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1. EXECUTIVE 		
SUMMARY
The user interface (UI) in video
games enables interactivity and
is thus a significant contributor to
the players’ experience, the game’s
appeal and brand reputation.
However,
the
relationship
between the UI and video games’
success has received very limited
scholarly discussion. As such,
this report explores the potential
role of UI in enhancing game
experience and player engagement
in video games, as well as the
possible competitive benefits a
well-designed UI can provide for
games, studios and publishers in a
saturated market.
Analysis on current UI designs
in different video games and how
their audience perceives them
reveals that by investing in UI
design that is immersive, fits the
game’s premise and is designed
according to usability standards,
makes the game more engaging
and appealing. These help a game
stand out in the market, attracting
potential players and buyers.
Good UI contributes to player
satisfaction
and
long-term
engagement, making them more
inclined to purchase additional
downloadable
content
or
subscriptions. This is especially
important in the current gaming
industry where a significant
portion of the games’ revenue
comes from digital downloads and
purchases over longer periods of
time.
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2. ABBREVIATIONS

DLC

Downloadable
contents

F2P

Free-to-play

GaaS

Games as a service

GUI

Graphical User
Interface

MMOFPS

Massively multiplayer
online first-person
shooter

MMORPG

Massively multiplayer
online role-playing
game

ROI

Return on Investment

UI

User Interface

UX

User Experience

VR

Virtual Reality

GLOSSARY

Achievements

Additional challenges based on the game’s
story or statistics.

Beta

An unfinished pre-release of the video game
that is distributed to a large group of users to
test the game outside the development team.

Demo

Limited version of a full video game, that is
often freely distributed to let consumers try
the game before purchasing the full version.

FPS

First-person shooter. A video game genre in
which the player engages in weapon-based
combat and views the game world via the
protagonist’s eyes.

Health bar

A character’s vitality, which is often visualised
as a bar or numbers. Once it reaches zero, the
character becomes incapacitated or dies.

HUD

Heads-up display. A status bar through which
the information is visually displayed to the
player, usually as an overlay in a game.

Meta

Slang that refers to the most favoured player
strategy in a game’s current release.

RPG

Role-playing game. A video game genre
where the player assumes a role of a fictional
character in the game world and controls their
actions.
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3. INTRODUCTION

The video game industry is
constantly growing, with over 60
percent of people playing games
daily in the United States alone (The
Entertainment Software Association
[ESA], 2018: 10). The amount of
money people in the United States
spend annually on video game
content has steadily increased by
$11,6 billion from 2010 to 2017 (ibid.:
10).
In a growing market, a sustainable
video game business needs to
identify and satisfy customer
needs (Deterding, 2016: 228). More
specifically, their games’ design
needs to answer to the users’ core
needs (Galitz, 2007: 4). A game’s
user interface (UI) has a significant
importance in maintaining a positive
player experience (Kristiadi et al.,
2017: 158), thus contributing to the
reputation and sales of video games
(Bias & Mayhew, 2005: 18).

In addition to enhancing the
experience of the user, successful
UIs also benefit the business through
increased customer satisfaction,
as an intuitive UI enables quick
and effortless learning and use of
the system controls. Satisfactory
usage builds customer loyalty by
establishing the user’s trust in the
product (Bias & Mayhew 2005: 18-23,
35).

Video games directly convey
information and feedback to the
player through the user interface.
Successful
UIs
convey
the
information the players expect in an
intuitive way using auditory, haptic
and visual methods. As summarised
by the interviewed game developer:

This
report
explores
the
possibilities and potential of UI
design in video games, and examines
how it affects the game’s audience,
reputation and position in the
market. This is done by analysing the
current UI designs in video games,
the benefits they provide for the
player base, and their contribution
to the games’ financial success. This
report also explores how investing
in user interface design benefits
the player base in the form of
usability, accessibility and enhanced
immersion — factors that further

“A great user interface is easy to
comprehend and easy to use. It
is made with functional graphic
design and its flow is perfected”
(Interviewed developer, 2018).
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However,
due
to
budget
limitations the UIs often focus on
quickly getting the user from a
main menu to the actual gameplay
and supporting the gameplay in
non-intrusive ways (Interviewed
developer, 2018). Findings in this
report indicate that there are further
opportunities for game studios to
leverage user interfaces in order to
stand out favourably in a saturated
game market.

contribute to player engagement,
market penetration and thus the
revenue from game and add-on
purchases.
Additionally,
expanding
my
personal understanding of this
subject will help me refine my skills as
an interaction designer. When aiming
for a career in interactive media,
this research provides valuable
insights about the requirements and
potential of UI design in interactive
contexts.

7

4. METHODOLOGY

In order to explore the role and
potential of UI design in video games,
this report combines secondary
research from books, journals and
other publications with primary
research. The methods used were
the following:

4.1. INTERVIEWS
Four semi-structured interviews
were conducted in order to analyse
different players’ experiences of
playing games with varying UIs,
as understanding how those have
affected their gameplay experience
is important in evaluating the
potential areas of improvement for
UIs in making games more appealing
and engaging.
On average, the participants
had
most
experience
playing
third-person,
story-driven
roleplaying (RPG) games. Three of
the interviewees were also active
players of first-person shooter (FPS)
and massively multiplayer online
role-playing (MMORPG) genres. One
of the four interviewees described
themselves as a casual player, two
were active players, and one was topranked player in a popular massively
multiplayer online FPS (MMOFPS).
The interviews consisted of
50 main questions. First, the
8

interviewees were asked to identify
games and game genres they most
frequently play, as well as discuss
their experiences with games’
interface designs in general. These
included topics such as how the
games convey information to the
player and how their design had
affected the gameplay and the
interviewees’ perception of the game
brands. They were also asked about
their video game purchasing habits
and requirements.
Additionally, a structured interview
was conducted with a professional
game developer, experienced in UI
and UX design in commercial and
indie games. The goal of the interview
was to gather insights on the value
UI design provides for games from a
developer’s perspective.

4.2. AFFINITY 			
DIAGRAMMING
To efficiently organise the research
data, an affinity diagram was created.
Insights gained from interviews were
laid out as individual notes which
were then clustered based on their
affinity. The purpose was to reveal
undiscovered connections between
different insights, as this enables
analysing and exploring any hidden
potential in UI design approaches.

Figure 4.2.1: Affinity Diagram — Virpi Väinölä, 2019
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4.3. COGNITIVE
WALKTHROUGH
The purpose of the walkthrough
was to explore how the participants
would intuitively respond within
game scenes and what are the first
pieces of visual information they
would expect the game to display.
The goal was to reveal which
visual UI elements the participants
perceived as the most important
cues or feedback while engaging in
different gameplay scenarios. This
allows comparison to existing UIs
to identify how well they match the
player expectations.
The walkthrough involved three
different scenarios set within
imaginary
video
games
and
described to the participants one
by one. The participants were then
encouraged to explain what kind
of visual information they would
expect to see and what their next
actions would be as if they were
playing the game. The imaginary
scenarios made the context more
abstract and instinctive, as imagery
from published games could have
directed the participants’ answers to
a specific direction.
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SCENARIO RESULTS:

SCENARIO:

PLAYER 1

Expected feedback

Player actions

1. The participant is
playing a ﬁrst person
shooter game.
The participant’s
character is at an open
environment with a
good line of sight in
front of them.
The character has a
weapon in their hand
and they shoot an
enemy.

2. The participant is
playing an online
multiplayer game, in
which they are
completing a task and
unaware of their
surroundings.
Suddenly the
participant’s character
begins to take damage
and lose health.

3. The participant is
playing a third person
role playing game.
Suddenly their
character dies, but the
participant doesn’t
know why.
They load the game
save, and then arrive
to the same spot
where their character
previously died.

� An indicator
determining if the shot
hit the enemy

� Blood on the screen
� Character animation

� Try to use visual and
auditory information
from death scene to
look for corresponding
threats
� Look for traps,
animals, snipers

PLAYER 2

PLAYER 3

PLAYER 4

� Reload and shoot
again
� Look for more
enemies
� Look for teammates

� Blood on the screen
� Character animation
� Estimate the enemy
location based on a
sound indicator

� An indicator
determining if the shot
hit the enemy
� Recoil animation
� Ammo decreasing

� Blood on the screen
� Directional indicator

� An indicator
determining if the shot
hit the enemy
� Enemy health
decreasing

� Blood on the screen
� Visual bullet trail

� Save just before the
same spot
� Look for ﬂankers,
corners, ceiling

� Look own health to
see effects such as
poisoned
� Look for
environmental hazards,
traps

� Look for audio cues
� Try to use visual and
auditory information
from death scene to
look for corresponding
threats
� Replicate the
situation based on
memory
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4.4. CASE STUDY
An evaluation of the user interfaces
of two games from the same MMORPG
genre: Guild Wars 2 (NCSOFT, 2012)
(Figure 4.4.2) and World of Warcraft
(Blizzard
Entertainment,
2004)
(Figure 4.4.3). Six participants with
different backgrounds in video games
were presented a series of images
that display the games’ UI during
different stages of play. In order to
minimise the effect of the games’
reputation on the participants’
answers, the games were presented
as anonymous.
The participants were then
asked to compare the two games
by answering a series of questions
on visual and functional preference
between the game interfaces, and
which game they would rather play
and spend money on.
The goal of the case study was to
find out how appealing the games
are to the participants based on
their visual interface and whether
the UI has a role in how inclined the
participants were to play or purchase
one game over the other.
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5. DEFINING THE USER INTERFACE

The user interface (UI) is the
main surface a person uses to
communicate with a system such as
a computer software, an application,
or a video game. The UI is what makes
interaction with a system possible
and is thus a point of contact for
player engagement (Gilbert, 2016:
210).
An interface consists of two
essential components: input and
output. The input allows the user
to communicate their needs to
the system. The output is how the
system communicates the results
of the input to the user. The player
often communicates the input via
a physical user interface, such
as pushing buttons on a physical
controller, or by other means such as
with a touch screen, a motion tracker
or voice control.
The most common forms of output
are visual and auditory information.
Intuitive user interfaces provide an
easily understandable combination
of input and output methods while
considering the user’s needs and
limitations (Galitz, 2007: 4).
Video games are systems of rules
that need to communicate abstract
concepts, such as territory control,
prediction or risk management to
the player (Burgun, 2013: 19-20).
In order for the player to proceed
in a game, they need to make
decisions based on the information
the game communicates about those

concepts, the game’s objects and
their relationships to each other.
The amount of information provided
directly affects how in control of the
game the players feel (Fullerton,
2014: 146).
The changing states of the game
are communicated to the player via
the user interface, which in turn
enables the player to take actions
as a response by using in-game
resources such as health, currency,
inventory and actions (ibid.: 78-82).
The state and availability of these
resources are also communicated to
the player through the UI.
A combination of the input and
output methods, the game’s camera
angle and the interface displaying
the game’s status and controls allow
the player to understand the game
and the available actions when
playing (ibid.: 254).
The UI is often visually displayed
as a graphical user interface (GUI,
The Interaction Design Foundation,
2019: para.1). In the context of video
games, a GUI often includes a headsup display (HUD) that consists of
visual markers for resources, for
example health bars, map objectives,
progress markers and ways for
social communication. As such, it
guides the player towards important
activities and objectives, allowing
them to regularly change their
attention to the most relevant goal
or task at hand (Jagoda, 2016: 24).
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Individual video game UIs vary a
lot. They display different amounts
of visual information in different
ways, as shown in Figures 5.4., 5.5.
and 5.6.
Whereas
the
UI
enables
interactivity, the user experience
(UX) includes the entire experience,
emotions and feelings the player
has when interacting with a system
(The Interaction Design Foundation,
2019).
If a game has a successfully
designed UI and UX, the gameplay
experience (GX) will be enjoyable
as well. As stated by Dedy Kristiadi
et al., ”with a good GX, people will
enjoy the game” (2017: 158).

Figure 5.4: Fortnite — Epic Games, 2017
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Figure 5.5: Civilization 6 — 2K Games, 2016

Figure 5.6: Detroit: Become Human — Sony Interactive Entertainment, 2018

19

6. CHANGES IN THE VIDEO
GAME INDUSTRY
Currently various core revenue
models exist within the video game
industry. Alongside the traditional
pay-to-play model, where the
product is sold for a set price
(Knowledge Works National Centre
for Cultural Industries, 2017: 30),
two new models are becoming more
commonplace. In a free-to-play (F2P)
model, the product is distributed for
the user for free, generating revenue
through in-game purchases and
other micro-transactions (ibid.: 30).
In a games as a service (GaaS) model
the game content is distributed in
intervals rather than as a full game,
and the player regularly pays to
receive additional downloadable
content (DLCs, Stenros & Sotamaa,
2010: 12).

game publishers Electronic Arts
(EA) and Activision Blizzard have
increasingly focused on shifting their
revenue models to GaaS, relying on
the longevity of the games through
additional content updates and paid
expansions.
Activision Blizzard earned $7
billion in net revenues during
2017, out of which more than a
half, $4 billion, came from in-game
purchases (Activision Blizzard, 2018).
In fiscal 2018, EA generated $2 billion
from its ‘live services’, consisting of
game subscriptions and paid extra
content. Additionally, their digital
revenue grew 31% mostly via the
live services, whereas the sales of
physical games dropped by 17%
(Electronic Arts, 2018).

In recent years, game sales have
shifted from physical releases to
digital ones (ESA, 2018: 10). The
digital sales of video games were
only 31% in 2010, but have become
the majority in 2017, making 79% of
the total sales. Furthermore, 59.6% of
global video game consumers prefer
to download games digitally instead
of purchasing, renting or trading a
physical copy (Limelight Networks,
2018: 4-8).

The increasing growth of the
GaaS model can be observed in the
activities of other major video game
publishers as well. Microsoft, for
example, generated over $10 billion
in revenue from games in 2018,
and explains in their fourth quarter
earnings conference call:

The change towards digital has a
considerable impact on how video
game companies generate revenue,
as a significant portion of sales come
from add-ons such as DLCs and ingame purchases. For example, video
20

“We are investing aggressively in
content, community and cloud
services across every endpoint
to expand usage and deepen
engagement with gamers. The
combination of Xbox Live, Game
Pass subscriptions and Mixer are
driving record levels of growth
and engagement”
(Spencer et al., 2018: para. 31).

In order for the GaaS model
to be profitable, players have to
actively engage with the game
and be willing to spend money
on it regularly. Therefore, GaaS
games have to provide joy and new
positive experiences for the players
frequently to ensure the games’
longevity (Clark, 2014: 14).
With DLCs and other add-ons
amounting to a significant portion
of sales, the requirement of player
engagement
applies
to
other
revenue models as well. According to
the Limelight Networks study, while
84.7% of players download free-toplay games each year, less than half
of the players were willing to pay
for new DLCs. As stated in the study,
this indicates that players download
games to try them but are not
satisfied enough with the gameplay
to engage with them in long-term
(2018: 9-10).
Similarly, half of the players
interviewed
for
this
report
mentioned they have a generally
negative opinion on DLC content, as
they see it as a profit driven practice.
“It’s often easy to see when the
game withholds content from
you to force you pay more and
I don’t want to be tricked like
that” (Player 3, 2018).

a game, they were more likely to
purchase DLCs for it (see appendices).
Therefore, game companies need
to develop ways to maintain the
players’ engagement in order for
the players to purchase add-ons or
continue their subscriptions. The
players need to have experienced
a gameplay session so positive
and enjoyable that they choose
to regularly engage with one title
instead of moving to others (Clark,
2014: 14). The competition is
strong, as the gaming market is
highly saturated. For example, the
amount of PC games released per
year on Steam, a major digital game
distribution platform developed by
Valve Corporation, has increased
over 300% from 2014 to 2017
(SteamSpy - All the data about Steam
games, 2018).
My contention is that UI design in
video games helps in maintaining
the player engagement, and thus has
the potential to increase the game’s
revenue. A successful UI makes the
gameplay experience more positive
and enjoyable, increasing the
likeliness of the players to purchase
additional content. As such, the ways
UI influences player experience and
engagement, along with the benefits
it provides for the game companies,
will be examined next.

However, all participants expressed
that if they really enjoyed playing
21

7. UI AND PLAYER ENGAGEMENT

User interface design is a significant
contributor
to
the
gameplay
experience and player engagement,
as
unsuccessfully
executed
interfaces may banish the players
even before they get to the actual
gameplay. As games are supposed to
be fun, repeating actions — such as
managing the inventory in an RPG or
restarting a match in a racing game
— can quickly become frustrating
and cumbersome if the interface is
not intuitive. As such, the players are
less likely to enjoy and engage with
the game (Laitinen, 2008: 92).
In agreement with this, all
interviewed players expressed that
a poor UI negatively affects their
gameplay experience and makes it
frustrating to continue, resulting in
the players to look for third party
modifications or abandon the game.
However, 50% of the participants felt
that if the game has other redeeming
qualities such as a strong narrative
or visuals, they were willing to try to
learn the interface approximately 3-5
times, after which they would give up
with the game and move on to others
(see appendices).
This suggests that games following
the pay-to-play model will not suffer
as much loss of revenue from poor
UI decisions as free-to-play games.
In F2P games, the initial gameplay
experience matters more, as players
have not spent any money yet (Clark,
2014: 81). Any obstructions during
22

the gameplay will risk their likeliness
to invest in the game in the first
place.
”The first time the player
launches the game is a kind of
exploration where everything
is new. Every click, every
splash screen image, every
inconsistency
compared
to
their expectations will jar and
risk them going off and playing
something else instead”
(ibid.: 81).
Even though in F2P games majority
of the players will never pay for
the content, it is still important to
invest in making the game engaging.
Committed players, even if they
don’t spend money, are important
for the game in creating the social
context in which the paying players
feel that their time is worthwhile.
Maintaining the players’ engagement
also increases the likeliness that
non-paying players will eventually
start spending money (ibid.: 67-68).

7.1. SUCCESSFUL UIS
AND FLOW
The motivation to consume video
games comes from the game
provoking different emotions, for
example feelings of escapism,
achievement, challenge and a flow
experience (Fleck, Dalmoro & Rossi,
2013: 304). A flow state is achieved
when the player becomes completely
focused, they experience control
of their environment and their
awareness is limited to the activity
itself (Hsu & Lu, 2003: 856).

control panel with a single button
and a joystick moving left and right.
This was crucial in order for the game
to be successful. As Akihiro Saito
describes:
”No one would have kept playing
the game if they inserted a coin
only to die without figuring out
how to play” (2008: 364).

The UI of the game is a significant
contributor to the flow state, as a
well-designed UI allows the players
to focus entirely on the game’s
content instead of trying to learn
or manage a difficult interface. As
Johnson and Wiles explain:
“With less cognition required for
remembering or finding input
commands, the user is better
able to achieve concentration
and engagement, and thereby
flow, when completing the task”
(2003: 1336-1337).
A first example of the importance
of the UI being easy to learn and
its relation to the game’s success
is from 1978, when Space Invaders
(Taito Corporation, 1978) was first
released as an arcade game (Figure
7.1.7). The controls of the game were
self-explanatory and thus intuitive,
as the available actions could be
understood by looking at the input
and output devices — a screen, a

Figure 7.1.7: Space Invaders arcade machine
— Taito Corporation, 1978
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In addition to enabling and
explaining preferred interactions,
the interface also needs to
communicate and inhibit undesired
actions. For example, an interface
consisting of a steering wheel and
a gas pedal suggest the possibility
of turning right or left, as well
as accelerating or decelerating.
It does not suggest moving up
or
down,
as
the
controller
does
not
support
vertical
movement (Fuchs, 2010: 55-56).
This is a subtle way to familiarise the
player with constraints as opposed
to more explicit notices, such as
error messages, unresponsiveness
or written instructions that can be
destructive for the players’ flow,
immersion and engagement (Laurel,
2013: 131).
Correspondingly, the interview
participants mentioned how it is
important that a game highlights
relevant information to allow the
player to learn the interface and
controls, contributing to a successful
flow experience. As one of the
interviewees expressed, not doing
so means the player has to look for
guidance outside of the game itself
— e.g. from online tutorials — which
indicates that the game has failed in
giving agency to the player (Player 4,
2018).
In addition to being easy to
learn and use, successful interfaces
provide
responsive
feedback
24

(Laurel, 2013: 11). Feedback informs
the player about the output of
the interaction and the following
change in the game (Fullerton, 2014:
148). Interfaces often communicate
feedback using a combination of
visual, auditory and haptic methods,
as they all provide different kind of
information. For example, auditory
feedback does not communicate a
precise status, which is why visual
feedback is needed to support it
(ibid.: 260).
Accordingly,
all
interviewed
players agreed that to truly enjoy a
game, a combination of visual and
auditory feedback is mandatory.
They also added that haptic
feedback, such as the controller
shaking, feels good and rewarding,
making
the
interaction
more
engaging (see appendices).
A lack of feedback makes the entire
game less appealing. Two interview
participants mentioned Assassin’s
Creed ( Ubisoft, 2007) and Thief:
Deadly Shadows (Eidos Interactive,
2004) as games that suffer from
incomplete feedback. Both games
focus on stealthy navigation. In
Assassin’s Creed, the game does not
provide any indicators as to whether
the character is hidden or not (Player
4, 2018). Thief: Deadly Shadows
displays a meter showing how
hidden the player’s character is, but
the UI responds too slowly, forcing
the player to second-guess its
accuracy (Player 3, 2018). In contrast,

the UI of Dishonored (Bethesda
Softworks, 2012) supports stealth
by visualising the attentiveness
of an enemy character, informing
the player how likely they are to
be noticed (Player 4, 2018). The
interface is successful as it responds
to the game world and utilises
micro-animations and colour coding
for added clarity (Figure 7.1.8).
Intuitive interfaces that give
enough information and feedback
contribute to the overall flow of a
game. They introduce the constraints
and controls of the game, but also
give the player freedom to creatively

use them as tools. Successful games
provide a balanced combination
of challenge and skill. If the tasks
are too easy, a state of flow cannot
occur (Fleck, Dalmoro & Rossi,
2013: 304). This also applies to the
information the UI provides — as
one of the interviewees described,
enjoyable challenges come from
discovering new approaches based
on existing information (Player
3, 2018). With carefully arranged
in-game information, players can
build on their existing knowledge
and maintain a flow of learning and
challenge (Gilbert, 2016: 109).

Figure 7.1.8: Dishonored — Bethesda Softworks, 2012
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7.2. UI AND IMMERSION
Video games shape the players’
emotions, separating them from their
ordinary routines. This makes games
compelling (Hazlett, 2008: 188).
In order to do this, games have a
premise that contextualises their
elements. For example, the premise
of World of Warcraft is the player
taking a role of an adventuring
character in an open fantasy world
with other players. The premise
is used to involve the players
emotionally to the interaction with
the game (Fullerton, 2014: 43).

Games
maintain
long-term
engagement through immersion
(Gilbert, 2016: 69), and the game’s
premise
contributes
to
this
immersion. Breaking either affects
both. Unintuitive UIs can break the
immersion or the game’s premise,
and if the game fails in maintaining
the immersion, it is less likely to be
successful (Laitinen, 2008: 92).
Intuitive UIs allow the player
to control their actions smoothly,
contributing to a stronger sense of

Figure 7.2.9: PUBG gameplay — PUGB Corporation, 2017
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immersion (Johnson & Wiles, 2003:
1336). This can be achieved when the
UI does not draw undue attention,
allowing the player to feel they are
directly interacting with the virtual
environment (Schaffer, 2008: 114). As
Johnson and Wiles note:
“It is hypothesised that this focus
on, and lack of distraction from
the major task contributes to the
facilitation of flow. Immersion in
the game is promoted when all
distractions are removed” (2003:
1336).
Contemporary video games often
have minimal UIs in order to remove
distractions and contribute to the
immersion. However, they can
become unintuitive if information
is unsuccessfully excluded and
the usability overlooked. In the
player interviews, one participant
criticised the lack of feedback in
an online multiplayer FPS game
PlayerUnknown’s
Battlegrounds
(PUGB, PUGB Corporation, 2017).
As a militarist FPS aiming for a
high level of realism, PUGB does
not display visual aids such as a
targeting
reticle
or
enemy
outlines (Figure 7.2.9). Without UI
information, the game relies on
the player slowly learning a meta
of weapons with the best scope to
compensate lacking information.
“You can’t see it coming and you
can’t hear it coming. You’re just

dead. No audio clues [...] It’s very
uninteresting and takes effort to
get into” (Player 1, 2018).
As a genre, in FPS games there are
always areas the player cannot see
outside of their line of sight (Burgun,
2013: 44). In order to convey the state
of the rest of player’s surroundings,
the game has to add visual and
auditory cues. Two interview
participants explained how FPS’ UIs
need to be streamlined and convey
information as clearly and quickly
as possible to allow the player to
focus on the game world instead of
the interface, making the game more
immersive (Player 1; Player 4, 2018).
The clarity of the UI is especially
important, as in a fast-paced game
the player needs to recognise
information quickly. The results
from the cognitive walkthrough
further
support
this,
as
all
participants expected to see visual
cues such as an indicator of hitting
the target (see appendices). It
is thus important that game UIs
answer to genre, player and usability
expectations.
When asked for examples of
games that excel in this, three of
the interviewed players referred
to a popular MMOFPS Overwatch
(Blizzard Entertainment, 2016) which
utilises colour coded UI elements
such as enemy outlines and a clear
HUD to quickly outline relevant
information. In Overwatch, the
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Figure 7.2.10: Overwatch gameplay — Blizzard Entertainment, 2016

characters build up a special move
that is displayed centrally in the UI as
a gauge and percentage, and at 100%
as a colourful icon (Figure 7.2.10).
As one interviewee describes, the
player can use the corner of their
eye to check the move’s availability,
making the gameplay more fluid
and thus contributing to the flow
experience and immersion.
“I think it’s just better designed
because they [Blizzard] avoid
this sort of realistic look over a
look that actually favours player
engagement” (Player 4, 2018).
Whereas FPS and multiplayer games
benefit from displaying information
immediately in a HUD, story-driven
games often benefit from the
opposite. In slower paced games
where success is not dependent
on the player’s quick responses,
some information can be hidden
under extra menus. This enhances
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the sense of immersion, as too
much immediate information can
be distracting and unappealing.
According to an interviewee the RPG
Skyrim (Bethesda Softworks, 2011)
suffered from this. Skyrim displays
a narrow compass showing map
objectives on top of the screen.
”There would be a town, town,
town, dungeon, objective, a
building, and that would just be
overloaded” (Player 2, 2018).
Some HUD elements, such as
health bars, are not as necessary
in single-player story games. The
interviewed players mentioned they
rely mostly on other visual effects
such as the screen flashing red
to notify them if their character‘s
vitality
has
suffered
(see
appendices).
Accordingly,
for
some games it is more intuitive
to convey information in other
means than in a HUD. For example,

an action RPG Monster Hunter 4
(Capcom, 2013) does not feature
enemy health bars. Instead it
conveys the information through
the monsters’ animated behaviour.
“It works because it has so
much health anyway so it would
be useless to show numbers”
(Player 1, 2018).
The UI is the first thing the player
sees and interacts with, and thus it
has the potential to become a part of

the game’s narrative, communicating
the story and atmosphere of the
world. In the interview with the game
developer, it was discussed that if
the UI resonates with the game and is
not distracting, the player can reach
greater immersion (Interviewed
Developer, 2018). An example of this
is Fallout 4 (Bethesda Softworks,
2015), in which most of the game’s UI
follows suite with the diegetic PipBoy theme (Figure 7.2.11). Instead of
portraying the visual and auditory
information as an external overlay

Figure 7.2.11: The Pip-Boy UI in Fallout 4 — Bethesda Softworks, 2015
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7.3. UI CREATES VISUAL
MOTIVATION
only visible to the player, in diegetic
interfaces the information exists
within the game world as a part of
the cinematic story.
In the interviews all participants
mentioned diegetic UI elements
as a positive quality that makes
the game more appealing (see
appendices). If the diegetic UI fits
the game’s premise, it can enhance
players’ immersion but also provides
an opportunity to make the game
more accessible. For example,
in Spider-Man (Sony Interactive
Entertainment, 2018) some UI
elements are tied to the supernatural
qualities of the protagonist, who
predicts enemy movements with his
‘spider sense’ that visually warns
of incoming attacks in the game’s
UI. One interviewee explained how
this enhances their own reaction
time, but also makes the game more
accessible:
“[the game] can make fast paced
combat, and have everyone feel
like they can enjoy it and be able
to dodge these attacks” (Player
2, 2018).

“Allowing players to feel that
they are moving forward is the
best way to draw someone into
a game and keep them engaged”
(Fullerton, 2014: 357).
This kind of continuous progress
is often visualised by the UI as
achievements and rewards, making
the players’ overall engagement with
the game more personal. Visualised
levels, ratings and rankings promote
a sense of status and proficiency at a
skill (Gilbert, 2016: 88, 175).
Correspondingly, the interviewed
players explained how visual
markers of progress motivate them
to play more. An example mentioned
was Overwatch, which visualises
the player’s statistics, such as time
played and competitive ranking,
by using level portraits and visual
insignias (Figures 7.3.12 and 7.3.13).
The designs become more ornate as
the player gains experience points
or achieves a higher rank. This
motivates the players to return to
the game, as they want to
accomplish higher statistics to earn
beautiful visuals and promote their

Figure 7.3.12: Overwatch competitive rank insignias — Blizzard Entertainment, 2016
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skill or status (Player 1; Player 4, 2018).
Three of the interviewed players
mentioned that they enjoy seeing
gameplay
statistics
such
as
character types played, kills and
deaths. The statistics add replay
value as achievements and markers
of improvement (see appendices).
Since
players
are
constantly
provided with new DLC content,
the increasingly difficult challenges
and achievements keep the players
in a constant feedback loop. When
players are recognised for their
achievements and progress, they
are more motivated to pursue
further challenges (Gilbert, 2016:
83). UIs that successfully visualise
user achievements and character
progression support this engagement.
Accordingly, players may become
more inclined to buy DLC content

to access more difficult challenges,
skills and achievements.
In addition to multiplayer games,
visualising progression also benefits
single-player games. As one of the
interviewees
explained,
games
like Spider-Man and Dishonored
visualise a tree model that displays
the character’s current skills but also
future skills that can be achieved
by playing more. According to the
interviewee, Dark Souls (2011,
Namco Bandai Games), which has
a reputation as a difficult game,
is demotivating because it fails
in informing the player about the
relevance of character skills (Player
4, 2018). If the character development
is not motivational, the desire to
progress in the game might suffer,
decreasing the player’s engagement.

Figure 7.3.13: Overwatch level portrait examples — Blizzard Entertainment, 2016

31

8. UI AND PLATFORM 					
CONSIDERATIONS
“A great user interface takes
into consideration the medium
or mediums which it exists in”
(Interviewed Developer, 2018).
In UI design it is important to
consider how different devices affect
a game and its required controls.
How well the UI works within the
platform requirements affects the
success of the games on those
platforms. For example, games
with text entry are more popular on
PCs than on console, because it is
harder to type text using a console
controller (Fullerton, 2014: 147).
Additionally, some game genres
require more from the user’s
hardware than others. For example,
FPS and fighting games require
quick reflexes, favouring setups
with minimal latency and input lag.
However, a UI with clear visual and
auditory cues can facilitate faster
reactions from the player, helping
to overcome suboptimal hardware.
This could broaden the game’s
audience and increase potential
buyers. As one of the interviewees
described:
“If you are a casual player,
you’re not going to invest in a
specialised monitor for your
console setup just to be able to
really enjoy and benefit from
fighting games” (Player 4, 2018).
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Investing in UI design can also
benefit games that are ported
from one platform to another. For
example, games that are converted
for VR require a completely rethought UI due to the lack of
buttons (Interviewed Developer,
2018), whereas mobile versions of
games often suffer from the smaller
screen. Civilization 6 (2K Games,
2016) has a fairly successful mobile
port of the original PC version.
However, the text is hard to read,
and the interaction with the player
units feels more cumbersome
(Campbell, 2019). Although it might
not be off-putting for a player who
is familiar with the original version,
it can be discouraging for new
players first trying the series on
mobile.

9. DISTINCTIVE UIS ATTRACT
MORE PLAYERS
When it comes to purchasing
decisions, all interviewed players
relied on others’ opinions and
recommendations.
A
common
approach was watching reviews
and gameplay videos to determine
whether to buy the game or not
(see appendices). According to the
Limelight Networks report, 51,7% of
people who play video games also
watch other people play games via
streaming services such as Twitch
(2018: 16).
Therefore, the attractiveness of
the game to outside viewers can
significantly affect the viewers’
purchasing decisions. As one of the
interviewees described:

“If the game looks intuitive in a
trailer I’m very inclined to try it”
(Player 4, 2018).
This is supported by the results
from the case study where the
appeal of Guild Wars 2 and World
of Warcraft were compared to each
other. The UI of GW2 was described
as clearer and more minimalist
than the older UI of WoW. However,
83% of the participants said WoW
looks more fun to them, and 67%
would rather pay for WoW than GW2.
Although WoW’s UI was described as
“dated, heavy and cartoony,” most
participants still thought it appears
as more legible and interesting
to play. In comparison, some

Figures 9.14: GW2 gameplay — NCSOFT, 2012
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Figure 9.15: WoW gameplay — Blizzard Entertainment, 2004

participants described the UI of GW2
as too serious and uninteresting.
The participants also mentioned
that WoW’s UI is fitting of the game’s
overall theme, making it more
appealing compared to the more
generic UI of GW2 (see appendices)
(Figures 9.14. and 9.15).
Attractive UIs can increase
a
game’s
reputation
among
consumers, as distinctive UIs
become
memorable
even
for
people who have not played the
game themselves. When asked
about visually impressive UI’s, all
interviewed
players
mentioned
Persona 5 (Atlus, 2016) as an
example. The UI of Persona 5 is very
representative of the game’s art
direction (Figures 9.16 and 9.17). It
was described as visually creative
yet still straightforward, making the
game appear more attractive and
professional. Although only one of
the interviewees had played the
game themselves, other interviewees
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expressed that the distinctive UI
made the gameplay appear more
interesting and intuitive (see
appendices).
If an interface is appealing, users
are more willing to spend time
learning it, as attractive interfaces
make them perceive the system as
easier to use (Gilbert, 2016: 65).
This is supported by the player
interviews. All participants preferred
playing video games with UIs that
match their description of ‘clear
and simple’ whereas UIs described
as ‘clunky’ and ‘unclear’ were
unpleasant and frustrating to play
(see appendices). In addition, three
of the interviewees mentioned that a
well-designed UI gives an impression
of quality, which increases their trust
in the product (see appendices). As
such, UIs that fit a game’s overall
branding and art direction, combined
with good usability, make the game
more intuitive and appealing thus
increasing the number of potential
players.

Figure 9.16: Persona 5 game menu UI — Atlus, 2016

Figure 9.17: Persona 5 gameplay — Atlus, 2016
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10. UI AFFECTS THE BRAND’S VALUE

In addition to helping a game stand
out in the market, UI also affects
the public’s perception of the game
company and its brand’s value (Bias
& Mayhew, 2005: 18). When the
player first interacts with the game,
the UI in combination with sound
design should convince the player
that the game is worth their time
(Interviewed Developer, 2018). As
the user interface is the first point
for player engagement, it is an
integral part of the game’s brand.
Well-designed UIs can also
become a part of the company’s

branding. For example, in 1990s
game studios LucasArts and Sierra
used distinctively branded UIs that
consumers then learned to associate
with those studios (ibid.) (Figure
10.18).
Correspondingly, one of the
interviewed
players
explained
how
memorable
and
unique
their interaction was with Ôkami
(Capcom, 2006), where the player
controls an ink brush, painting over
the game world (Figure 10.19).

Figure 10.18: The Secret of Monkey Island UI — LucasArts, 1990
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Figure 10.19: Ôkami ink brush UI — Capcom, 2006

“I haven’t played a copy in
years but I still remember
how to control the brush […]
when the game is really well
designed you remember it
even though there are years
between you and the playing
experience” (Player 3, 2018).

Accordingly,
all
interviewed
players remarked they are less
likely to buy a game from a studio
or publisher that has previously
released one with a frustrating UI
(see appendices).

Although distinctive and intuitive
UIs benefit the reputation of the
game, studio and publisher in a
saturated market, the opposite also
holds true. Any released video game
with a poor UI affects the public’s
perception of the company, which
may form competitive pressure to
create usable, intuitive products in
the first release (Durst, 2005: 616).
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11. UIS’ RETURNS ON INVESTMENT

An exact cost-benefit analysis in
the context of UI design in video
games does not currently exist.
However, usability in UI designs
can be predicted to result in likely
quantifiable benefits or return on
investment (ROI) (Bias and Mayhew,
2005: 19).
The following are some examples
of benefits that drive the external
ROI of user interface design:

1.

Increased sales

2.

Decreased customer
support costs

3.

Increased savings
from making changes
earlier in the design
lifecycle

4.

Reduced cost of
providing training

5.

Increased perception
of value of company
by stakeholders
(Bias & Mayhew
2005: 18)
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Usable
products
result
in
increased sales and have a shorter
testing cycle. It is cost-efficient
for businesses to develop a highly
usable UI during the early stages of
the design process (Laurel, 2016:
16). If the interface is immediately
designed in a user-friendly way, it
costs less than reworking a poor UI
after the first release (Durst, 2005:
616).
The cost-benefit ratio for usability
is $1 : $10-$100, where every dollar
invested in usability brings benefits
between $10 and $100 (Donahue,
Weinschenk & Nowicki, 1999: para. 3)
Compared to correcting a usability
problem during the design stage,
correcting it when the game is
already in development costs 10
times as much. If the game has
already been released, it costs
100 times as much to fix it (Bias &
Mayhew, 2005: 19).
It is also possible that players
would react negatively to a reworked
UI. This could cause harm, especially
in online games that engage players
in a way similar to social media. For
example, a popular social media
Snapchat lost 3 million users after
its controversial UI redesign in 2018
(Snap Inc., 2018). Within the social
context of multiplayer games, a
similar loss of players can result in
a significantly smaller player base,
negatively affecting the gameplay
experience and the game’s premise
for the remaining players.

Figure 11.20: Overwatch communication menu — Blizzard Entertainment, 2016

Furthermore, if the UI is refined
early in a game’s design process,
it can provide more value for the
company. All interviewed players
preferred to play either beta or
demo versions, as trying the game
beforehand lowers the risk of
accidentally buying a game that
they do not enjoy (see appendices).
As Sari Gilbert describes:
“Privileges like early access
or special access to functions,
elements or rewards are all ways
to make highly invested users
feel special” (2016: 88).
If the player’s first point of contact
— the user interface — is already
intuitive when the beta is released,
the developers have the opportunity
to commit players at the early stages,

increasing the chance of them
purchasing the finalised game.
In addition to the initial UI design,
it is important to upkeep the UI after
the service is published, especially
in GaaS games. In addition to fixing
mistakes, updating UI elements to
better answer the users’ needs can
also broaden the audience of a game
or a game mode. For example, when
Overwatch added a communication
wheel, the players were able to
quickly give relevant commands to
their teammates without joining
voice chat (Figure 11.20). The
interviewees who played the game
appreciated the feature, as it allowed
them to play the game competitively
without exposing themselves for
harassment (Player 1; Player 2;
Player 4, 2018).
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12. CONCLUSIONS

A successful UI needs to cater to
multiple different factors that are
fundamental to the game — usability,
accessibility, audience and visuality,
all within the brand, platform, genre
and technical limitations of the
game. Such a UI creates a more
positive
gameplay
experience,
increases user satisfaction and
engagement, and attracts potential
new players.
When combined with visualising
the
player’s
progress
and
achievements to give them personal
agency, the UI helps to maintain
a positive feedback loop. This can
increase the game’s revenue, as the
players are more likely to spend
more time and money on it or its
add-ons. This is especially relevant
in the current state of the video
game industry where long-term
users bring in the majority of
revenue.
In addition to possible financial
gains
from
increased
player
engagement and player satisfaction,
utilising a distinctive and intuitive
UI makes the game stand out in
a saturated market and can have
a lasting positive impact on the
brand’s reputation. It is thus useful
to consider diegetic, thematic or
otherwise distinctive UIs to enhance
the game’s and company’s profile on
the market.
Although a game’s success cannot
be measured by the UI alone,
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optimising the UI design can bring
benefits to the company as well
as to the players. Hiring a designer
with knowledge on how to leverage
UI as a tool for facilitating user
engagement can be a valuable asset,
especially for a small team, saving
time and money in the research and
development stages.
This report is a broad overview of
the UI’s role in video games from the
market perspective, and a possible
opening for further discussion on
the topic. In the future, it would be
useful to research the potential of
UI more specifically, for example
in different video game genres or
demographics.
With this research I personally
gained a better understanding of
the role of UI design in video games.
I can identify the varying needs
the UI has to respond to in order
to be usable and intuitive, and
thus maintain player engagement.
Beyond designing video games,
this knowledge is also applicable to
other interactive digital products,
assisting me with my potential
career paths.
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