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INTRODUCTION 
From Tetris to recent Battlefield 3, video games always seek to give the best entertaining experience 

to the player and sometimes, the player literally gets into the game world. Nowadays, military applications of 

video games (such as simulators) are looking for this effect. This phenomenon is called immersion and that is 

the subject of this review.  

FIRST, LET’S TALK ABOUT IMMERSION 

WHAT IS IMMERSION ? 

 First of all, I have to talk about immersion. According to McMahan, immersion designs not only the 

fact that the player has been caught up in the world of the game’s story but also that the player accepts the 

rules of this world. (McMahan, 2003) In other words, the player perceives the game content as reality and gets 

the sensation of being inside this world. Immersion is acknowledged as “spatial presence” by psychologist. 

During immersion the player takes decisions that follow the rules of the imaginary world. (Madigan, 2010) An 

example is the travelling system in role playing game, instead of using the fast traveling system; the player will 

walk or use a vehicle to get to his destination. 

HOW DOES IT HAPPEN ? 

Now you can ask yourself how this presence can happen. This graph, issued by Werner Wirth and a team of 

researchers, explains how it is possible for the player to get into a virtual world. 

 

FIGURE 1 - IMMERSION PROCESS (MADIGAN, 2010) 

At the beginning, the player must acknowledge the virtual world: he has to assimilate the story and the rules 

(such as physics in games where you play with the gravity or life management in first person shooters), he then 

creates a mental model of the game. Then, the player starts to replace the game world with the real one. 

Finally, the player accepts the game as its reality. 
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HOW TO ACHIEVE IMMERSION ? 

FIRST, CREATE A RICH WORLD 

FILL THE GAPS OF THE PLAYER’S IMAGINATION 
Madigan clearly states that immersion is achieved by a combination 

of multiple characteristics. The first of these characteristics is the 

appearance: how the player will perceive the game? The game has to 

use every channel of information available, so the game has to have a 

graphic representation of all the elements of the game world 

(characters, vehicles, animals…) but also every sound that goes with this 

element. It doesn’t mean that the game should look like the real world, 

but the player has to find familiar things into the virtual world (e.g. 

Oblivion is immersive because people in the street chat together) the 

goal is expressed by Madigan: “The fewer gaps our imaginations have to 

fill in, the less likely we are to think about how ‘unreal’ it is”. (Madigan, 

2011) Another channel is the input device, such as joysticks or dance 

pads. The more our senses are required, the richest the mental model of 

the game is.  For example, in the game Kinect Dance Central, the player 

has to take notice of the music rhythm (audio), the moves (visual) and 

his own movements (body).  

 

THE CHARACTER HAS A ROLE IN IMMERSION 
According to Lankoski, another important part of the game is the centrality of characters (Lankoski, 2011). 

Creating empathy for the main character is crucial for immersion. This empathy can explain why a player is 

happy when his character gets a stronger weapon. It can be emphasized by the goal of the game. In Oblivion, 

the player has to defeat an army of demons, but he is given freedom to accomplish other quests. The player set 

goal for himself and can evolve freely in the virtual world in order to complete the final objective. Notice that 

story also has an important part; a very strong plot will give the player more interest for the game. For example 

Mass Effect saga has an incredibly rich plot but it also features an interactive scenario system. A scenario is a 

following step of scenes. An interactive scenario is a scenario that adapts to the player choices. Basically it 

means that every decision made by the player will alter the continuation of the game (and different endings). 

Mass Effect pushes the concept so far that every decision you took in Mass Effect 1 has an impact on what 

happens in Mass Effect 2 (and so on). The player has the sensation that he builds his own world. 

 

FIGURE 3 - IN MASS EFFECT, ALL YOUR CHOICES HAVE AN IMPACT OF THE STORYLINE 

 

  

FIGURE 2 - SOME ARCADE GAMES GIVE 

BETTER IMMERSION USING REAL-WORLD 

LIKE CONTROLLERS 
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BESIDES THE CONTENT, OTHER CHARACTERISTICS ARE IMPORTANT 

THE CONSISTENCY OF THE GAME IS IMPORTANT 

The other mechanism of immersion is the consistency of the game. It means that the player should not 

remember that he is playing a video game. The most common examples of consistency breakers are head up 

display, damage notification and in-game advertising. This also means that your world should be continuous. 

When you have a loading screen or when you have to go thought a menu to change items, you break this 

continuity. (Madigan, 2010) 

 

FIGURE 4 - DEAD SPACE SHOWS NO HEAD UP DISPLAY 

Interactivity with the object also helps the player to feel immerged into the world because it gives him a 

feedback of an action he takes on the virtual world. The same goes with the non-playable characters, talking to 

them will give the player a feeling of interactivity with another person. To keep the world consistent, some 

games include unpredictable behaviors, meaning that the artificial intelligence will base its actions following 

the human learning process. (Woyach, 2003) 

 

DO NOT FORGET THE PLAYER’S ROLE 
Finally, the player himself is a part of immersion mechanism. Some players can build their special 

model easier than others. Researchers have found that some people get fascinated faster by something. It also 

depends on the will of the player. Some people want to believe the illusion and will tend to accept the 

information more easily. Another factor is the experience with the device itself: I previously talked about 

Kinect, but some other devices (such as keyboard or gamepad) need time to be handled. In this case, the 

player’s cognitive resources are used to learn how to play instead of creating a mental model of the game. 

(Madigan, 2011) 

CONCLUSION 
 To conclude, the immersion is the result of combining a complete world, an interesting plot that will 

emotionally involve the player and an expected reaction to every action of the player. These researches are 

useful not only in video games, but they are also used into military industry for complex simulators (e.g. project 

Terra Dynamica in France, the goal is to create a realistic virtual city of Paris for military purposes). 
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