“Kinda like The Sims... But with ghosts?”:
A Qualitative Analysis of Video Game
Re-finding Requests on Reddit
Ida Kathrine Hammeleff Jørgensen

Toine Bogers

Center for Computer Games Research
IT University of Copenhagen
Copenhagen, Denmark
ihjo@itu.dk

Department of Communication & Psychology
Aalborg University Copenhagen
Copenhagen, Denmark
toine@hum.aau.dk

ABSTRACT

archives—collections, whose information is or should be made accessible to the public. Scholars have already studied a variety of
professional or fan-based game archives, and suggested principles
for how to classify games within these archives, but to our knowledge relatively little consideration has been given to the question
of how these games should be made available for the users to find.
When users know the title of a game, re-finding that game may be
relatively straightforward, but this is not always the case. Many
years may have passed since a user last played the game they are
looking for, and as a result they may remember only few aspects
of the game, which may not include the game’s title or perhaps a
false memory of it.
Other issues further complicate this scenario. First of all, as many
games are highly complex media objects with a great number of different properties, players do not necessarily engage with the same
aspects of a game. Aarseth [3], for example, argues that games
exist as both objects and processes and, furthermore, that the game
object consists of both a mechanical layer—the internal structure
of the game and the rules for how it functions—as well as a presentational layer, which represents how the game is communicated
to the player, for example by means of text and images as well
as characters, objects, and locations. The game as process on the
other hands is about the events (narrative as well as actual) that
unfolds during play. A natural consequence of this is that, due to
the complex nature of games, how one remembers and describes
a game may vary greatly from player to player. Furthermore, the
characterization of an individual game is often relative to the sum
of available games at a given point in time. In other words, when
we describe a game, we often do that by making comparisons with
other games that we know of. However, if a player describes a
game as similar to Doom, for instance, this description does not in
itself necessarily offer any information about the character of this
similarity.
Such issues cannot be solved within the scope of a single paper.
However, we do aim to take a first step in the process. The work
described in this paper attempts to shed light on the complexities
and logic underlying the ways in which users try to describe these
so-called game-oriented known-item needs, i.e., limited but (mostly)
complete descriptions of an existing object. In the case of this study,
the known items are games that users know on a first- or secondhand basis, either because they have played these games themselves
or because they have watched other people play them. The current
analysis limits itself to the initial request in which the user describes
the searched for game, rather than the subsequent comments by

With the advent of the retro-gaming movement there is an increasing interest in rediscovering games once played. ‘Tip of my
Joystick’ is a Reddit community dedicated to the re-finding of forgotten games. On this subreddit, users describe the game they wish
to re-find as best they can remember it, so that other users may
help them identify the game’s title. This community thus offers a
unique opportunity for studying how players recall and describe
games and play experiences of the past. This paper presents the
results of an analysis of a random sample of 250 posts from this subreddit. The posts were analyzed in terms of what aspects of games
they describe, such as hardware, mechanics, or characters. For the
purpose of this analysis we developed a coding scheme consisting
of 38 individual codes belonging to 9 different main categories. Our
findings may contribute to research on game archiving and collection as they may help inform the design of better search engines
enabling users to better retrieve archived games or information
about games.
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INTRODUCTION

With a history now spanning over 40 years, video games exist not
only as novel artifacts associated with the latest technological advancements, but also as things of the past. As such, they may be
forgotten and rediscovered at a later point in time. In the Reddit
community /r/tipofmyjoystick, users attempt to re-find games they
once played, but cannot remember the title of. Typically, a Reddit
user will start a thread by posting a description of the game they
wish to re-find and, based on this description, other commenters
may then help solve the user’s problem by suggesting the title of
the game. As such, this community offers a unique opportunity
for studying how players describe games of the past. Such knowledge may prove valuable to the design and development of game
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other users that form a collective problem solving process. We
code these game requests in terms of the aspects of the target
game they describe. We then analyze our sample of annotated
requests both by looking at how (un)common the individual codes
are as well as how they relate to other codes. While the Reddit
community /r/tipofmyjoystick is not a game archive in itself, it
does function as a user-driven instrument for re-finding existing
games. As such, insights into the principles with which end-users—
rather than archivists or collectors—describe games may potentially
offer an alternative to existing game classification and retrieval
principles.

2

purpose of their study was to analyze the ways in which the notion
of ‘gameplay’ was described. They sampled all the sentences in
which this term appeared and thereafter extracted all the adjectives
associated with the word ‘gameplay’ and in which context it appeared. Interestingly, they found that when describing gameplay,
the most important elements users describe refer to the game’s
story, characters, controls and in-game objects, whereas other elements, such as the country (or region) of origin were noticeably
absent. Grace [23] analyzed descriptions of games on Apple’s App
Store in terms of the most frequent verbs appearing in those descriptions. For the author, verbs are an interesting site of inquiry,
as she argues game descriptions often focus on how the games are
supposed to be played, which is seldom the case with other media.
Ryan et al. [36] collected game descriptions from their respective
Wikipedia articles and used NLP and latent semantic analysis to
cluster related games together. The authors developed a tool on top
of this called GameNet, which allow users to look up a given game
and see an ordered list of the 50 most related games to that specific
seed game. The authors also discuss how this tool can be used as
an alternative to genre typologies, as it shows how games can be
related to one another, based on any notable aspect that they share
instead of simply being similar in terms of specific game aspects,
such as gameplay mechanics. However, as acknowledged by the
authors, GameNet is not able to explain or make explicit in what
respect two games are related.

RELATED WORK

We argue that the analysis of game re-finding requests presented in
this paper offers valuable insights into the archiving of games, as it
specifically sheds light on the myriad ways in which users describe
the games they are searching for. This is of particular importance
if game archives are to be made available to the general public.
However, the game re-finding requests also act as straightforward
player-made analyses of games in the sense that they break down
and describe the different elements of games, highlight some and
ignore other. As such, they also represent examples of how players
conceptualize and discuss games. This leads us to three different
areas of related work in this section. First, we discuss the most
important work on analytical game description and classification.
Second, we offer an overview of research related to game archiving.
Finally, we review relevant work on information seeking behavior
related to video games and other related domains.

2.1

2.2

Game archiving

Several scholars have discussed the problems associated with the
archiving of games, often focusing on the issues pertaining to collection strategies and how to preserve the game objects [6, 21, 31, 37,
39, 46]. An added difficulty, as argued by Grabarczyk and Aarseth
[22], is that many game titles come in multiple versions, which requires that the archivist or collector makes sense of their differences
and makes a decision about which version to preserve.
Common to all of this research is, that it discusses the basic problem of which aspects of games to include in the archives and which
to ignore. Lowood [30], for example, asks whether it would be sufficient to preserve only a game’ content, or whether it necessary to
also preserve the gaming technology on which the game is played.
Answering such a question must by necessity include a value judgement about which aspects of games are deemed essential—and
therefore important to preserve—and is always relative to some
purpose.
However, the collection, classification, and preservation of games
is only one aspect of game archiving. If we are to make meaningful
game archives, we should also consider how to make the archived
materials available to the archive’s intended users. This raises different questions, such as how users are supposed to find the games
they are looking for in the archives. The logic by which archivists
may classify games may not be as logical to their users, and even
among users there may be great variation in how they describe information items [20]. While the game classifications and typologies
discussed above could prove to be valuable tools for game archivists
as detailed and thorough classification and annotation frameworks,
the logic on which they are built may not necessarily be apparent
to the archive’s intended users, who are not necessarily librarians

Game description & classification

In the field of game studies, a great deal of effort has been devoted
to the classification and description of games, often in the form of
game ontologies. A number of analytical frameworks have been proposed over the years. One such framework is Konzack’s framework
for game criticism [26], which distinguishes between hardware,
program code, functionality, gameplay, meaning, referentiality and
socio-culture, Other examples include the multidimensional typology of games developed by Aarseth et al. [2] and Elverdam and
Aarseth [19], which considers a number of aspects including time,
space, and player relations, and the Game Ontology Project by Zagal
et al. [47], which considers four overall categories of interface, rules,
entity manipulation and goals, In 2018, Aarseth and Grabarczyk
presented a meta-ontology of games consisting of a physical layer,
a structural layer, a communicational layer and a behavioral layer
[1]. Finally, Debus [16] proposed a unified game ontology made up
of seven game elements: mechanics, time, goals, space, randomness,
entities, as well as a category of so-called ‘unattached facets’. Although all of these frameworks differ in terms of their level of detail
and their overall purpose, they are all centered around describing
the game object in itself, and are therefore either constructed or
harnessed from the formal analysis of games.
In contrast, there are also several studies that are concerned
with a more empirical investigation of how games are described
by users in various discursive contexts. Zagal and Tomuro [49], for
example, employed natural language processing (NLP) techniques
in an analysis of an extensive corpus of user reviews of games. The
2
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or game scholars by training. Previous work has shown that this
mismatch between classification terms assigned by professional
indexers and the search terms entered by regular users can impede
search success [13]. It therefore makes sense to look into the users’
needs in more detail. This was exactly the aim of Lee et al. [29],
who created a metadata schema for a video game collection in a
museum context. They gathered existing metadata from popular
game websites as well as Wikipedia, and assessed their relative importance to a set of personas, that they had defined for the purpose
of their study. Compared to this study, the present paper studies
actual re-finding requests of users of /r/tipofmyjoystick in order to
analyze how players themselves describe games in the context of
re-finding.
Stuckey et al. [39] argue for the necessity of considering the
role of game fans in the documentation and preservation of games.
Indeed, the authors characterize game fans as being at the forefront of video game preservation. These archival practices are expressed in the creation, maintenance, and curating of fan-generated
archives, whereas Nicoll et al. [35] also discuss how these practices
can be used in institutional settings, such as museums. In contrast,
our study is not concerned with dedicated fans, but specifically
with users of the /r/tipofmyjoystick Reddit community. Still, these
users—both those who post the requests and those who help find the
answers—represent a significant participatory culture that we argue should be taken into account when designing tools for archival
game search.

2.3

search algorithms. Their coding scheme contained five top-level
categories of the aspects that make the known-item relevant to
the user—content, metadata, experience, context, and interactivity.
In addition, they annotated the type of information need, one of
which were known-item needs, which made up 50.8% consisted of
their total sample. Our work overlaps with theirs in that we used
one of the same subreddits (/r/tipofmyjoystick) to collect data from,
but our analysis is informed more by the current game classification literature than by information retrieval concerns. There are
also a handful of similar studies of known-item needs in different
domains, such as book requests on the LibraryThing fora [10, 27],
and movies on the IMDB fora [9, 10]. Another related study is the
work by Hagen et al. [24], who analyzed a set of known-item questions (and answers) posted to social question-answering website
Yahoo! Answers1 from three different domains: movies, music, and
websites. They specifically focused on the false memory aspect of
these re-finding needs.

3 METHODOLOGY
3.1 Data collection
In order to perform a detailed analysis of the aspects that users
think they need to describe when attempting to re-find a video
game from their past, we collected and analyzed a representative
sample of information need descriptions specifically focused on
re-finding old video games. Earlier work has shown that online
discussion forums are a fruitful source of descriptions of complex
information needs for a variety of casual leisure domains, such as
books [10, 27], movies [9, 10], and games [12]. Similar to Bogers et al.
[12], we turned to Reddit2 , a popular discussion and social news
website. Reddit has many dedicated discussion groups—so-called
‘subreddits’—focused on video games, and at least three of them
are focused specifically on solving video game-related information
needs on Reddit. Two of these subreddits, /r/gamingsuggestions
and /r/gamesuggestions, contained a wide variety of requests for
new games to play, while the third (/r/tipofmyjoystick) is dedicated
to known-item (i.e., re-finding) requests for video games. Another,
more general subreddit called /r/tipofmytongue exists that contains
re-finding requests for all types of media, including video games.
However, we focused only on /r/tipofmyjoystick because of its singular focus on re-finding video games, which made data collection
more straightforward.
The fact that Reddit has subreddits dedicated specifically to different types of video game discovery and re-finding shows that
such requests are common enough to warrant these dedicated subreddits. It also suggests the threshold for users to post such requests
is low and that traditional search engines are not able to satisfy
them. It is possible that Reddit users are not representative of all
players, but we have no reason to believe their requests differ in
any significant way from those of others.
We adapted an existing Reddit crawler3 to collect the game refinding requests from the /r/tipofmyjoystick subreddit. We set it
to crawl all threads and comments posted to this subreddit from

Game search & re-finding

Despite their popularity, there are only a handful approaches dedicated to information seeking behavior related to video games. In
2019 Anderson and Smith [4] and Zhang and Smith [50] presented
work on how users describe their information needs with respect to
retrieving specific moments and events in video games. However,
to the best of our knowledge there is no work on how the more
general question of how people search for and decide which video
games they want to play.
In our paper, we focus on another type of information seeking
behavior: re-finding. Re-finding is the act of attempting to locate
and return to previously encountered information and has been
studied in and across many different contexts, applications [8], and
information types, such paper documents [32], websites [41], emails
[18], and social media posts [34]. Re-finding is centered around
satisfying so-called known-item needs. Dahlström and Gunnarsson
[15] define a known-item need as a situation where a user has
a limited but (mostly) correct description of an existing object.
Typically, the user is convinced the object exists and would like to
find it. Its actual existence is not necessarily required though and
can even be doubted by the user. Studies have shown that users can
often remember multiple aspects about the known item they are
trying to re-find, such as how, when and where they encountered
it the first time [7, 8, 17].
The closest to our work is the study by Bogers et al. [11], who collected and annotated a set of 521 threads from three gaming-focused
Reddit subreddits (/r/gamingsuggestions, /r/gamesuggestions, and
/r/tipofmyjoystick). In their analysis they focused specifically on
how their annotations could inform the design of better game

1 Available
2 Available
3 Available

17, 2020.
3

at https://answers.yahoo.com/, last accessed May 17, 2020
at http://reddit.com, last visited May 17, 2020.
at https://github.com/lucas-tulio/simple-reddit-crawler, last visited May

Conference’17, July 2017, Washington, DC, USA

Ida Kathrine Hammeleff Jørgensen and Toine Bogers

June 2-22, 2018, resulting in 1,131 threads. On average, these Reddit
threads contained 4.4 comments for a total of 4,969 comments on
all 1,131 threads. The length of these requests (as represented by
the first post in a thread) varied greatly: from 1 word in length to
1,137 words with an average of 115.5 words per request.

3.2

were never directly annotated, but instead inferred from the lowlevel annotations: if at least one low-level code has been assigned
to a specific post, then its parent top-level code is automatically
applied as well. Some posts included links to screenshots or videos.
we never followed these links to make sure we avoided implicit
annotations not present in the original description.

Coding

4 RESULTS
4.1 Coding scheme

3.2.1 Open coding. We used an open coding approach to develop our coding scheme for game re-finding requests. We selected
a random sample of 65 threads from our Reddit crawl to serve as
our development set. Both authors developed their own individual
coding schemes on this development set. We settled on a sample
size of 65 threads because earlier work has shown that it provides
a good balance between effort and recall, allowing even the more
infrequent but meaningful code to have a chance of being identified
[9, 10, 12]. Coders were shown the title and the full text of the first
post for each thread.
Many subreddits, especially those aimed at solving other Reddit users’ problems, often includes guides or templates for how to
phrase a request for help in a Reddit post. The /r/tipofmyjoystick
community also offers such a template to its users with the aim
of increasing the success rate of the requests posted to the subreddit. This template contains a set of categories that users are
recommended to include when posting their requests: “Platform(s)”,
“Genre”, “Estimated year of release”, “Graphics/Art style”, “Notable
characters”, “Notable gameplay mechanics” and “Other details”. We
were aware of the influence this template would have on our coding
process, but our goal was to capture real-life information needs on
Reddit, so we did not remove these template headers before coding.

Figures 1 and 2 show our final coding scheme, along with the
descriptions of the different codes. Our coding scheme includes
nine top-level categories: Design, Structure, Narrative, Genre,
Metadata, Audience & purpose, Experience, Exposure, and
Similarity. These nine main categories are further subdivided into
38 low-level codes. None of these codes are mutually exclusive and
therefore a game re-finding request can be annotated with more
than one code as different parts of a game description can represent
different aspects of a game.
Coding was not always straightforward, as the same statement
in a game’s description could represent different aspects at once. For
example, Availability and Hardware & platform often overlapped as
the aspects these codes describe may in some cases be very closely
connected. The following quote from one of the posts in our data set
nicely illustrates this point: “I know it was from a website with a large
amount of other games that weren’t choose your own adventure.” This
quote can be coded as Availability as it identifies the distribution
model of the game as a website, but it can also describe the platform
on which the game is played. The same applies to the two low-level
codes under Audience & purpose. For example, a game could be
described as a “Children’s educational game”, and therefore be coded
as both Audience and Extrinsic purpose. However, it was important
to keep the distinction, as not all educational games are for children,
and not every post coded as Audience necessarily described games
aimed at children. One post, for example, characterized a game as
a “Mature rated game”, in which case it was coded as Audience, but
not as Extrinsic purpose.
Sometimes, even specific terms used in the requests could have
different meanings. For instance, the term ‘arcade’, was sometimes
coded as Hardware & platform and sometimes as Genre. The following two quotes illustrates the difference. In one post, the title of
the thread described the game as a “...Tank-like two person arcade
game” and the post itself further clarified that “I used to play this
with my friends in the arcade”. In this case, it was relatively clear
from the post that the term ‘arcade’ should be coded as Hardware &
platform as the user described having played the game on an actual
arcade machine. However, in another post ‘arcade’ was used more
as a genre tag: “It was a very bright colorful cartoonish style arcade
game”. Since this user had already specified that the game was for
PC, it was clear that the term ‘arcade’ was not used to describe the
physical machine, but instead used as a genre label. While coding
is in itself an interpretive practice, some posts proved particularly
ambiguous and difficult to code. For instance the term ‘dark’ can be
applied to many aspects of a game, but this was not always clearly
specified by the request. One post, for example, simply described
the game as a “Dark FPS”. In this case, ‘dark’ could be interpreted
as a graphics aspect as well as the overall mood the game evoked.

3.2.2 Axial coding. Our open coding phase resulted in two different coding schemes with a combined total of 74 different codes.
We then used affinity mapping in the axial coding phase to produce
a single, unified coding scheme and identify relationships between
codes and arrange them into higher-level codes. Many codes were
proposed by both annotators. After the merging phase, we grouped
related categories into top-level categories. The resulting coding
scheme was then discussed by both authors until consensus was
reached about all codes and their descriptions. In general, we made
all axial coding decisions with the aim of both taking into account
the needs of designers of game archivists as well as better supporting the search for new and old games by the general public. We
added textual descriptions of each code to our code book along
with prototypical examples to aid the final annotation process. Our
final coding scheme is described in the Section 4.
3.2.3 Final coding. In the final coding phase, both authors annotated their own random sample of 150 game re-finding threads.
Posts from the development set were not re-used in this final sample. In order to be able to examine the reliability of our content
analysis, we made sure that 50 posts overlapped between both authors, resulting in a total of 250 unique coded posts. Agreement on
the overlapping set of 50 posts was calculated using Cohen’s kappa
and its results are covered in Section 4.2. None of the top-level
or low-level codes are mutually exclusive, so a request could be
annotated with multiple low-level codes at once. Top-level codes
4
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Finally, it should be mentioned that the code Similarity was
used for descriptions of similarity as well as dissimilarity. The following quotes demonstrate both uses: “I already looked up Menace
and Blood Money and most of Psygnosis’s games that came out around
the same time. They’re not it” and “...it was a JRPG style turn based
RPG much like Final Fantasy but was 100% not final fantasy”. Even
though one could argue that similarity and dissimilarity are opposite concepts, both concepts are used to characterize the requested
game by making a comparison to another game. For this reason,
we use the same code for both usages, even though these were
originally split into codes called “More like this” and “Not this one“
during the development stage.

4.2

in Section 2.1 and contrasting with the more singular focus of web
search behavior. In addition, [10] report a similar level of complexity
for other domains, such as 7.4 different codes on average for books
and 7.7 for movie requests. Figure 3 shows the distribution of the
number of assigned codes per post, revealing an approximately
normal distribution centered around the average of 7,1 low-level
codes per post. Only six posts were assigned two low-level codes or
less and only six posts were assigned more than 11 low-level codes.
This shows that although the coding scheme we developed, with
its 38 different codes, describes a relatively large set of possible
game aspects, for the majority of the actual requests we coded,
less than a fifth of the available codes were used in the coding of
the individual requests. The highest number of low-level codes
assigned to a single post was 16, and two posts were not assigned
any codes as all, because they only contained a link to an image,
which we excluded from our coding process as described in Section
3.2.3.

Inter-annotator agreement

As mentioned earlier in Section 3.2.3, we arranged for 50 overlapping posts to be coded by both authors. We used Cohen’s kappa on
a code-by-code basis, because we had exactly two coders for each
of the 50 posts4 . Agreement averaged over all 38 low-level codes is
𝜅 = 0.46, which can be classified as moderate agreement according
to Cohen [33], indicating that coding game re-finding requests for
the properties of games users remember and express is far from
a straightforward task. Some codes occur relatively infrequently
in our overlapping set of 50 posts, so care should be taken in interpreting their 𝜅 values. In accordance with Sim and Wright [38],
we only consider those low-level codes in our overlap set with a
relative frequency greater than 5%.
Looking at the nine top-level categories, we can see considerable
variation in agreement scores: Metadata has the highest agreement at 𝜅 = 0.85, whereas Structure has the lowest agreement at
𝜅 = 0.18. On the other top-level categories, agreement is 𝜅 = 0.64
for Similarity, 𝜅 = 0.54 for Audience & purpose, 𝜅 = 0.48 for
Design, 𝜅 = 0.38 for Narrative, 𝜅 = 0.34 for Experience, 𝜅 = 0.31
for Genre, and 𝜅 = 0.24 for Exposure, Among the low-level codes
with the highest agreement are Setting and Characters (from Narrative) with 𝜅 values of 0.68 and 0.57 respectively, Release data and
Hardware & platform (from Metadata) with 𝜅 = 0.65 and 𝜅 = 0.51
respectively, and for Design the low-level codes Graphics (𝜅 = 0.55)
and Perspective (𝜅 = 0.53). Temporal structure has a neglible agreement of 𝜅 = 0.07, signaling it is difficult to pick out of a game
re-finding description. Finally, given the inclusion of gameplay mechanics in the subreddit template proposed by /r/tipofmyjoystick,
it is perhaps surprising that Gameplay mechanics shows almost no
meaningful agreement with a 𝑘𝑎𝑝𝑝𝑎 of 0.14. The code also elicited
a fair amount of discussion in the consolidation phase, not in the
least because Reddit users themselves also had difficulties describing these game aspects in their requests. Many users for instance,
blended descriptions of genre and gameplay mechanics.

5.2

Figure 4 shows the relative frequencies of the nine top-level codes
as well as our 38 low-level codes. Despite the richness of the game
re-finding requests in terms of number of codes applied per post,
not all codes occur in equal measure in our sample, with a handful
of codes dominating the frequency distribution. Our analysis of
code frequency is organized as follows: we first analyze our results
in terms of the most frequent top-level codes (and their low-level
codes), followed by the top-level codes that occur in less than half
of our sample. In Section 5.2.3, we discuss the possible influence
of that the suggested posting template of /r/tipofmyjoystick may
have had on our results.
5.2.1 Most frequent codes. As Figure 4 shows, the four most frequently applied top-level codes were Metadata (89.2%), Narrative
(83.2%), Structure (81.6%), and Design (70.8%). It is perhaps unsurprising to see Structure occurring in 81.6% of our coded posts
if we compare our coding scheme with the typologies mentioned
in Section 2.1. Structural aspects—such as game mechanics, temporal structure, number of players, and ludic space—are common
elements in many of those typologies. It seem that these structural
aspects are as important to game researchers as they are to players
attempting to re-find lost games.
In contrast to the structure of video games, narrative aspects
appear to be less prominent in the typologies by Debus [16], Elverdam and Aarseth [19], and Zagal et al. [48]. Nevertheless, Narrative is a common code category in our data set, which is understandable. Events that occur in a game and its characters in particular are explicit and easily identifiable aspects of game content
and easily remembered by players. These aspects are also commonly remembered in other domains, such as books and movies
[10, 13], and can be easily described without the need for a specialized vocabulary as well as understood by the other members
of the /r/tipofmyjoystick community. Furthermore, because of the
re-finding context in which these game descriptions appear, users
retrospectively describe the games they search for from the point of
view of a finite game session in the past. As such, the descriptions
of mechanics (e.g., player input and the game’s response) may often

5 ANALYSIS
5.1 Complexity
The game re-finding requests posted to /r/tipofmyjoystick are often
quite complex. In our sample of 250 posts, 7.1 different codes were
assigned to a post on average, reflecting the richness that is also
present in the game classification ontologies previously discussed
4 Agreement
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scores for all codes are available at ANONYMIZED URL.
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Low-level code

Description

Graphics

Descriptions relating to the visual appearance of particular graphical elements, as well as the more overall stylistic tradition they refer to.

Interface

Descriptions relating to the visual interface elements that are not part of the game’s diegetic universe, but rather provide the player with
information about the game. It can also refer to the overall way in which the game is presented, such as ‘point-and-click’ or ‘text-based’.

Perspective

Descriptions relating to the perspective of the game space that the game affords the player (e.g., first-person view, third-person view, isometric,
top-down perspective). It can also refer to so-called virtual cameras.

Sound design

Descriptions that describe specific auditive qualities of the game, such as in-game music, sound effects, voice acting, or the way sound is used
to create atmosphere.

Soundtrack

Descriptions relating to a game's soundtrack. Examples include requests with information about soundtracks such as (named) songs, artist
names or similar music.

Connectivity

Descriptions of a game that reference a specific type of connectivity, such as offline, online or LAN.

Controls

Descriptions of a game by referencing the desired input devices or control settings (e.g., joystick, mouse, keyboard, VR, Kinect sensor) or level
of difficulty with respect to controls.

Expandability

Descriptions that address a games expandability, for instance through downloadable content (DLC) or map editors.

Game mode

Descriptions relating to the game mode (e.g., single-player, multiplayer, cooperative (aka 'co-op'), turn-based, same-device (split-screen) vs.
multiple devices, AI, ghost mode in racing games, etc.).

Gameplay mechanics

Descriptions relating to the way(s) in which the game structures and govern the actions of the player. More colloquially speaking, it describes
what the player can or should do in the game as well as how this is done.

Ludic space

Descriptions relating to the spatial layout in which the game is placed. This code is used strictly for descriptions of the spatial structure in this
space.

Temporal structure

Descriptions that refer to the temporal structure of a game. Examples could include describing a game's episodic content, whether it features
flashbacks, or whether the game deviates from a linear story structure.

Characters

Descriptions relating to the NPCs as well as PC. Characters are everything that is described as having some sense of ‘personhood’, which in a
fictional universe can apply to both humans and non-humans, even objects.

Cutscene(s)

Descriptions relating to cut-scenes in the game, i.e., sequences in a video game that are not interactive and break up the gameplay. This code
could also apply to memorable intro and title screens or tutorials.

Dialogue

Descriptions of a game by referring to a particular line or style of dialogue, such as specific phrases or references to conversations or
conversation styles within the game.

Events

Descriptions that refer to one or more elements of a game's plot or events that take place during the game.

Setting

Descriptions of games by referencing that it takes place in a specific location or near geographical landmarks as well as during a particular time
period or around a specific historical event.

World building

Descriptions of the backstory, fictional universe, a particular environment design or style of world building in the game. Examples include
descriptions or requests for specific worlds/maps, world building styles or functions.

Genre

Descriptions of a game that reference which genre(s) it falls in (e.g., action-adventure, ego.-shooter, racing, sport, simulation, strategy, etc.).

Figure 1: Overview of part one of our coding scheme along with descriptions of each of the 38 low-level codes.
be told in the form of a narrative event, and are therefore also more
likely to be coded as such.
The distribution of sub-level codes confirms this pattern. As
shown in Figure 4, the codes Characters, Setting and Events—lowlevel codes of Narrative—occur with a relative frequency of 68.0%,
41.6% and 25.2% respectively. In contrast, the codes World building, Cutscene(s) and Dialogue are much more infrequent (<10%). It
seems that in particular characters and settings are aspects that are

easily remembered by players, and also easy to include in the relative short format of the Reddit requests. With regard to Structure,
its low-level codes are even more rare. Here, the low-level codes
Gameplay mechanics and Ludic space appear in 69.6% and 26.8%
of our posts respectively, whereas the remaining low-level codes
under Structure are much less common.
Metadata is another top-level code with an unexpectedly high
frequency in our sample, given its absence from the aforementioned formal game typologies. It could be considered a relatively
6
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Low-level code

Description

Availability

Descriptions of a game by referring to its purchase cost or distribution model (e.g., shareware, free demo). This also covers free-to-play games
that support in-app-purchases.

Collection, series
and/or franchise

Descriptions relating to a game collection, series or franchise which the particular title was a part of. It could also be used to describe games
that are part of a specific collection, requests with explicit links to content in another domain, as well as descriptions relating to a specific
version of the game, such as a port or a reboot.

Contributor(s)

Descriptions of a game that refer to one or more of the contributors to that game. Examples include referring to a publisher, director, designer
or developer, to voice actors or to specific creative contributions by other companies.

Hardware & platform

Descriptions relating to physical or digital specifications of the system the game was played on. Examples include mentioning hardware or a
specific device, operating system, platform.

Language & country

Descriptions that refer to the language of the game or country in which it was produced Other examples could include referring to the fictional
language(s) spoken in the game or whether the game allowed the user to switch to another language.

Release date

Descriptions relating to the time (period) the game in question was released.

Supplementary
materials

Descriptions that reference related materials external to the game itself (e.g., booklets, jewel cases, game manuals, physical maps, packaging)
as well as descriptions of promotion materials for the game.

Title

Descriptions that mention (parts of) a title or memories of title aspects.

Audience

Descriptions that refer the specific audience the game was aimed at (e.g., suitable for kids, hardcore gamers).

Extrinsic purpose

Descriptions relating to the extrinsic purpose of the game, typically used for educational games.

Accessibility

Descriptions that reference the skill level or coordination required to play the game, such as different levels of difficulty or its learning curve.

Engagement

Descriptions that refer to the player's engagement with the game, either first-hand or second-hand. This could cover descriptions of how long/
often they played the game themselves as well as watching a friend or Youtuber play a game.

Impact

Descriptions referring to the impact the game had on the requester or how it motivated them. Examples include requests for games that
change the searcher's view or behavior on certain issues like gender, environment, economy, games that motivate the searcher to learn
something new or be more active in certain areas.

Mood

Descriptions of a game that refer to the mood, tone or gaming experience it evoked.

Novelty

Descriptions that mention a game's quirky, unusual or novel nature. Examples include requests for a game that is out of the ordinary or that
promoted perspectives on issues that would be novel to the requester.

Popularity

Descriptions that refer to a game's (lack of) popularity or well-known it is.

(Re-)play value

Descriptions that reference a games (re-)play value, duration, longevity, complexity, and/or variety.

Exposure

Context of exposure

Descriptions that refer to the place or context in which the game was played or first encountered. It is also used in cases where instead of the
release date the time when it was (first) played is described instead.

Similarity

Similarity

Descriptions that explicitly refer to other games this game was (not) similar to in some respect (such as genre, plot, experience, mechanics etc.).

Metadata

Audience &
purpose

Experience

Figure 2: Overview of part two of our coding scheme along with descriptions of each of the 38 low-level codes.
insignificant element of game descriptions, as it does not describe
the actual content of a game itself. However, much like with the
low-level codes Characters and Setting, Metadata includes aspects
that may simply be more easily remembered by players, such as
the platform they played the game on. In addition, game metadata,
such as developer or release date, may also be especially useful
in the re-finding process, as users may use them, for instance, to
look up all the games from a particular year or developer. If we
look at distribution of the low-level codes in Figure 4, we see that
the two most-frequently applied codes are Hardware & platform

(86.0%) and Release date (63.2%), with Hardware & platform in fact
being the single-most frequently used low-level code in our entire
data set. The remainder of low-level Metadata codes were applied
relatively infrequently.
When looking at the distribution of low-level Design codes, it
was the Graphics of a game that were most commonly described by
users, with a relative frequency of 54.4%, followed by Perspective
(24.4%) and Interface (14.0%). The least-used codes in Design were
Sound design (7.2%) and Soundtrack (2.4%). It is important to note
here that if a game was described as being in 3D or 2D, this was
7
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there was a merchant character that said things in a similar manner
to the merchant from resident evil 4...”. The frequency of Similarity
shows that it is an important aspect of game re-finding requests.
However, as the notion of similarity in itself is very vague, and does
not define in what sense two (or more) objects are similar, it would
be far from trivial to operationalize as part of a retrieval algorithm
for a game search engine.
Audience & purpose is the least-frequent code with a relative
frequency of only 7.6 % for the top-level code, and 5.6% for its
low-level code Audience and 3.6% for Extrinsic purpose. Most of
the cases where Audience was applied, are descriptions of games
as being a game for children. Only in a few cases was it used for
descriptions of games rated ‘Mature’ and similar classifications.
However, it is not surprising that users are attempting to re-find
games they played in their childhood, given the main purpose of
the /r/tipofmyjoystick subreddit.

16
16

Codes assigned per request

Codes assigned per request

Figure 3: Histogram of code distribution in our sample of
annotated Reddit threads (N = 250). The average number of
codes assigned to a game re-finding requests was 7.1.

coded as Graphics and if a description mentioned a game’s firstperson or third-person perspective, this was coded as Perspective.
This could explain why Design occurs as often as it does, due
to popular game-tags or genre descriptions, such as “First-person
shooter” or “2D platformer”.

5.2.3 Influence of the posting template. The categories specified
in the template provided by the /r/tipofmyjoystick admins overlap
with our coding scheme, although with its 10 top-level codes and
38 low-level codes, our coding scheme is considerably richer and
more nuanced. However, even though users do not necessarily limit
themselves to the template— or even follow it altogether—the relative frequency of our top-level and low-level codes does reflect that
many users take the template as a starting point when formulating
their re-finding requests. As such, some of the most-frequently used
codes in our coding scheme, in one way or the other, overlap with
this template. For example Hardware & platform and Release date
coincide with the categories “Platform(s)” and “Estimated release
date”, which is reflected in their high relative frequency. Similarly,
Gameplay mechanics, Characters, Genre, and Design overlap
with “Notable gameplay mechanics”, “Notable characters”, “Genre”,
and “Graphics/Art” in the template. It would therefore be of particular interest to determine which codes are relatively frequent in
our data set despite not being a part of the template. Of these, the
most noteworthy ones are probably Setting, Events and Similarity.
None of these can easily be contained within the categories of the
template, but they nevertheless occur in between 20 and 40% of all
posts.

5.2.2 Less frequent codes. Among the less frequently used toplevel codes are Genre (47.6%), Exposure (32.4%), Similarity (22.4%),
Experience (21.2%), and Audience and & purpose (7.6%). of
these, only Experience contains more than two low-level codes,
as shown in Figures 1 and 2, although they are all fairly infrequent,
occurring in only 0.4% to 8.4% of all posts.
With regard to Genre, it should be noted that genre is a somewhat contested concept among game studies researchers [5, 14,
28, 44] Nevertheless, it is unsurprising that Genre is a relatively
frequently described aspect, as it remains a widely-used shorthand
for describing games in popular discourse.
What may seem more remarkable, is the frequency of Exposure.
After all, this code describes a somewhat idiosyncratic aspect of
the game, that at first sight may not seem immediately useful in
a community-based search. For example, many examples of Exposure posts focused on the setting or context in which a game
was played, such as “An old PC game I played in elementary school...”
and “...Played this at someone’s house as a kid and it was amazing...”.
However, we also frequently encountered situations where the user
did not know when the game was released, but instead offered
an estimate of when they themselves played the game. In the absence of more accurate release date information, this could still help
other users narrow down the search by eliminating other games by
filtering out ‘impossible’ release dates.
Another interesting and complex top-level code is Similarity,
which we encountered in 22.4% of all posts. It is evidence of the
comparative manner in which games tend to be described, as players
point out other, known game titles that are, in different ways, similar
(or dissimilar) to the game that the user wishes to re-find. It should
be noted, though, that is was not always straightforward to deduce
from the description in what way(s) another mentioned game was
similar to the one the user was trying to re-find. Sometimes the
similarity was simply just stated, such as in “...kinda like a mix of
Digimon and Pokémon”, whereas in other instances it was more
clear in what way the games were similar, for example “...i remember

5.3

Co-occurrence

In addition to analyzing how often the individual codes occur in our
data set, it could also be interesting to examine which codes co-occur
with each other. To this end, we calculated Cramer’s V—a correlation
coefficient for nominal data—on all pairs of top-level codes and all
pairs of low-level codes. The resulting correlation matrix for the
top-level codes is shown in Figure 5. Our hypothesis was that we
might be able to detect strong correlations between certain codes,
such as Genre and Perspective, Interface or Gameplay mechanics,
due to the fact that many users employ popular genre tags such
as “first-person shooter”, “point-and-click adventure”, and so forth.
One could also expect to see a strong correlation between Extrinsic
purpose and Context of exposure, for instance, as users could be
expected to include the school context in which they played an
educational game.
However, as Figure 5 shows, there are no strong correlations
between the top-level codes given the maximum Cramer’s V value
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of 0.28, which is commonly interpreted as negligible. The same
was true for the correlations between the low-level codes, which
we do not visualize here. The code pairs with the highest correlation values include Metadata–Narrative (𝑉 = 0.28), Genre–
Design (𝑉 = 0.27), Structure–Design (𝑉 = 0.26), and Metadata–
Genre (𝑉 = 0.24). The fact that they rise above the other pairs
is most likely due to the fact they are among the most frequent
top-level codes due to their inclusion in the posting template and

design
Design

1

0.26

0.1

0.27 0.22 0.05 0.02 0.06 0.08

design 1 0.26 0.1 0.27 0.22 0.05 0.02 0.06 0.08
structure
Structure
0.2 0.22 0.14 0.14 0.06 0.13 0.05
1
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1
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narrative 1 0.14 0.28 0.01 0.02 0.04 0.12
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Audience & purpose
0.03 0.01 0.08
1
experience
Experience

1

0.06 0.12

genre 1 0.24 0.02 0.09 0.05 0.06
exposure
0.04
Exposure
1

by virtue of this are more likely to co-occur. The code pairs that do
not appear to be correlated at all include Audience & purpose–
Narrative, Audience & purpose–Metadata, and Audience &
purpose–Exposure, which all had a V value of 0.01.
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In the work presented in this paper, we focused on the analysis
of game re-finding requests posted to a dedicated Reddit community called /r/tipofmyjoystick with the aim of better understanding
which aspects of games users remember and describe in their posts.
As expected, we found that many requests were centered around
describing the content of the game: their structure, narrative, and
design. Even more frequent than content were descriptions of game
metadata. Descriptions of the experience of playing the game were
mentioned least frequently in these re-finding requests, which is
unsurprising given the context of the posts and the personal and
subjective nature of such experiences—and subsequent lack of value
in identifying the game in question. Other codes occur relatively
infrequently in our sample of 250 requests, but our aim was to
capture as much variety as possible; a larger follow-up study could
better determine the relative frequencies of the different codes.
Our findings open up for many interesting directions for future
work. For instance, we did not analyze the demographic characteristics of the users of /r/tipofmyjoystick, but instead assumed that they
are representative of the entire population of video game players.
However, there may be good reasons for testing this assumption in
future work. As several scholars have pointed out, gender norms
are an important factor in gaming practices [40, 43, 45], and it might
therefore also be worthwhile to analyze the gender distribution
among /r/tipofmyjoystick users. To be clear, we are not hypothesizing that gender straightforwardly determines how we relate to
game objects, remember them and describe them to others. Nevertheless, throughout the history of video games there have been
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Figure 5: Correlation matrix of Cramer’s V correlations between the nine different top-level codes (N = 250).
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