Question 4

Using my interaction hierarchy, critically evaluate your favorite game in terms of interaction, engagement and immersion (3 evaluations here).  Why is the game fun, and why is it your favorite game?  Provide an example of another game in the same genre that you don’t like as well, do the same critical evaluation and answer the same questions about fun and why the game isn’t your favorite.
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Interaction: two things acting back and forth, context for interaction (semantic space), meaningful changes to the relationship, repeatable and iterative

Engagement: willing participation in the pretense that the fictive elements are real

Immersion: the active creation of belief in the enveloping fantasy of the digital environment

Games:

Natural Selection, Enemy Territory, Battlefield 1942, Team Fortress 2, Empires Mod, UT2004

Starcraft, Dawn of War, Warcraft3

Halo, Half Life

While I can't say Natural Selection is my favorite game, I don't necessarily have a favorite, it is one of the most memorable games I've played and one of the most influential in shaping how I think about games. It is a first person shooter (FPS) and real time strategy (RTS) hybrid. You play as either a TSA space marine or as a Kharaa alien. The battles take place in a variety of space ships and space stations. Gameplay is like that of any FPS, but structured inside of an RTS game between the two sides. You upgrade your weapons, or in the case of the Kharaa you evolve, as you attempt to take over the stations and secure resources. 

In terms of interaction, engagement, and immersion I consider the game to be a success. Interaction is typical of any FPS, you run around and you shoot the enemy although with a few extra features like building structures. It's not until you begin looking at engagement that the game really stands out. In general I find death match styled games very boring; games like Quake 3 and Unreal Tournament. I find there is little purpose or reason for fighting. Without a higher goal than 'kill the enemy' I quickly become bored. But this is where Natural Selection excels! Killing marines, or aliens, nets you almost nothing as players have no individual scores and your goal is to destroy the enemy's command center or hive, not to kill players. Killing players is simply a means to an end, not the end itself. With a higher level goal to guide, each individual skirmish with the enemy carries more meaning. “We must destroy the marine's latest expansion or they will upgrade their weapons to far and destroy our hive” is a much more compelling and engaging experience, I find, than “I only need three more kills before I'm in first place.” All of this the game pulls off very well, when playing as a marine you really feel the need and urgency of expanding your forces and defending against the aliens and as the aliens you know why you should contain the marines and prevent them from roaming the map freely.

What about immersion? Do players freely engage in creating a belief system when playing Natural Selection? For me, the answer to that question is a resounding yes. The world, while nothing that will change the face of science fiction, is well developed and justified. We know little about life outside of the battle between human and alien, but within this tiny view of the world we know a lot. Back story is important, but the key to the immersion goes much beyond that and right into the gameplay. When you are a marine walking down a hallway alone, you feel it. At any moment an alien can jump down from the ceiling and eat you, so every room you enter you turn around and survey the corners of the room, over doorways, any little pockets that an alien could hide in. When on an important mission, like securing a resource node, you move in groups not only because it will increase the likelihood of succeeding, but it feels safer. Solitude is dangerous; stay in groups. This tugs on our baser instincts and the game plays off this well. On the other side, playing as an alien is an entirely different experience, and yet just as immersive. Due to their greater mobility and fewer reasons for grouping, aliens feel more solitary. Traversing the map quickly, noting where the marines are moving, and making hit and run attacks is common alien behavior. They have the ability to walk on walls, hide, scurry through vents and make surprise attacks and they have to! A lone alien is no match for two or three marines, and as previously described, marines usually move in groups. The fear and hopelessness experience by an alien player when they are on the verge of losing, drastically trying to squeeze every little bit of teamwork together to fend off the marines is entirely different than the confidence felt when sieging the last marine outpost with your high level evolutions and abilities.

Team Fortress 2 is an FPS that I've been playing lately, and one that is in many ways similar to Natural Selection. It features team vs team play with high level objectives (no deathmatch here). One thing it does differently, but I would consider more a similar is that of classes. In Team Fortress 2 each player selects a class and then has a unique suite of weapons and abilities available to him, which nicely communicates to the player what his role on the battlefield is. While Natural Selection does have classes for the aliens (more advanced and expensive alien evolution types to be exact), the marines are completely lacking in classes, relying on weapons and armor to differentiate. 

Now in terms of interaction both games are very alike. With similar mechanics and class roles, one really can't offer up one as being better than the other. Engagement is a different story. Team Fortress 2 engages the player from the start. From the time you first see a heavy, to hearing a teammate call for a medic because they are on fire, to building a turret, you know you are in the action and there is work for you to do. And because you know your role, it's based on your class, you can quickly get to it. Sure, some of the classes are more subtle than others (“Ooooh, sap the sentry gun and THEN backstab the engineer!”), but in general you know that if you are the Pyro you should get up close and burn things, or if you are the medic you should follow your teammates around and heal them as they capture control points. Unfortunately, you don't really get that immediate sense of direction from Natural Selection. Your goals are more abstract; capture control points, prevent the enemy from getting control points, and at some point make a push on their base, and not immediately obvious the first time you play. I'm going to have to give Team Fortress 2 the edge in engagement, the classes and the roles they provide, the intuitive teamwork, and the excellent job in giving each character emotion and presence is unmatched.

Immersion is another story however. Whereas the world of Natural Selection has an adequate back story, and excellent context, Team Fortress 2 is completely lacking in back story and doesn't offer near as much engaging situational context. Yes, as an engineer you feel the urgency of trying to upgrade your turret to level 3 before the enemy comes, and as a spy your heart beats faster as you attempt to take out a turret farm guarded by a spy, or as a medic trying desperately to keep multiple teammates alive, but they just don't compare to the situations that occur in Natural Selection. Team Fortress 2 is fun, and very engaging, but it doesn't encourage an active creation of belief. The world is simply not developed enough for me to immerse myself within the ridiculous situations.

