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Abstract 

This bachelor thesis details the study and analysis of hopelessness, motivation, and personality 
types concerning game design. It offers definitions for hopelessness based on previous studies 

and explains what makes people experience hopelessness in games. The thesis compares 
previously conducted studies on hopelessness and motivation, confirms their validity, and 

applies the conclusion to theories of game design, such as MDA. 
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analysis. 

  



Swedish abstract 

 

Denna kandidatuppsats beskriver studerandet och analysen av hopplöshet, motivation och 

personlighetstyper i förhållande till speldesign. Den erbjuder definitioner för hopplöshet utifrån 
tidigare studier, och vad som får människor att uppleva hopplöshet i spel. Avhandlingen jämför 

tidigare utredda studier om hopplöshet och motivation, bekräftar deras validitet och tillämpar 

slutsatserna på speldesign, såsom MDA. 

 

Key Words: Hopplöshet, motivation, MDA, spelstilar, personlighetstyper, spel, 

innehållsanalys. 

 

  



Glossary of terms: 

 

FAQ 

Frequently Asked Questions 

Grind 

The repeated exercise of a monotonous task to receive a reward. 

MDA 

Mechanics, Dynamics, Aesthetics 

MUD 

Multi-User Dungeon 

NPC 

Non-Playable Character 

RPG 

Role-Playing Game 
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1 Introduction 

 

People love playing games. One need only look at how quickly the gaming industry has 

expanded and seen the amount of money people spend on games, consoles, computers, 

athletes, and events to see just how much people love games, playing games, and even 

watching others play games. 23.5 billion USD was spent by consumers on the gaming 

industry in 2015 and 16.5 billion USD was spent on game content (ESA 2016). 

Games are fun, and the measurement and continuing definition of different kinds of fun in 

games have been present almost as long as the medium itself. What games we play, why we 

play those kinds of games but avoid others is a well-explored field of study (Koster 2013). 

But what about measuring what is not fun? What about the things that make people anxious, 

frustrated, and give up? Those mental states are represented by the word "hopelessness" 

which has been studied for many years in the field of psychology. The author believes that the 

knowledge of what makes players feel hopelessness and stop playing is valuable for the 

design, development, and analysis of games. 

This bachelor thesis attempts to identify hopelessness through intense literature study where 

previous studies on hopelessness and game design theories are analyzed, and the author looks 

for patterns and similarities between the selected studies and the literature. It then offers a 

definition for hopelessness in games, and arguments for how this definition applies to 

previous studies about psychology, motivation, and game design. Lastly, conclusions are 

drawn over the validity of these frameworks and theories as well as how they correspond with 

each other. 
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2 Background 

 

There have been some studies on hopelessness conducted previously in the field of psychology. 

There have also been game design literature written that reinforce the conclusions of these 

studies. Both fields describe how people may react or feel when facing a situation in which they 

experience hopelessness, but there is a difference between the hopelessness described in the 

studies on the subject and the theories and conclusions in game design literature. This chapter 

gives the background necessary to understand the literature study of this thesis. 

 

2.1 Hopelessness in psychology and game design 

 

One of the most notable studies in the field of hopelessness and the psychology of giving up 

when faced with seemingly insurmountable challenges is the development of Beck's (1974) 

Hopelessness Scale (HS). It was the framework that proved that hopelessness is not merely a 

diffuse feeling state, but a measurable sensation that can vary in intensity in people, based on 

their view of the future and their ability to affect their situation positively. The HS has also been 

used in studies on hopelessness following its publication as a valid framework, such as the ones 

conducted by Miranda (2013) and Satici and Uysal (2016). 

The HS was selected as a basis for analysis because it offers a set of definitions for hopelessness 

and how people perceive it: something that can be found documented in the field of game design 

and game design theory, such as when players give up in games and what made them give up. 

Studies and literature about players' experiencing hopelessness in games were difficult to find 

despite this, though studies about the psychology of players and different kind of players have 

been conducted and can be found in the works by authors, game designers and philosophers 

like Bartle, Bateman, Hunicke, Koster, and Madigan.  

Studies on hopelessness in psychology, such as the HS, are focused on very dire situations and 

states of mind in people suffering from such a great perception of their situation and future to 

be so hopeless that they may attempt – even have attempted suicide. The author believes that a 

distinction has to be made between the sense of hopelessness a player can feel when facing 

setbacks, obstacles and challenges too great for their skill-level when playing a game, and the 

hopelessness a person can feel when perceiving to face challenges so great as to threaten their 

way of life, and that they have no way to affect their situation in a positive way. Despite how 

frustrating or impossible a game might feel, it is very unlikely that losing in that game will 

result in leaving the player suicidal. This thesis is not written to analyze game design and game 

design theory from the perspective of people and players who are suicidal as a result of 

perceiving themselves to be in a situation of dire hopelessness. 

This thesis uses the HS as a framework for defining hopelessness, as a basis for comparison 

between studies on games, people who play them, and game design theories about what makes 

players feel they are unable to complete tasks or overcome challenges in games. It should be 

noted that the player can give up without feeling hopelessness. Or they can believe in their 

ability to overcome the challenges presented to them but lack the motivation to continue playing. 

Hopelessness is not the singular reason for players to quit playing, but it is a scientific field 

where conducted research is lacking.  
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Situations, where players give up due to feeling hopelessness and the psychology behind those 

situations, are what this thesis aims to understand and what it will focus on. There is a lack of 

studies conducted that focuses on this kind of hopelessness concerning game design, from a 

player perspective. This thesis will analyze the previous works by the selected authors, and 

encourage future studies in this field. It compares, combines and analyses current knowledge 

in game design theory from the perspective of studies about hopelessness to find similarities 

between them and conclude whether or not frameworks and theories from the two fields are 

compatible with each other. 

 

2.2 Why do we play games and why do we stop?  

 

Koster (2013) means that we play games to learn patterns, which is a natural drive for all 

humans. We play to see and gain an understanding, a mastery of the patterns, and to complete 

the challenges games have to offer. For Koster, this is the ultimate goal for all players. These 

challenges do not have to be difficult or punishing, but they have to stimulate us on some level. 

However, if the game's difficulty curve rises at a faster, steeper rate than the player's skill level 

– if the player does not see an opportunity for success, and failure (perhaps punishment) begins 

to become an expected outcome despite the player approach – the player will be unable to 

observe patterns. The game will become a source of anxiety, and the player will stop playing if 

no other motivating factor to continue exists (Bateman & Boon 2006). Some people do not have 

any patience when it comes to being stuck in a game. If the player is game literate, they will 

find a FAQ or a guide with clear instructions for the procedure. If the player is not game literate 

they will most likely stop playing (Ibid.) If the game does not offer the player a satisfying 

reward or a visible advantage for completing a task they will stop playing as well (Koster 2013). 

Tangible rewards, such as grades in education, a score, or an item in a game, have been 

examined and they have begged the question of whether these rewards inhibit the will to learn 

or perform well, arguing that the true goal is not the positive outcome but rather the avoidance 

and fear of a bad grade, score or item (Elliot & Covington 2001). "Loss-aversion" is the near-

universal truth in psychology which is summarized with the fact that people hate to lose 

something more than they like gaining something of equal value. People are more motivated to 

not lose something than they are to gain something (Madigan 2015). 

Madigan continues by suggesting that Self-Determination Theory (SDT), provided and tested 

by Ryan, gives us three general motivators that explain why we play games. We play games to 

satisfy three psychological itches: Competence, Autonomy, and Relatedness: to perform well, 

gain mastery over systems, and feel that we are doing well; be given the agency to make our 

own decisions that we perceive as meaningful, and to feel a connection with other people (Ibid.). 

Our need for competence is relatable to the theory of stimuli challenging us, our need to see 

patterns, and gain an understanding of the challenges we face, provided by Koster (2013). 
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3 Purpose 

 

The purpose of this thesis is to contribute to the lack of studies made in the field of hopelessness 

in games, where studies of hopelessness and game design literature overlap. This bachelor 

thesis will offer a definition for hopelessness based on already existing frameworks for 

hopelessness like Beck's Hopelessness Scale, determine how theories of hopelessness relate to 

game design, and if they apply to existing game design frameworks like Hunicke's theory of 

MDA. The conclusion will point out areas where further study is required. The definition of 

hopelessness in games that the author gives applies to the analysis of games and player 

interaction, as well as point out subjects or theories that require further study. 

The research question this thesis seeks the answers to is the following: "Is psychological 

studies on hopelessness applicable to game design frameworks?" 
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4 Method and materials 

 

To gain an understanding of the theories analyzed and compared in this thesis, the author read 

the published works of psychologists Beck, Elliot, and Lundgren, and compared their theories 

and conclusions to the published works of game designers Bartle, Bateman, Hunicke, Koster, 

and Madigan. The author compared the previously conducted studies in the field of 

hopelessness, motivation, personality, and player types, and compared them with current game 

design theories, and frameworks like MDA. 

Beck’s HS framework, the published work by Elliot and Covington (2001), and Lundgren’s 

(2012) literature provided knowledge and studies within the fields of hopelessness, motivation, 

and psychology, respectively. The theory of MDA (Mechanics, Dynamics, and Aesthetics), 

created by Hunicke et al. (2004), is a framework for the dissection, analysis, and production of 

games. The three terms describe three aspects of what together make a game and enables people 

to talk about games using a common language. MDA is used by people in game development, 

media, and academia. Bartle (1996, Bateman (2006) and Koster (2013) are renowned game 

designers and game philosophers whose published work and literature are used in game design 

academia. Madigan's (2015) book provides collected research regarding players and the 

psychology of people who play games, of different kinds and for different reasons. Finding 

published work about player psychology concerning games and game design practices was 

difficult to find, except for Madigan's book. These were the primary materials chosen because 

of their validity in their respective fields; hopelessness, motivation, psychology, game design, 

and game design theory. 

The criteria for comparison between the materials are the similarities that could be found within 

them; such as both Beck, Koster, and Lundgren saying that overwhelming setbacks without 

presented solutions lead to the subject doubting their abilities to succeed, in a game or in life. 

These similarities are used to conclude that the published scientific works supported each other 

and that they could be compared to each other.  
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5 Theories 

 

The materials the author used as a basis for reaching his conclusions are the ones indicated in 

the previous chapter. In this chapter, these theories are described so the reader is aware of the 

materials the author used, and the scientific basis on which they stand, to reach his conclusions. 

 

5.1 MDA 

 

MDA (which stands for Mechanics, Dynamics, and Aesthetics) is a framework created by 

Robin Hunicke, Marc LeBlanc, and Robert Zubek (2004). The framework was an attempt to 

allow for game designers, developers, critics, and researchers to decompose, study and design 

games with a common set of terms: 

Mechanics are the components and rules of the game. They are the actions the player 
can take, and the algorithms that allow for those actions. (The player can jump) 

Dynamics are the interaction between the mechanics and the player input, as well as 
the interactions between other mechanics. (The player can decide to jump over an 
obstacle) 

Aesthetics are in this case the emotional responses from the player interacting with 
the game systems. (The player felt excited (or terrified) when they jumped over the 
obstacle) 

The developer can construct a game with this set of terms and the player can use them to 

deconstruct the game. They do this from opposite sides: The developer constructs the game in 

the order of mechanics, dynamics, and aesthetics, while the player deconstructs the game in the 

order of aesthetics, dynamics, and mechanics. The developer creates mechanics, the systems, 

and actions the player can perform in the game. The aesthetic is the desired emotional response 

from the player, which the developer attempts to reach through the mechanics they create. The 

player experiences the aesthetic before anything else and then becomes aware of the patterns, 

systems, and mechanics that allow for their emotional response from the aesthetics (Hunicke et 

al 2004).  

 

5.2 Eight types of fun 

 

Besides three terms in MDA, Hunicke also offers the "eight types of fun" as aesthetics (Ibid.), 

suggesting that a more direct vocabulary should be used to describe specific factors of 

enjoyment for the player. These eight types of fun are: 

1. Sensation 

A game as sense-pleasure that evokes emotions through sound, visuals, or physical effort. 
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2. Fantasy 

A game as a make-believe that helps the player to travel to another world. A form of 

escapism. 

3. Narrative 

A game as drama and a means to tell a story or narrative to the player. 

4. Challenge 

A game as an obstacle course that provides the player with competitive value or 
increasingly difficult challenges. 

5. Fellowship 

A game as a social framework that allows for social interaction as a major or minor feature. 

6. Discovery 

A game as uncharted territory in which the player explores the world wherein they find 

themself. 

7. Expression 

A game as self-discovery that allows for self-expression from the player through gameplay. 

8. Submission 

A game as a pastime that has repetitive tasks as a core element. 

It is worth noting that one game can include more than one single type of fun. 'World of 

Warcraft' (Blizzard 2004) is an example of a game that incorporates almost all types of fun to 

varyingly successful degrees. 

These eight types of fun are specific aesthetics that appeal to different people with different 

play styles. Different people with different playstyles enjoy different aesthetics in games 

(Bateman & Boon 2006). 

 

5.3 The four play styles 

 

In 1942 Katharine Cook Briggs and her daughter Isabel Briggs Myers developed the Myers-

Briggs typology (Bateman & Boon 2006). It is a scientific method that can be used to classify 

individuals into one of sixteen different personality types, based upon their psychological 

preferences. The system is built upon four pairs of traits that are considered complementary or 

distinct. All eight of these traits are Introversion, Extroversion, Sensing, Intuition, Thinking, 

Feeling, Judging, and Perceiving. The dichotomies that follow from these traits are Extraversion 

versus Introversion, Sensing versus Intuition, Thinking versus Feeling, and Judging versus 

Perceiving. Given that four different preferences can be chosen for any individual, based on the 

answers the person picks to hypothetical situations, these preferences are used to form one four-

letter acronym (out of sixteen possible ones) that represents the Myers-Briggs type preferences 

of that individual: ISTJ (Introversion, Sensing, Thinking, Judging), ENFP (Extroversion, 

Intuition, Feeling, Perceiving), etc. All of these traits are present in all individuals to varying 

degrees, and every individual can draw upon all eight resources in different situations (Bateman 

& Boon 2006). It is not important to go into an in-depth analysis of each of the sixteen Myers-
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Briggs types and their properties in this thesis. It is, however, important to show that many 

different types of individuals exist and that they can be mapped to a four-letter acronym. 

Bateman based his play styles on Bartle's MUD (Multi-User Dungeon) players. While studying 

MUD games and the roles players would assume while playing them, Richard Bartle (1996) 

discovered that he could assign the players to four different styles of play. These styles were: 

Achievement within the game context (Achievers), Exploration of the game (Explorers), 

Socializing with others (Socializers), and Imposition upon others (Killers). Bartle's play styles 

were not based on Myers-Briggs personality types. 

Based on Bartle’s play styles, combined with the sixteen Myers-Briggs personality types, 

game designer and philosopher Chris Bateman offer four play styles of his own. Each Myers-

Briggs personality type can be placed within one of these four play styles. Bartle's play styles 

can also be placed within Bateman's four player types. The four styles appealing to these 

player types are the following: 

Type 1: Conqueror 

Conquerors enjoy challenges and tolerate, even pursue high difficulty. They are competitive 

in nature and enjoy the emotional payoff of besting an adversary, player, or non-playable 

character (NPC). Players who seek to defeat and dominate the games they play and the 
opponents they face are examples of the Type 1 Conqueror play style. They tend to finish the 

games they start to achieve this victory. 

Type 2: Manager 

Managers aim for mastery, of systems, and technique. They view victory as having been 

achieved when they have acquired the skills necessary to complete their goals, not necessarily 

the completion of their goals. The mastery of a game and its systems is a victory in and of 

itself. Type 2 Managers enjoy the exploration and discovery of their possibilities within the 

game space. Like Type 1 Conquerors they seek to test their limits and limitations; not over 

an adversary but over the game systems. But unlike Conquerors Managers may not finish the 

games they start, if they feel they have already mastered the game. 

Type 3: Wanderer 

The enjoyment for Wanderers comes from the experience they have in a game and the 

exploration of their identity – their own and that of their character in the game. Depending 

on what kind of game they play challenges can be appreciated to tolerated, but it is not usually 

something that is desired. Wanderers seek to immerse themselves in the games they play and 

have unique experiences in the game world. Stories and narratives are important, but more 

important are the stories they tell themselves. 

Type 4: Participant 

Participants can enjoy difficult challenges or relaxing, monotonous tasks. What is important 

to them is the emotional connection and involvement with other people. Even Participants 

who do not enjoy, or have the ability to play with other people, like the emotional connection 

with NPCs as may be provided in the case of game genres like role-playing games (RPG's) 

or visual novels. Similar to Type 3 Wanderers they enjoy games with stories. But the focus 

or drive for Type 4 Participants is not so much the narrative progression and exploration of 

self, but the character development of NPC's and interaction with other people. 

One of the main differences between Bartle's and Bateman's playstyles is that the common 

denominators for Achievers and Killers can be seen in the Type 1 Conquerors. They set up 
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goals for themselves and are determined to complete said goals; usually domination through 

conflict and sometimes the abstraction of violence (Bartle, 1996). Explorers can be divided into 

both Type 2 Managers and Type 3 Wanderers. They seek to explore their options and 

possibilities within the game; either in the form of mastery over the game, its systems, 

mechanics, and dynamics, or the self-exploration of self through the game (Bateman & Boon 

2006). Socializers and Type 4 Participants remain similar. Both use the communicative 

facilities the game provides to interact with other players or NPC's (Bartle, 1996). The author 

decided to focus on Bateman's four player types because they can be linked to different 

personality types using the Myers-Briggs typology. 

In the next section, Different player types, the author will elaborate further on what personality 

types can be seen in each of Bateman’s four play styles. 

 

5.4 Different player types 

 

There are different types of personalities in people, as well as different play styles that attract 

and motivate different people: Both the eight types of fun (Hunicke et al. 2004) and the four 

player types based on the Myers-Briggs typology (Bateman & Boon 2006) are viable 

frameworks for identifying players, categorizing them and making connections between them 

and specific aesthetic goals. 

The Myers-Briggs typology and its dichotomies were introduced earlier in this thesis to explain 

the personality types Bateman and Boon based their four play styles on (Ibid.): Type 1 

Conqueror, Type 2 Manager, Type 3 Wanderer, and Type 4 Participant. But the typology is not 

simply a foundation for the four play styles. Not only does it tell us that four primary playstyles 

motivate us – it can tell us more about the personality traits behind the people who can be 

categorized into four play styles. There is more to say about each personality type than will be 

explored in this thesis. There are after all sixteen personality types in the Myers-Briggs typology, 

and four play styles according to Bateman and Boon. Not every personality type can be fully 

explored by being put into one of four categories. 

Bateman identifies what personality types typically relate to what playstyle: 

Type 1 Conquerors are Thinking-Judging dominant. ISTJ, INTJ, ESTJ, and ENTJ players 

are typical examples of Type 1 Conquerors. These people tend to work in management, 

engineering, computer programming, science, and consulting. 

Type 2 Managers are Thinking-Perceiving dominant. ISTP, INTP, ENTP, and ESTP players 

are typical examples of Type 2 Managers. These people tend to work in brokering, planning, 

law, firefighting, and architecture.  

Type 3 Wanderers are Feeling-Perceiving dominant. INFP, ENFP, ISFP, and ESFP players 

are typical examples of Type 3 Conquerors. These people tend to work in social and service 

work, art, therapy, teaching, and music. 

Type 4 Participants are Feeling-Judging dominant. ESFJ, ISFJ, ENFJ, and INFJ players are 

typical examples of Type 4 Participants. These people tend to work in retail, marketing, 

counseling, journalism, and as librarians. 
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If a Feeling-preference player faces a problem they are unable to solve they will become 

discouraged, despite how clearly defined the objective is. If they are not provided with feedback 

for why they failed at a task and the game does not offer enough motivation for why they should 

persevere they will stop playing and might be put off from a particular kind of game entirely 

(Bateman & Boon 2006). 

A Game Over (sometimes Continue) screen is an example of feedback telling the player that 

they have failed but (usually) does not offer them an explanation for why they have failed. 

Feeling-preference players, in particular, may see this as ambiguous criticism, which they tend 

to take as a personal criticism of themselves. Even if the game were to provide a Feeling-

preference player with detailed explanations for why they are failing a particular challenge that 

might just put them off even more as it then becomes explicit criticism (Bateman & Boon 2006). 

Thinking-preference players do not mind critical analysis and feedback for their performance. 

They are likely to analyze their performance anyway, to spot mistakes, and find room for 

improvement where it is possible. They do become discouraged however when they believe 

they have exhausted all possible solutions because at that point the objective has become 

obscure (Bateman & Boon 2006). 

Fun (any of the eight types of it) and enjoyment are key motivators for Feeling-Perceiving-

preference players. Type 3 Wanderers and Type 4 Participants are typical examples of FP-

preference players as they are associated with involvement, emotional connections, subjective 

experiences, and avoidance of difficult challenges. For Thinking-Judging-preference players, 

conversely, the challenge is the motivator. They have an acceptance of conflict as a natural 

human condition, enjoy goal orientation, and like to focus on completing tasks. TJ-preference 

players are typical examples of Type 1 Conquerors, who might feel a great payoff from 

overcoming a seemingly impossible challenge (Bateman & Boon 2006). 

The issue of complexity in game design also points out to a greater need to reflect Sensing-

preference issues. Intuitive people are patient with complex materials, but those for whom the 

Sensing trait dominates do not do so well when faced with an unfamiliar and complex game 

world. Simplicity, both in interface design and core mechanics, must be considered a desirable 

trait; Intuitive players might persevere in a game with a steep learning curve, but the majority 

of players will not (Bateman & Boon 2006). 

Relatedness is important to both Extrovert-preference and Introvert-preference people. 

Extroverts receive energy from spending time with other people while introverts lose energy 

from spending time with other people. But that does not mean that relatedness is not desired 

from introverts. While extroverted people will enjoy, even seek out games that focus on player 

interaction and cooperative elements to gain energy, introverted people need time for 

themselves to "recharge their batteries", away from other people. They might satisfy their need 

for relatedness through interaction with NPC's in games that focus on relationships with other 

people, such as RPG's and other games with developed characters in an intriguing narrative 

(Madigan 2015). 
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5.5 Beck's Hopelessness Scale 

 

In this section, the author details the material that was used as a basis to reach his definition of 

hopelessness. 

The Hopelessness Scale (HS) was developed by psychiatrist Aaron T. Beck, doctor of 

philosophy Arlene Weissman, professor of psychology David Lester, and Larry Trexler of the 

University of Pennsylvania. The scale was designed to quantify hopelessness and to prove that 

it is not simply a diffuse feeling state, too vague for quantification and systematic study, as was 

the belief by many clinical investigators at this time (Beck et al 1974). 

The HS was administered to a population of 294 hospitalized patients who had made recent 

suicide attempts, 23 general medical outpatients, 62 additional hospitalized suicide attempters, 

as well as 59 depressed psychiatric patients (Beck et al 1974). The patients were asked to answer 

20 items of true-false statements. Nine of these items regarded attitudes about the future. These 

were statements like: "I look forward to the future with hope and enthusiasm", and "I can look 

forward to more good times than bad times". The remaining eleven items were selected from 

various pessimistic statements made by psychiatric patients, whom the clinicians considered to 

"appear" hopeless. These consisted of statements like: "I might as well give up because I cannot 

make things better for myself", "the future seems vague and uncertain to me", and "things just 

will not work out the way I want them to". The final version of this test consisted of 20 true-

false statements were 9 were labeled "false" (optimistic) and 11 were labeled "true" 

(pessimistic). The response to each statement was assigned a score of 0 or 1. The patients'' total 

"hopelessness score", then, was the sum of the scores of the individual items. A patient's score 

could, therefore, range from 0 to 20 and measured on the HS; proving that the hopelessness 

perceived by a person is quantifiable and real (Ibid.). 

The evaluation of the tests and their continued administration proved that hopelessness can be 

defined as a system of cognitive schemas whose common denomination is negative perceptions 

about the current situation and negative expectations about the future. The validity data 

presented for the HS were deemed sufficient to justify its continuing use (Beck et al 1974). 

 

5.6 Learned helplessness 

 

This section details the theory of learned helplessness. This symptom can be seen in people 

who, when failing at a task multiple times, will see failure as the only possible outcome of their 

actions. Even if success or a chance to avoid failure is provided to them they will reach a state 

of hopelessness where they will give up.  

Martin Seligman is an American psychologist who developed the theory of learned helplessness, 

whose purpose is to explain the passivity and depression a person experiences when they 

perceive that they have no control over their situation (Lundgren 2012). In 1965 Seligman 

experimented on dogs, where several dogs were placed in a special mesh cage. The metallic 

floor in the cage was electricity-conducting. An obstacle was placed in the middle of the cage, 

dividing it into two areas. The dogs were subjected to recurring electric shocks. They would 

panic and attempt to run away from the floor. In time, when the dogs in time managed to 

traverse the obstacle to the other side of the cage, the shocks ceased. This was repeated until 

Seligman had many dogs at his disposal that would traverse the obstacle at an incredible speed 
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to avoid the pain of the shocks. He then proceeded with the next step of this experiment, where 

he brought in new dogs and strapped them at a different part of the laboratory. These dogs were 

subjected to electrical shocks without the ability to avoid them. When they were later placed 

within the same cage as the previous dogs had been, they did not attempt to avoid the electrical 

shocks. Despite being placed in an environment where avoiding the shocks was possible the 

dogs acted passively, expecting no escape from the pain. Seligman's argued that the latter dogs 

had suffered learned helplessness. They were incapable to see possibilities or options, lacking 

the power of initiative. They had learned, Seligman concluded, that they were unable to affect 

their situation, even when put in an environment where they would have been able to (Ibid.). 

The pursuit of happiness and the avoidance of pain which will be further discussed in this thesis 

as “approach-avoidance motivation” can be discussed as two "springs of action", with pleasure 

being described as a "tremendous reinforcer" and pain as a "tremendous inhibitor" (Elliot & 

Covington 2001). As Seligman proved with his experiments, the pain was indeed a tremendous 

inhibitor for the dogs – they would not stay on the electricity-conducting floor for the risk of 

being punished by receiving a shock. But for the second batch of dogs, who were strapped and 

shocked without a chance for escape, the pain did not become an inhibitor but rather an expected 

outcome. The pain turned the dogs passive; anticipating to be electrocuted despite any action 

they would choose to pursue, not even attempting escape. 

Some traits and symptoms of learned helplessness are passivities, concentration difficulties, 

depression, anxiety, and deficient self-esteem. According to the theory, there is a risk that a 

person who fails repeatedly within one field will anticipate failure in other situations. The 

person will give up immediately, without even trying (Lundgren 2012). 

 

5.7 Motivation, (not) opposite of hopelessness 

 

This section will provide a basic description of motivation as a behavior. It will detail Self-

Determination Theory (SDT) which was used by the author to identify the three key motivators: 

competence, autonomy, and relatedness; three psychological itches in all people that games 

help us satisfy. 

Motivation is the instigation and direction of behavior – what we do and why we do it (Elliot 

& Covington 2001). Approach-avoidance motivation is a fundamental basis in studies about 

motivation. Approach motivation is behavior instigated by a positive or desirable outcome and 

avoidance motivation is behavior instigated by a negative or undesirable outcome; the pursuit 

of pleasure and the avoidance of pain. These were believed by Elliot and Covington (2001), not 

only to be valuable distinctions between different reasonings for behaviors but a basic 

foundation on which all future motivational distinctions should be made. The basis for their 

argument was the collected data from conducted experiments on how different life forms, from 

amoebae to humans react to different stimuli – which in turn was based on previously existing 

theories suggesting the existence of approach-avoidance motivation, leading back to ancient 

Greece (Ibid.). 

SDT suggests that people play games to satisfy three psychological itches: "competence", 

"autonomy", and "relatedness"; the need to feel competent at what they're doing; the need to 

feel like they have meaningful choices when deciding to do it; and the need to feel connected 

and related to others (Madigan 2015). SDT offers a framework for understanding why people 

are motivated to keep playing games. The three SDT motivators can be viewed as approach 
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motivators by Elliot and Covington's standards for the foundations of all motivation because 

they are desired by all players to varying degrees.  

Competence: 

Competence is the player's need to feel that they are performing well, being effective, and 

developing new skills. SDT's application of competence to video games involves the player 

getting high scores, becoming more powerful, winning, and receiving feedback about how well 

they are doing, and their accomplishments. Ryan argues that competence needs are best 

satisfied when the goals challenge the player's abilities without being too easy or too daunting. 

Autonomy: 

The second motivator in SDT; autonomy, holds that we are more satisfied with an activity when 

it allows us to make meaningful choices. Choosing what tasks to pursue and how to pursue 

them satisfies our need for autonomy. Something worth noting is that people hate to lose options 

once they think they have them. This phenomenon has been termed "psychological reactance" 

by psychologists. 

Relatedness: 

The final psychological need from SDT is relatedness. This motivator deals with the need to 

feel a meaningful connection with other people – usually other players, but even fictional ones 

like characters in games. Some games directly satisfy the relatedness itch by being team-

oriented or having tasks that require player cooperation. 

Approach-avoidance motivation can be summarized as the pursuit of pleasure and the 

avoidance of pain, the most basic instigators of behavior. The three SDT motivators offer three 

psychological itches that humans have an innate desire to satisfy. Games can satisfy all three of 

these itches (Madigan 2015). 

5.8 Flow 

Flow is the mental state we enter when we are completely and utterly focused on an activity, 

losing ourselves within that activity. Csikszentmihalyi – psychologist, professor, and former 

chairman of the Department of Psychology at the University of Chicago – researched what he 

called the optimal experience of flow. The essential hypothesis of his work is that in certain 

mental states we feel a complete and energized focus in an activity, rewarded with high levels 

of enjoyment and fulfillment in what we are doing. The term flow originated from how the 

participants in Csikszentmihalyi's studies tended to describe the state: "going with the flow" or 

phrases to that effect (Bateman & Boon 2006). When we are playing a game we enjoy, to the 

point where we begin to grow less aware of our surroundings and lose track of time, we are 

experiencing flow. Csikszentmihalyi defines seven characteristics of flow (Bateman & Boon 

2006): 

 The subject is undertaking an activity that they believe they can complete 

 The subject can focus their concentration completely on the activity 

 The activity has clear goals 

 The activity has direct feedback 

 The subject experiences a sense of effortlessness involvement, where worries and 

concerns vanish 

 The subject feels that they are in control of the activity 

 Subjective experience of time is altered 
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Note that not all of these characteristics have to be present for us to experience flow. 

Involvement or commitment is more than simply attention or interaction in this case. It is a 

prolonged and intense mental processing of the game world (Madigan 2015). Type 4 

Participants’ need for emotional connections and involvement in a narrative makes them 

susceptible to the state of flow when they experience the story in a game. Type 1 Conquerors 

and Type 2 Managers can experience flow when being entirely focused on defeating a difficult 

enemy or overcoming a challenging environmental obstacle. Type 3 Wanderers can experience 

flow when they lose themselves in the game world, becoming completely immersed (Bateman 

& Boon 2006). Immersion, or scientifically "spatial presence" has been empirically linked to 

how much people enjoy a medium. Wanderers or other types experiencing spatial presence will 

say that their interactions with the medium were easier, more intuitive, and user-friendly 

(Madigan 2015). Type 3 Wanderers and Type 4 Participants usually lack the strategic and 

tactical skills necessary to complete difficult challenges. A game seeking to attract these types 

of players cannot present them with obscure puzzles or complicated patterns. 

A player's experience of flow is interrupted when they face a challenge for which they lack the 

sufficient skills or knowledge to overcome, upon which they feel anxiety. Conversely, if their 

skills and knowledge of the challenge are excessive to what the challenge requires, they will 

become bored (Bateman & Boon 2006). 

The player experiences flow when they can commit their entire attention to practicing or 

completing clear goals of an activity with direct feedback, and they believe they can achieve 

those goals. The player then experiences their involvement with this activity effortlessly 

(Bateman & Boon 2006). Different player types experience flow with different game aspects 

like story, challenge, and spatial presence, depending on what player type they are. 

 

5.9 The Dunning–Krueger Effect 

 

Named after Cornell University professor of psychology David Dunning and his then-graduate 

student Justin Krueger in their article (Dunning & Krueger 1999), the Dunning–Krueger effect 

describes how those who are not very good at something overestimate their skill and how those 

who are experts at something underestimate themselves and criticize themselves more harshly. 

This is because the more skilled a player is in a complicated task in a game, the more they 

understand that there are complexities and possibilities they do not fully understand. Contrarily, 

players who are bad and inexperienced at the task often lack a true understanding of what is 

even possible. They think the limited strategies and possibilities that they know make up the 

whole task, or experience when they have not yet seen the entirety of what the game offers 

(Madigan 2015). 
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6 Result and discussion 

 

In this chapter, a definition for how to approach hopelessness in games, along with 

qualifications for this feeling from a player perspective are provided. The author takes the 

theories and frameworks presented in the Theories chapter and with an understanding of them 

discusses their similarities and compatibility, and how they relate to each other.   

 

6.1 Definition of hopelessness in games 

 

The Hopelessness Scale (Beck et al 1974) proves that hopelessness is quantifiable and can be 

defined as negative conceptions and perceptions about a subject's abilities, their current 

situation, and their future. The qualifications for hopelessness apply to conducted studies about 

the anxiety players feel when they are unable to observe and distinguish patterns or lack the 

skills necessary to overcome challenges in a game (Koster 2013). Based on the correlations 

between the works of Beck, Bateman, and Koster, this thesis defines five basic qualifications 

for hopelessness. 

Hopelessness is the mental state we experience when we feel that: 

 We have no power to affect our situation 

 We cannot make intelligent and informed decisions 

 The future is dark; unclear or uncertain 

 A task is too difficult and too great for our level of competence 

 Events do not correspond with our expectations, in a negative fashion 

The validity of the HS was determined by comparing the subjects' scores with other tests 

designed to measure negative attitudes about the future, and confirming a correlation between 

the different tests and the HS (Beck et al 1974). The HS has been used in other studies on 

hopelessness. Miranda (2013), as well as Satici and Uysal (2016), use the HS in the method of 

their studies. The HS is a valid tool for measuring the anxiety and frustration we feel when we 

experience hopelessness. 

Games are also able to cause the player to feel anxious or frustrated – due to either of the five 

qualifications for hopelessness as defined by the author of this thesis, based on the correlation 

between the works of Beck, Bateman, and Koster. The HS or a scale based on the HS would be 

a valid tool to be applied to games and game design to measure the hopelessness a player may 

experience when playing. A new framework based on the HS could be created to measure 

hopelessness as an addition to the game design theory of MDA. Whether such a measurement 

tool could incorporate the four play styles and the eight types of fun is worth future study. 

Because MDA affords for the deconstruction of games into mechanics, dynamics, and 

aesthetics; as in the emotional response of the player in their interaction with the game systems, 

it is compatible with the HS. This is because hopelessness can be an emotional response from 

the player and is, therefore, an aesthetic (Hunicke et al 2004). 

Both Bartle and Bateman have assigned players into player types. Bateman’s four player types 

are based on, and compatible with the Myers-Briggs typology; a scientific method that uses 

eight traits (Introversion, Extroversion, Sensing, Intuition, Thinking, Feeling, Judging, and 

Perceiving) to assign one of sixteen personality types to an individual. 
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6.2 Discussion on the literature study 

 

Similar to the qualifications for flow (Bateman & Boon 2006), not all qualifications for 

hopelessness have to be present for an individual to experience hopelessness. 

The interruption of flow does not afford hopelessness in the player. Flow is the prolonged and 

intense focus and immersion with a task or activity. The player's exit out of their flow 

experience does not mean that it is because they have anxious feelings for a certain task or 

activity (Bateman et al, 2006). They might be bored with an activity that does not challenge 

them on their current skill level. Interruption of flow can occur over simple mechanics that halts 

their immersion. An example can be when the player is carrying items of too much weight in 

The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim (Bethesda 2011), where they have to open a menu and go through 

their list of items; their weight, and their worth in the game’s currency. Though it can be 

appealing to some: people who want to manage and maximize the effectivity of their playing 

experience and satisfy their need for autonomy, and frustrating to others: people who do not 

want realism and challenge, but escapism into the world Skyrim has to offer; this is not 

necessarily a bad mechanic or bad game design on Bethesda's part. The player can still enjoy 

the game, but they have been taken out of the flow experience by the menu that separates them 

from the world they were immersed in. 

Hopelessness is both a subjective feeling and an objective, quantifiable entity. Different things 

make different people feel hopelessness for different reasons. But despite the reason behind this 

feeling and these emotions – the subjectivity – hopelessness is not only a quantifiable entity: it 

has been scientifically proven by Beck et al. that hopelessness is measurable via the HS; a 

framework that applies to a wide selection of subjects.  

A clarification has to be made between the two words "frustration" and "hopelessness", and 

their differences addressed. While it true that a player may be frustrated and feel hopelessness 

at the same time the two are, like hopelessness and motivation, not necessarily mutually 

exclusive or inclusive of each other. A game that makes a player feel hopelessness does not 

have to be frustrating: The player may simply conclude that they are unable to complete their 

goals based on the game's difficulty, their skill level, their circumstances, etc. and give up 

(Koster 2013). In the same way, a game that makes a player feel frustrated does not have to 

make them experience hopelessness. The player can be sure that they can complete their goals, 

but struggle with a certain obstacle or challenge in the game. They may still criticize their skill 

level or their performance but continue to play. Playing games that do not allow the player to 

play the way they want, to live out their fantasy; forcing them to play in a way that does not 

appeal to their player type can be frustrating. It may even put the player off the game entirely. 

But it does not mean that the player feels hopelessness. 

Hopelessness, by the definitions provided in this thesis, is the result of a player not being able 

to affect their situation or make intelligent decisions, as motivated by our need for Competence 

and Autonomy. If a player fails repeatedly when facing challenges in a game, without feedback 

to guide them to a solution, they risk being overwhelmed with frustration and anxiety. They 

may enter a state of passivity and deficient self-esteem similar to the learned helplessness found 

in Seligman's dogs (Lundgren 2012). If the player becomes accustomed to failure to the point 

where they expect it despite their approach to a problem, they might develop learned 

helplessness, and they will stop playing if the game does not provide enough motivation for 

them to continue. Herein lies the importance of a good game design of the different needs and 
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limits of different play styles for different personality types. Difficult, sometimes even unfair 

challenges are appealing and desired from Type 1 Conquerors, but for people appurtenant to 

other play styles who are not as patient with challenges it can become a source of anxiety 

(Bateman & Boon 2006). 

Some will argue that hopelessness is the desired aesthetic in some types of games. "What about 

horror or survival games?" they will ask. It is true that neurotic players (Adams 2014) pursue 

thrills in horror games, or aim to test themselves by attempting to survive under challenging 

circumstances, sometimes even unfair and simply impossible ones. But this is a misconception 

about hopelessness. A seemingly hopeless scenario is not the same as the aesthetic of 

hopelessness: The desired outcome of playing a game with a hopeless aesthetic is not the feeling 

of hopelessness itself, but the pride one feels after having persevered and overcome the 

insurmountable challenges (Bateman, 2006). Type 1 Conquerors are a testament to this. It is 

the reward and the motivators that are important, the reason for people to dedicate time to a 

challenge they know they may not be able to overcome: Be it the glory in and of itself of having 

dominated a game, or a reward like an item; a new path, or access to a new source of alternatives. 

Is the player punished for failure? Does the game deny the player certain privileges or does it 

take something from the player – lowering their chances of completing their goals even more? 

Hopelessness and motivation are important facts to take into consideration when designing 

games. They are related to each other, but they are not each other’s opposites. Hopelessness 

can be endured with enough motivation, but hopelessness can also be the result of a lack of 

motivation. Hopelessness, after all, means that the player believes that they cannot affect their 

situation positively, that they cannot make intelligent and informed decisions; that their future 

is dark; that the challenges they face are too difficult, and that events do not correspond with 

their wishes. It is by these definitions not a desirable aesthetic. 

The author theorizes whether the investment can have a connection to how easily different 

player types perceive hopelessness in games. Players like Type 3 Wanderers or Type 4 

Participants, who care about the story and narrative of a game might perceive hopelessness 

easier if they are invested in it, whereas players who do not care about the story and only about 

the gameplay, who are not as invested in the story, may not perceive hopelessness as easy 

because of their lack of investment. Type 1 Conquerors who can appreciate a good story and 

well-written characters generally care primarily about the gameplay and the challenges. When 

the characters in a story reach a low point, these players will only perceive it as such if the 

mechanics have changed, or options for exercising autonomy are taken away from them. As a 

hypothetical example, they may not feel sadness when the hero's mentor dies, sacrificing 

themselves to save the party, but they will recognize that they no longer have access to the 

mentor's abilities or their items. It may sound cold, but it is important to remember that different 

personalities with different play styles play games for different reasons and view them 

differently. For a Type 4 Participant whose goal was to explore their relationship with their 

mentor later in the game, the motivation to continue might dissolve. If the game does not give 

the player the option to reload the scenario from an earlier point and alter the events leading up 

to this narrative outcome, they may drop the game entirely. Hopelessness here lies not in 

mechanics perhaps, but rather in the inner narratives the game allows for and we tell ourselves 

as we play not corresponding with the events in the game. 

How does randomness in games satisfy the psychological itch for autonomy? Randomization 

takes away agency for the player. Games that present themselves as ones that do not give the 

player control may lead them to not be as invested in the outcome. The player may not feel a 

need for control and responsibility. They can lean back and enjoy the ride, good or bad. 
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Games without random elements, on the other hand, rely on the player having more control 

and responsibility for their actions. If the player's inner narrative does not align with the 

events in the game (due to lack of mastery, low skill-level, or other factors) perceived 

hopelessness may be more likely. 

One challenge that would stimulate the psychological itch of competence is the prediction of a 

certain outcome by a random event, based on the odds of all possible outcomes. It should, 

however, be noted that humans generally have trouble grasping probability (Koster 2013). That 

does not mean that this kind of challenge is not exciting in games where the players have to 

read and anticipate the cards in an opponent's hand, based on the possible deck assembly and 

its components. A Type 2 Manager would take great satisfaction in having reached a correct 

conclusion, confirming that they have gained a level of mastery over the game, its systems, and 

the probability of the occurrence. A Type 1 Conqueror would also take pleasure in having 

bested their opponent in the face of seemingly insurmountable odds (Bateman & Boon 2006). 

It just harkens back to the importance of the motivations of reward and punishment. 

While SDT provides us with a lens through which we can observe general motivators 

(competence, autonomy, and relatedness) that appears to apply to all four player types 

(conqueror, manager, wanderer, and participant) to some degree, the different Myers-Briggs 

typologies that are found within the four player types are drawn to different categories of the 

eight types of fun (sensation, fantasy, narrative, challenge, fellowship, discovery, expression, 

and submission). A Type 1 Conqueror might satisfy the psychological itch of Competence 

through the fun aesthetic of Challenge. A Type 2 Manager may similarly satisfy the 

psychological itch of Competence and Autonomy through the fun aesthetic of Discovery. A 

Type 3 Wanderer might satisfy the psychological itch of Autonomy through the fun aesthetic 

of Expression. A Type 4 Participant might satisfy the psychological itch of Relatedness through 

the fun aesthetic of Fellowship. The fun aesthetic of Submission can appeal to either the Type 

1 Conqueror or the Type 3 Wanderer, and satisfy their psychological itch of Competence or 

Autonomy, depending on the nature of the repetitive task loop(s) in the game. They might grind 

through a significant number of enemies to gain enough experience points to level up and 

increase the powers or abilities they possess, to become stronger. They may also deliberately 

grind through a significant amount of one particular type of enemy that is different from the 

others to receive a reward; for the slim chance of that reward having a cosmetic difference; like 

having a different color scheme than all other rewards of the same kind. They may simply enjoy 

completing similar puzzles over and over again, with a meter filling up a bar and showing them 

how close (or far) they are from reaching the end, and from going from level 23 to 24; showing 

them how far they have progressed. If the game mechanics support the ability for the player to 

show other people how far they have progressed and how many bars they have filled, it might 

also appeal to their need to satisfy the psychological itch of Relatedness. Score tables or a list 

of a player's achievements can not only tell them how far they have come: It can also tell other 

players how far that player has come, or how good or bad they are (Madigan 2015). 
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7 Conclusion 

 

Is Beck’s Hopelessness Scale applicable to game design? It is certainly possible. Though further 

study and experiments are required to unequivocally prove it. That said, studies about the 

anxiety players feel when met with obstacles and challenges to great, or when they are not 

provided with enough motivation to complete their goals can be found in the works of Bateman, 

Koster, and Madigan. Previous studies on hopelessness and motivation are compatible with 

studies about personality types and differences in approach to challenges and enjoyment. Do 

different people perceive hopelessness differently or easier than others? Bateman proves with 

his four player types that there are different player types to which people can be assigned, based 

on their personality type. These player types are motivated by different features, challenges or 

goals in games, and the conclusion can then be drawn that players facing challenges not 

appealing to their player type could experience hopelessness easier than players facing 

challenges that appeal to their player type, depending on the player type in question and the 

challenges they face. A Type 1 Conqueror may simply be bored in a game without conflict, 

while facing an enemy too difficult for their level of competence may become a source of 

anxiety for a Type 3 Wanderer. Further research is required to provide further data to support 

this.  

There have been several studies conducted to prove the validity of each framework and that the 

theories mentioned in this thesis are sound. What the author wants to clarify when putting the 

frameworks and theories next to each other is the conclusion that not only that they continue to 

be valid, based on the fact that they confirm each other, but that they are compatible as tools 

for the analysis, development, and discussion of games. Even if questions remain unanswered 

at the end of this thesis, this confirmation is valuable for future studies within these subjects. 

Hopelessness is an aesthetic because hopelessness is an emotional response in people. The 

author argues that is not a desirable aesthetic, however. Some players wish to overcome and 

persevere through the hopelessness they may experience when facing difficult challenges. 

These players do not desire the hopelessness itself, but the rewards of pride and 

acknowledgment for having overcome it. Hopelessness in games without enough motivation or 

reason for continued play will not keep its players.  

A difficulty graph or scale could be created to measure the hopelessness in players as they face 

certain challenges in a game. Some items in the HS would have to be altered and tuned towards 

statements that relate more to games, but most of the items are already applicable. Some might 

be more relevant than others depending on the kind of game being measured. Additionally, one 

such measurement tool could include the need for competence, autonomy, and relatedness. If 

the players perceive they are not receiving enough means by which to satisfy those needs, 

adjustments could be made. No matter what game is being measured these three psychological 

itches are present in every human to varying degrees, regardless of their personality type, 

preferred playstyle, or desired fun aesthetics.  

What measures should be taken to prohibit or remove hopelessness from a game experience? 

A difficulty scale could be used to define and measure the perceived hopelessness in players. 

Future studies should be conducted to determine how the sources of anxiety can be identified 

and removed from games during their development. 

The theory of investment is worthy of further study and conducted research. Data on what 

personality types are more or less susceptible to investing time and emotional connections to a 

medium or product would be valuable to determine the impact investment has for the life-span 
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and overall success of a game. If investment would be proved to increase those factors visibly 

it would be necessary to conduct studies on what would make people who are not as easily 

susceptible to that kind of investment devote the same time and emotional connection to a game 

or gaming experience. 

The author of this thesis hopes that it will be of use to others hoping to conduct future studies 

in the field of hopelessness in games. 
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