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ABSTRACT  
 
We describe an approach to player-centred game design through adaptive game technologies [9]. 
The work presented is the result of on-going collaborative research between Media and 
Computing groups at the University of Ulster, and so we begin with a review of related literature 
from both areas before presenting our new ideas. In particular we focus on three areas of related 
research: understanding players, modelling players, and adaptive game technology. We argue 
that player modelling and adaptive technologies may be used alongside existing approaches to 
facilitate improved player-centred game design in order to provide a more appropriate level of 
challenge, smooth the learning curve, and enhance the gameplay experience for individual 
players regardless of gender, age and experience. However, adaptive game behaviour is a 
controversial topic within game research and development and so while we outline the potential 
of such technologies, we also address the most significant concerns. 
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INTRODUCTION  
 
It may be argued that much commercial game design is already player-centred because 
publishers and developers invest considerable time and money in market research and game 
testing. However, most current approaches focus on finding out what the player wants from the 
product before or while it is being made – primarily the developer’s task – or by working out 
what will sell the game most effectively – often the publisher’s task. Current developer player-
centred approaches typically comprise practices ranging from the involvement of players in the 
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development process by alpha/beta testing and play testing through to game patching after a 
game’s release and making software development kits (SDKs) available for player game 
modifications (mods). In this way the developer is often concerned with tailoring the design of a 
game according to the requirements of a limited group of potential players. Publishers, on the 
other hand, are often more focused on reaching a wider group of consumers and so may 
encourage the developer to gear the game not only to their usual demographic but also to try and 
reach out to new players.  
 
However, as Kline et al. [37] and Kerr [36] point out, publishers may not have as strong an 
interest in widening the appeal of games as they claim. They highlight the fact that software 
development is a risky business. Most products fail. This creates a powerful incentive to stick 
with the tried and trusted approaches and ride on the coat tails of proven success. Such 
reproduction gives game culture a strong tendency to simple self-replication, so that shooting, 
combat, and fighting games, once established, proliferate.  
 
The approaches that we propose in this paper demonstrate that the accessibility of games may be 
enhanced while still satisfying the experienced gamer. It is possible to dynamically tailor a game 
to individual players (in-game) by using player modelling techniques [27] and adaptive game 
technologies [9]. These dynamic approaches reduce the dependency on collecting data about 
player requirements and the player demographic. By focusing on variations in learning and 
playing styles and correlating these with personality profiles (for example) we may avoid the 
problems created by stereotyping players on the basis of age or sex [34]. Some research indicates 
that females purchase games less often [46] than their male counterparts and while this is not a 
straightforward issue, adaptive game design may offer a partial solution to the gendered nature of 
digital games as a cultural activity.  
 
Every player is different; each has a different preference for the pace and style of gameplay 
within a game, and the range of game playing capabilities between players can vary widely. 
Even players with a similar level of game playing ability will often find separate aspects of a 
game to be more difficult to them individually, and the techniques that each player focuses on to 
complete the various challenges a game offers can also be very different. This is at the core of 
our reasoning that adaptive game technology can have an important role to play in next-
generation games. It can be used to moderate the challenge levels for a player, help players avoid 
getting stuck, adapt gameplay more to a player’s preference/taste, or perhaps even detect players 
using or abusing an oversight in the game design to their advantage ('exploits'). Players often use 
‘exploits’ in order to make it easier for them to succeed in the game even if their enjoyment of 
the game may be lessened because of the reduced challenge. That is, players will often repeat a 
successful strategy over and over again because it leads to a predictable win, even if it ruins the 
game to a certain extent.  
 
Important issues such as the deficiency of game completions by players, teaching players 
effectively, the problem of “beginnings” [51], as well as the niche quality of current games and 
their lack of accessibility to a wider market [54] are relatively well known both within the games 
industry and the games research community. However, these are only beginning to be addressed 
properly. Much current player-centric game design uses straightforward approaches such as 
empowering players to control the quality of their own gameplay experience by providing 



enough flexibility and variety in gameplay choices. Some games incorporate in-game player 
support systems, such as hints in the form of visual clues in the landscape, NPC guidance, or 
maps suggesting a way forward. Other games are more responsive to an individual player, for 
example, in “Crash Bandicoot 3: Warped” (SCEA, 1998) if a player repeatedly fails at the same 
point in the game then a mask is provided to the player character which acts as a shield, and in 
“Mario Kart 64” (Nintendo, 1996) where “rubber banding” is used to help weaker players. 
 
It is especially rare to see the use of dynamic technology within games that is responsive to 
individual players. One quite well-known attempt at this type of technology is the “auto-dynamic 
difficulty” approach in “Max Payne” (Take 2 Interactive, 2001) [47]. In this game the difficulty 
level is altered by increasing the numbers of enemies in a room (or the difficulty of killing them) 
by observing features of the player’s game playing. Statistics on a player’s average health, shot 
accuracy, number of times shot, numbers of times killed, etc. may be recorded to help make a 
decision in-game as to how difficult the game should be for the player. The approach that we 
propose resembles “auto-dynamic difficulty” in the dynamic response to a player in-game. We 
believe that dynamic modelling techniques along with adaptive mechanisms that alter the game 
according to the needs of an individual player can provide the game designer with an effective 
alternative approach to game design, and we will discuss our reasons for this throughout the rest 
of the paper. 
 
 
CURRENT APPROACHES TO PLAYER-CENTRED GAME DESIGN 
 
Many current structured approaches for player centred game design are rooted in research into 
human factors from the mainstream computing realm and for many years this type of research 
has argued for about the importance of a user-centred approach when designing software. 
Considerable research has been performed on user-centred design for productivity software 
within the general computing domain, e.g. office applications, but ideas and theories that 
specifically address user-centred game design are only beginning to be constructed. It is 
important to keep in mind, however, that there is an important difference between usability and 
playability. As Kücklich [38] points out: "While increasing the usability of a media technology 
usually means making its functionality as accessible as possible to the user, playability often 
depends on withholding certain options from the player. It is quite crucial in many games that the 
player does not have access to the full range of options the game offers initially, but only after 
the player has invested some time in the game. The playability of a game is actually increased by 
this strategy of deferral, because it challenges the player to spend an increased amount of time 
playing the game." 
 
Nevertheless, it has been shown that software usability methods can be applied to digital games 
in order to improve user satisfaction and decrease task-based failure and error rates among users. 
Research methodologies frequently used in computer systems design – especially in user 
interface design and experimental psychology – have also been applied to the evaluation of 
games: user studies [13] and heuristic testing [17, 19, 43] are two such approaches. Much of the 
evaluative studies performed with gamers concentrate on evaluating a game by observing players 
and/or by asking players a series of questions designed to find out the subject’s opinions on a 
range of issues such as gameplay, game story, mechanics and usability [14]. Additionally, it is 



widely accepted that there will be many groups of people involved in user-testing: developers, 
publishers, programmers, artists, marketing personnel and even licence-holders – not forgetting 
gamers themselves - hardcore gamers, first-timers and social gamers. 
 
Microsoft’s user-testing group [21] suggests that evaluation of games can take a number of 
guises, including observing individuals and groups in a variety of settings (out-of-game and in-
game) and performing usability tests or surveys. Gamboa et al [23] suggest that there are several 
advantages to questionnaires: they can get unbiased individual responses, provide hard numbers, 
collect subjective data, be used for evaluations, be generalised to a population and provide for 
subgroup analysis. Noted weaknesses of questionnaires are that the answers you get relate to the 
questions you ask (are you asking the right questions?), collecting behavioural data is not easy, 
questionnaires can be time-consuming and costly and they can suffer from sampling problems. 
Focus groups, another popular technique, also suffer from particular strengths and weaknesses. 
 
All of the above activities, if carefully orchestrated, can lead to a better understanding (for 
designers of games) of how players can get more fulfilment from a game, but there are 
significant challenges in designing the evaluation procedures. Involvement of real gamers is 
important, but representative samples of intended target groups must be engaged; subjective 
observations need to be recorded and interpreted correctly and tests or surveys must be 
constructed using meaningful and valid heuristics. Fulton [20] reports on the challenges of 
getting good feedback and the difficulties of ensuring it can be delivered to the development 
team in a timely and meaningful way. If performed early in the development lifecycle such 
techniques can lead to a better game – indeed Pagulayan reports that the impact can be 
significant [49], although the costs can be high and there is never a guarantee of success [22]. It 
is clear, though, that most of the current effort in this area is in terms of user-testing the game 
before it is released, and not, as we propose, to develop a better understanding of players in order 
to adapt the game dynamically, after release.   
 
Pagulayan et al [48] highlight some of the crucial aspects of effective user-centred game design 
and many of these relate to our reasons for investigating adaptive game technologies. For 
example, they point out the importance of getting the levels of challenge right for players and 
dealing with the different skill levels of players. They state that a choice of easy-normal-hard 
levels at the beginning of a game is not normally an effective mechanism for differentiating 
between different player abilities – an argument also made by game designer Scott Millar [47] in 
advocating the auto-dynamic difficulty technology of “Max Payne”. Players rarely choose 
anything other than a normal difficulty mode and Millar argues that with the rate of technology 
improvements in other areas of game development it is a shame that many games still deal with 
the difference in player ability in such a simplistic manner. The issue is to “maintain the 
challenge, reward and progress for the unskilled player without severely hampering the skilled 
player” [48]. Pagulayan et al [48] also point to the value of intrinsic over extrinsic reward in that 
players are more likely to continue to play if they feel powerful and clever [44]. Rather than 
reward players only with new weapons, power-ups and content we need to provide opportunities 
for a player to succeed in a game by overcoming challenges (at or just above their skill level for 
their gameplay preference). 
 



The importance of maintaining the right level of challenge is underlined by the research 
conducted by Csikszentmihalyi and Csikszentmihalyi [12] on flow: "The universal precondition 
for flow is that a person should perceive that there is something for him or her to do, and that he 
or she is capable of doing it …. Optimal experience requires a balance between the challenges 
perceived in a given situation and the skills a person brings to it". In other words: flow is the 
experience of hitting the 'sweet spot' between the annoyance of a task that is perceived as trivial 
and the frustration of a task that is perceived as too difficult. This is also described as a balance 
between challenge and competence, or between complexity and boredom. Therefore, one of the 
goals of adaptive game design should be to keep the player in a state of flow by increasing the 
difficulty when the game appears too easy for the player, and decreasing it when it appears to 
hard. 
 
Hopson [26] investigates contingencies in game design (contingencies are rules which govern 
when a reward is provided), suggesting that variable ratio contingencies and variable interval 
contingencies may lead to more activity, challenge, and, by implication, more enjoyment. Here 
we see a questioning of the ‘one colour suits all’ premise which to date has been pervasive in 
games and this question re-appears in Cornett’s work [11]. Cornett’s research indicates that for 
certain game genres – especially MMORPGs – new players inexperienced with the genre may 
require specific support to get them to engage with the game. One approach suggested by 
Bateman [3] is that there may be value in user profiling for game design: specifically in applying 
the Myers-Briggs typology to gamers. This may lead to better understanding of the types of 
people most likely to play games of a particular genre. Questions arising from this include 
whether or not particular game genres can be opened up to new (different) types without ‘losing’ 
established player types. Understanding, categorising and modelling players as we will see in the 
next section is not a trivial task. However, the effective modelling of players is an important 
aspect of adaptive technologies and a new form of game: one which reveals itself in different 
ways depending on the player type and according to particular play styles. 
 
 
UNDERSTANDING AND MODELLING PLAYERS AND NON-PLAYERS 
 
An essential aspect of effective adaptive game design is in understanding game players in order 
to model them accurately. By understanding players, we do not only mean working with existing 
game players through play or usability testing – we also mean conducting empirical research in 
public and private game spaces into the culture and experiences of digital game and non-game 
players. Unfortunately much of this work is highly localised and small scale – yet it does throw 
up some interesting issues. 
 
A survey (see Table 1) conducted by the Computer Entertainment Software Association (CESA) 
in Japan in 2001 found that the numbers of people who ‘still play’ games has decreased to 27.8 
percent while the numbers that had stopped playing had increased between 2000 and 2001 [7]. 
CESA categorised their total population into four consumer categories: active, dormant, 
prospective and disinterested. Disinterested customers were those who had never played and did 
not want to, or had played and had no intention of playing again. These constituted the largest 
proportion of those surveyed at 35.8 percent. Dormant customers were players who were waiting 
for games to be made which would make them want to play again. These constituted 28.1 



percent. Only 27.8 percent were described as active players, down from almost 40 percent in 
1999.  

Table 1 Categorisation of Gaming Customers in Japan, 2001 and 19991. 

 
  2001 General Public 1999 General Public 
Active Game Players  27.8 % 39.3% 

 
Dormant ‘I used to play but now 

stop playing. I want to 
try again only if any 
software interests me’ 

28.1 % 24.3% 

Prospective  ‘I have never tried but I 
want to try if any 
software interests me’ 

8.3 % 12.2% 

Disinterested 
 

‘I have never tried and I 
won’t’ and ‘I used to 
play but I won’t 
anymore’ 

35.8 % 24.2% 

Source: CESA, 2002:58-62 
 
While dormant customers were divided almost evenly between males and females, females 
constituted a larger proportion of the prospective and disinterested groups. In addition, while the 
average age of active game players was 23.4, the average age of dormant customers was 31.6 
years. Prospective and disinterested players were aged 33.4 and 37.2 years respectively. Clearly 
the industry has a large potential market of females and people aged above 25 years, which it is 
not as yet satisfying, at least in Japan. People in the non-active groups responded that they were 
too busy with work to play games, games were too complicated or games were not fun.  
 
Industry surveys like this one both challenge and reinforce certain stereotypes. While more 
females and people over 30 years of age are playing digital games than in previous decades, the 
most frequent game players are males, by a factor of two, and the highest proportion are aged 
between seven and twelve years. The Japanese survey also points to the perceived limitations of 
current game software and the need for a greater range of software if dormant and prospective 
consumers are to be reached. More radical tactics may be needed to reach disinterested 
consumers. Surveys like these point to a large potential market which remains unsatisfied or 
unmoved by current games.  
 
When we start to review current studies of game players the picture is arguably even more 
complex. While survey after survey points to increasing rates of ‘access’ to digital game playing 
platforms [15, 16] most large surveys tend to hide a range of barriers which more ethnographic 
and interview based research starts to uncover [42, 37, 33, 36, 59, 60]. Thus we find that content 
is only one of the factors which influence who plays, how often and how. We also find that 
player preferences and pleasures cannot be easily mapped on to content types or genres – hence 
the problems faced by existing user centred design and usability testing of specific titles [53, 35]. 

                                                 
1 Percentages for total population based on generalisations made from original samples of 1,013 in 2001 and 1,111 
in 1999. 



As Richard Bartle [1] points out ‘400,000 people play EverQuest, but 600,000 other people who 
bought the boxed set don't play it.’  
 
Research that tries to differentiate between different player types often tends towards overly 
simplistic categorizations – such as the binary opposition between casual and hardcore players – 
or, conversely, towards highly specific typologies such as Bartle's [2] observations of different 
behavioural traits in online games. A player typology for adaptive game design thus faces a 
twofold challenge: it must be specific enough to allow for widely different play-styles as well as 
general enough to be applied across different genres, platforms and cultures.  
 
This dilemma points at a potential contradiction between adaptive game design and emergent 
gameplay. If adaptive game design is to be understood as a top-down-approach that attempts to 
create a 'prescriptive' player typology which can then be used to make the gameplay more 
enjoyable for players, this requires gathering a large amount of gameplay data in order to be able 
to anticipate all the possible ways a game could be played. If, on the other hand, adaptive game 
design is to be understood as a bottom-up-approach that aims at achieving adaptivity by 
emergence, this requires an absence of pre-conceived ideas about which forms play in a specific 
situation might take. 
 
From a cultural point of view, it seems obvious that the top-down approach must necessarily 
simplify the complexity of gameplay behaviour in order to succeed. A player typology that 
attempts to anticipate different styles of play simply cannot take into account all the factors that 
might potentially influence the gameplay experience. Conversely, from a technical point of view, 
it seems obvious that a level of emergence that would be able to adapt to every possible play-
style is impossible to implement within the limits of current technology.  
 
For the time being, we must keep in mind that our aim is not to create a perfect adaptive system, 
but to propose ways of achieving more adaptivity within existing game architectures. At present, 
all we can do is point out ways of using the potential of current computing technology to 
enhance the enjoyment of people who already play games. Dynamic player modelling seems 
especially promising in this respect as it allows for a form of game design that creates a heuristic 
player typology 'on the fly'. However, we would like to stress the fact that a higher level of 
adaptivity, which might also attract new types of players, requires a fundamental change in the 
way games are designed. Truly adaptive gameplay can only be the result of a design strategy that 
embraces emergence and yields a high level of control to the player.  
 
 
ADAPTIVE GAME DESIGN 
 
Adaptation may be defined “as ability to make appropriate responses to changed or changing 
circumstances” [30] and as biological creatures use this form of problem solving regularly it is 
not surprising that many of the techniques used in computing to build adaptive system are 
actually based on nature [61], e.g. artificial neural networks, case base reasoning systems, 
artificial immune systems, or evolutionary algorithms. Adaptation as such is strongly connected 
to learning and we may use it to learn about a player in order to respond to the way they are 
playing, for example by adjusting a computer opponent’s strategy [28] so as to present a more 



appropriate challenge level. Learning and adaptation are viewed by some as a having a crucial 
part to play in next-generation games. For example, Manslow [45] states that:  
 

“The widespread adoption of learning in games will be one of the most important advances ever 
to be made in game AI. Genuinely adaptive AIs will change the way in which games are played 
by forcing each player to continually search for new strategies to defeat the AI, rather than 
perfecting a single technique.”  

 
A game may be adapted through changes to:  
 

1. A player’s character  
2. Non-player characters in the game  
3. The game environment or game state  

 
The first of these is perhaps the most interesting because an alteration of the player character in 
this way can lead to a greater sense of embodiment. Although it doesn’t quite relate to 
adaptation, Poole provides an example from “Metal Gear Solid 3: Snake Eater” (KCEJ, 2004) 
[52] to illustrate how a player’s actions can alter the state of their player character and so how 
they play. If their character gets hurt there is a consequence to the player character’s wellbeing 
and the gameplay – if the character has been injured then progress is hindered until the injury is 
treated. This feedback loop of action-consequence-action can instil a great sense of embodiment 
that increases immersion in the game. The use of player modelling and adaptation may lead to 
the same sort of sense of embodiment if the adaptation directly affects the player character for 
appropriately designed games.  
 
The most obvious way to adapt a game is to change the difficulty level of non-player character 
opponents or modifying the behaviour of friendly non-player characters – depending on the type 
of game. Non-player characters can be used to provide clues or support to a player according to 
their needs and playing preferences. In fact there are a host of imaginative ways in which a 
variety of non-player characters can be used to affect the choices open to the player and even 
altering the game narrative.  
 
The game environment can also be modified in response to the player – this can be anything 
from increasing the number of items that can be picked up, e.g. heath, bullets etc. through to the 
actual landscape and topography of the world changing. The designers of the RPG “Fable” 
(Microsoft, 2004) set out to create a game world where the game landscape would change in 
response to a player’s evolving character and the actions that they performed – if they were evil 
then the world would become corrupted before their eyes and the opposite being the case if they 
were good. In the end most of the more ambitious aspects of this technology were not realised in 
“Fable” but this game still demonstrates the possibilities of the technology. A player may enjoy a 
heightened sense of immersion and enjoyment in playing a game if they feel that the game is 
responsive to them as an individual. 
 
Though there are only a few practical examples of the use of adaptive technologies in current 
commercial games and game research [25, 57], successful research in related areas demonstrates 
the potential of this technology – particularly research on Intelligent Interfaces [41] and 
Intelligent Tutoring Systems which is very focused on user modelling and adaptation [4, 6]. Our 



approach has some similarities to recommender systems for online e-commerce stores – for 
example the CEO of Amazon, Jeff Bezos, has been quoted as saying “If I have 2 million 
customers on the Web, I should have 2 million stores on the Web” [56]. In the same way we 
wish to design game systems that provide each player with a separate experience.  
 
We suggest a framework for adaptive games based around the system illustrated in Figure 1. The 
modelling of players is a crucial aspect of this approach because if our models are inaccurate or 
inappropriate then the whole system falls down. In addition, as explained previously, how we 
choose to differentiate between players is not normally a straightforward issue, and in fact this 
process will vary between game genres. We believe that we should not assume that our 
modelling is always flawless and we should not only take care about selecting the variables that 
define player characteristics, but for many games it would be useful to provide player 
preferences to the system to form part of the player model. As Manslow points out it is wise to 
use as much useful prior knowledge in the model as possible [45].   

Models of 
player types  

 
The feedback loop in this system provides an element of control in the system so that if a model 
no longer fits as a player learns to play the game, then the player may be shifted to an another 
existing population profile i.e. using population shift ideas [31], or if none exists, a new profile 
can be created. Another affect may be more drastic, where the rules that depict a model no longer 
represent the players efficiently and so re-modelling is required because of concept drift [5, 62]. 
Naturally, players will learn and adapt to the game as they play. Some players will learn faster 
than others and additionally, various players tend to excel in different aspects of the game – each 
player plays and progresses in their own unique way. Therefore, the models that we use at the 
beginning of the game may no longer be entirely appropriate as the game develops. Perhaps the 
reclassification of a player (due to population shift) will suffice in some cases; however it may be 
better to account for a concept drift in our original classification by updating our models on the 
basis of new data. In many cases the drift may be slight but this can still have a significant 
impact on the response of the game to the player, especially if the drift continues over a long 
period of time. 

On-line 
Adaptive game system 

Monitor player 
performance 

Measure 
effectiveness 
of adaptation 

Re-model 
player types 

Adapt the 
game to 

individuals 

Player 
preferences

Fig. 1: A potential framework for an adaptive game system. 



 
Adaptation algorithms may or may not incorporate machine-learning but the system adopted 
must potentially be able to operate within the gameplay session2 in real time. The effects of 
adaptation on the player can be monitored quite easily by observing game data, checking how 
quickly a player is progressing, monitoring the length of gameplay sessions and other similar in-
game data. However, this type of data may not be satisfactory by itself and it may also be useful 
to monitor player emotions [58] such as frustration levels [24] by taking measurements from 
game control pads [58] or more advanced sensors.  
 
Most existing approaches to player modelling are based on working out how the player should be 
modelled using in-game variables and then developing a player model by observing and 
recording data from these variables for each player. More complex player information is much 
harder to model as we require a better understanding of player behaviour and more care needs to 
be taken in pre-constructing the framework for the model – we may not be able to construct a 
model by observing simple statistics in the data. However, models with this sort of higher order 
player profiling may be more useful for ensuring a more appropriate adaptation to individuals, as 
research has demonstrated in other fields, such as fraud detection [18]. One possible approach for 
forming a more complex or higher order profile of a player is to use a factorial model like the 
one shown in Figure 2.  

Degree to which a player belongs to each cluster 

Stealthy Uses Varied High Combat Good Puzzle  
Tactics Ability Solving 

Fig. 2: A factorial approach to player modelling 
 

 
This example could be used for an adaptation mechanism in action-adventure games – other 
types of games would require a different set of factors. Using this approach we may manually 
partition data space to attach different meanings to various aspects of the data, i.e. the stealthy 
factor would be informed by a number of independent game variables that can tell us about a 
player’s stealth level in a game. In the example above, each player would have a four factor 
profile with four real numbers in the range of 0 to 1 that uniquely identify each player’s playing 
characteristics.  For example, a player with a numerical profile of (0.8, 0.2, 0.2, 0.5) may tend to 
prefer to play a game by avoiding direct, close-up conflict. Of course, there are some difficulties 
with setting up this sort of model and working out which game variables to use and how to 
partition them so as to be useful in identifying independent traits of player behaviour. An 
experienced game designer may be able to work this out manually by trial and error. However, it 
is also possible to use data mining tools [32, 50] or unsupervised statistical techniques such as 
factor analysis [63] to identify correlations between the variables and then we can attach a 
meaning to them. We must also put an interpretation on the combinatorial patterns of the game 
                                                 
2 This may not need to be the case if some of the “number crunching” is performed between levels or at other 
processor friendly times. 



playing factors for each player. There are many methods from the realm of AI that can be used to 
implement this technology. 
 
Several issues need to be addressed about adaptive game technology. One concern is that players 
may disapprove of the technology because it may result in a game experience that differs for 
each player and therefore players can’t easily compare experiences and/or brag about their 
successes. However, it must be noted that there are two opposing player desires to take into 
account: 
 

1. The desire of a player to learn the rules so as to master the game.  
2. The avoidances of “sameness” or lack of variety of gameplay. 

 
We believe that the benefits of adaptive games to the majority of players (particularly beginners) 
in terms of tailoring an appropriate level of challenge and gameplay style for a player – not to 
mention replay value – outweigh the drawbacks. Players already modify their own gameplay 
through cheats, guides, walkthroughs, and modifying games [39] to enhance the game 
experience, and so there is a precedent for the use of adaptive technology for a similar purpose.  
 
A second concern relates more to the profiling and modelling aspects of the technology, which 
assumes that a particular game save will always be used by a single person. While this generally 
is the case with PC games it is often not the case with console games because the playing of a 
game (on a particular game save) may be shared by several friends or family. This is a significant 
issue currently but as next generation consoles begin to appear, online play and thus logon from 
a console will become more prominent – and perhaps user switching as used on PC operating 
systems may come into use. As gamers become more connected in the next generations of 
gaming hardware then the potential for online profiling will increase rapidly. One can imagine a 
player storing a game profile on a remote server for use in online games but also having the 
choice to logon to this profile for single player (non-networked) games so that the gameplay may 
be adapted to their particular profile. Microsoft already use a limited form of player profiling on 
their Xbox Live network for “player-matching”, however, there is much more scope in this 
technology for accurately tailoring the gameplay experience to the player and finding appropriate 
players to play with or against through more advanced player models and profiles. 
  
Another concern often raised relates to the difficulty of testing adaptive products and the extra 
time that is required in development. Using adaptive technology in-game, particularly with 
machine learning, inevitably means that the game often cannot be fully tested. Many game 
publishers require a guarantee that a game has a very low percentage of game bugs and that they 
do not significantly impact the key aspects of the gameplay. If adaptive technology is responsible 
for introducing an unforeseen but significant game bug, then players could be entitled to a refund 
which would be serious issue for both the publisher and the game developer. The emergent or 
unpredictable properties of adaptive technology make the design of a game more challenging but 
this should not prevent us from being adventurous because the rewards are potentially great. For 
example, if the adaptive technology is restricted by architectural design as it is for the learning of 
the creature in “Black and White” then problems can be constrained and controlled so that 
gameplay can only be altered in restricted ways and within pre-determined boundaries.  



 
CONCLUSION 
 
There are many approaches to player modelling, and in fact you could argue that digital games 
inherently have an in-built model of players because the designer has a specific type of gamer in 
mind when they design the game (even if they do this subconsciously). In this paper we have 
proposed an approach through which a game developer can make a more conscious effort to 
model players in a game’s design and development. By adopting a framework similar to the one 
that we have suggested, a game may be designed to be more responsive to a wider range of 
players by incorporating dynamic models of different players into the game technology.  
 
We believe that the potential benefits of adaptive technologies in games are clear, however, the 
effective incorporation of the technology into games is not without difficulty. For example, as 
discussed earlier, player preferences and pleasures cannot be easily mapped to content, 
gameplay, or genres – though this should be more easily handled by adaptation. Additionally, if 
we are to define a player typology for adaptive game design, it must be specific enough to allow 
for widely different play-styles but general enough to be applied across different genres, 
platforms and cultures. However, with the adaptive approach that we have discussed it is not 
necessary to categorize players rigidly a-priori but by designing flexibility into the adaptive 
technology, accurate models can be developed dynamically during the game. That is, the 
combination of relevant prior information on typical player typologies along with specific in-
game data can be used to construct the most appropriate model for a player.  
 
To progress our work in this area, future work will focus on developing our understanding of the 
differences in players in order to inform the design of player models and suitable associated 
adaptive technology. Using these models we will implement a variety of adaptive systems for 
games to test the effectiveness of the approach and in particular investigate approaches that 
dynamically re-model the player by identifying and distinguishing between population shift and 
concept drift. We plan to test the technology in a number of bespoke small scale games. 
 
 
REFERENCES 
 
1. Bartle, R. “A Wish List for Massively Multiplayer Games.” Available at 

http://www.mud.co.uk/richard/og01.htm, 2001. 
2. Bartle, “R., Hearts, Clubs, Diamonds, Spades: Players Who Suit Muds.” 

http://www.mud.co.uk/richard/hcds.htm, 1996. 
3. Bateman C, Boon R, 21st Century Game Design, 2005, Charles River Media. 
4. Beal C, Beck J, Westbrook D, Atkin M & Cohen P, “Intelligent Modeling of the User in Interactive 

Entertainment”, pp 8 – 12, AAAI Spring Symposium on Artificial Intelligence and Interactive Entertainment, 
Standford, 2002. 

5. Black MM, Hickey RJ, "Maintaining the Performance of a Learned Classifier under Concept Drift", Intelligent 
Data Analysis, Vol. 3, No. 6, ISO, Pages 453-474, Dec 1999. 

6. Brown, JS, Burton, RR and Bell, AG “SOPHIE: A Step Towards a Reactive Learning Environment”, 
International Journal of Man-Machine Studies, vol. 7, pp675-696, 1975. 

7. CESA. Games White Paper. Tokyo, Computer Entertainment Software Association, 2002. 
8. Charles D, "Enhancing Gameplay: Challenges for Artificial Intelligence in Digital Games", Proceedings of 

Digital Games Research Conference 2003, University of Utrecht, The Netherlands, 4-6 November 2003. 



9. Charles D & Black M, "Dynamic Player Modelling: A Framework for Player-Centered Digital Games", 
International Conference on Computer Games: Artificial Intelligence, Design and Education, Microsoft 
Campus, Reading, Nov 8 - 10 2004. 

10. Charles D, Livingstone D, "AI: the Missing Link in Digital Game Interface Design?", 3rd International 
Conference on Entertainment Computing, September 1st-3rd, 2004, Eindhoven, The Netherlands. 

11. Cornett S, “The Usability of Massively Multiplayer Online Roleplaying games: Designing for New Users”, 
ACM SIG CHI 2004, Vienna, Volume 6, No. 1, pp 703-710, 24-29 April, 2004. 

12. Csikszentmihalyi, M and Csikszentmihalyi I.S, “Optimal experience: psychological studies of flow in 
consciousness.” 1988, Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press. 

13. Desurvire, H, “Faster, Cheaper: Are Usability Inspection Methods as Effective as Empirical Testing?” I 
Nielsen, J. and Molich, R. L. (Eds) ‘Usability Inspection Methods’, New York: John Wiley & Sons, 173-202, 
1994. 

14. Desurvire H, Caplan M, & Toth JA, “Using Heuristics to Evaluate the Playability of Games”, in ACM SIGCHI 
2004 (Late Breaking Results Paper), April 24-29, Vienna, pp1509-1512. 

15. ESA. Industry Sales and Economic Data, 2003 Consumer Spending Poll, Entertainment Software Association, 
2003. 

16. ESA. Essential Facts. About the Computer and Video Game Industry. Washington, Entertainment Software 
Association. 2004. 

17. Falstein N and Barwood H, “The 400 Project.”  Online at http://theinspiracy.com/400_project.htm (last visited: 
21.3.2005). 

18. Fawcett, T., Provost F., "Combining Data Mining and Machine Learning for Effective User Profiling", Second 
International Conference on Knowledge Discovery and Data Mining, pp. 8-13, 1996. 

19. Federoff M, “User Testing for Games: Getting Better Data Earlier.”  Game Developer Magazine, June 2003. 
20. Fulton B, “Beyond Psychological Theory: Getting Data that Improve Games.”  Game Developer's Conference 

2002 Proceedings, San Jose CA, March 2002. Reprinted on the front page of Gamasutra.com on May 21, 2002. 
21. Fulton, B. and Medlock, M, “Beyond focus groups: Getting more useful feedback from consumers.”  Proc. 

Game Developers’ Conference 2003. 
22. Fulton B, & Romero R. “User-testing in a Hostile Environment: Overcoming Resistance and Apathy in your 

Game Company”. Presented at the Game Developer’s Conference, San Jose CA, March 2004. 
23. Gamboa M, Kowalewski R, & Roy, P, “Playtesting Strategies.”  Presented at the Game Developer’s 

Conference, San Jose CA, March 2004. 
24. Gilleade K. & Dix A, “Using Frustration in the Design of Adaptive Videogames”, Proceedings of ACE 2004, 

Advances in Computer Entertainment Technology, ACM Press, 3-5 June, 2004. 
25. Graepel T, Herbrich J, Gold J. “Learning to Fight”, Proceedings of the International Conference on Computer 

Games: Artificial Intelligence, Design and Education, 2004. 
26. Hopson, J. “Behavioral Game Design.” Proc Game Developer’s Conference, San Jose CA, March 2004. 
27. Houlette R, “Player Modelling for Adaptive Games”, pp 557-566, AI Game Programming Wisdom II, Charles 

River Media, 2003. 
28. Johnson Soren, "Adaptive AI: A Practical Example" AI Game Programming Wisdom 2, Charles River Media, 

pp 639-647, 2003. 
29. Johnson S, “Emergence”, Penguin Science, 2001. 
30. Kaukoranta T, Smed J, Hakonen H, "Understanding Pattern Recognition Methods", AI Game Programming 

Wisdom 2, Charles River Media, pp 579-589, 2003. 
31. Kelly, M.G., Hand, D.J., Adams, N.M., “The Impact of Changing populations on Classifier Performance”, 

Proceedings of fifth ACM SIGKDD International Conference on Knowledge Discovery and Data Mining, 1999. 
32. Kennerly D, “Better Game Design through Data Mining”, Gamasutra.com,  

http://www.gamasutra.com/features/20030815/kennerly_01.shtml, August 15, 2003.  
33. Kerr, A. “Girls Just Want to Have Fun. Strategies of Inclusion: Gender in the Information Society.” N. 

Oudshoorn, E. Rommes and I. van Sloten. Trondheim, Centre for Technology and Society NTNU, 2001. 
34. Kerr A. “(Girls) Women Just Want to Have Fun: A Study of Adult Female Gamers”. Level Up, The first 

international conference of the International Digital Games Research Association, University of Utrecht, The 
Netherlands, 2003. 

35. Kerr, A., P. Brereton, et al. (forthcoming), “New Media: New Pleasures?” International Journal of Cultural 
Studies. 

36. Kerr, A. “The Business of Making Games.” Understanding Digital Games. J. Rutter and J. Bryce. London, 
Sage, (forthcoming). 



37. Kline, S., N. Dyer-Witheford, and G. DePeuter, Digital Play. The Interaction of Technology, Culture, and 
Marketing. 2003, Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen's University Press. 

38. Kuecklich J, "Play and Playability as Key Concepts for New Media Studies". 2004, STeM Centre, Dublin City 
University. 

39. Kuecklich J, “Other Playings – Cheating in Computer Games”, Others Players conference 
(http://itu.dk/op/proceedings.htm), IT University of Copenhagen, Denmark, Dec 2004. 

40. Laramée F.D. (Ed.), “Game Design Perspectives”, p62, Charles River Media, 2002. 
41. Livingstone D. & Charles D, “Intelligent Interfaces for Digital Games”, AAAI-04 Workshop on Challenges in 

Game AI, 25-26th July 2004. 
42. Livingstone, S. “Young People and New Media. Childhood and the changing media environment.” London, 

Sage Publications, 2002. 
43. Malone TW, “Heuristics for Designing Enjoyable User Interfaces: Lessons from Computer Games”, In John C. 

Thomas and M. L. Schneider (Eds) Human Factors in Computing Systems, Norwoord, NJ: Ablex Publishing 
Corporation, 1982. 

44. Malone,T.W. (1980) "What makes things fun to learn? A study of intrinsically motivating computer games" 
Technical Report CIS-7 Xerox PARC: Palo Alto, CA. 

45. Manslow J, "Learning and Adaptation in Games" AI Game Programming Wisdom, Charles River Media, pp 
557-566, 2002. 

46. Merripen C, “Increasing the Bottom Line: Women’s Market Share”, pp 16-22, Game Developer Magazine, Vol. 
12 No. 2, February 2005. 

47. Miller S, “Auto-dynamic Difficulty”, website forum debate, last accessed 22/02/2005,  
http://dukenukem.typepad.com/game_matters/2004/01/autoadjusting_g.html 

48. Pagulayan, R. J., Keeker, K., Wixon, D., Romero, R. L., & Fuller, T. (2003).  User-centered design in games.  
In J. A. Jacko & A. Sears (Eds.), The Human-Computer Interaction Handbook: Fundamentals, Evolving 
Technologies and Emerging Applications (pp. 883-906).  Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

49. Pagulayan RJ, Steury KR, Fulton B, & Romero RL, “Designing for fun: User-testing case studies.” In M. 
Blythe, K. Overbeeke, A. Monk, and P. Wright, (Eds.), Funology: From Usability to Enjoyment, 2004, Kluwer 
Academic Publishers. 

50. Pearce C, “Sims, BattleBots, Cellular Automata God and Go”, A Conversation with Will Wright by Celia 
Pearce, http://www.gamestudies.org/0102/pearce/, September 5, 2001. 

51. Poole S, “On beginnings”, Edge Magazine #139, p24, Future Publishing (UK), August 2004. 
52. Poole S, “Snake in the Grass”, Edge Magazine #147, p120, Future Publishing (UK), March 2005.  
53. Ray, S. G. “Gender Inclusive Design. Expanding the Market.” Hingham, Massachusetts, Charles River Media, 

2004. 
54. Redeye, “Content with the Playgrounds”, Edge Magazine #139, p22, Future Publishing (UK), August 2004. 
55. Rouse III R, “Game Design: Theory and Practice”, Chapter 7, Wordware Publishing, 2001. 
56. Schafer JB, Konstan J, Riedl J, Recommender Systems in E-Commerce, in ACM Procs. E-Commerce 1999, 

Denver pp 158-166 
57. Spronck P, Sprinkhuizen-Kuyper I & Postma E, “Online Adaptation of Game Opponent AI in Simulation and in 

Practice.” Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Intelligent Games and Simulation (eds. Q Mehdi 
and N Gough), ISBN: 90-77381-05-8, pp. 93-100. EUROSIS, Belgium. 

58. Sykes J. & Brown S, “Affective Gaming: Measuring Emotion through the Gamepad”, Human Factors in 
Computing, pp 732-733 CHI 2003. 

59. Taylor, T. L. "Multiple Pleasures: Women and Online Gaming." Convergence: The Journal of Research into 
New Media Technologies 9(1): 21-46, 2003. 

60. Taylor, T. L. “Power gamers just want to have fun?: Instrumental play in a MMOG.” Level Up. Digital Games 
Research Conference, Utrecht University, Utrecht University and DIGRA, 2003. 

61. Thomas D, “New Paradigms in Artificial Intelligence”, AI Game Programming Wisdom 2, Charles River 
Media, pp 29-39, 2003. 

62. Tsymbal A. “The problem of concept drift: definitions and related work”, Technical Report TCD-CS-2004-15, 
Department of Computer Science, Trinity College Dublin, Ireland, 2004. 

63. Yee N, “Motivations of Play in MMORPGs : Results from a Factor Analytic Approach”, The Daedalus Project, 
available at http://www.nickyee.com/daedalus/motivations.pdf.  

http://www.cs.unimaas.nl/p.spronck/Pubs/OnlineAdaptationOfGameOpponentAIInSimulationAndInPractice.pdf
http://www.cs.unimaas.nl/p.spronck/Pubs/OnlineAdaptationOfGameOpponentAIInSimulationAndInPractice.pdf

	ABSTRACT
	Keywords:
	Adaptive Games, Player Modelling, Artificial Intelligence

	INTRODUCTION
	CURRENT APPROACHES TO PLAYER-CENTRED GAME DESIGN
	UNDERSTANDING AND MODELLING PLAYERS AND NON-PLAYERS
	ADAPTIVE GAME DESIGN
	CONCLUSION
	REFERENCES

