engagement and satisfaction. Hidden
or dispersed narratives scatter story elements throughout the
game, requiring players to piece together the narrative. This
approach caters to the need for competence by challenging
players to uncover and reconstruct the narrative, promoting
exploration and discovery. Lastly, opportunistic stories dynamically
generate narrative content based on in-game processes, creating
a flexible storytelling experience that adapts to player actions.
This type of narrative is particularly effective at supporting
autonomy, as it allows the game environment and story to
evolve in response to player decisions, making each player’s
experience unique and deeply personal. This can significantly
enhance the sense of relatedness as players feel that their
interactions have a meaningful impact on the game world and
its characters. Overall, Carstensdottir and colleagues’ approach
not only complements the earlier taxonomies discussed but
also expands the understanding of narrative structures in video
games, highlighting the rich diversity of storytelling mechanics
and their potential to create immersive and engaging player
experiences.

Departing from previously discussed models, Aarseth’s Ludo
Narrative Variable Model (LNVM) (Aarseth, 2012) provides
a framework for analyzing game narratives through four
ontological dimensions: world, events, objects and agents, which
intersect with a range from the narrative to ludic poles without a
hierarchical scale. This variable model highlights the balance
between authorial control and gameplay agency, a concep-
tualization that parallels SDT’s idea of optimal challenge as
supportive of both autonomy and competence need satisfaction.
LNMV explains how objects in a game can range from non-
interactable to inventible, increasing opportunities for choice
and the complexity of a game’s narrative, but also the degree
of challenge. Agents, or characters, in games can vary from richly
detailed characters with complex backstories to simplistic bots
that serve as mere gameplay mechanics. More complex agents
likely support players’ relatedness need satisfaction, with detailed
characters enhancing emotional engagement and simpler
characters focusing on gameplay dynamics. At one end of the
spectrum, the narrative pole emphasizes strong author agency,
which can limit player interaction but enrich the storytelling
depth, potentially enhancing the player’s intrinsic motivation
by providing a rich, engaging story. Conversely, the ludic pole
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favors gameplay agency, which might sacrifice narrative depth but
increases autonomy, allowing players more freedom to influence
their game environment and outcomes. The world dimension
encompasses physical or virtual structures that can be directly
explored by players, ranging from an inaccessible space into five
topological structures, from a single room to a completely open
landscape, offering a measurable, concrete environment that
players can explore. This exploration often challenges players
to navigate and master new territories, enhancing their sense
of competence. Objects vary from non-interactable elements,
purely observational within the game environment, to inventible
items that players can create or modify, perhaps through in-
game programming tools. This range allows players to interact
with their environment in varying degrees, directly affecting their
gameplay experience and sense of agency. Agents, or characters,
range from characters with rich backstories and motivations to
simplistic bots with no individual identity, like generic enemies.
Richly detailed characters enhance the narrative depth and foster
a sense of relatedness and emotional engagement among players,
while simpler characters may focus more on enhancing gameplay
mechanics. Events range from tightly controlled, fully plotted
stories to open-ended playable stories and multi-path or quest
games that offer varying degrees of player choice and narrative
flexibility. This spectrum provides players with opportunities to
experience both autonomy and competence need satisfaction,
as their decisions influence the outcome of the story. Of the
four dimensions, Agents/characters and Events are especially
tied to narrative elements. Agents/characters are crucial for
storytelling and should be effectively utilized to create engaging
ludo-narrative content. They play a significant role in fulfilling
players’ need for relatedness by connecting them emotionally
to the game’s narrative. LNVM underscores the importance of
balancing narrative depth with player autonomy.

To summarize, future game researchers investigating potential
associations between video game narratives and player outcomes
(e.g. game selection, engagement, enjoyment and performance)
may be guided by consideration of how different types of game
narrative can simultaneously either support or thwart different
basic psychological needs. In general, autonomy is likely to be sup-
ported by non-linear types of narrative that provide meaningful
choices and control within the game environment, allowing play-
ers to influence the game’s narratives. Competence is likely sup-
ported by narrative-driven challenges that match players skills
and promote growth. Relatedness is likely supported through
dynamic interactions with game characters and other players,
creating deeper, more meaningful and potentially enduring social
connections. While these theoretical alignments suggest potential
for narrative structures to satisfy psychological needs, future
empirical research is needed to directly test these SDT-guided
hypotheses.

3.2. Extant video games literature that linked
SDT and narratives:
Despite challenges that include different terminology and the
lack of a single, consensus taxonomy of narrative types for video
games, game research that integrates concepts from SDT and nar-
rative theories has received some attention and may be gaining
traction. Much of this extant research literature has involved a
particular sub-theory (or ‘mini-theory’) of SDT, referred to as basic
psychological need theory (BPNT). The BPNT sub-theory, among
the most foundational and well-developed sub-theories of SDT
(Ryan and Deci, 2019; Ryan et al., 2021), posits that the satisfaction
of three basic psychological needs—autonomy, competence and

relatedness—not only produces intrinsic motivation but is also
critical for optimal human functioning and well-being, while
frustration of these needs undermines intrinsic motivation and
well-being (Ryan et al., 2016).

Our review of the extant game studies literature revealed a
number of studies that speak to how games can help support
SDT’s basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence and
relatedness, although many of these studies either do not exclu-
sively pertain to narratives or explicitly reference SDT. As men-
tioned previously, most of these studies did not exclusively pertain
to narratives. The purpose of reviewing them in this section is
to draw parallels to how narrative effects in games may oper-
ate and to call for further studies and discussions that focus
specifically on narrative elements within games using an SDT
lens. For example, SDT-guided research conducted by Kim et al.
(Kim et al., 2015), referenced earlier, explored the impact of in-
game customization of avatars. Across two studies, the ability to
customize an avatar enhanced players’ experiences of autonomy,
control and attachment to their customized avatar, which in turn
contributed to immersion and enjoyment while playing. Features
of games that encourage players to customize avatars, especially
in ways that allow players to express their true or aspirational
identities and preferences, tend to support the satisfaction of
players’ psychological need for autonomy. Similarly, interactive
narrative design (another way to encourage player customiza-
tion of games) inherently supports players autonomy by offering
choices that significantly alter the game’s story and outcome.
Based on SDT, interactive narrative design features that encour-
age players to make decisions about a game’s story or narrative
arc reflecting their personal values, especially intrinsic values, are
more autonomy-supportive and enjoyable. Peng’s research (Peng,
2008) on the role of identification in video games emphasizes how
embodying certain character types through enactive role-playing
can support the satisfaction of player’s need for competence.
Identification with characters not only enriches the narrative
experience but also bolsters players’ confidence in their abilities.
Research by Tyack and Wyeth (Tyack and Wyeth, 2017) into single-
player video game dynamics sheds light on how game narra-
tives can cultivate parasocial relationships with characters, where
players form connections or attachments akin to real-life social
bonds. This work illustrates how narrative game design can help
support the satisfaction of players’ need for relatedness.

The studies above highlight some of the ways video game
narratives and design choices can be understood using an SDT
framework, especially BPNT, even when not explicitly guided
by SDT or identified using SDT terminology. Specifically, these
studies on parasocial relationships, avatar customization, inter-
active narrative design and character identification offer a robust
foundation for deeper integration of SDT principles into video
game research. By making more explicit connections between
these elements of game narrative and SDT’s concepts of basic
psychological need satisfaction and frustration, many new and
testable hypotheses become apparent. Pursuing this integrative
approach to hypothesis generation promises to provide invaluable
insights for both game designers and researchers, fostering a
more nuanced understanding of how video games can support
enjoyment and well-being.

3.3. Proposed opportunities and questions for
future research
Here we propose that there are significant opportunities to be
gained from a multi-level integration of narrative theories and
SDT in game design research—identifying points of agreement/
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overlap, tension and complementarity. Specifically, we focus on
two major areas of integration of narrative theories and SDT in
video game design and user research: first, integrating specific
parable narratives to promote positive motivational outcomes and
growth, and second, integrating narrative theories and SDT to
provide explanations of video game preferences. Next, we explore
each area for proposed future research, in turn.

3.3.1. Integrating parable narratives into games to
promote positive outcomes
In their seminal book on SDT and game design, Glued to Games,
Rigby and Ryan (Rigby and Ryan, 2011) described the potential
for fiction, especially in the context of games, to promote positive
outcomes, including personal growth. Citing the work of literary
scholar John Gardner, Rigby and Ryan posited that (p. 81): ‘We learn
from the failures and successes of particular modes of action [when
immersed in narrative fiction] and learn from them . . . exactly as
we learn from life. That despite the fictional nature of the content, a
good story can be as meaningful as “real” experiences and used as a
vehicle for growth.’ In the following section, we explore how game
designers might thoughtfully and ethically develop or select and
apply different parable narratives, guided by SDT, to promote
positive outcomes.

BPNT, referenced above, is arguably the most foundational and
well-developed sub-theories of SDT (Ryan and Deci, 2019; Ryan
et al., 2021). Consequently, BPNT is the sub-theory of SDT that
has been most frequently and directly applied in the context of
game design research. BPNT has also been applied to understand
healthy lifespan development, supported by findings that the sat-
isfaction of basic psychological needs predicts healthy psychoso-
cial growth (Soenens and Vansteenkiste, 2023). SDT research on
psychosocial development could help inform how game designers
craft narratives that track characters’ life course and psychosocial
development in games. Narratives intended to be instructional,
often referred to as parables, have a long history in both secular
and scriptural education and include many of the most enduring
and widely enjoyed narratives across all types and genres. BPNT-
informed narratives that illustrate the consequences of basic
need satisfaction and frustration for characters’ lifespan devel-
opment could serve as powerfully instructive lessons for players.

It is noteworthy that traditionally, parables have tended to
follow a single linear structure. However, single linear structures
are characteristics of nearly all traditional narratives. Relatively
recent advances in technologies applied to video games (and other
media) have greatly expanded the potential for designing non-
linear narratives (e.g. using branching logic or generative AI).
Given that narratives are defined by an intention to instruct, we
posit that game designers could conceivably provide instruction
on lessons using non-linear narratives that deliver consequences
for players’ choices consistent with SDT-guided research findings.
For example, SDT-guided research has consistently found that
prioritizing extrinsic goals (pursuing money, fame and image)
over intrinsic goals (pursuing personal growth, close relation-
ships, community involvement and physical health) is negatively
related to well-being (see the recent meta-analysis by Bradshaw
and colleagues (Bradshaw et al., 2023)); this is a foundational
tenant of Goal Contents Theory (GCT), another sub-theory of
SDT. Longitudinal studies have demonstrated that associations
between pursuing these different goals and well-being are medi-
ated by basic need satisfaction (Hope et al., 2019,), and further
that attaining different goals is also differentially associated with
well-being (Niemiec et al., 2009). Niemiec and colleagues found
that while attainment of intrinsic goals was related positively to

well-being 1 year later, attainment of extrinsic goals was not; in
fact, attainment of extrinsic aspirations was positively related to
ill-being. Based on GCT and these SDT-guided research findings, it
is relatively straightforward to imagine a parable-style, non-linear
game narrative that delivers positive consequences for player
(and non-player character (NPC)) choices aligned with pursing
intrinsic goals and negative consequences for choices aligned
with pursuing extrinsic goals.

When it comes to considering the value of different para-
bles about lifespan development within video games, we believe
another of SDT’s sub-theories could also be helpful; i.e. Organis-
mic Integration Theory (OIT) (Pelletier et al., 2023), a sub-theory
that centers the concept of internalization. A key component of
OIT is that people naturally tend to internalize values that are
endorsed by those closest to us. As we mature from children into
adults, the institutions, social groups and authorities around us
encourage us to adopt values such as cultural norms, desired
behaviors, ideal activities and appropriate social practices. How-
ever, those values may be internalized to varying degrees. Healthy
development is characterized by a process of either internalizing
and integrating these values, or alternatively casting them aside
and adopting new values that can be more easily internalized
and integrated. This process of internalization can sometimes be
facilitated by leaving home and exploring new contexts where
individuals are confronted by those who hold alternative val-
ues, with effortful reflection, and especially in contexts that are
autonomy-supportive.

To illustrate, one well-developed line of SDT-guided research
speaks to the experience of closeted lesbian, gay and bisexual
(LGB) individuals with high levels of internalized homophobia,
a result of earlier socialization that was less than autonomy-
supportive (Ryan et al., 2017). While homophobic values can be
internalized in a narrow sense, OIT holds that there will nec-
essarily be tension between those values and parts of the self
that experience same-sex attraction, limiting integration, self-
concordance, authenticity and ultimately well-being (Ryan and
Ryan, 2019). Ryan and colleagues showed that when LGB individ-
uals with high levels of homophobia entered new contexts with
high autonomy support, rates of disclosure (outness) increased,
as did their well-being. Related to this, a number of video games
include parable-type narratives involving the process of ‘coming
out’, i.e., disclosing a marginalized sexual orientation (Hart, n.d.),
including: New Found Courage (Cafe Empty, 2018), Zen: A Gay Sequel
(bobcgames, 2021), If Found . . . (Dreamfeel, 2020), Coming Out Sim-
ulator (Nicky Case, 2014) and Gone Home (The Fullbright Company,
2013). Research guided by OIT suggests that games like these
could help facilitate the process of internalization and integration
for some players, such as those struggling to accept or disclose
their sexual orientation. Extending this further, video games that
feature alternative parable narratives involving simulated disclo-
sures of other counter-normative or concealable stigmatized iden-
tities may benefit players in similar ways (e.g. by simulating the
disclosure of a mental illness, a gender non-conforming identity
or even a political or religious affiliation). Narrative formats that
offer opportunities for simulating multiple paths or branching
storylines with multiple endings may be especially well suited for
promoting internalization and integration related to disclosures,
promoting well-being and healthy psychosocial development.

The Hero’s Journey. Among the most famous parable narra-
tives about lifespan development is the Hero’s Journey, a narrative
structure identified by Joseph Campbell (Campbell, 2003), char-
acterized by a cycle of departure, initiation and return, where
the protagonist ventures from the ordinary world into the realm
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of adventure and challenge, undergoing personal transformation
before returning home. Some scholars have critiqued Campbell’s
claims about the ‘universality’ of this structure across history
and cultures (Lefkowitz, 1990), including scholars in game studies
(Tyack and Mekler, 2020). However, the potential for this narrative
to resonate deeply for many has been well documented and it
has been intentionally adapted into countless cultural stories and
media, including many video games (Schell and Schell, 2008). In
Glued to Games, Rigby and Ryan (Rigby and Ryan, 2011) relate the
use of Campbell’s hero archetype and Hero’s Journey narrative in
video games to facilitating players’ competence need satisfaction.
They write that: ‘persevering through to an ultimate victory is a core
thread in heroic narratives and provides a framework for the incremental
progress of game challenges that optimally satisfy a player’s need for
competence (p.33)’. Further, Rigby and Ryan assert that ‘when video
games put players in heroic circumstances, they are implicitly commu-
nicating a belief that the player can rise to the tasks ahead (p. 33)’,
thereby further supporting competence need satisfaction. Given
its influence, we believe the Hero’s Journey narrative in video
games offers an especially interesting example for analysis using
SDT and its sub-theories (Rigby and Ryan, 2016). As such, we next
discuss more ways this influential narrative structure may be
associated with satisfying all three basic needs and with organ-
ismic integration, using updated examples from video games
released since the 2011 publication of Glued to Games.

In terms of autonomy need support and satisfaction, the
Hero’s Journey in video games starts with an invitation or call
to adventure, leading the player–character into a world filled
with unknowns to be explored. This initial step is crucial in
establishing autonomy, as players must choose whether and
how to engage with the journey ahead. For instance, in The
Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild (Nintendo EPD, 2017), players
are empowered to explore the vast world of Hyrule at their
own pace, tackle challenges in multiple ways and make choices
that influence their journey (Moran, 2023). Over the narrative
development, they are presented with an expansive world full
of choices and paths about the past history that diverge from
the central narrative arc. Indeed, the autonomy afforded by
narrative video games empowers players to become the architects
of their own adventures. This sense of freedom, where players’
decisions carry significant weight and consequence, not only
has the potential to immerse them more deeply into their
unique narrative arcs but also fulfills their need for control over
their in-game destinies. Such engagement in shaping outcomes
supports players’ autonomy need satisfaction. In addition to
offering opportunities for exploration and meaningful choices, the
Hero’s Journey and other game narratives may support players
autonomy by offering a meaningful, internalizable rationale for
engagement. In hero narratives, that rationale often takes the
form of an epic or romanticized quest (e.g. save one’s home,
the world or a loved one from certain death or destruction). For
instance, in the Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild, players embody
the character Link as they set out to save Princess Zelda and
prevent Calamity Ganon from destroying the world.

In terms of competence need support and satisfaction, as noted
by Rigby and Ryan (Rigby and Ryan, 2011), the initiation phase
of the Hero’s Journey, filled with trials, challenges and growth, is
directly relevant. Games that employ the Hero’s Journey narrative
structure follow a cycle of effort, feedback and improvement,
and implicitly communicate confidence in players’ heroic ability
to meet challenges, supporting competence need satisfaction. In
Celeste (Maddymakesgames, 2020), players encounter challenging
platforming sections that require precision and timing. Through

repeated attempts, they gradually improve their skills, with each
successful attempt contributing to their understanding and mas-
tery of the game mechanics. As they continue through the game,
they acquire new abilities and strategies, allowing them to tackle
progressively difficult challenges. This process mirrors the hero’s
internal growth through trials, satisfying players’ competence by
symbolically communicating progress toward mastery within the
game world (Hefkaluk et al., 2024).

With regard to relatedness need support and satisfaction, while
the Hero’s Journey might superficially seem like a solitary journey,
it is often relationships formed during the journey that imbue
these narratives with depth and meaning. The journey of the hero
often involves interactions with a variety of NPCs, some of whom
become allies, mentors or friends. Additionally, some online
games provide opportunities to interact with other players. Games
that leverage these social aspects of the Hero’s Journey can sup-
port a sense of camaraderie and belonging among players and the
NPCs they interact with. In terms of single-player games, the Mass
Effect (BioWare, 2007–21) series stands out for its complex charac-
ter development and narrative choices driven by the player. These
choices influence relationships with NPC team members, creating
a strong sense of relatedness as players build bonds with charac-
ters and make decisions that impact the group’s dynamics. On the
other hand, massively multi-players online role-playing games
(MMORPGs) such as World of Warcraft (Blizzard Entertainment,
2004) provides another notable example. The game facilitates col-
lective engagement in storylines, which can enhance social bonds
through shared experiences and active participation in the online
game world. Additionally, the game emphasizes cooperation
among players to collaborate, especially in raids, which helps to
strengthen relationships and meet the need for relatedness. This
process allows players to create and share their own ‘emergent
stories’ in the game universe. As players navigate the story, the
interactions between these characters and with other players
create a sense of shared destiny and emotional depth, reinforcing
the player’s sense of connection to the game world and its
inhabitants. This not only enriches the narrative experience
but also aligns with SDT’s assertion that fulfilling the need for
relatedness is crucial for intrinsic motivation and well-being.

As noted earlier, the Hero’s Journey narrative archetype belongs
to a genre of narrative intended to be instructive examples or
lessons, i.e. parables. When interwoven with the principles of
SDT, parable narratives can offer a robust framework for under-
standing and enhancing the psychological benefits of video gam-
ing. SDT, rooted in organismic meta-theory, offers testable and
empirically supported predictions with respect to healthy human
development over time and what constitutes a ‘life well lived.’
Specifically, more autonomously oriented personality develop-
ment and integration is posited to be both an innate tendency
and optimal for achieving eudemonic well-being. Thus, when life
goals are shifted away from extrinsic aspirations toward intrinsic
aspirations, SDT posits this is more likely to lead to a life well lived
(Niemiec et al., 2009; Kasser et al., 2014). By facilitating autonomy
through meaningful choices, fostering competence through chal-
lenging yet achievable trials and nurturing relatedness through
deep, character-driven narratives, video games can transcend
mere entertainment. The Hero’s Journey can also be a conduit for
satisfying fundamental psychological needs, promoting not only
engagement and enjoyment but also contributing to the player’s
overall sense of well-being. This synergy between narrative and
psychological theory not only underscores the potential of video
games as a medium for personal growth but also highlights the
importance of thoughtful narrative integration in game design.
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Moderators such as transportability, need for affect, need for
cognition and prior knowledge significantly influence how players
experience the Hero’s Journey through the lens of SDT. Designing
video games for players with varying levels of these modera-
tors involves tailoring game elements to meet diverse psycho-
logical needs, ensuring a wide spectrum of psychological needs
are catered to, enhancing overall player experience and well-
being. Easily transported players with a heightened need for affect
connect deeply with the emotional trajectory of the character’s
journey, fulfilling relatedness needs. Those with a high need for
cognition find satisfaction in strategic decision-making, catering
to competence. Prior knowledge of the Hero’s Journey increases
engagement and relevance, making the game more satisfying.
High-quality narratives that integrate the Hero’s Journey with
player choices boost autonomy and competence. Sharing this
journey with others enriches the experience, enhancing relat-
edness. Immersing players in the Hero’s Journey from a first-
person perspective deepens narrative connection, meeting auton-
omy, competence and relatedness needs. Recent studies suggest
interpreting one’s life as a Hero’s Journey leads to psychological
benefits, implying that narrative video games could amplify these
effects (Rogers et al., 2023).

Hero narratives in serious games and other gamified activities.
Although our primary focus has been on narratives in games
designed for entertainment, it is worth noting that these
principles can also be applied by designers developing serious
games or gamified activities intended to promote well-being-
related outcomes, such as learning or health behavior change.
In educational and training contexts, game designers have
successfully integrated SDT and game narratives, including
parables like the Hero’s Journey and the concept of ‘the learner
hero’ (Rigby and Przybylski, 2009; Grasse et al., 2022). For example,
a recent study by Lu and colleagues (Lu et al., 2023) demonstrated
that players of the popular active video game, Beat Saber (Oculus
VR, 2019), increased their relative time spent in moderate-to-
vigorous physical activity when randomly assigned to watch a 5-
min clip from the film, Star Wars, before playing. This intervention
presumably prompted players to think of themselves as a Jedi
(hero). George Lucas, the writer and director of the original Star
Wars films, has famously credited Joseph Campbell as a major
creative influence, with the Hero’s Journey serving as the basis
for Star Wars’ narrative structure (Vogler, 2017).

It is important to acknowledge limitations and boundary
conditions of the Hero’s Journey in game design (Tyack and Mekler,
2020). For example, while many points raised focus on narrative
content, aspects like interactive narratives offering choice
could pertain more generally to game mechanical structures.
Therefore, instead of universally applying the Hero’s Journey
theme, game designers are encouraged to select the most effective
elements of both narrative and game mechanical structures
for enhancing well-being on a case-by-case basis. This nuanced
approach ensures that both narrative and gameplay mechanics
are effectively leveraged to support players’ psychological needs
and potential for organismic integration.

We encourage game researchers to join us in directly
investigating the empirical questions and speculative hypotheses
related to SDT and parable game narratives outlined here in
future research. Given the potential for well-designed narrative
video games to immerse players in the Hero’s Journey, could such
games be particularly beneficial for promoting players’ well-
being and life satisfaction? Beyond the Hero’s Journey, might
video games that include other parable narratives consistent
with SDT and its mini-theories (BPNT, GCT and OIT) be especially

advantageous for players? To what extent does engaging with
these parable narratives lead to healthy changes in players’
lives outside of games? Addressing these questions, in line
with well-being supportive design principles, could help expand
the role of video games from pure entertainment to tools that
also promote personal development and life satisfaction (Oliver
et al., 2016), a meaningful extension of the games for health
movement.

3.3.2. Choosing between video games: integrating
narrative and SDT accounts for game preferences
Given the extensive variety of video game narratives available,
another area of interest concerns predicting individual and group
preferences. However, few SDT-guided studies have focused on
predicting people’s preferences for different game genres, and to
the best of our knowledge, none of those studies have considered
narrative features. SDT-guided studies that have been run have
focused on past basic psychological need satisfaction and frustra-
tion as predictors of game preferences. For example, Ryan, Rigby
and Przybylski (Ryan et al., 2006) found that within-game satis-
factions of autonomy and competence was related to preferences
for future play when participants were given four video games to
play in a lab experiment (Study 3), and within-game satisfactions
of all three needs were independently associated with intended
future play among participants recruited from a Massive Multi-
player Online (MMO) game community. In a 2016 chapter, Rigby
and Ryan (Rigby and Ryan, 2016) wrote: ‘the theory (SDT) suggests
that people’s intrinsic motivation for sustained engagement in
any media entertainment will be a function of the need sat-
isfactions it affords (p. 36)’ and that ‘need satisfaction should
thus explain variability in media preferences and enjoyment (p.
36)’. Additionally, they assert that some preferences for games
can be related to satisfying psychological needs that have been
frustrated or unmet in their lives outside of gaming (i.e. a form
of compensation). Rigby and Ryan caution that: ‘because of the
strong capacity of some media to satisfy psychological needs in
the virtual context, some individuals overuse media (p. 36)’. Their
need density hypothesis holds that players who have need-satisfying
gaming experiences that contrast with need depriving or need
thwarting in other important domains of life are especially at risk
of overusing those video games.

Thus far, a potential limitation of SDT-guided accounts of video
game preferences involves a failure to account for many factors
other than basic psychology needs (e.g. cultural differences,
personal and social identities, temperament). In addressing this
limitation, it may be helpful to integrate other theories, including
those from narrative psychology. Future empirical studies exam-
ining these intersections could help game scholars build a more
comprehensive understanding of game preferences. To begin, we
propose the possibility that further integrating ideas from SDT
and the Temporarily Expanding Boundaries of the Self (TEBOTS)
model (Johnson et al., 2015) may improve understanding of
game preferences, especially among games with strong narrative
features.

The TEBOTS model (Slater et al., 2014; Johnson et al., 2015;
Johnson et al., 2021) was developed to explain why narratives
appeal to people. TEBOTS posits that because the human self-
concept is to some degree universally experienced as burdensome
and restrictive, people frequently seek narratives as a way to
temporarily expand the self and experience relief. Narratives offer
relief from the task of self-regulating and adhering to multiple
identity-defined roles that make up our self-concept, as well as
from the limitations or constrains necessarily associated with
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adopting some identities and not others (the limitations of being
an individual self).

Authors of the TEBOTS model explicitly connect the univer-
sality of human motivation for entering narrative worlds with
SDT and the universality of basic psychological needs. They posit
that the premise of basic psychological needs creates a universal
conundrum, inherent to the human experience when confronted
with the limits of reality. Johnson and colleagues (Johnson et al.,
2021) summarized this universal conundrum as such (p. 253):

By this conundrum we refer to the fact that any given human

being can develop competence or agency in only a narrow set

of skills, limited by available time, opportunity and inherent

capacity; that any individual’s autonomy is not only socially

constrained, but inherently constrained: we cannot be other

than who we are, living in the time we are in; and our relation-

ships and affiliations even under the best of circumstances are

constrained by time, space, social role and the relational com-

mitments we have made. So, even for that enviable individual

who is multi-talented, with a substantial scope of choice, and

with deeply satisfying relationships—these drives are imper-

fectly satisfied.

In other words, the relief audiences experience when enter nar-
rative worlds may be especially satisfying when stories offer
opportunities for vicariously experiencing forms of autonomy,
competence and relatedness need satisfactions that reality denies
us. During transcendent narrative engagement, individuals can
expand their self-concept, an experience called boundary expan-
sion, by extending their self into the story world. Through this
process, basic psychological needs can be satisfied vicariously,
as individuals feel autonomy through characters’ choices, com-
petence through their achievements and relatedness through
characters’ relationships within fictional worlds.

The authors of TEBOTS have also hypothesized that, while the
appeal of narratives may be universal, their appeal is particularly
strong when the self is especially burdened. Johnson and col-
leagues (Johnson et al., 2021) posited (p. 254–255) that: ‘In particular,
one would expect that there would be greater enjoyment and immersion
in stories when the self is under stress and strain, and less when it is
affirmed. It is also likely that stories might be particularly valued at
points in life when identity is under strain, such as adolescence, divorce or
retirement.’ Two speculative hypotheses follow from an extended
integration of TEBOTS and SDT. First, individuals who experience
specific personal and social identities (parts of themselves) as
especially burdensome may be especially drawn to video games
with narratives that afford them opportunities to escape those
specific identities. Second, SDT could help explain when and
why specific personal and social identities are more burdensome
than others. Research guided by SDT and its sub-theory OIT has
found that less internalized, less authentic identities tend to feel
more burdensome (Pelletier et al., 2023). Social environments and
socializing agents that thwart psychological needs are associated
with adopting identities that are less internalized, integrated and
authentic. Integrating concepts from TEBOTS and SDT can help
us better understand not only narrative game preferences and
in-game enjoyment, but also the potential for games to help
people achieve positive personal growth and well-being long after
gameplay has ended.

Most media effects theories propose that conditional media
effects arise from both selective exposure and selective process-
ing. TEBOTS applies to both game selection and the satisfaction
of psychological needs. Players may choose games that offer

opportunities for boundary expansion and relief from burden-
some self-concepts. These game choices may be influenced
by effective marketing that highlights particular boundary-
expanding opportunities, or alternatively, by past experiences
with similar games (e.g. games from the same publisher, franchise
or genre). Over time, the satisfaction of psychological needs
through particular game narrative experiences can reinforce
players’ approach to future game selection. Johnson and
colleagues (Johnson et al., 2021) primarily focused on need
satisfaction, rather than game choices directly.

Slater’s Reinforcing Spirals Model (Slater, 2007; Slater et al.,
2020) offers a complementary account for this second path,
directly explaining how players often choose games that meet
their basic psychological needs. According to this model,
players select games that satisfy their psychological needs, and
continued engagement with these games further reinforces their
preferences for similar types. This cyclical process illustrates the
mutual reinforcement of game choice and need satisfaction.
While TEBOTS explains the depth of engagement within the
narrative, Slater’s model accounts for how these experiences
lead to repeated choices of similar games, reinforcing players’
intrinsic motivation. In this feedback loop, expanding the self
through narratives leads to greater psychological satisfaction,
which encourages repeated game selection. Players choose games
based on their likelihood to satisfy unmet needs, creating a cycle
of media selection and need satisfaction.

Leading SDT game scholars have suggested that games can act
as contexts by providing a space for embodying the ‘ideal self’
(Przybylski et al., 2012). Games like Journey (Thatgamecompany,
2012), which emphasizes personal growth and overcoming mental
and physical challenges, may act as mediums for players to
explore and embody their ‘ideal self’, aligning with SDT’s core
needs. The intersection of self-concept and game design repre-
sents a key opportunity for cross-pollination between SDT and
narrative research. New SDT and narrative theory-guided models
could be tested using rigorous research designs to predict changes
in people’s game selection and usage over the trajectory of their
entire life course, as well as the consequences of engaging with
different game genres and narratives for life course changes in
moral and social development, health and well-being.

To illustrate, video games such as The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt
(CD Projekt Red, 2015) allow players to explore different facets
of their identity and moral compass as the protagonist, Geralt.
When their play character responds to various dilemmas,
players experiment with actions and consequences that may
be far removed from their real-life experiences. This autonomy
in decision-making is not just about controlling the game’s
outcome; it also includes exploring hypothetical scenarios that
may expand players’ understanding of themselves and their
values. Another video game, Dark Souls (FromSoftware, 2011),
offers opportunities for developing perseverance and resilience.
As players overcome seemingly insurmountable challenges, they
not only develop skills within the game but also gain a sense
of personal achievement and growth that may extend to other
contexts. Finally, games like Fire Emblem: Three Houses (Intelligent
Systems, 2019) center opportunities for building relationships
between the player’s character and other characters. These
virtual relationships, aside from affecting the gameplay and
unlocking additional storylines, can have profound emotional
resonance, allowing players to explore aspects of friendship,
loyalty and sacrifice. Through these interactions, the game
encourages players to expand their sense of self to include
these virtual relationships, potentially fulfilling their need for
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relatedness in ways that are unavailable or unexplored in
their everyday lives, while also preparing them for exploring
relationships outside of this fictional game world. More research
using rigorous experimental and longitudinal designs is needed
to test these and other TEBOTS- and SDT-guided hypotheses.
In studies using the Reinforcing Spirals Model, (Slater, 2007;
Slater et al., 2020) both dynamics—how game choices influence
the self and how the self influences media choice—can be
explored concurrently to examine how they mutually reinforce
each other.

4. CONCLUSION
To advance empirical research that integrates SDT and narrative
theories within HCI and video game research (Ryan et al., 2006;
Rigby and Ryan, 2011; Ryan and Deci, 2017), we propose several
recommendations. First, we encourage exploring the influence of
SDT-guided parable narratives, particularly the Hero’s Journey, as
a means to promote well-being and personal growth. Second, we
recommend further integration of SDT with the TEBOTS model,
along with introducing the Reinforcing Spiral Model (Slater, 2007;
Slater et al., 2020) to help predict video game preferences and
choice as a cyclical process. These theoretical integrations have
the potential to deepen our understanding of players’ experiences
both within and beyond game environments and contribute to
designing video games that not only entertain but also foster
personal growth and well-being.

SDT and narrative theories have many underexplored intersec-
tions relevant to informing HCI generally, and especially for video
game design and research. Integrating these complementary the-
oretical traditions offers a more comprehensive framework and a
promising avenue for understanding and enhancing video game
experiences. Game designers who consider these intersecting
lines of scholarship can contribute to creating video games that
not only entertain but also support personal growth and well-
being, for individuals and collectively for society.

We hope that HCI scholars will challenge each other to advance
greater integration of these complementary perspectives, moti-
vating each other and collaborating to push the boundaries of
excellent game design together. This interdisciplinary approach
enriches our understanding of how video games can serve as
powerful tools for positive change, paving the way for future
innovations in game design and research.
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