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 Abstract 

This study seeks to apply communication and media 

studies concepts to video game live streaming to see 

and understand it as a new form of media, separate 

from video games themselves. Through the lens of 

semio-pragmatics and by using previously realized user 

studies, we will explore some of the motivations for 

game stream spectators to create a succinct 

classification for use in game design. We will then 

analyze two groups of games, their relative success on 

online streaming platforms and their potential appeal to 

each of the categories outlined. By doing this, we hope 

to reach a deeper understanding of how viewers, 

streamers and the games themselves interact and work 

together to create a new experience. Finally, we will 

explore design concepts that can be used by developers 

to improve game stream experiences for these types of 

viewers in the future. 
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CSS Concepts 

•Applied computing~Computers in other 

domains~Personal computers and PC 

applications~Computer games 

•Applied computing~Arts and humanities~Media arts 

•Human-centered computing~Interaction 

design~Interaction design process and methods~User 

centered design 

 

Introduction 

As video games slowly rise and develop as one of the 

most consumed worldwide types of media, taking on 

even cinema and television in terms of player or viewer 

numbers, the number of spectators in video game 

content also grow exponentially. As of 2018, some 

figures estimated the number of concurrent active 

viewers between all platforms to be over one million, 

with over 750,000 on Twitch alone. The pressure to 

create “streamable” games is growing, as the visibility 

provided by this content becomes significant not only to 

independent game developers, but even larger studios.  

This has led us to consider using media studies and 

communication studies tools to analyze this 

phenomenon, namely Roger Odin’s semio-pragmatics 

[8]. This methodology seeks to understand both 

producer and viewer in a communication process and is 

a perspective rarely included in English-speaking 

communication studies despite seeming very 

appropriate and pertinent in this context.  

These tools, along with previously realized user studies 

on video game live streaming viewers [2, 9], let us 

create specific categories of spectators based on what 

they seek in video game live streams: learning, affect, 

aesthetic, and community. With these categories, we 

can analyze a corpus of games and see how their 

design may appeal to different types of viewers and 

understand why they may or may not be successful on 

live streaming platforms. To do so, we have based our 

analyses on two different game categories: action role-

playing games with a focus on difficulty (namely, the 

Dark Souls [5] game series along with Bloodborne [6]) 

and more open-ended games that contain an ensemble 

of user-created characters (namely, XCOM: Enemy 

Unknown [4] and The Sims 3 [7]). These two types of 

games have appeal to different sides of our categories 

and demonstrate a wide array of game design solutions 

to live streaming viewers’ wants. The categories will be 

used to examine more closely each game’s design in 

our corpus and how it may or may not appeal to this 

specific spectator type. Finally, these game design 

elements will be generalized so that they can be 

applied by designers in future games. 

Communication Studies and Semio-

Pragmatics 

In communication studies, the semio-pragmatic 

approach, mostly proposed by Roger Odin, suggests 

considering both semiotics and pragmatics while 

studying media forms or cultural artefacts [8]. 

Semiotics, in this sense, analyze the innate 

characteristics of said object: in cinema, the position of 

the camera, use of colours, the play of the actors, etc. 

Similar considerations may be used when describing 

video games: game mechanics, cinematics, controls, 

narrative and everything that, together, “is” the game. 

On the other hand, pragmatics push these 

considerations aside to instead focus on the 

communicative aspects of the media: the receiver 

(viewer, player, reader…) and their experience, the 



 

meaning from the creator into the object and what is 

left of it in the experience. 

In his Les Espaces de communication : introduction à la 

sémio-pragmatique (which could be translated “The 

Communicative Spaces: Introduction to Semio-

Pragmatics”), Odin introduces several concepts used to 

reconcile these two considerations; innate 

characteristics as opposed to the experience intended 

by the creator and perceived by the receiver. The main 

(and titular) concept he proposes is “communicative 

spaces”, or the space between creator and receiver 

where the text1 and its experience takes place. He 

suggests that this cultural experience is, in fact, “non-

communicative”, that is to say that the message from 

the creator to the receiver is not directly transmitted 

but deconstructed into “audiovisual vibrations”. These 

are then perceived and interpreted by the receiver and 

rebuilt into a new text, not equal to but similar to the 

original. The vibrations themselves can be understood 

as the realm of the semiotics, the innate characteristics 

of an object, as opposed to how the message is shaped 

and perceived by the receiver, their biases and media 

literacy, the realm of pragmatics. 

Four Categories for Understanding Viewers 

We then start by considering the receiver in this type of 

communication, more specifically their motivations or 

“why” they watch. In our literature review, we have 

encountered many categorizations of types of fun for 

video game players from the realm of game design 

research and game studies. However, specifically for 

 
1 Text here stands for the cultural artefact, movie, game, 

television show, etc. The object’s components can be 
understood as a message from someone and to someone; the 
terms are as such often interchangeable in media studies. 

the case of video game live stream viewers, the 

research is much less extensive.  

We have mainly used two studies, one by Gifford 

Cheung and Jeff Huang [2] and one by Max Sjöblom 

and Juho Hamari [9]. The former focused on an e-

sports tournament, studying the spectators who 

attended the event in person and building different 

personas to categorize this audience. The latter study 

by Sjöblom and Hamari is closer to the subject matter 

of this presentation, as they studied online viewers in a 

quantitative study focused on their reasons for 

watching others play games on services like Twitch. 

Through the results of these two studies, we have 

established a list of four categories of viewer 

motivations in video game live streams: pedagogical 

(or learning), affective, aesthetic and communal (or 

community-focused). We found the results of these two 

studies, along with former studies that focused on 

video game players rather than viewers, to be roughly 

understandable through these four categories. We 

acknowledge, however, that more nuance exists and 

that these categories may overlook important 

phenomenon in viewer experiences, but we consider 

them representative enough to be useful from a game 

design perspective. Finally, we used these categories 

along with game analysis tools [1, 3] to examine our 

corpus of games and understand their varying appeal 

to all four of these categories. 

Not Facing Darkness Alone: Dark Souls and 

the Viewer Experience 

The first half of our game corpus is composed of action 

role-playing games with a strong focus on difficulty and 

strife: the Dark Souls [5] series along with a game 

commonly understood as its spinoff, Bloodborne [6]. 



 

This series of games is in direct continuity game 

design-wise, but some specifics interest us in these two 

different examples, especially on the side of aesthetics. 

An important component of this game series is its 

emphasis on difficulty, or at least inaccessibility, 

enough that experiencing them is greatly enhanced by 

a community effort to understand them. This even 

directly transpires through the games themselves with 

user-generated messages designed to guide (or 

misguide) other players. As such, video game 

streamers can act as a kind of catalyst for the 

community, leading to shared discoveries, secrets and 

understanding. As such, viewers interested in the 

pedagogical aspects of video game streams might 

particularly enjoy this type of experience.  

Another element that caught our attention is the 

games’ aesthetics (relating to the senses as well as the 

narratives), especially in that they are difficult to reach 

by a less skilled player. Several areas of these games 

are presented in beautiful vistas and their stories are 

mostly told in fragments, which might even add to the 

difficulty. A viewer interested in these worlds might, as 

such, enjoy a stream aesthetically, with the gameplay 

decoupled from the audiovisual elements or with a 

commentator to guide them through the lore. 

Enemy Within, Allies Without: XCOM, The 

Sims and the Viewer Experience 

The second half of our corpus is less internally 

consistent as it comes from two vastly different series, 

Firaxis’ tactical XCOM: Enemy Unknown [4] and Maxis’ 

life simulator The Sims [7]. We chose to group these 

two types of games however as they have consistent 

characteristics relating to our categories, namely in the 

affective and community aspects. 

These two games, by design, are much more open-

ended than an action role-playing game such as Dark 

Souls. If the XCOM series allows a player to use 

innovative strategies to overcome missions and 

obstacles, The Sims lets them completely express 

themselves in how the game plays, offering many 

different options to shape the lives of their characters. 

This kind of open-ended gameplay allows a streamer to 

exhibit their own personality in more than just 

commentary, as they will inevitably shape the course of 

a game session. This strengthens the bond between 

spectator and streamer as it multiplies the ways 

through which the latter can show their personality and 

how they differ from others. 

This kind of game also allows an inclusion of the 

community within the games themselves because of 

the variety of customizable characters available. 

Though it takes time and dedication, a streamer might 

reward the most prominent members of their 

community by creating or naming a character after 

them, a practice especially common in smaller 

channels. This produces a greater incentive for 

spectators to be an active participant in the community 

rather than a passive observer and as such reinforces 

the community itself. 

Conclusion 

Although the scope of this study is limited and more 

research will have to be done in the future to broaden 

the categories suggested and the types of games 

analyzed, we consider it an exploratory effort that may 

still benefit game developers moving forwards. Some 

lessons may still be learned from the games studied in 

how to appeal to a variety of spectators, from 



 

considerations in learning to how a game can reinforce 

community.  

Customizable ensemble casts of characters, different 

strategies and ways to play, strong aesthetics and 

fragmented environmental stories, and complex games 

that require high amounts of information and various 

perspectives to grasp are all ways to create games that 

are more appealing to a variety of audiences, as we 

have seen. These strategies are not meant to fit all 

types of games, however, and are simply presented as 

examples to stir game developers’ creativity in this field 

and as a theoretical base to explore more games and 

their individual appeal in the future.  

In the end, we consider that this field is unlikely to 

lessen in importance any time soon, and that a solid 

understanding of audiences will become more and more 

necessary to games’ commercial success in the future. 

Many important lessons have been learned in the past 

in the development of video games and their 

understanding by borrowing from other fields. As it is a 

communication medium, we believe that it would also 

benefit from more studies coming from the fields of 

communication and media, especially as its audiences 

take an ever-increasing role in its production. 
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