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In the last few years, academic interest in computer games has been rapidly 
increasing, leading to what Juul describes as “a state of productive chaos” 
(Juul, 2006, n.p.). On the one hand, the fact that computer games are 

researched from a wide variety of different perspectives within various dis-
ciplines leads to a somewhat ‘chaotic’ situation with sometimes downright 
polemic discussions of methodological and epistemological questions. On the 
other hand, the chaos is productive, as not only the fact that computer game 
studies have become “an area with its own set of conferences, associations and 
journals” (Juul, 2006, n.p.), but also the relatively large number of recently 
published essay collections and handbooks contributing to the academic study 
of computer games illustrate (e.g., Neitzel, Bopp, & Nohr, 2004; Raessens 
& Goldstein, 2005; Vorderer & Bryant, 2006; Wardrip-Fruin & Harrigan, 
2004; Wolf & Perron, 2003). One of the main reasons for this increasing aca-
demic interest in computer games is their commercial success and their socio-
cultural influence. Although still a relatively new phenomenon, they have be-
come a central part of contemporary popular culture (e.g., Herz, 1997; Poole, 
2004). Computer games obviously have a fascinating effect on a large number 
of players (and an increasing number of researchers) worldwide.

In fact, research on computer games is focusing more and more on the 
player’s experience and there are various different terms and theories that at-
tempt an explanation. One possibility of describing and maybe even explain-
ing significant parts of the experience of playing a computer game is offered by 
the concept of immersion, which has been applied to computer games (as well 
as other media) by scholars such as Murray (1997), Ryan (2001), McMahan 
(2003) or Ermi and Mäyrä (2005) and is also commonly used in computer 
game design theory (e.g., Rollings & Adams, 2003; Rouse, 2005). However, 
the concept is not uncontested and the questions of what immersion is and 
if it is at all sensible to talk of immersion with regard to computer games 
are not answered uniformly in the emerging field of computer game studies. 
Immersion has indeed “become an excessively vague, all-inclusive concept” 
(McMahan, 2003, p. 67), which needs careful re-examination in order to be 
useful for the analysis of games, players and the playing experience. Building 
on previous conceptions of immersion as well as on works from cognitive sci-
ence and computer game studies, the present chapter attempts to develop a 
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model of immersion that is appropriate for such a purpose. Finally, it has to be 
emphasized that the approach of this chapter is theoretical rather than empiri-
cal, although we borrow terms and concepts from cognitive psychology.

PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON IMMERSION

Murray describes immersion as the pleasurable “experience of being transport-
ed to an elaborately simulated place” which results from the “sensation of be-
ing surrounded by a completely other reality, as different as water is from air, 
that takes over all of our attention, our whole perceptual apparatus” (Murray, 
1997, p. 98). However, the reader of a novel or the player of a computer game 
is not literally transported to another place while reading or playing. Hence, 
it is problematic to rely on the metaphor of transportation for an appropriate 
description of the experience of immersion (e.g., Ermi & Mäyrä, 2005; Mc-
Mahan, 2003, p. 76f; Ryan, 2001, p. 93ff; for a critique of the ‘immersive fal-
lacy’ see Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, pp. 450-455). Nevertheless, the notion 
that immersion can be described in terms of a shift of attention seems to be 
central, although we will have to discuss in more detail what exactly is meant 
by a ‘shift of attention’ in the context of playing a computer game.

Building on the theory of fictional worlds mainly developed within nar-
ratology (e.g., Doležel, 1998; Pavel, 1986), Ryan describes immersion as a 
process of “recentering” by which “consciousness relocates itself to another 
world” (Ryan, 2001, p. 103). While her discussion of immersion as a trans-
medial phenomenon touches on a variety of interesting points, it is especially 
noteworthy that her conception of immersion entails not only the shift of 
attention toward a fictional world, but also the construction of a mental rep-
resentation of that world (Ryan, 2001, p. 110ff). The latter is doubtlessly as 
important as the former, but Ryan does not go into too much detail on what 
role these processes play with regard to the computer game player’s experience 
of immersion. Hence, we will also have to discuss in more detail what is meant 
by the ‘construction of a mental representation’ in the context of playing a 
computer game. 

While Murray as well as Ryan conceptualise immersion primarily as a shift 
of attention to narrative fictional worlds, McMahan (2003, p. 68) claims that 
the player of a computer game can also become immersed in the process of 
playing itself. Furthermore, she argues that a consistent world that matches 
the user’s expectations and allows him or her to interact with it in a non-trivial 
way is more relevant for the experience of immersion than big screens and 
impressive surround-sound (McMahan, 2003, p. 68f ). This entails two no-
tions which are of central importance for the purpose of this chapter: Firstly, 
immersion entails more than a shift of attention to the three-dimensional 
space or the unfolding story of a computer game. Secondly, what is presented 
is more important than how it is presented with regard to a computer game’s 
ability of letting its players experience immersion.

Furthermore, it has to be noted that McMahan is not exclusively concerned 
with immersion. Instead, she introduces the concept of presence “as the basis 
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for developing of a set of aesthetic criteria for analyzing 3-D video game de-
sign” (McMahan, 2003, p. 68). According to IJsselsteijn and Riva, presence 
can be defined as “the feeling of ‘being there’” (IJsselsteijn & Riva, 2003, p. 5), 
i.e. the experience of being present in the three-dimensional environment that 
is created by a virtual reality application or a computer game. The similarity to 
Murray’s description of immersion is obvious (including the problematic use 
of the metaphor of transportation), and McMahan is not alone in claiming 
that the two concepts are often used interchangeably (e.g., Ermi & Mäyrä, 
2005; McMahan, 2003, p. 70). Nevertheless, it has to be stressed that within 
the context of presence research, the term ‘immersion’ mainly refers to “the 
degree to which a virtual environment submerges the perceptual system of the 
user” (Biocca & Delaney, 1995, p. 57). 

The concept of presence is now commonly applied to computer games 
(Tamborini & Skalski, 2006), and it would be possible to use the term ‘pres-
ence’ when referring to the player experience and the term ‘immersion’ when 
referring to the question to what extent the presentation “takes over [...] our 
whole perceptual apparatus” (Murray, 1997, p. 98). However, since the pur-
pose of this chapter is the re-examination and more precise definition of the 
concept of immersion as it is used within computer game studies (as opposed 
to how it is used within presence research), we will instead distinguish be-
tween perceptual and psychological immersion (Lombard & Ditton, 1997; 
McMahan, 2003, p. 77f ). According to McMahan, perceptual immersion “is 
accomplished by blocking as many of the senses as possible to the outside 
world” (2003, p. 77). In contrast, it has become clear from the above that psy-
chological immersion in computer games is largely independent from percep-
tual immersion (although it is obviously not independent from perception) 
and can be described in terms of a shift of attention from the real environment 
to certain parts of the game and the construction of a mental representation 
of the latter.

IMMERSION, ATTENTION, AND SITUATION MODELS

Not unlike immersion, both the notion of a shift of attention to and that of 
the construction of a mental representation of the media content are often 
used in a rather vague way in the literature on immersion. Hence, they also 
need to be carefully examined in order to be helpful for the development of an 
appropriate model of immersion. Fortunately, there is a large body of research 
within cognitive psychology that is concerned with these processes. While the 
present chapter cannot hope to discuss exhaustively the research in question, 
it seems necessary to review at least some of its findings in order to develop 
an appropriate concept of psychological immersion without having to rely on 
the metaphor of transportation. However, our aim is not a general discussion 
of these processes, but rather an examination of the role they play in the com-
puter game player’s experience of immersion.

While a “formal definition of the term ‘attention’ is not presently avail-
able” (Pashler & Johnston, 1998, p. 156), it is normally used to refer to proc-
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esses of selection with regard to perception and/or cognitive processing of 
perceived stimuli. According to Yantis, “[a] major distinction that has guided 
research in this area [...] is whether attention is goal-driven, controlled in a 
‘top-down’ fashion, or stimulus-driven, controlled in a ‘bottom-up’ fashion” 
(1998, p. 223). Similarly, Posner distinguishes between “exogenous (reflexive) 
and endogenous (central) control of orienting” (1980, p. 19). It seems that 
a shift of attention is often a voluntary decision (i.e. computer game players 
decide to shift their attention to the game or certain parts of the game when 
playing), but certain stimuli can also ‘involuntarily’ draw attention to them 
(i.e. certain parts of the game or its presentation may ‘capture’ the player’s 
attention). While we are mainly concerned with psychological immersion, it 
may be noted that a high degree of perceptual immersion (though not neces-
sarily leading to psychological immersion) would block stimuli from the real 
environment, thereby preventing an exogenous shift of attention away from 
the computer game.

We have seen that attention shifts can be goal-driven (i.e. endogenous 
shifts of attention) or stimulus-driven (i.e. exogenous shifts of attention), but 
it is still not clear what parts of the game the player shifts his or her attention 
to. At first glance, it seems that attention is shifted to the audiovisual presenta-
tion of the game. However, Allport suggests that our perceptual experience is 
“predominantly structured in terms of objects and the actions and events in 
which they take part” (Allport, 1987, p. 412). Furthermore, it may be noted 
that attention plays a role not only in perception, but also in the control of 
action (e.g., Allport, 1987; Norman & Shallice, 1986). Hence, a more ac-
curate conceptualisation would be that the player of a computer game shifts 
his or her attention not only to the audiovisual presentation of the game, but 
also (and more importantly) to the presented objects themselves, as well as 
the events and actions (including the player’s interaction with the game) that 
are connected to these objects. Furthermore, it can be assumed that the main 
function of attention is the selection of those objects, events and actions that 
are relevant for the player’s “immediate and future action” (Allport, 1987,  
p. 412). This also includes “internal actions” (Norman & Shallice, 1986, p. 1) 
such as the player’s ‘construction of a mental representation’ in the process of 
playing.

Hogan claims that “[w]henever we try to deal with any aspect of the world 
in any way, we necessarily form a model of that aspect of the world” (Hogan, 
2003, p. 40). Hence, it is possible to describe the ‘construction of a mental 
representation’ as a process of model construction. There are some interest-
ing attempts within presence research to describe the experience of (spatial) 
presence in terms of both a shift of attention and the construction of models. 
Schubert and Regenbrecht claim that, 

[i]n the process of developing presence, a mental model of the virtual three-di-
mensional space is constructed, consisting of the possible actions in this space 
(Schubert & Regenbrecht, 2001, p. 4). 
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This seems to be fairly consistent with our conception of (psychological) im-
mersion, but the term ‘mental model’ (e.g., Garnham, 1997; Johnson-Laird, 
1983) is slightly too general for our purpose. Wirth and his colleagues (2006) 
describe basically the same process as the construction of a (spatial) situation 
model. It seems that the latter term is more appropriate for the purpose of the 
present chapter, since a situation model “concerns the environment in which 
we are acting” (Hogan, 2003, p. 40) and is constructed while we are acting 
within that environment. 

We propose to conceptualise the computer game player’s experience of 
psychological immersion as resulting from a shift of attention to and the con-
struction of situation models of certain parts of the game. The shift of at-
tention is mainly goal-directed (i.e. endogenous), but certain properties of a 
computer game, such as objects that move suddenly, may also lead to a shift 
of attention that is at least partly stimulus-directed (i.e. exogenous). Further-
more, it has become clear from our review of previous conceptions of immer-
sion as well as from our discussion of the function of attention as selection for 
action that the situation model a player constructs in the process of playing 
would have to include more than just the three-dimensional space presented 
by the game, namely the objects, events and (possible or actual) actions that 
are relevant for the successful interaction with the game. Furthermore, we will 
propose that the computer game player constructs additional situation models 
representing parts of the game that are not directly connected to his or her 
interaction with it.

TOWARD A MULTIDIMENSIONAL MODEL OF IMMERSION

Immersion as a Multidimensional Experience

This leads us to the question of what the relationship between the specific 
structure of computer games and the player’s experience of immersion is. 
While Gorfinkel rightly emphasizes that “[i]mmersion is not a property of a 
game or media text but is an effect that a text produces” (quoted in Salen & 
Zimmerman, 2004, p. 453), it has become clear that the structural properties 
of a game are not entirely irrelevant for the player’s experience of immersion 
either. Hence, we are not only interested in how immersion can be described 
in terms of the shift of attention and the construction of situation models in 
the process of playing, but also in the different levels of computer game struc-
ture that players shift their attention to and construct situation models of, and 
how these different kinds of structural properties lead to different kinds of 
experience. In other words, we are interested in the question of what elements 
of computer games lead to which kinds of immersion. 

Both Murray (1997, p. 109) and Ryan (2001, p. 120ff) distinguish be-
tween immersion in the presented space and immersion in the unfolding story 
and it has already been mentioned that McMahan (2003, p. 68) distinguishes 
between immersion in the narrative world and immersion in the game. An-
other, more recent model of immersion as a multi-dimensional phenomenon 
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is proposed by Ermi and Mäyrä (2005), who distinguish between sensory 
immersion, challenge-based immersion and imaginative immersion. The con-
cept of sensory immersion is similar to that of perceptual immersion and 
entails the assumption that 

[l]arge screens close to the player’s face and powerful sounds easily overpower 
the sensory information coming from the real world, and the player becomes 
entirely focused on the game world and its stimuli (Ermi & Mäyrä, 2005, 
n.p.). 

The other two kinds of immersion seem to be largely similar to McMahan’s 
immersion in the narrative world and immersion in the game.

Challenge-based immersion refers to the shift of the player’s attention “to 
sensomotor abilities such as using the controls and reacting fast, and […] to 
the cognitive challenges” (Ermi & Mäyrä, 2005, n.p.)  posed by contemporary 
computer games. The experience of challenge-based immersion is claimed to 
be at its strongest, when a “satisfying balance of challenges and abilities” (Ermi 
& Mäyrä, 2005, n.p.) is achieved. Imaginative immersion refers to the “di-
mension of game experience in which one becomes absorbed with the stories 
and the world, or begins to feel for or identify with a game character” (Ermi 
& Mäyrä, 2005, n.p.). Here, the immersion in the presented space and the 
immersion in the unfolding story distinguished by both Murray and Ryan are 
combined. Ermi and Mäyrä acknowledge that “the audiovisual, functional 
and structural playability” (Ermi & Mäyrä, 2005, n.p.) of a computer game 
is a prerequisite for immersion, but they do not go into too much detail with 
regard to what properties of a computer game lead to what kinds of immer-
sion.

Based on a general model of computer game structure developed elsewhere 
(Thon, 2006; Thon, 2007), we propose a slightly different model of immer-
sion as a multidimensional experience (Thon, 2006a). The model of computer 
game structure has mainly been developed with regard to avatar-based games 
presenting three-dimensional spaces and our discussion of immersion also 
primarily aims at these kinds of games. We distinguish between four levels 
of computer game structure, namely the levels of spatial, ludic, narrative and 
social structure. The level of spatial structure refers to the game space and the 
objects therein. The level of ludic structure refers to the rules of the game as 
well as their effects. The level of narrative structure refers to the stories many 
contemporary games present using a variety of narrative techniques. The level 
of social structure refers to the communicative devices that allow for com-
munication and social interaction between the players and the social space 
that is thereby constituted. These different levels of computer game structure 
are closely connected to the experience of spatial, ludic, narrative and social 
immersion. 

While concepts similar to these kinds of immersion can be found in most 
of the works discussed above, and the notions of spatial and social presence 
play a central role within presence research, it seems that no other model of 
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immersion in computer games exists that entails all four of them. In the fol-
lowing, we will briefly discuss how the different kinds of immersion can be 
understood in terms of the computer game player’s shift of attention to the 
different levels of computer game structure and the construction of different 
kinds of situation models that represent certain parts of this structure. While 
we are using concepts from cognitive psychology, our approach is still mainly 
theoretical (i.e. the aim of this chapter is to propose a model that allows for a 
description of different kinds of immersion and not to empirically verify the 
proposed model). Furthermore, it has to be emphasized that the fascinating 
experience of playing a computer game results from the combination of the 
four kinds of immersion that are examined separately in this chapter. There-
fore, the relationship between them will have to be at least touched upon.

Spatial Immersion

Many contemporary computer games are set in complex fictional worlds (e.g., 
Juul, 2005; Thon, 2007). With regard to the spatial structure of these games, 
one can distinguish between the whole space of the fictional world and those 
spaces that the player can interact with through his or her avatar (or through 
the interface in games not using an avatar). Juul draws a similar distinction 
between “world space” and “game space” (Juul, 2005, pp. 164-167), which we 
will use in the following. With regard to computer games, spatial immersion 
can be described in terms of the player’s shift of attention from his or her real 
environment to the game spaces (not including these parts of the world space 
that are presented narratively). Furthermore, it refers to the construction of a 
model of the “gaming situation” (Eskelinen, 2001) in the process of playing, 
which will entail at least those parts of the game space that are relevant for 
the player’s actions (see also the large body of research on spatial presence, 
e.g., Schubert & Regenbrecht, 2001; Tamborini & Skalski, 2006; Wirth et 
al., 2006).

In many contemporary computer games, game spaces are three-dimen-
sional environments in which the player can more or less freely move the ava-
tar as well as the point from which the space is presented. Such game spaces 
can, for example, be found in first-person shooter games such as Halo (2003), 
in which they are presented from the position of the avatar. Rouse (1999) 
is not alone in claiming that such a presentation of the game space leads 
to the player being “drawn into the game” (Rouse, 1999, n.p.). Apart from 
the problematic use of the metaphor of transportation, it may be noted that 
games such as World of Warcraft (2004) present the game space from a posi-
tion above and behind the avatar without thereby preventing the player from 
experiencing spatial immersion. In fact, World of Warcraft allows the player 
to change the default perspective so that the position from which the game 
space is presented coincides with the avatar’s position once more. Although 
most players of World of Warcraft still use the default perspective (or zoom out 
even more), the tendency of contemporary computer games to allow their 
players to change the perspective seems to further confirm the assumption 
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that spatial immersion can be experienced independent of the point of view 
from which the game space is presented (Thon 2006b). 

However, a certain consistency in the presentation of the game space is nec-
essary for spatial immersion to occur (McMahan, 2003). Wolf (2001) notes 
that the game spaces of contemporary computer games are often presented 
according to the conventions of space representation in classic Hollywood 
film. The resulting impression of “spatial consistency” (Wolf, 2001, p. 66) is 
important for the experience of spatial immersion, since it allows the player to 
construct a consistent model of the game space. While those parts of the game 
space that are relevant for successful action will form especially salient parts of 
the situation model, spatial immersion does not primarily refer to a shift of at-
tention to the interaction with the game space. The possibility for interaction 
increases the spatial immersion of a player, but interaction here mainly refers 
to the exploration of the game spaces (Aarseth, 1997, p. 64). This leaves open 
the question of how the other parts of the player’s interaction with the game 
can be described and to what kind(s) of immersion they lead.

Ludic Immersion

The situation model that the player constructs in the process of playing will 
contain not only information about the dimensions of the game space and 
the positions of the various objects within it, but also information about the 
possibilities for interaction. The freedom of action that computer games of-
ten suggest is restricted not only by the spatial borders of the game space 
but also by the rules of the game that form its ludic structure (Thon, 2006; 
Thon, 2007). It is equally true for single- as well as for multiplayer first-per-
son shooter games that the possible movements of the avatar are determined 
by the game rules. Running, jumping, and crouching as well as picking up 
and using a wide variety of weapons are essential abilities of the avatar in a 
first-person shooter like Halo. Similarly, the avatar in a MMORPG like World 
of Warcraft may have certain abilities that go beyond the basic movements, 
including fighting skills with melee as well as ranged weapons and a variety of 
magic skills, ranging from deadly fireballs to powerful healing. Although ‘in-
teraction’ is yet another vague and all-inclusive term (e.g. Manninen, 2001), 
we use it in the following mainly to refer to the player’s actions that result 
in actions of the avatar and/or a change of state of the various objects in the 
game space.

Ludic immersion can be described in terms of a shift of the player’s atten-
tion to the interaction with the game and the construction of a situation mod-
el that contains not only the relevant elements of the game space, but also the 
possibilities for action within it. While both the spatial and ludic structure of 
a computer game will be at least partly represented in the model of the gam-
ing situation that the player constructs in the process of playing, spatial and 
ludic immersion differ significantly with regard to which parts of the game 
attention is shifted to. However, it has to be emphasized that spatial and ludic 
immersion are closely connected and will often occur at the same time. Spatial 
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immersion is the experience of the game as presenting spaces, the attention is 
shifted to the game spaces that the game presents. Ludic immersion, on the 
other hand, is mainly experienced through the various kinds of challenges that 
computer games confront their players with and which form an essential part 
of the playing experience (Rollings & Adams, 2003; Ermi & Mäyrä, 2005). 
The attention is shifted to the player’s interaction with the game (i.e. to the 
control of the avatar in the avatar-based games discussed above).

Various researchers have used the concept of flow developed by Csikszent-
mihalyi (1990) to describe this part of the playing experience (e.g. Ermi & 
Mäyrä, 2005; Järvinen, Heliö, & Mäyrä, 2002; Sweetser & Wyeth, 2005). 
Flow is experienced when the difficulty of an activity matches a person’s abili-
ties. Csikszentmihalyi notes that 

[w]hen all a person’s relevant skills are needed to cope with the challenges of a 
situation, that person’s attention is completely absorbed by the activity (Csik-
szentmihalyi, 1990, p. 53). 

This is precisely what happens when the player of a computer game expe-
riences ludic immersion. Attention is shifted mainly to those elements (i.e. 
objects, events, and actions) in the game spaces that are relevant with regard 
to the challenging activity of playing the game as well as to the activity itself. 
While the kind of immersion that a player experiences will vary depending on 
the player, the game, and the specific part of the game, it can still be assumed 
that most players will experience both spatial and ludic immersion while play-
ing. However, these are not the only kinds of immersion that player’s may 
experience.

Narrative Immersion

Many contemporary computer games use a variety of narrative techniques 
such as cut-scenes or predetermined sequences of events within the game 
spaces to convey stories that are relatively complex at least compared to earlier 
games. While the present chapter cannot discuss the complicated question of 
narrativity in computer games in any detail (e.g. Eskelinen, 2004; Jenkins, 
2004; Neitzel, 2005; Ryan, 2006; Thon, 2007), it may at least be noted that 
one can distinguish between two kinds of events in computer games, namely 
narrative and ludic events. Narrative events are determined before the game 
is played and are presented using the various narrative techniques already 
mentioned. Ludic events are presentations of events that are determined at 
the moment of their presentation. The mode in which the latter are presented 
is that of simulation, not that of narration (e.g., Aarseth, 2004; Frasca, 2003; 
Ryan, 2006, pp. 181-203; Thon, 2006b; Thon, 2007). 

What we propose to call narrative immersion refers to the player’s shift of 
attention to the unfolding of the story of the game and the characters therein 
as well as to the construction of a situation model representing not only the 
various characters and narrative events, but also the fictional game world as a 
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whole (e.g., Ermi & Mäyrä, 2005; Juul, 2005; Ryan, 2001). Its construction 
will probably not differ too much from the construction of a situation model 
by the spectator of a narrative film, since spectators and players alike are trying 
to “reconstruct the story from the discourse” (Hogan, 2003, p. 116). Howev-
er, it has to be emphasized that the narrative situation model entails not only 
narrative events, but also certain ludic events (as far as they are relevant for the 
game’s story) and a representation of certain parts of the various game spaces. 
Nevertheless, it can be assumed that in many games the narrative situation 
model is constructed relatively independently from the model of the gaming 
situation. As Ryan has rightly observed, there are large passages of time in 
most contemporary games where “the narrative design is not the focus of the 
player’s attention” (Ryan, 2006, p. 196).

However, when players shift their attention to the narrative structure of the 
game, they will experience narrative immersion. Ryan (2001, p. 140ff) distin-
guishes between temporal and emotional immersion. Temporal immersion 
refers to the experience of suspense, i.e. the shift of attention to the unfolding 
of the story. Emotional immersion refers to the experience of empathy, i.e. the 
shift of attention to the fate of certain characters in a story. While the story of 
Halo is not exactly a masterpiece of contemporary storytelling, there may well 
be more than one player who has played through the singleplayer mode main-
ly to find out about its ending. This “desire for the knowledge that awaits her 
at the end of narrative time” (Ryan, 2001, p. 140) plays a central role in the 
player’s experience of narrative immersion. Genuine empathy with computer 
game characters is less common (e.g., Neitzel, 2004; Schirra & Carl-McGrath, 
2002), but it can contribute to the experience of narrative immersion as well. 
It may also be noted that the perception of characters in computer games is 
sometimes connected to what we propose to call social immersion.

Social Immersion

In the multiplayer modes of first-person shooter games, there is no narrative 
framework that guides the player’s actions. Instead, 

a social environment [is] formed at the intersection of the text of the game, the 
specific rules of whichever game modification the server may be running and 
the presence of other human participants, who may communicate with each 
other during the game by typing (Morris, 2002, p. 84). 

The game spaces function as arenas, in which the players let their respective 
avatars fight against each other in a variety of different game modes. Narra-
tive elements are substituted by communication and social interaction of the 
players with each other. In MMORPGs such as World of Warcraft, commu-
nication and social interaction of the players with each other take place in a 
rich fictional world and are combined with a non-linear narrative structure. In 
these games, communication and social interaction may additionally intensify 
players’ experience of narrative immersion.
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While it is beyond the scope of this chapter to discuss the complex social 
structure and social context of first-person shooter games and MMORPGs in 
detail (e.g., Axelsson & Regan, 2006; Morris, 2004; Smith & Sicart, 2004; 
Thon, 2006), it can nevertheless be assumed that both genres allow their play-
ers to experience social immersion, which can (once more) be described in 
terms of a shift of attention to the other players as social actors and the rela-
tionship between them, and the construction of a situation model of the social 
space that is constituted through the communication and social interaction 
between the players. It also has to be noted that a very similar concept, name-
ly that of social presence, has been developed within presence research (e.g. 
Biocca, Harms, & Burgoon, 2003; Tamborini & Skalski, 2006). This research 
also extensively discusses the relation between the structural properties of me-
dia and the social presence that they lead to, i.e. “how changes in properties of 
media interfaces affect social presence” (Tamborini & Skalski, 2006, p. 231). 

While it seems likely that a model of the social situation is, again, con-
structed relatively independently from the gaming situation model and the 
narrative situation model, it is also obvious that these models are partly con-
nected to each other just as the kinds of immersion distinguished in this chap-
ter tend to converge in the actual playing experience. It has already been men-
tioned that the player-controlled avatars can, to a certain extent, be perceived 
not only as social actors but also as narrative agents. Here, a strong sense of 
social immersion may lead to a more intense experience of narrative immer-
sion (and vice versa, as the phenomenon of parasocial interaction suggests 
(Hartmann, Klimmt, & Vorderer 2001)). Furthermore, communication and 
interaction play a central role with regard to the ludic structure of multiplayer 
games in that they make cooperative action possible (Thon, 2006), and a 
strong sense of social immersion may lead to a more intense experience of 
ludic immersion through the introduction of social competition (Vorderer, 
Hartman, & Klimmt, 2006). While this chapter cannot discuss the influence 
that the different kinds of immersion have on each other in more detail, it 
hopefully has become clear that this question is of central importance and 
should be further addressed by future research.

CONCLUSION

The conceptualisation of immersion as a multidimensional experience pro-
posed in this chapter means that the term entails far more than perceptual im-
mersion. While an understanding of the concept as referring to various forms 
of psychological immersion is relatively common within computer game stud-
ies, it makes a clear distinction between the different kinds of immersion nec-
essary if one wants to avoid ending up with “an excessively vague, all-inclusive 
concept” (McMahan, 2003, p. 67). We have proposed to distinguish between 
spatial, ludic, narrative and social immersion in this chapter, briefly describing 
each kind of immersion in terms of the player’s shift of attention and con-
struction of situation models. However, it has also become clear that there are 
various other ways in which these kinds of experience could be described.
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Spatial immersion, i.e. the shift of the player’s attention to and his or her 
construction of a situation model of the game spaces, is very similar to the 
concept of spatial presence. Ludic immersion as the shift of the player’s atten-
tion to the interaction with the game occurs when the abilities of the player 
and the level of challenge of the game are balanced and could also be described 
using the concept of flow. Narrative immersion as the shift of the player’s at-
tention to the future development of the story and the characters in it could 
also be described using terms such as ‘suspense’ and ‘empathy’. Finally, social 
immersion as the shift of the player’s attention to and his or her construction 
of a situation model of the social space is very similar to the concept of so-
cial presence. It would clearly be possible to reserve the term ‘immersion’ for 
perceptual immersion and describe what we have discussed as dimensions of 
psychological immersion using different terminology.

However, it has again to be emphasized that in computer game studies, the 
term ‘immersion’ is often used in a way that includes more than just percep-
tual immersion. In this situation, a distinction of different kinds of immersion 
seems necessary for reasons of terminological clarity, if nothing else. Another 
advantage of our approach is that it highlights the similarities and connections 
between phenomena that otherwise would be (and indeed often are) treated 
separately. The proposed model certainly lacks empirical proof and there is 
also much left to do both with regard to the relationship between computer 
game structure and the experience of different kinds of immersion as well 
as with regard to the various interrelations between the latter. Nonetheless, 
it seems that the distinction between its spatial, ludic, narrative and social 
dimensions allows for an appropriate description of the player experience that 
builds on the much-contested concept of immersion.
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