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Abstract

One central goal of game designers is to make games that resonate
with players. Yet, within HCI games research, resonance is used
vaguely as an everyday notion. In this work, we draw on psycho-
logical research on resonance to conduct a qualitative survey (n
= 110) to explore how players characterize game experiences that
resonated with them, to deliminate what resonance means for play-
ers and the interactive medium of games. Our findings illustrate
how resonance captures the feeling of gameplay encounters that go
on to have profound and long-lasting emotional and cognitive im-
pacts. Our findings outline resonance as an underlying experiential
quality relevant to various existing PX conceptualizations, such as
eudaimonia, meaningfulness, reflection, emotional challenge, game
feel, and perspective or behavioral change. Based on our findings,
we outline resonance as a useful explanatory concept for what
makes videogame experiences emotional, meaningful, moving, and
even transformative experiences.
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1 Introduction

The idea that a game resonates, that is, somehow lingers [80] or
‘sticks’ [84] with players, has been considered a crucial quality for
games that seek to instill reflection and impact players’ real-life
attitudes and behaviors. This has been argued both for entertain-
ment games with recreational purposes [84] as well as for serious
games with persuasive aims [80]. Indeed, researchers have made
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occasional, albeit usually brief references to some sort of “reso-
nance” when it comes to player experiences related to, for exam-
ple, reflection and meaning-making associated with perspective
change [106, 137, 139], emotionally challenging or impactful en-
counters [11, 15, 17, 29], and games’ capacity to provide support
during difficult life experiences [67, 86, 137].

Hence, resonance connects to the ideas of eudaimonic gameplay—
which has received increased attention among researchers in recent
years [31, 35, 36, 41]—and meaning—which is a central Player Expe-
rience facet that has been characterized as “a sense of connecting
with the game, resonating with what is important” [2, p. 5, emphasis
added]. Within HCI games research, however, resonance has so far
been generally invoked as a loosely defined, everyday notion. Yet,
resonance could pose a useful explanatory concept for HCI games
research, where deeper engagement with psychological theory has
been repeatedly called for [6, 131, 134]. Particularly in relation to
experiences of resonance and meaning [63, 83, 112], establishing a
well-defined theoretical concept that can explain and predict such
player experiences could help synthesize past descriptive work,
guide future research, and inform game design.

In the context of information science, Ruthven [112] recently
conceptualized resonance as the experience of relevance, providing
descriptions of the experience and its potential facilitating me-
chanics and preconditions. If applicable to videogame experiences,
resonance—connected to both the subjective experience of mean-
ing [63] and relevance [112]—could therefore help understand the
feeling of gameplay encounters that can give rise to profound and
lasting impacts beyond play, and explain why some meaningful
game experiences result in long-lasting impacts on players, even
shaping behaviors, perspectives, or identities, while others do not.

In this work, we take a first step to explore how players expe-
rience and make sense of the notion of resonance in games, and
whether resonance [63, 83, 112] could serve as a useful explanatory
concept going further, both for better understanding the impacts
of games and for designing more impactful games. To do this, we
conducted a qualitative online survey [23] with 110 participants,
who were asked to recall and describe “a videogame experience
which you felt to really resonate with you” The survey included
a series of open-ended questions seeking to capture how players
implicitly understood the notion of resonance, what games res-
onated with players and how, and how factors like specific game
design elements or the players’ personal backgrounds might have
played into these resonating game experiences. We analyzed the
data using reflexive thematic analysis [19, 20], to develop themes
depicting how players experience resonance, and to derive explicit,
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actionable insights for both researchers and game designers. The
contributions of our work are threefold:

(1) We provide empirical evidence of the different kinds of game
experiences that players themselves understand as resonat-
ing with them. Moreover, our findings illuminate ways in
which feelings of resonance could be conveyed not only
through games’ narrative elements but also through interac-
tions with gameplay mechanics.

(2) We present resonance as an explanatory concept for player
experience research, helping capture the feeling of game-
play encounters that can lead to long-lived emotional and
cognitive impacts. Resonance, as our findings show, is an
interactive and relational experience marked by the player’s
emotional and personal connections with a game, which can
leave an enduring sense of being affected and transpire to
various real-life outcomes beyond gameplay. We outline how
our findings align with previous theoretical conceptualiza-
tions of resonance from psychology [63, 83] and informa-
tion science [112], providing conceptual clarity as to what it
means that a game resonates with its player.

(3) Based on our findings, we derive concrete implications for
game designers and researchers. Particularly, we discuss how
resonance connects to a range of prior player experience re-
search relating to, e.g., eudaimonia [31, 36, 41, 99], meaning-
fulness [90, 106], reflection [84], emotional impact [15, 16, 29,
39], game feel [11, 98], aesthetic and art experiences [17, 137],
empowerment [135], perspective transformation [138, 139],
and coping [51, 67, 86, 136]. Taken together, our findings
underscore how the explanatory concept of resonance can
illuminate how and why some game experiences can stick
with players as highly memorable, exceptional, and deeply
cherished experiences that go on to influence players’ lives
in profoundly positive ways.

2 Related Work
2.1 Games and Resonance

Resonance seems to be an important factor for emotionally im-
pactful videogame experiences. In a study on art experiences in
videogames, the notion of emotional resonance was used to charac-
terize how “participants emphasized the emotional impact of their
experience, describing how it resonated for hours and days after
playing” [17, p.237:9]. In another study on emotionally moving
moments in games, attachment to game characters was reported
as a “source of emotional resonance” [15, p.6]. Along the same
lines, in a study on game feel and emotionally impactful game
experiences, it was reported how encounters where the players’
emotional experience aligns with that of the avatar or the game
situation could lead to “emotional resonance, a state in which the
emotional impact of the game scene is heightened” [11, p.7]. Hence,
in prior literature, notions of resonance have been linked to par-
ticularly salient emotional responses to gameplay, relating, e.g., to
players’ attachment with game characters. However, in all of the
above-mentioned studies, the term emotional resonance is only
mentioned peripherally.

In addition to emotional experiences, resonance seems to connect
to how games can lead players to reflect [84, 137, 139]. A previous
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study on perspective challenging game experiences reported how
one trigger for prompting reflection could be biographic resonance:
i.e., experiences where the game somehow aligns with the player’s
own experiences [139]. Similarly, in a study of how players narrated
meaningful encounters with videogames, resonance was related to
embodied reflective encounters: i.e., cases where “something that had
happened to the players themselves suddenly resonated with the
game experience, or the game offered a wholly new self-discovery
of values and attitudes” [106, p.11, emphasis added].

Moreover, notions of resonance have been linked to games’
capacity to help players cope with difficult life experiences [see
67, 86, 106, 120, 136], particularly, by facilitating personal meaning-
making [86]. In this sense, resonance seems closely connected to
eudaimonic gameplay [35]. However, while eudaimonic gameplay
experiences are often associated with players’ cognitive and emo-
tional engagement with games’ narrative elements, much less has
been said about how more hands-on interactions could contribute
to such experiences [35]. Notably, a recent study revealed how Dark
Souls [57] might help players cope with depression, showing how
the game’s bleak and challenging nature could resonate with play-
ers’ personal experiences with depression or existential crises [136].
While not characterized in terms of resonance, Spiritfarer [130] was
described somewhat similarly as a game that could mirror play-
ers’ personal experiences of loss and provide them support in the
process of bereavement [50, 51].

In the context of persuasive games, resonance has been deemed
a particularly desirable feature [80]. That is, in order for persuasive
technologies to fulfill their purpose of encouraging reflection and
behavioral change, it has been argued that it is necessary for the ex-
perience to “linger or resonate post-encounter for users/players” [80,
p-122, emphasis added]. In turn, resonance has been associated, e.g.,
with games’ capacity to facilitate learning [72]. Notions of emo-
tional resonance have been connected to educative games that
seek to cultivate empathic understanding of others’ experiences,
e.g., with depression, by conveying associated feelings through
gameplay and interaction [97]. In the somewhat broad context of
transformational games—e.g., educational games, serious games,
games for health, training simulators, empathy games, and behav-
ior change games—which aim to produce specific changes in users,
designing for psychological resonance has been proposed as a way
of prompting intrinsically motivated and personalized experiences
of transformation [111, p.3].

Despite the importance of resonance for both entertainment
and persuasive games, there is a lack of conceptual clarity as to
how exactly these scattered notions of resonance connect, and how
players themselves make sense of and characterize resonating expe-
riences in games. Although HCI games researchers have oftentimes
invoked notions of resonance, usage of the term has remained su-
perficial, leaving a general vagueness as to what exactly is meant
by a game resonating with a player. Moreover, like with some other
terms commonly used to depict player experience (e.g., empower-
ment [135]), resonance seems to have been primarily attributed by
the researchers. Therefore, it remains unclear whether resonance
is a descriptor commonly used by research participants, i.e., by
players themselves.

Consequently, we currently face two issues: First, it is unclear
what kind of experiences actually resonate with players and why.
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Second, the divergent and unspecified usage of the term resonance
leaves it unclear what researchers mean when they use the term
resonance. This thwarts both consistent description of the phenom-
enon of resonance in games and subsequently focusing research
efforts and deriving effective design recommendations [see 134].

To address this, we follow calls in HCI games research for more
theory use [e.g., 6, 131, 134]. Following prior work that has high-
lighted the benefit of behavioral theories for HCI in linking de-
scriptive research and design practice [8], we will next introduce
previous theoretical conceptualizations of “resonance” [63, 83, 112],
which we link to existing HCI games research.

2.2 Resonance as the Experience of Relevance

In information science, resonance has been proposed as an explana-
tory concept depicting what it means to experience relevance [112].
This understanding was based on an interdisciplinary review of
how resonance has been used to denote human experiences, which
revealed that the term is commonly used vaguely without specific
definition, although it can refer to a multitude of phenomena [112].
Based on this interdisciplinary analysis, resonance was outlined
as spectrum of experiences with a variety of possible cognitive,
affective, and visceral outcomes, ranging from a sense of harmony
or coherence to life transformations [112]. Within this spectrum,
Ruthven [112] defined resonance broadly as:

“An experience brought about by an interaction with
another object that is based on cognitive and/or emo-
tional alignment with that object, one that amplifies
our existing values, beliefs, desires and results in some
kind of change from simple recognition of similarity,
through absorbing, possibly harmonious, experiences,
to behavioral change.” [112, p.562-563].

Particularly, Ruthven [112] identified three experiential regions
of resonance: agreement, arousal, and action. Resonance was con-
nected to situations where the assessment of the relevance of some
information is not strictly intellectual—or, based on some some-
what objective relevance criteria (e.g., finding the most competitive
mortgage)—but which involve more subjective, emotional or aes-
thetic components [112]. Situations in which subjective and nonin-
tellectual criteria can play a major role in our relevance assessments
and decision-making can include, e.g., leisure activities, such as our
searches for music, art, or fiction to engage with [112].

2.3 Resonance, Meaning, and Eudaimonia

In psychology, resonance has been used to denote the subjective
experience of meaning, or, as Huta [63] described:

“I believe one of the best words to characterize what
meaning feels like is resonance. It is that feeling of
really clicking with something, having a special fit
or connection...as if your link with an experience or
activity has an echo, a second dimension that makes
it more vibrant and real (subjectively and truly, I be-
lieve)” [63, p.21-22].

In turn, the experience of meaning is seen as an aspect of the
higher-order concept of well-being [63, 64]. In psychological re-
search, well-being is often viewed through the two concepts of
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hedonia and eudaimonia [37, 64, 65]. Hedonia is typically associated
with the presence of feelings like pleasure, enjoyment, and fun, and
the absence of feelings like pain and discomfort—whereas eudaimo-
nia is related to notions like authenticity, autonomy, virtue, growth,
self-actualization, and meaning [65]. Hence, eudaimonia is related
to well-being that is connected to meaning and meaningful experi-
ences, which can comprise variables like value, broad implications,
moral elevation, awe, inspiration, connection with a greater whole,
integrity, and self-connectedness [63].

Topics like meaning and eudaimonia have also gained increased
attention within HCI [82, 83]. In their study, Mekler and Horn-
beek [83] presented a framework for the experience of meaning in
HCI, based on a synthesis of psychological meaning research. The
framework outlined five components of meaning, one of which
is resonance [83]. Here, similar to the definition of Huta [63], res-
onance denoted the immediate experience of something making
sense, without a need to reflect on it: “We might have an intuition,
a positive ‘gut feeling’, that what we are doing and experiencing
right now is ‘right’” [83, p.6].

The meaning framework was illustrated with an analysis of how
meaning has been discussed in CHI papers, highlighting a need
for more examples and narratives of concrete meaning-making
processes and sources of meaning [83]. Moreover, it was suggested
that resonance has received far less attention compared to the other
components of meaning, and, particularly, that past CHI papers
may have overemphasized the role of reflection for the experience
of meaning, possibly overlooking the role of “the intuitive and
unreflected experience of resonance” [83, p.9].

2.4 Research Aim

Scattered notions of resonance have been invoked in HCI games re-
search in various contexts broadly relating to eudaimonic gameplay.
Indeed, resonance—and the adjacent concepts of meaning [63, 83]
and relevance [112]—have been recognized as generally important
facets of gameplay: The Player Experience Inventory (PXI) under-
stands meaning as one of the psychosocial consequences of play,
defining meaning as “a sense of connecting with the game, res-
onating with what is important” [2, p.5], with one item of the scale
being “The game felt relevant to me” [2, p.9].

Resonance is commonly invoked in a vague, everyday sense,
yet it can encompass a spectrum of experiences varying in inten-
sity and depth [112]. If some experiences of resonance are more
powerful than others—and some games more capable of evoking
resonance than others—then understanding why could offer novel
ways of describing, assessing, and designing for player experiences
in which resonance is a prioritized quality. Consequently, in the
present study, we examine resonance [63, 83, 112] as an explana-
tory concept, by analyzing players’ personal narratives of game
experiences that had resonated with. Here, we sought to determine
what is it that makes certain game experiences resonating, how
these qualities align with previous conceptualizations of resonance,
and how resonance could inform future player experience research
and game design. This line of inquiry could (1) deepen our un-
derstanding of how games can enrich players’ lives and facilitate
meaning-making processes, e.g., by helping players cope with dif-
ficult life events [67, 86, 120, 136]; (2) inform persuasive games or



CHI *26, April 13-17, 2026, Barcelona, Spain

technologies for various prosocial purposes [80], including mental
health support [28, 53, 77] or education [72, 97]; and (3) help fur-
ther leverage the eudaimonic capacities of games to better cater to
players’ motives beyond mere fun and pleasure [101].

3 Method

For our study, we conducted a qualitative online survey [23] in
which we asked participants to recall and describe a videogame
experience which they felt to have resonated with them.

3.1 Study Procedure

The online survey was conducted using Webropol!. A link to the
anonymous online survey was distributed to various gaming-related
online communities (Discord & Reddit) as well as to various online
channels (e.g., Telegram) of our local university. Our aim was to re-
cruit from communities with people who actively play videogames.
We sought to encompass a wide range of player experiences re-
lated to resonance, hence we recruited from communities related to
gaming in a general sense (e.g., r/gamers) rather than communities
dedicated to specific games. We explicitly chose to recruit volun-
teers over paid participants as (a) people are often eager to share
their gaming experiences [33], and (b) we wanted to increase our
chances to get participants who recount genuine accounts of per-
sonal experiences over participants who may simply give socially
desirable answers to get paid.

The survey link was distributed and open from the 27th of June to
the 30th of July 2025. The survey and all communities we recruited
from can be found in our OSF repository?.

3.1.1 Qualitative Survey. We conducted a qualitative survey to
explore the phenomenon from a wide-angle lens [23]. Qualitative
surveys have been seen as a valuable method for capturing a di-
versity of perspectives, experiences, or sense-making, particularly
when it comes to researching under-explored areas [23].

Our survey comprised four general demographic questions, five
contextualizing gaming-related demographic and behavioral ques-
tions, and 11 open-ended topic-based questions, aligning with typi-
cal examples of qualitative surveys [23]. Prior to launch, the survey
design was piloted on two test participants to ensure that the ques-
tions felt intuitively understandable.

Participants were first asked to give their informed consent to
partake in the study and to have their anonymized data shared, and
to confirm they were at least 18 years of age. Only if participants
provided full affirmation to the previous points, the survey contin-
ued and participants were asked optional demographic questions
(using multiple selection checkboxes for gender [117]).

Next, we then prompted participants to bring to mind a videogame
experience that had resonated with them. We asked participants
to use their own understanding of the word “resonate”, and en-
couraged them to use the words and language that feels natural
to them. We furthermore asked participants to avoid using gener-
ative Al (e.g., ChatGPT) to generate or edit their answers. After
three participants had filled in the survey, we added a reminder

!webropol.co.uk
Zhttps://osf.io/n5cot/overview?view_only=058f925{F45a4020bc967d18dff5c944
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that participants should not be worried about including spoilers of
the game in their responses.

We then asked participants to describe the experience, in as
much detail as possible. We asked for the title of the videogame in
question, and how long ago did the experience take place, before
participants had to elaborate on why had experience resonated
with them personally.

These mandatory questions were then followed by several op-
tional questions about the experience. The full questionnaire can
be found in the repository.

3.2 Reflexive Thematic Analysis

Each participant’s response was then formatted as an individual
PDF file—to retain the overall context of each answer—which were
then imported to Atlas.ti [62] for a reflexive thematic analysis [20,
22]. The analysis was conducted by the first author, following the
six-phase approach by Braun and Clarke [20]. We adopted a reflex-
ive approach to thematic analysis due to its suitability for exploring
participants’ subjective experiences and sense-making [19]. The the-
matic analysis was conducted from a contextualist paradigm [18],
attending to participants’ own descriptions of their lived experi-
ences, while also emphasizing the interpretive role of the researcher
in making sense of these descriptions. The analysis thus focused on
both semantic and latent meaning within the data, intending to pro-
duce themes, or, interpretive, meaning-united stories that cut across
the dataset and capture some important aspect of the phenome-
non under investigation [22]. While the analysis was inductive in
nature, it was invariably shaped by the first author’s background
as both as an avid player and a researcher of games. However, in
accordance with our reflexive approach to thematic analysis, rather
than conceptualizing these subjective perspectives as biases [20],
we viewed them as fostering nuanced and reflexive interpretation
of the participants’ self-described experiences [91].

First, to prepare for the analytic process [21] the first author
closely read through the entire dataset while recording informal
memos. For the first coding stage, the first and second author both
inductively coded a small subset of the responses (10%), after which
they converged to discuss their impressions and interpretations. We
did not seek to establish inter-rater reliability, since we conceptual-
ized codes as a process rather than the outcome of our analysis [81]
and the purpose of this collaboration was rather to stimulate re-
flexivity and explore multiple assumptions or interpretations of
the data [24]. Next, through iterative refinement of coding and re-
reading of the data, the first author generated initial themes. After
further iteration and discussions between the authors, potential
themes were further developed. Finally, after refining and naming
the themes, we arrived at four themes, which we report in section 4.

3.3 About Our Sample

A descriptive analysis of our sample (see Figure 1) was done in RStu-
dio 2024.12.1 [110], using R 4.5.1 [104] and the packages tidyverse
2.0.0 [140], maps 3.4.3 [9], patchwork 1.3.0 [95], readxl 1.4.5 [141],
and RColorBrewer 1.1-3 [88]. All data and descriptive analysis can
be found in the repository.

1091 people opened the survey link, 352 began filling it in. Of
these, 110 participants fully completed and submitted the survey,
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which has been seen to represent the upper end [23] when it comes
to sample sizes in qualitative surveys. The average response time
was 40 minutes, with a median of approximately 26 minutes.

3.3.1 Demographics of our sample. Eighty five participants were
men, 15 were women, and five were non-binary. In addition, four
participants preferred not to disclose their gender and one preferred
to (only) self-describe. The most common age group was between
25 and 34 years old (43.6%) and no participant was older than 54.
The most common countries of residence were the US (34.5%),
Finland (10.9%), Germany (9.1%), Canada (8.2%) and the UK (5.4%).
Furthermore, most participants reported being employed (61.8%),
with the remaining being students (25.5%), unemployed (9.1%), or
choosing not to answer the question (3.6%).

3.3.2  Gaming habits of participants and mentioned games. Partici-
pants had played videogames on average for 24 years (Min: 3 | Max:
44) and they played on average for 18 hours a week (Min: 1 | Max:
80). On average, participants rated their videogame experience as
8.86 out of 10 and broadness of taste as 7 out of 10. The most fre-
quently mentioned game was Outer Wilds [42] (nine mentions),
followed by Clair Obscur: Expedition 33 [68], Disco Elysium [143],
and Persona 5 [92, 93] (each with three mentions). Notably, the vast
majority of described experiences were single player, with only a
few responses relating to multiplayer experiences. A table of most
mentioned games can be found in the Appendix (see Table A1), and
a full list can be found in the repository.

For the most part, the resonating experiences had occurred be-
tween 2 and 10 years ago (n = 46). 26 experiences had occurred
between 1 and 2 years ago, 21 experiences over 10 years ago, 6
experiences between 2 and 11 months ago, and 11 experiences less
than 2 months ago.

4 Results

Based on our findings, resonance can be understood as an experi-
ence in which a game fosters a close emotional or personal con-
nection with its player, evoking salient and memorable emotional
responses, leaving a lingering experiential echo that can transpire
to reflective meaning-making processes and profound real-life out-
comes beyond gameplay. Hence, resonance is about players’ inter-
action and relationality with the game: about how something in
the game is subjectively felt, in an emotionally evocative manner,
to meaningfully address some relevant aspects in the players’ own
lives, such as their sense of identity, beliefs, feelings, concerns, or
past experiences.

In this section, we report our findings in the form of four themes,
which depict distinct facets of our participants’ resonating game
experiences. The four themes were defined, in short3, as: (1) Reso-
nance as Emotional Investment; (2) Resonance as Personal Connection,
(3) Sparking Real-Life Outcomes; (4) Resonance as Interaction.

Please note that due to the complex and multifaceted nature of
these player experiences, although each theme is presented sepa-
rately, they are deeply intertwined and could often overlap. The
reported themes are structured around headers that illustrate dif-
ferent aspects within these themes, often representing individual
codes from the initial analysis. These subsection headers serve the

3A summary of the four themes can be found in the Appendix (see Table B1).
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purpose of narrating the reader through our themes while illumi-
nating some of the interpretive, analytic work that went into their
development. Respectively, the themes are illustrated with partici-
pant quotes*. However, again, due to the deeply interwoven nature
of the themes, individual quotes and individual codes could span
multiple themes.

4.1 Theme 1: Resonance as Emotional Impact —
Profound Emotional Responses,
Experiences that Stick

This theme focuses on the emotional facets of resonance, partic-
ularly, how players associated their resonating game experiences
with a diverse range of powerful and memorable emotional re-
sponses. One participant described how they interpreted resonance
as implying an emotional reaction (P92, Alien: Isolation [5]). Partic-
ipants commonly related their emotional responses to the game’s
storytelling and characters. Generally, the emotional qualities of
the reported game experiences seemed have had left vivid imprints
on the participants’ minds. For example, P110 wrote of Pokémon
Violet [55]:

“It’s not like the game was exceptional or even that
challenging, but the emotional aspects and story nar-
rative are what really made this experience resonate
with me. I have played other games, but I still re-
member how this felt while playing” (P110, Pokémon
Violet [55])

4.1.1  Memorable experiences, feelings that stick. Notably, the vast
majority of the reported game experiences had occurred more than a
year ago, with some participants explicitly mentioning how the emo-
tions or feelings they had felt during gameplay had stuck with them
afterwards. The reported game experiences generally appeared to
have been highly memorable and often emotionally evocative even
in retrospect. For instance, P22 wrote of Portal 2 [132]:

“I should mention that this was probably over 10 years
ago and I've yet to find anything like this in the gam-
ing scene. Surely there must be some nostalgia in-
volved, but that doesn’t discredit the fact that as I
just watched a clip of the ending scene to refresh my
memory, I immediately got goosebumps.” (P22, Portal
2[132])

Particularly, participants commonly described how the game’s
music had left a powerful emotional impression. For instance, P87
wrote of Signalis [109]: “[The game] resonated with me so much,
that even now, when I listen to the song "Die Toteninsel" from the

game’s soundtrack, I still feel those emotions stir within me.”

4.1.2  Moments of epiphany, something that clicks. Participants also
often mentioned feelings of insight, epiphany, or realization, with
a couple explicitly mentioning how something in the game had
clicked with them. For instance, P40 wrote of Touhou 10: Mountain
of Faith [4]: “Immediately the music clicked with me”. In turn, P84
wrote about Outer Wilds [42]:

4All participant quotes are reported verbatim, including any typos or grammatical
errors. In some quotes, we have used brackets to insert (1) contextualizing words or
(2) ellipses ([...]) to show that words have been omitted for brevity.
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Figure 1: A combination plot of the demographics of our sample, including country of residence, age groups, gender, participants
videogame expertise, and how long ago their described experience took place.

“The moment which truly resonated with me was
when the pieces of the puzzle clicked together and
I realised what had to be done next”. (P84, Outer
Wilds [42])

4.1.3 A blend of feelings—sadness, joy, fear, nostalgia, bittersweet-
ness, wonder, awe, crying, catharsis. ... In general, participants asso-
ciated their game experiences with a wide range of positively and
negatively valenced emotions. “It was a true blend of feelings”, P10
wrote of Clair Obscur Expedition 33 [68]. Participants often narrated
emotional trajectories, for instance, P5 related to Outer Wilds [42]:
“Shock, followed by horror, followed by mild disbelief, followed by
immense sadness, then a growing sense of bittersweet acceptance.”
When asked about what emotions the game had evoked, P26 wrote:

“All of them. Frustration, joy, hate, love, sadness, ela-
tion, confusion, revelation... This game made me bring
everything I had physically, emotionally, and mentally.
It resonated with me in ways no games have since,
let alone hitting all of them at once” (P26, Demon’s
Souls [56])

A couple associated the game’s emotional impact with physical
qualities, for instance, describing the experience as “visceral” (P16,
Final Fantasy VII [122]; P25, Dragon’s Dogma [26]). In turn, P40
wrote of Touhou 10: Mountain of Faith [4]: “I could physically feel
myself flying through the air dodging the bullets”

Notably, a commonly reported experience among participants
was how the game had made them cry, which, some described,
was rare to them. In one instance, a participant reported feeling “a

sadness subdued by confusion” during the ending of Signalis [109],
and breaking out in crying only afterwards when thinking about
the game; “For some reason, laying in bed and crying for two hours
straight was a wonderful experience, a catharsis unlike any other I
had experience before”, P87 wrote.

4.1.4 Ineffable emotional experiences, feelings of emptiness. Some-
times participants could not exactly articulate their emotions. For
instance, P70 described of the ending of Outer Wilds [42]: “I can’t
express it in words, it’s emotional, I am tearing up as I remem-
ber that moment” Similarly, describing the emotions evoked by
Mad Rat Dead [116], P20 wrote: “[I felt] a very strange sense of
something-or-other that I cannot exactly put into words”

Some characterized feelings of emptiness that followed after
finishing the game. For instance, P86 reported in relation to Outer
Wilds [42]: “Shortly afterwards there was an empty feeling, that it
would be impossible to find anything that could compare.” Similarly,
P106 wrote about The Stanley Parable [25]: “I felt empty when I
finished the game, that’s how you know it was good.”

4.1.5 Moments that stop you, feelings that require processing. Sev-
eral participants described how something in the game had touched
them so that they had to pause and take in the experience. For in-
stance, related to a plot twist in OneShot [75], P64 wrote: “I had
to stop playing the game at this point. I had to go stand by the
window and reflect on my behavior and decisions.” Similarly, P52
described facing an emotionally challenging in-game decision in
Persona 5 Royal [93]: “This moment stopped me cold. I actually set
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down the controller and just... sat there” In turn, P62 described of
What Remains of Edith Finch [61]):

“I'm not sure how to describe it. Once I finished the
game, I just had to sit there and process it... in the
dark. I’ve heard others have felt similarly. I wasn’t
sad or crying, but it just touched me in a place I never
expected a game to touch me” (P62, What Remains of
Edith Finch [61])

4.2 Theme 2: Resonance as Personal
Connection — Mirroring Life Experiences,
Being ‘Seen’ by the Game

This theme focuses on the personal connections that participants
associated with resonance, or, how they commonly drew parallels
between their game experiences and the real world. Here, players’
personal backgrounds and life contexts were often seen to blend
into their gameplay experiences, amplifying the game’s impact.

4.2.1 Mirroring life experiences, personal struggles and existential
fears. Participants commonly described how the game somehow
mirrored their own life experiences, often related to some issues that
players were struggling with in their life at the time. For example,
P52 wrote of Persona 5 Royal [93] “The experience resonated with
me because it mirrored real, unresolved questions I've struggled
with in my own life about the role of pain, the limits of empathy,
and whether it’s better to be safe and content or free and uncertain.”

Some connected the game to their mental health challenges. For
instance, P72 wrote of Celeste [78]: “My own struggles with my
mental health mirrored the main characters own struggles.” Several
also mentioned their own experiences of loss. In turn, P110, having
had recently lost a dog, wrote of a scene in Pokémon Violet [55]: “I
could really feel the character’s pain since I had gone through a
similar situation recently.” Similarly, P62 reflected What Remains of
Edith Finch [61] and loss: “T think the game resonates more with
people who have experienced death in their lives, myself included....
I think the game touches on something felt by people who lose
close family members”

Oftentimes, participants also related their game experiences to
their personal existential concerns. For example, P70 wrote in re-
lation to Outer Wilds [42]: “The theme of fear of unknown, death
and acceptance, and regret and attachment, it connected with me, it
reminded me of myself” In turn, P67 recounted a powerful experi-
ence with Night in the Woods [113] after having recently undergone
a major life event.

“My experience with being raised religious, then leav-
ing said religion and subsequently discovering ab-
surdism following a period of existential crisis set
me up to relate to the existential themes of Night
in the Woods, specifically the character journey that
the main character goes through” (P67, Night in the
Woods [113])

4.2.2  Touching on universal human experiences. Sometimes, partic-
ipants described the game as having touched on some universally
relatable aspects of the human condition. For instance, P42 char-
acterized the protagonist’s character arc in Disco Elysium [143]
as “a human story that we can all relate to, serving as a powerful
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metaphor for life” In turn, P71 wrote of Final Fantasy IX [123]: “It
was beautiful, human, and touched on the loneliness of being a
person lost in a vast universe as... I think we all pretty much are”

4.2.3 Seeing one’s self in the game — questions of gender, sexuality,
and identity. Participants frequently reported ‘seeing’ themselves
in the game, or, conversely, having been ‘seen’ by the game. For in-
stance, P67 wrote of the main character in Night in the Woods [113]:
“She has struggles that I can relate to deeply personal experiences
in my own life. I see myself in Mae” In one particularly powerful
example, P9 described a scene in The Cosmic Wheel Sisterhood [38],
where the protagonist encounters a character who is a closeted
trans woman and a computer science student:

“At this point I was already sobbing- I until very re-
cently was a closeted trans woman, working away
at my computer science degree, until I finally had
to confront my feelings along and decide for myself
who I was. There was an indescribable feeling of "I
am seen" with the character- and especially in the
game which is a huge allegory for a shared bond of
"Sisterhood" between all women, it left me speechless.
As a trans woman, I've always felt like I am and will
always be an outsider to the group "women", but to
see the character be treated so equally and with open
arms by the protagonist- it left me sobbing for hours.”
(P9, The Cosmic Wheel Sisterhood [38])

Several others also related their game experiences to some ongo-
ing discoveries of gender, sexuality, or other aspects of identity. For
instance, P87 wrote of Signalis [109]: “My own queerness and my
search for identity/meaning I was going through at the time heavily
affected my emotional resonance to the game and allowed me to
experience it in a much more intimate way.” In another example,
P20 described playing Mad Rat Dead [116] on Nintendo Switch
using split Joy-Cons—i.e., holding a motion sensitive controller in
both hands—and being prompted with an in-game instruction: “I
am a furry, so I see ‘hold your paws to your chest’, think, oh yeah
I can literally hold my paws to my chest, and this kind of breaks
something in my self-image”

4.24 Recognizing one’s own flaws. Some participants reported
how the game had rather helped them recognize some undesirable
personality traits in themselves. For example, P105—who reported
having had been “terrible at actually working hard at anything”
at the time—wrote of playing the notoriously challenging Dark
Souls [57]: “It felt like the game was directly talking to myself[...] it
directly addressed my personal flaw.” In turn, P18 recounted playing
The World Ends With You [124] and relating to its main character
Neku, an antisocial teenager:

“I was deeply unhappy and had no friends, and (unin-
tentionally) pushed people away because I didn’t trust
them after I was hurt by a former friend, and I was
convinced I didn’t need friends. So I found early-game
Neku very relatable... which I quickly realized was a
problem, due to how the other characters reacted to
Neku.” (P18, The World Ends With You [124])
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4.3 Theme 3: Sparking Real-Life Outcomes —
Continued Engagement, Inspiration,
Reflection, and Transformation

This theme focuses on the real-life outcomes that participants related
to resonance, depicting how the impact of their game experiences
could extend well beyond the gameplay context. Participants rou-
tinely reported having had continued to engage with the game—e.g.,
through social sharing, online community engagement, consum-
ing or creating game-related content, listening to soundtrack, or
replaying—often commenting how they had grown more attached
toward the game over time. However, participants frequently re-
lated their game experiences also to more concrete and personally
significant outcomes in their own lives.

4.3.1 Igniting personal transformative journeys. A few participants
narrated how a personally relatable character arc in the game had
actually ignited a personal process of working toward addressing
their own flaws and becoming a better person. For instance, P18,
continued writing of The World Ends With You [124]:

“Through the events of the game, Neku eventually
learns to trust other people and make friends, even
taking a huge leap of faith at the very end of the game
where he puts his life on the line. This started a series
of events where I started to want to try to figure out
why I was so unhappy and learn how to trust people
and have friends, like Neku did. I've made a huge
amount of progress the past few years and learned
a lot about myself, and while I still don’t have any
friends, 'm at least actively trying to meet people
now.” (P18, The World Ends With You [124])

In turn, P32 described a coin puzzle in Silent Hill 2 (Remake) [127],
where the correct answer is based on the player’s own interpre-
tation, P32 described having selected an answer that ultimately
results in the main character dying of suicide:

“I wasn’t happy with that ending, but as I sat there
listening to the credits thinking about what I had seen,
I realized that it was my own choice. Not just in the
game, I realized that I had this tendency to blame
things on myself that I wasn’t guilty of... the ending
made me realize that the guilt was unjustified and
would lead me on the same path eventually. The mo-
ment really resonated with me in an interesting way,
as I began to consider the entire game from that lens.
Considering what different decisions I could have
made both in the game and in my own life helped
me understand my own flaws as a person and change
them.” (P32, Silent Hill 2 (Remake) [127])

Hence, in these cases, the participants’ resonating game encoun-
ters had transpired into very concrete real-life experiences of per-
sonal development.

4.3.2 Fostering self-understanding and self-acceptance. In addition
to seeing aspects of their selves in the game, participants often
reported that the game had actually helped them become more in
tune with, accepting of, or compassionate towards themselves. For
instance, relating to the in-game instruction to “hold your paws to
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your chest” in Mad Rat Dead [116], P20 described: “Maybe I felt a
bit more comfortable with myself and happy to exist in the world
afterwards” In turn, playing The Cosmic Wheel Sisterhood [38] as a
trans woman, P9 reported: ‘I felt unbelievably loved and welcomed-
never before have I had a character whom I was able to channel
myself into before.” Notably, P99 wrote of the social deduction game
Town of Salem [14]: “[1t] lead me to investigate the possibility that
I was autistic. It helped me practice social communication skills (as
much as video games can) and got me connected to the professional
help I needed”

4.3.3 Helping cope with difficult experiences. Several participants
recounted how the games had provided concrete support during
times of personal difficulties. For instance, dealing with the loss of
a grandparent, at the time, P98 characterized Spiritfarer [130] as
“masterclass in handling grief and losing a loved one.” In another
case, having played Outer Wilds [42] while going through a breakup,
P70 wrote: “The game taught me to work on present, as past is past,
and no one knows of the future” In turn, related to Sekiro: Shadows
Die Twice [58], P61 wrote: “While facing domestic abuse, playing
the game helped me reclaim a sense of control”

4.3.4 Fostering empowerment and inspiration in daily life. Some-
times participants described how the game experiences had em-
powered them to feel more driven or capable in their everyday lives,
even spurring drastic life decisions, such as pursuing a doctoral
degree. For example, P105 wrote of Dark Souls [57]: “I became more
driven, more resilient, able to deal with stress and frustration.” In
turn, P90 reflected:

“Zelda inspired me to do my best at everything I set
my mind to, talk to everyone that I encounter because
they all have something to offer, and to appreciate the
small slice of life stuff like helping a neighbor who lost
their dog, or whose chickens got loose. It inspired me
to pursue a PhD” (P90, The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina
of Time [46])

4.3.5 Something to live by — alleviating existential dread and instill-
ing hopefulness. In addition to mirroring their personal experiences,
several participants characterized how the game had shaped their
overall perspective towards life, e.g., by helping alleviate their own
existential fears. For instance, P28 recounted themes of morality
and mortality in Cyberpunk 2077 [27]: “Something to reflect on as
a lens for how I should live my live and then die, when the time
comes.” Again, related the perceived existential themes of Night in
the Woods [113], P67 recounted: “That climactic scene never fails
to make me cry, the words of Mae’s speech are ones that I live by

Others described how the game had left them with a more hope-
ful or positive outlook on life. For instance, P42 wrote of Disco
Elysium [143]: “I genuinely believe the game helped me reflect on
various aspects of my life and instilled in me a sense of optimism
about the future” In turn, P71 reflected on some personal existential
struggles and a scene in Final Fantasy IX [123] where two charac-
ters are struggling to communicate with one another: “Better to try
to enjoy yourself than to drive yourself crazy trying to find answers
to questions you can’t even form, no?”
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4.3.6 Lingering reflections, actively thinking about the game after
gameplay. In addition to lasting emotional impressions (see 4.1.1),
participants frequently associated their game experiences with
cognitive engagement that persisted outside of gameplay, with
participants often describing how something in the game had left
them actively thinking about the game even long after they had
finished it. For instance, P79 wrote of Soma [60]: “I spent a week
afterwards pondering about existance itself, and what makes us,
us.” In turn, having played Clair Obscure: Expedition 33 [68] only
recently, P10 wrote related to its ending: “I have been reflecting on
that moment for weeks now. Truly incredible.”

Notably, some participants noted how they could not immedi-
ately grasp the experience. For instance, P87 described Signalis [109]
as a game that “is not immediatly understandable and only unravles
its full beauty after one has thought about it for a long time” Again,
related to Signalis [109], P74 wrote: “I read The King in Yellow, a
book mentioned in the game, to try to better understand it. I spent
days theorizing on my own about the complexities of the plot. The
game will remain with me for life’In turn, P2 described both Hot-
line Miami [59] and its sequel, and, wrote, presumably about the
first game: “It didn’t [resonate] at first. I found the game nice and
entertaining, but i just couldn’t understand it much.”; P2 continued:

“Yet i stayed in the community, watching videos on
youtube, maybe browsing on the game’s subreddit,
and then i understood the game and it didn’t leave me
ever again. I played it a couple more times and I still
think about it to this day.” (P2, Hotline Miami [59] &
Hotline Miami 2: Wrong Number) [40])

4.4 Theme 4: Resonance as Interaction -
Uniquely impactful, ‘game-y’ experiences

This theme focuses on the interactive qualitites of participants’
resonating game experiences, e.g., how resonance was seen to be
conveyed through interactive gameplay mechanics. Notably, play-
ers frequently reported that their game experiences had felt in
some way “unique” in comparison to their previous experiences
with games or with other media, implying some vague experien-
tial quality that seemed to relate to a degree of how ‘game-y’ the
experience had been.

4.4.1 Thematically congruent gameplay. Several participants de-
scribed how the certain gameplay mechanics had in some way
aligned with and amplified the game’s narrative themes. For in-
stance, writing of Signalis, P87 characterized how the game’s sur-
vival horror mechanics-emphasized the game’s themes related to
“the fear of death or the anxious search for one’s own identity and
meaning”—yet peaceful sections in between “showed that there was
also hope and tranquility to be found somewhere” In turn, related
to themes of grief and death in Outer Wilds [42], P70 reflected: “The
game is a loop, you will die to a supernova every 22mins,and you
can’t do anything about it, it’s the world ending, this mechanic
playes the important part of this game’s theme which inturn helped
me emotionally.” Reflecting on Spiritfarer [130] and its message
about dealing with loss, P98 wrote: “[The game] managed to rather
seamlessly prove its point via gameplay mechanics”
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4.4.2 Storytelling through interaction. Participants sometimes de-
scribed how the game had explicitly used gameplay mechanics as a
form of storytelling. For instance, P29 recounted an awe-inducing
moment in Final Fantasy III [121] where, reaching the end of game’s
map, rather than simply warping back to the other side of the map—
as in the previous games—the player is instead transitioned to
another, larger map; “This simple trick -- hiding the scale of the
map behind player assumptions -- manages to make the experience
of seeing the wider world feel accurate to the experience of the
characters in the game”, P29 wrote. A somewhat similar example
was reported in Final Fantasy VII [122] by P16, who, playing as
Cloud, described fighting alongside the antagonist Sephiroth in a
flashback sequence:

“We’re told of Sephiroth, but in that fight, Cloud does
meaningless damage to the enemy while Sephiroth
destroys the monster in a single attack dealing the
damage cap. This was something I had not experi-
enced in a game before, to fight alongside the antago-
nist and to experience his power” (P29, Final Fantasy
VII [122])

At times, it was rather that interaction was storytelling in the
game. For example, P39 wrote of both Florence and What Remains
of Edith Finch [61]: “Acting out what the character experiences
let me emphasize with them... interaction was telling the story.”
Similarly, participants described how exploration served as the key
storytelling device in Outer Wilds [42], Subnautica [47], and The
Stanley Parable [25]. Relating to Outer Wilds [42], P58 wrote: “I was
enamored by the play-loop of this game[...] The only thing that
changes is your perception of the events around you”

In another case, P9 described a fortune-telling scene in The Cos-
mic Wheel Sisterhood [38], where the player has to create custom
Tarot cards:

“When prophesizing the future of the trans woman
witch, it made an immediate emotional impact when
the two cards I had made for growth and hope were
drawn. Then, the game allows you to interpret them
with some variation, and the option of the trans woman
witch being destined to be accepted by all completely
broke me and left me unbelievably loved and hopeful
for the future.” (P9, The Cosmic Wheel Sisterhood [38])

4.4.3 Moments of quiet, taking a break from action. Sometimes
resonance could be conveyed instead by the lack of interaction, or,
with the game affording the player a moment of quiet to pause and
reflect on their experience and feelings. For instance, P42 recounted
crying during Disco Elysium [143] : “[The characters] are taking a
small boat to a neighbouring island, and there is a cut scene where
the music is evocative and makes you reflect on the journey you’ve
been on so far” In turn, P62 reflected on the self-paced nature of
What Remains of Edith Finch [61]: “You are able to do things at your
own pace and absorb things as you will. I've always disliked games
with timed or time-limited mechanics.” In turn, In turn, P3 recounted
a striking realization about the time loop gameplay mechanic of
Outer Wilds [42] and how the game is “about coming to terms with
the inevitable”:
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“I spent the entirety of the next loop not trying to
solve puzzles and piece together clues, but just sitting
in a beautiful spot on my home planet, alone with my
thoughts, and waiting to watch the world end one
more time.” (P3, Outer Wilds [42])

4.4.4 Internalizing a message. Some participants described how
their game experiences had made them somehow internalize themes
or ideas that they were already familiar with. These responses often
implied a sense of being invested in the game’s story and gameplay.
For instance, P24 described a scene in the campaign of Battlefield
1[44]: “T've always had strong compassion for the young men that
fought in ww1 on both sides, then to play through that game a get
to that part of the story just hit home how fucked up of a war it
was.” In these cases, something about engaging with these ideas in
the form of a game had seemed to influence participants’ views
on the topics. For instance, related to themes of consciousness in
Soma: “T've read stories with similar plots, but putting this into a
video game makes you internalize the experience much more so.” In
another example, in Detroit: Become Human [43], where the player
leads a rebellion of androids to secure their rights as a sentient
species, P68 described deciding to pursue a peaceful demonstration,
which resulted in a futile outcome:

“The struggle made me feel that so many struggles are
hopeless without violent resistance which made me
question long held beliefs in non-violence. It made me
more fearful for the world but also let me internalize
that large scale societal change has never occurred
without suffering.” (P68, Detroit: Become Human [43])

4.4.5 ‘More than a game’, profound art experiences. Several partici-
pants hailed the games as beautiful works of art. For instance, P5
wrote of Journey [129]: “I still view it as a true art piece/experience
more than just a game.” In turn, P4 described in relation to Metal
Gear Solid 5: The Phantom Pain [103]: “Games can be truly some-
thing more than just entertainment, but something deeper, artwork
that provokes introspection and processing emotions.” Notably, P87
reflected on Signalis [109]:

“I do think that without these feelings of personal

resonance, I would have still thought the game was

a grand work of art, but through them, I managed to

experience what I now considered the single piece of

art that has moved me the most in my entire life and

that I would consider the most beautiful work of art I

have ever allowed my spirit to lay grasp upon.” (P87,

Signalis [109])

4.4.6 Uniquely impactful, unprecedented media experiences. Sev-
eral participants reported how there was something uniquely im-
pactful about their game experience that had made it stand out
from their previous experiences with games or with other media.
For instance, P88 wrote of Outer Wilds [42]: “It felt like the first
game I'd ever played that fully understood what people love about
games.” These unprecedented experiences could, for instance, re-
late to subversion of players’ expectations, as P94 wrote of Outer
Wilds [42]: “t felt from such a wide departure from "solving" things
you usually do in video games. And it forced me to reevaluate some
things in life as well. Sometimes its ok to not have answers.” Such
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subversion of expectations could also relate to metafictional ele-
ments in the game; for instance, P64 described a “once-in-a-lifetime
experience” with OneShot [75], recounting a scene that seemed to
blur the boundary between reality and fiction: “For the briefest of
moments, I wondered if what I was doing by playing the game was
moral[...] No other game has ever made me feel this way”

These uniquely impactful experiences could relate to the deeply
intimate connection that players had with game. For instance, P67
reflected on Night in the Woods [113]: “Seeing a fictional character
go through something that I can relate to on a deeply personal
level, portrayed in a way that feels authentic and nuanced in a way
that I've never seen in another piece of media.” In turn, related to a
specific in-game decision, one participant described:

“Persona 5 Royal didn’t just entertain me; it made
me confront what I believe about happiness, agency,
and the cost of emotional safety. That moment was
powerful because it respected me as a player. It didn’t
tell me what to choose; it asked me to define my values.
And that, to me, is what makes storytelling in games
uniquely impactful” (P52, Persona 5 Royal [93])

Notably, as a contrasting example of a profound yet seemingly
not very interactive gameplay encouter, P77 described experiencing
“the most heart wrenching musical number in any piece of media”
in Kentucky Route Zero [32]: “These scenes are not particularly
game-y, so I feel a bit strange choosing them (they might work just
as well in a movie).”

4.5 Summary of our Findings: “An Experience
That Could Not be Found Anywhere Else”

Taken together, these four interwoven themes depict resonance a
spectrum of game experience with qualitatively distinct compo-
nents, which, in their boundaries can be overlapping and fuzzy.
These qualitatively distinct components of resonating game experi-
ences were: (1) deepened emotional impact, (2) personal connec-
tions, (3) real-life outcomes, and (4) uniquely ‘game-y’, interactive
qualities. The prevalence of each component could vary from expe-
rience to experience: i.e., some participants clearly characterized
more powerful emotional responses than others; some experiences
had involved more intimate personal connections with the game
than others; and some experiences had lead to more concrete and
significant real-life outcomes. Moreover, experiences could also
vary within the fourth—arguably the most elusive—component re-
lated to interactivity: i.e., some participants described their game
experience as something that no other media could replicate, while
others reflected how they might have had a similar experience with,
say, a movie.

Notably, many of the particularly profound and personally signif-
icant experiences were ones where the game appeared to have had
strongly resonated with the player across each of these four experi-
ential dimensions. One participant, P16, provided an unprompted
personal definition of resonating game experiences: “Games that
stick with me long after I'm done with them, make me think about
them, and make me feel something inspiring that I can take with
me into other experiences in life.” Continuing to describe one such
experience with Final Fantasy VII [122], P16 wrote:
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“The game was unlike anything else, that showed how
a game could transcend its interactive mechanics to
tell a story unlike anything else and leave you with an
experience that could not be found anywhere else. It
made me think about life in a completely unique way,
in the way that books can do, but with so much more
immersion than a book could ever do because of how
many senses a game encompasses. I was living with
those characters, experiencing their struggle, their
triumphs, their losses, all in a way no other media
could ever do.” (P16, Final Fantasy VII [122])

In summary, resonance can be viewed as a spectrum of experi-
ence, where, through their interaction, the player connects with
something in the game on an emotional and personal level. This
experience can leave players with a long-lived sense of being af-
fected, and lead to reflective meaning-making processes that may
carry profound real-life implications beyond play.

5 Discussion

The notion of resonance has been connected to how players expe-
rience meaning in games [2, p.5], yet there is a lack of conceptual
clarity surrounding the term. Inspired by prior theoretical con-
ceptualizations of resonance [63, 83, 112], we asked 110 partici-
pants to describe a game experience that had resonated with them.
Through our reflexive thematic analysis, we developed four themes
that depict distinct yet interconnected components cutting across
these resonating game experiences, comprising a spectrum through
which the experience of resonance in games could be understood.
We discuss how our findings align with previous theoretical concep-
tualizations of resonance and outline how establishing resonance
as an explanatory concept could inform future player experience
research. We also discuss the limitations of our work, and highlight
how our findings could inform game design.

5.1 Resonance as a Spectrum of Emotional,
Self-Relevant, and Inspiring Player
Experiences

5.1.1 Evoking strong feelings, lasting emotional connection. Our
participants related resonance to a rich spectrum of complex, mixed-
affect emotional responses (see 4.1.3), which have been of general
interest in player experience research [e.g., 15, 16, 29, 31, 39, 137].
Particularly, the reported resonating game experiences generally
aligned with the idea of eudaimonic gameplay [31], often involving
responses such as reflection, meaningfulness, awe, appreciation,
or nostalgia [see 36]. Some participants also associated resonance
with visceral emotional qualities (see 4.1.3) or the distinct feeling of
a gameplay interaction even after years had passed (see 4.1). Hence,
in addition to engagement with games’ narratives, resonance could
also relate to the game feel [see 11, 98] of participants’ emotionally
impactful gameplay interactions. Overall, these emotional facets
of resonating game experience broadly align with what previous
conceptualizations of resonance have depicted as the region arousal,
which includes descriptors such as deeper feelings and emotions and
lasting appeal and emotional connection [112, p.560]. Our findings
suggest the concept of resonance could be key in explaining why
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some players form such profound and enduring emotional bonds
with certain games.

5.1.2  Activated memories, felt similarity, connection to the real
world. Our findings also link resonance to the personal connec-
tions that players draw between the game and their own lives (see
4.2). Here, our findings align with prior notions of biographical
resonance [139], personal relevance [137], and self-relatedness [31]
which have been associated with games’ capacity to prompt eu-
daimonic experiences that are meaningful, reflective, and possibly
perspective widening. Particularly, our participants tended to con-
nect their game experiences to some, at the time, unresolved issues
in their own lives, e.g., related to questions of identity or existen-
tial challenges (see 4.2.1). Here, our findings aligned with prior
literature on how games can mirror players’ lived experiences and
support players in coping with or re-framing their personal strug-
gles [67, 86, 106, 120, 136]. Notably, our participants made overt ref-
erences to recently studied phenomena related to Spiritfarer [130]
and loss [50, 51] (P98) and how Dark Souls [57] has been associ-
ated with fostering resilience or helping cope with depression [136]
(P61 & P105). Here, our participants’ resonating game experiences
in general corresponded to the region of agreement in previous
conceptualizations of resonance, which includes descriptors like
activated memories and “felt” similarity with someone [112, p. 558].
We suggest that this personal component of resonance could be
key in explaining what it is that can ignite various personally sig-
nificant and self-expansive, eudaimonic experiences [31, 137, 139]
or meaning-making processes through which players find support
amid difficult life situations [50, 67, 86, 136].

5.1.3 Enduring engagement, lasting sense of being affected, trans-
formation. Our findings illustrate how resonance could extend be-
yond gameplay, and how participants’ resonating game experiences
were often associated with various eudaimonic effects [41]: i.e., they
were attributed to various positive real-life outcomes in players’
lives (see 4.3). As such, the reported resonating game experiences
encompassed aspects of various recently researched phenomena,
e.g., how games can foster self-understanding and identity forma-
tion [105, 106] or perspective transformation [137-139], empower
players to deal with personal issues [135] or help cope with difficult
life events [50, 67, 86, 136]. Our participants routinely reported
having continued to engage with the game in various ways outside
gameplay (see 4.1), supporting previous suggestions about how
such post-play re-engagement (e.g., online forum activity) could
serve as an important process for players to make sense of their
game experiences [105, 136, 137]. Here, our participants’ accounts
generally aligned with what has been previously conceptualized as
the action region of resonance, including descriptors like growth
and change in understanding, lasting sense of being affected, and
transformation [112, p.561]. While a previous study found that re-
cruiting players to talk about “gaming moments that have changed
you” elicited scarce response [31, p.6], our findings suggest that
resonance could pose an intuitive term for invoking players to
share eudaimonic gaming encounters associated with transforma-
tive qualities. Hence, the explanatory concept of resonance could
also inform a range of persuasive technologies that aim to instill en-
during changes in users’ attitudes, perspectives, or behaviors [80],
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e.g., serious games seeking to support education [72, 97] or positive
mental health outcomes [53, 79].

5.1.4 ‘Game-y’ aesthetic experiences, interactive vulnerability, games
as a unique art form. Our findings connected resonance to the in-
teractive nature of games (see 4.4), particularly, how the resonating
experiences were often described as qualitatively unique, or as
somehow standing out from participants’ previous encounters with
games or other media (see 4.4.6). This aligns with the prior idea of
interactive vulnerability, proposing that “a strong emotional experi-
ence is more likely in videogames than in other media, and will feel
more unique and personal” [31, p. 9]. Somewhat similar notions
of personal investment and self-reflexive engagement have been
associated with game’s capacity to elicit deeply moving, transfor-
mative aesthetic experiences [137]. Our participants often related
their experiences to notions like profoundness, often appreciat-
ing the game as a beautiful work of art (see 4.4.5). As such, these
resonating game experiences were seen to encompass a range of
what have previously been denoted as art experiences [17] or aes-
thetic experiences [137]. Prior conceptualizations of resonance have
not particularly addressed such interactive qualities of the experi-
ence, apart from mentioning “interaction itself [as] a classic sign
of resonance” [112, p.562]. Yet, we propose that this interactive
dimension of resonance could be key for understanding what it is
that makes some experiences with games feel exceptionally power-
ful and impactful to players (see 4.4.6). It has recently been asked
whether there is a need to separate eudaimonic gaming experiences
from eudaimonic experiences with other media [99]. Our findings
provide support to the idea that some of the eudaimonic experi-
ences afforded by games can be unique to the medium [99], and we
suggest that this interactive component of resonance could help
conceptualize the unique experiential affordances of games.

5.2 Resonance and the Components of Meaning

In alignment with Huta’s characterization of resonance as the sub-
jective feeling of meaning [63], a couple of players explicitly de-
scribed how something in the game had clicked with them (see
4.1.2). Further, Huta associated this feeling of ‘clicking’ with an
experiential echo and vibrance [63, p.22], closely resembling, for
instance, how one participant characterized an experience that had
occurred more than 10 years go: “It has stuck with me how hu-
man, vibrant, and engaging the experiences within the game were”
(P16, Final Fantasy VII [122]). Generally, participants frequently
provided detailed accounts of specific moments in gameplay—often
invoking particularly evocative language such being “touched”,
“moved”, or “struck”—implying that something in the gameplay
had immediately impacted them deeply. However, given that our
data comprised participants’ retrospective, remembered accounts
of gameplay experiences, it is naturally difficult to make accurate
observations about the de facto immediate aspects of these lived
experiences—a generally recognized challenge in player experience
research [137, 139]. Still, these were game experiences that had
left players with exceptionally vivid, emotional impressions: for
instance, one player reported not even remembering what exactly
had happened in the game but that “the feeling somehow stuck”
(P45, Grand Theft Auto IV [89]).
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However, in their responses, participants could often shift be-
tween different temporal framings when describing their game
experiences. Responses commonly included broader reflections
about the game experience as well as about the players’ own lives.
When using the word meaning, players often referred to their sense
that in-game actions carried real consequences within the game
world, relating to the concept of agency in games [30]. Yet, at other
times, participants described their own general struggles with find-
ing meaning in life, or, referred to the existential struggles of the
games’ characters (see 4.2). Hence, these accounts often encom-
passed aspects of the more reflective components of meaning ex-
periences: i.e., purpose, coherence, significance [83]. For example,
some players described having grappled with questions of purpose
in their own life, how the game was then felt as depicting these
existential struggles in some coherent way, and how the game ex-
perience was now evaluated as having had some enduring sense of
value and importance. In turn, the more overarching component of
connectedness [83]—i.e., that the experience of meaning connects be-
yond the immediate experience [74]—was generally implied by the
participants’ capacity to recount these past gameplay experiences
and attribute them with some personal relevance (see 4.2). Hence,
although writing about resonance, our participants often implicitly
referred to other experiential components of meaning, highlighting
the fuzzy and interconnected nature of these components [83].

Notably, we found that some players related their resonating
game experiences to inexpressible feelings that apparently de-
manded no further articulation (see 4.1.4), while others recounted
moments that had compelled them to pause and process the expe-
rience (see 4.1.5), and some even reported having had spent days
afterwards actively reflecting on and trying to make sense of their
experience with the game (see 4.3.6).

While it is suggested that a disrupted sense of coherence, e.g.,
when an experience clashes with one’s beliefs or previous experi-
ences, could motivate sense-making endeavors, the framework for
the experience of meaning [83] does not fully explain the process
of how an initially ungraspable experience may go on to develop
into more a coherent sense of meaning and significance (such as P2
in the case of Hotline Miami [59]; see 4.3.6). That is, if resonance is
viewed as something making sense immediately—and coherence
is viewed as the outcome of a reflective meaning-making process—
what is it exactly that drives people to engage with or reflect on
experiences that do not make sense in the first place? In previ-
ous research on players’ sense-making, regarding human-nature
relationships, Spors et al. [118, 119] invoked the notion of sensiti-
sation—or, “an experiential process of becoming destabilised and
troubled to reconfigure [one]self and [one’s] place within nature on
a relational and phenomenologically-situated level” [118, p.12]—to
refer to how players’ sense of relationality with nature in games
can shape their perception of real-life nature.

Similarly, in our study, our participants often actively related
their game experiences to their unresolved issues in their own
lives, such as questions of self-identity, purpose, or philosophical
beliefs. Hence, our findings suggest that, as understood by players
themselves, resonance does not always remain an intuitive sense
of something ‘clicking’ in the moment, but it can also include a
disrupting sense of something of personal significance ‘sticking’,
or lingering with the player, acting as an evocative experiential
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precursor that motivates subsequent reflection, meaning-making
efforts, and perspective or behavioral change.

5.3 Limitations and Future Directions

First, it should be highlighted that our sample mostly consistent
of men from Western countries, who were experienced players of
videogames with versatile tastes in gaming and already engaged
in online gaming communities (see Fig. 1). This—as well as the
exploratory nature of our study—limits the kinds of perspectives
that were reported and their generalizability to broader populations
of players. Moreover, our study was done in English, where “res-
onance” can be used to describe a range of experiences—similarly
as to the word “meaning”, which can refer to a multitude of phe-
nomena [74]. When translated to other languages, resonance may
carry different connotations and meanings [112].

Our findings illustrate resonance as an evocative, subjectively
felt experience where the player closely connects with something
in the game on an intimate and emotional level. This experience can
be highly individualized and dependent on the player’s life context
and cultural and socio-technical background. Indeed, Ruthven’s
framework poses that one of the preconditions of resonance is that a
message is culturally appropriate or accessible [112]. Still, previous
conceptualizations of resonance seem to assume that people should
somewhat broadly possess the general capacity for experiencing
a subjective feeling of emotional or cognitive alignment [112] or
special connection [63] with something, even if this something
may vary from situation to situation and from person to person.
Given the relative homogeneity of our participants, future work
should further explore what kinds of experiences and games do
players from different and more diverse cultural and socio-technical
backgrounds find resonating, and how usage of the notion may
vary across communities and contexts.

Second, while we see it prudent to assume that resonance may
be a widespread experience for players, it is unclear how common
such gaming experiences are. Although some participants reported
being able to think of several resonating game experiences, some
mentioned how only one game experience clearly stood out from
the rest. Consequently, future work could study how common res-
onating game experiences are within players.

Lastly, we highlight that the focus of our study was on the sub-
jective qualities of players’ experience of resonance, rather than how
different game design elements caused these experiences. Future
work could investigate in more detail what kinds of games or game
design elements are effective at facilitating experiences of reso-
nance. Still, our study yielded rich accounts of players’ resonating
game experiences which provide various concrete pointers towards
how designers could approach resonance.

Further work on games and resonance could draw on sociology,
where resonance has been used to characterize one’s relationship
to the world, formed through affect, emotion, intrinsic interest,
and feeling of self-efficacy [107, 108]. Although it remained outside
the scope of present work, affective interaction, which prioritizes
the situated interpretation of affective experiences [3], could pose
another useful perspective for further approaching how games, or
technology systems resonate with and influence peoples’ lives.
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Future work could also further explore the connection between
nostalgia and resonance. The majority of the reported game ex-
periences dated back to multiple years ago (see Figure 1), and in
their responses, participants often mentioned bittersweet, past-
oriented emotions like nostalgia [see 114]—which have previously
been connected to the self-oriented, existential, and social func-
tions of entertainment experiences [142] and to eudaimonic game-
play [35, 36, 100].

However, it generally remains unclear whether nostalgia should
be viewed as an outcome of resonating experiences, or, for exam-
ple, as a pathway to resonance, a co-occurring phenomenon, or a
reflection of retrospective reporting and post-hoc meaning-making,
or perhaps, to some extent, all of the above.

5.4 Designing for Resonance

In this section, we provide suggestions as to how designers of games,
or perhaps interactive technologies more broadly, could facilitate
experiences of resonance. Our findings outline resonance as an
interactive and relational experience, marked by an emotionally
evocative, personal connection with something in the game, which
may spark subsequent meaning-making processes and transforma-
tive outcomes. Hence, designing for resonance should be of particu-
lar interest to those concerned with prompting reflection in users—a
topic that has been of notable interest within HCI [7, 10, 52, 115],
particularly in the context of games and play [66, 71, 84, 85].

Create inactive moments that allow space for reflection,
introspection, and processing of one’s experience. In relation
to their resonating game experiences, several participants described
how something in the game had touched them to the extent that
they had to pause or take a break from gameplay, to process their
experience (see 4.1.5). In some cases, the game itself afforded par-
ticipants moments of quiet and reflection (see 4.4.3). Hence, when
designing for resonance, we propose that designers could deliber-
ately craft moments of inaction that allow the player to take in their
experience. This aligns with previous suggestions about how an
absence of complex gameplay mechanics could give room for more
emotional and reflective responses [34, 39], and how acts of waiting
in a game can afford players opportunities for introspection [128].

Align interactive mechanics with the intended emotional
impact. Although they can sometimes be treated as such, emo-
tional impact and complex gameplay mechanics need not always
be mutually exclusive [29, 96], and more nuanced exploration of
the interplay between gameplay and emotionally impactful expe-
riences has been called for [39]. Based on our findings, resonance
could be a useful concept for explaining and fostering such inter-
play. For example, our findings illustrate how games can employ
interaction as a form of resonating storytelling (see 4.4.2) or how
aligning gameplay mechanics with narrative themes could amplify
the game’s emotional impact (see 4.4.1).

Encourage proactive exploration and interpretation. As
a particular successful design example of a resonating game, our
findings underscore Outer Wilds [42], by far the most frequently
mentioned game by our participants with nine mentions. Partici-
pants highlighted how the storytelling of Outer Wilds [42] occurs
primarily through the player’s own exploration and interpretation
of the game world, and, for example, how the game’s time loop
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mechanic played into the game’s existential themes. Previously,
Outer Wilds [42] has been discussed as a successful design example
of a mystery game [73], highlighting how forming and sustaining
interpretations about the game world acts as the principal doing in
the gameplay experience. Our findings further support previous de-
sign guidelines for engaging mystery game experiences [73]—e.g.,
leaving room for ambiguity and multiple interpretations and pro-
viding players tools for managing their interpretations—could also
be helpful for fostering experiences of resonance, such as epiphanic
moments where something ‘clicks’ with the player (see 4.1.2). This
aligns with previous suggestions about designers may use ambigu-
ity to allow players to form a more personal emotional connection
with a game [39].

Help players insert personal meanings into the game. Par-
ticipants often described how they had connected the game to some
aspects of their own lives, and designers of resonant experiences
should consider how to foster such personal connections. For in-
stance, The Cosmic Wheel Sisterhood allows the player to create their
own Tarot cards and then interpret them (see 4.4.2), and Silent Hill
2 (Remake) lets the player interpret the ‘right’ solution to its coin
puzzle (see 4.3.1). Our participants also mentioned ethically ambigu-
ous in-game decisions that made them confront their own values
(see 4.4.6), aligning with previous research on how morally or emo-
tionally challenging in-game choices may contribute to meaningful
experiences [30, 70, 139]. Personal connections could also be fos-
tered through the use of metaphor. For example, the in-game phrase
“Don’t go hollow” from Dark Souls [57] was recited by one of our
participants (P105) as symbolizing the importance of resilience in
life; previous research on Dark Souls [57] showed how players com-
monly interpreted the game’s idea of hollowing as a metaphor for
depression or existential crises, finding similar themes of resilience
from the game [136], suggesting that the in-game concept holds
a somewhat broadly relatable symbolic appeal to many. As such,
our findings align with the principles of existential, transformative
game design [111], which have proposed metaphor—or, connect-
ing something abstract into something that has a reference to the
real world—as a tool for fostering psychological resonance [111].
Indeed, the use of metaphor or sticky messages are also echoed
in the Resonance Spectrum framework [112], which we point to
for further ideas about how resonance might be facilitated across
different experiential levels.

Consider the specificity of your target audience: are you
seeking to convey a more individualized or universally re-
latable experience? Some of the reported game experiences were
highly individualized and deeply rooted in the player’s personal
background, to the extent that participants described ‘seeing’ them-
selves in the game and its characters (e.g., P9 with The Cosmic Wheel
Sisterhood [38]; see 4.2.3). In contrast, in some cases the game was
seen to touch upon some more generally relatable aspects of the hu-
man condition (see 4.2.2). Perhaps one reason why Outer Wilds [42]
had resonated so broadly with participants pertained to the ways in
which the game addresses universally relatable existential themes
like the transience of life and accepting the inevitability of death.

Utilize the emotional power of music and audio. Interest-
ingly, participants routinely underscored how the game’s music
had left a particularly vivid emotional impression (e.g., P87 with
Signalis [109]; see 4.1.1, and P77 with Kentucky Route Zero [32]; see
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4.4.6). Some participants also highlighted voice acting, such as P57
with Clair Obscur: Expedition 33 [68] and P89 with Blacktail [94].
Thus, our findings suggest that audio, and more specifically mu-
sic may be a game component that merits particular attention for
designers and researchers interested in resonating experiences.

Purposefully establish and then subvert expectations. In
relation to their resonating experiences, participants sometimes
described how the game had subverted their expectations, for exam-
ple, via metafictional storytelling (e.g., P64 with Oneshot [75]; see
4.4.6). Self-referential moments, where games highlight their own
role as games, have previously been associated with with reflective
and transformative game experiences [137-139]. Notably, some
participants reflected on how their own expertise with the medium
of videogames contributed to the subversion of their expectations:
That is, one must have first established expectations for them to
be subverted. For instance, related to the mind-blowing realization
about the largeness of the game world of Final Fantasy III [121] (see
4.4.2), P29 noted: “The reason it was so monumental was because I
had previously played the first two Final Fantasy games.” Hence,
as one way of designing for resonating interactions, we propose
deliberate establishment and subsequent subversion of player ex-
pectations as a means to convey narrative themes or amplify their
impact—whether it be building upon previously established con-
ventions within a specific series or genre of games, or operating
within a more confined context of an individual game.

6 Conclusions

In conclusion, we propose the concept of resonance as a tool to
study and design for meaning-making processes that are rooted in
players’ personal and emotional connections with their game expe-
rience. Resonating game experiences can range from emotionally
engaging gameplay moments or felt similarity with something in
the game, to profoundly evocative and deeply personal encounters
made possible by the unique interactive qualities of the medium.
These experiences can transpire to reflective meaning-making pro-
cesses, and leave players with an enduring sense of being affected,
even shaping their identities and how they see themselves and the
world. Our findings offer clarity as to what it means that a game
resonates with a player, by outlining four qualitatively distinct
experiential components (see 4.5) that form a spectrum through
which the player experience of resonance can be conceptualized
and designed for.
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A Overview of most frequently mentioned game titles

Table A1: Table of the most commonly mentioned videogames. Game titles were mentioned individually, but, for this overview,
they were grouped by us into their respective franchises. Release Dates refer to the first release of the game.

Games/Games franchise Mentions Release Date
Outer Wilds [42] 9 2019
Legend of Zelda Franchise 5

The Legend of Zelda: Tears of the Kingdom [49] (two mentions) 2023

The Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild [48] 2017

The Legend of Zelda: Link’s Awakening [45] 1993

The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time [46] 1998
Final Fantasy Franchise 4

Final Fantasy III [121] 1990

Final Fantasy VII [122] 1997

Final Fantasy IX [123] 2000

Final Fantasy X [1] 2001
Clair Obscur: Expedition 33 [68] 3 2025
Disco Elysium [143] 3 2019
Mass Effect Franchise 3

Mass Effect [12] 2007

Mass Effect 2 [13] (two mentions) 2010
Persona 5 (Royal) [92, 93] 3 2016 (2020)
Fallout [102] 2 1997
OneShot [75] 2 2016
Pokémon Franchise 2

Pokémon Gold [54] 1999

Pokémon Violet [55] 2022
Signalis [109] 2 2022
Soma [60] 2 2015
Souls Franchise 2

Dark Souls [57] 2011

Demon’s Souls [56] 2009
The Elder Scrolls Franchise 2

Oblivion [125] 2006

Skyrim [126] 2018
The Last of Us [87] 2 2013
The Stanley Parable [25] 2 2013
Valheim [69] 2 2023
What Remains of Edith Finch [61] 2 2017
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B Summarizing overview of themes

Table B1: Overview of our four themes that depict different facets of players’ resonating game experiences, including brief

Vikevi et al.

descriptions of each theme along with examples of representative participant quotes.

Theme

Description

Example Participant Quotes

Resonance as Emotional
Impact

Players associated resonance with a deep
emotional impact, reporting wide range of
profound, complex, and memorable emo-
tional responses, such as sadness, joy, crying,
insight, awe, catharsis, and emptiness with
their game experiences.

“The ending brings up a lot of complex emotions of loss but
also hope and gratefulness” (P97; Portal Stories: Mel [76])
“[1t] made me cry for 5 minutes, when i hadnt cried in years
at that point.” (P74; Signalis [109])

Resonance as Personal
Connection

Players associated resonance with a sense of
relating to the game experience on an inti-
mate level, for example, with the game mir-
roring the players’ own lived experiences or
aspects of their self-identity.

“It reflected real life back to me, reminding me that the char-
acter 've been playing is indeed me.” (P56; Rain World [133])
“It is a story of a man trying to figure himself out and at the
time I was working through my studies and figuring out
the next steps.” (P42; Disco Elysium)

Sparking Real-Life Out-
comes

Players related resonance also to various
real-life consequences that transpired beoynd
the immediate gameplay context, for ex-
ample, fostering self-understanding or em-
powerment, or prompting journeys of self-
development or personal transformation.

“I don’t honestly think I'd be the same person I am today if
I hadn’t played it; I don’t think I'd know even half of what
I know about myself today.” (P18; The World Ends With
You [124])

“It made me consider my own life. It put me on a different,
better track.” (P32; Silent Hill 2 (Remake) [127])

Resonance as Interaction

Players described how resonance was con-
veyed through the game’s interactive mecha-
nisms, for example, by using interaction as a
form of storytelling or by aligning gameplay
mechanics with narrative themes.

“[The game] managed to rather seamlessly prove its point
via gameplay mechanics.” (P98; Spiritfarer [130]) “It man-
aged to be one of the most memorable experiences I have
ever had with a game, simply by using game design to com-
municate feelings” (P29; Final Fantasy III [121]).
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