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AGENCY IN IMMERSIVE MEDIA



Interactive portraits - Trans People in Japan
Site Gallery, 2018. Photos by Jules Lister





THREE TYPES OF AGENCY
Representation

 i.e. diversity and participation in communities as audience agency

Narrative

 i.e. the player’s ability to change the outcome of a story

Mechanics

 agency as the material affordance of interactive media

Bettina Bódi (2019) ‘Can Playfulness Be Designed? Understanding Playful 
Design through Agency in Astroneer’
Eludamos: Journal for Computer Game Culture. 2021; Vol. 12 (1), pp. 39–61



Roberth Rath, ‘No Man’s Sky is a 
Captain Cook Simulator’, ZAM



Brian Crimmins, ‘The Origin of Imagination: On the Colonial 
Legacy of No Man’s Sky’, Medium



“[E]very day, hundreds of millions of peo-
ple around the world play video games, 
and most of them will experience fail-
ure while playing. It is safe to say that 
humans have a fundamental desire to 
succeed and feel competent, but game 
players have chosen to engage in an ac-
tivity in which they are almost certain to 
fail and feel incompetent, at least some 
of the time. In fact, we know that players 
prefer games in which they fail. This is the 
paradox of failure in games.”



“By placing you in this circumstance in-
stead of describing my own feelings, you’ll 
have feelings of your own. And at the end, 
you won’t feel sympathy— you’ll feel em-
pathy, because you have a small taste of 
what it’s really like. That’s the immersive 
power of game systems in action.”



“More than four decades after Pong, 
players are tackling a range of heady 
subjects including cancer, depression 
and alcoholism. Instead of pumping 
adrenaline, these "empathy games" use 
the videogame form to tell stories that 
are far more personal than the Holly-
wood tropes most big budget games still 
rely on.” 
(Conor Dougherty, Wall Street Journal, 2013)



“There’s nothing to stop us from making our voices 
heard now. And there will be plenty of voices. Among 
those voices, there will be plenty of mediocrity, and 
plenty of games that have no meaning to anyone out-
side the author and maybe her friends. But we’ll find 
new ways to sort that shit. And imagine what we’ll 
gain: real diversity, a plethora of voices and expe-
riences, and a new avenue for human beings to tell 
their stories and connect with other human beings.” 
(Anthropy 2012, 161)



Mattie Brice, Mainichi 



Zoe Quinn (2013) Depression Quest



CRITIQUES OF “EMPATHY”
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THREE TYPES OF AGENCY
Representation

 i.e. diversity and participation in communities as audience agency

Narrative

 i.e. the player’s ability to change the outcome of a story

Mechanics

 agency as the material affordance of interactive media

four?

+ actions in the world?


