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Abstract 

Playability, a phrase used to describe many aspects of modern video games relating to design, 

development, rules, graphics, sound, and interaction. However, what are the heuristics of playability, how 

is it measured, and how do we use the term effectively? There are many factors to consider when using a 

word like playability to describe aspects of a video game, and the assumptions we make about the word 

and its meaning. This paper reports on the language surrounding playability and the different approaches 

used to define its meaning according to scholarly articles and research on this subject. 

1. Introduction 

Modern video games are one of the most profitable entertainment industries to date, (Sanchez, Vela, 

Simarro, & Padilla-Zea, 2012, p. 1033) with an estimated 2.6 billion people playing games worldwide 

and a global software market worth 137.9 billion in 2018. There are around 2,261 gaming companies in 

the UK alone.  (Ukie , 2019) With such vast and competitive markets, designers of video games need to 

understand what makes their products playable, what gives them that playability and keeps there target 

audiences coming back to their products over and over again? However, what is playability and how, as a 

designer, do we define it? There has been a variety, of research conducted on the topic, each attempting to 

describe or define what playability is and how it's measured within video games design and development 

such as, Playability: analysing user experience in video games (Sanchez, Vela, Simarro, & Padilla-Zea, 

2012) or The Graphics, playability and social interaction, the greatest motivations for playing Call of 

Duty Educational reflections (Lárez, 2014) and many more. These reports cover a wide range of topics 

such as human-computer interaction, user experience, player experience and much more. There seems to 

be a discursive meaning to the word playability and how it is used to describe or evaluate aspects of video 

games; therefore, there is no universal consensus on the overall definition of playability. (Zhua, Zhao, 

Fang, & Moser, 2017, p. 242) The objective of this paper is to report on the associated language, issues 

and research used to define playability. To do this, the report will present informed research on the topic 

from a variety of academic sources looking specifically at how they define playability. 

2. Playability and the language used to descript it  
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Currently one of the most common definitions for playability is the measurement in which the game is 

enjoyable to play and is operable with a focus on the methods of interaction via the games narrative and 

quality of gameplay. (Sanchez, Vela, Simarro, & Padilla-Zea, 2012, p. 1034; Usability First, 2019) José 

Luis González Sánchez (2012) has produced several works on playability and has made a persuasive case 

for playability to be a separate entity from HCI’s usability, methods used for analysing user experience. 

(Novick, Vicario, Santaella, & Gris, 2015, p. 721) In the research paper Playability: analysing user 

experience in video games, written as part of the Behaviour & Information Technology journal, 

attempted through research to define a model that can analyse player experience (PX) within video 

games. Through their research, they define playability as having a set of extensional properties that 

characterises the player's experience when using a particular gaming system for recreational purposes, 

either alone or in the company of others. (Sanchez, Vela, Simarro, & Padilla-Zea, 2012, pp. 1035, 1037)  

Within the paper, Sánchez (2012), and others described the differences between video games interaction 

and human-computer interaction (HCI), which is the study of how humans interact with computer 

systems. The case is made within the paper, that methods used to measure user experience (UX) within 

HCI are inadequate when measuring video game PX, this is because UX attempts to investigate the utility 

of Usability of a desktop application, and therefore is known as a multi-disciplinary area of HCI which 

covers the pragmatic and hedonic forms of interaction. Whereas Video games aim to exploit the user's 

experience for recreational purposes and not just to perform a specific task, it is this exploitation which 

has become commonly known as playability. (Sanchez, Vela, Simarro, & Padilla-Zea, 2012, p. 1034)  

Sánchez’s (2012) work, supports the idea that playability is made up of different properties such as visual 

graphics relating to immersion, satisfaction which relates to how fun the game is to play, motivation 

factors such as goals and objectives within a game, story and plot narrative, creativity and customisation, 

usability and many more. (Sanchez, Vela, Simarro, & Padilla-Zea, 2012, pp. 1037-1042) However, 

Novick (2015) and others tested this theory in there work within the Empirical Analysis of Playability vs 

Usability research paper, and established within the limitations of there research, that the methods for 

testing playability within a video game, were the same as if they were testing for usability within HCI, 

and there is no real difference between playability and usability, for this reason establishing a difference 

between the two is not meaningful or useful. (Novick, Vicario, Santaella, & Gris, 2015, pp. 729-730) 

In contrast, to Sanchez’s, (2012) definition of playability the Graphics, playability and social interaction, 

the greatest motivations for playing Call of Duty Educational reflections, paper researches the 

motivational factors for playing popular war games such as call of duty. Linking playability to video 

games design and describing playability, as relating to the peripheral devices a player uses to perform in-

game actions within the environment; therefore, playability is a measurement of how easily a player can 

perform a specific activity within the game world when using a peripheral device such as a controller. 

(Lárez, 2014, p. 36) However, within Cacciaguerra and D’Angelo (2008) work on Enhanced Playability 

for Mobile Gamers, defines playability as a measurement of the player's satisfaction, relating to the 
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responsiveness and sensations experienced during participation. Although this paper attempts to focus on 

the responsive and immersive factors of playability, it also acknowledges other areas of playability that 

affect the overall PX such as story narrative, customisation and intricacy. (Cacciaguerra & D’Angelo, 

2008, pp. 2-3)   

Currently, there seems to be no consensus for what playability means, and the definitions given, are 

dependent on the source resulting in term going from one discursive context into another  (Zhua, Zhao, 

Fang, & Moser, 2017, p. 242). Developing Playability Heuristics Based on Nouns and Adjectives 

from Online Game Reviews is a paper that attempts to address some of the descriptive language issues 

by studying the overall heuristics of playability and the meanings given to it from a variety of sources. It 

also references José Luis González Sánchez (2012) works in a descriptive comparison to highlight the 

different meanings given to playability (Zhua, Zhao, Fang, & Moser, 2017, p. 242). The paper, as part of 

their research, looked for patterns in the terminology used within online game reviews, and out of 

800,000 reviews, they were able to develop 90 heuristical outcomes, each defining a range of topics 

relating to playability. (Zhua, Zhao, Fang, & Moser, 2017, p. 246) However, further input is needed to 

define the heuristics and there meaning, which could be done through the input of industry professionals 

to ensure that there is a common consensus when using the term playability. (Zhua, Zhao, Fang, & Moser, 

2017, p. 247) 

Conclusion  

This paper aimed to report on the topic of playability, researching the language used to describe it, from a 

variety of academic sources. Within the report there are references to several sources of information, most 

notable are those by José Luis González Sánchez (2012 & 2014) whose work has been cited by a number 

of other academic professional’s, such as Zhua, Zhao, Fang, & Moser’s whos work helped develop key 

heuristics in relation to playability. (Zhua, Zhao, Fang, & Moser, 2017, p. 247)  The paper also aimed to 

explore the different approaches used to define playability. Within the report, there are up to five 

descriptions of playability from different research resources, each using different approaches to give 

playability its overall definition concerning there work.  

In conclusion, playability seems to be a discursive term used within the video games industry; there are 

many definitions for playability dependent on the source using it. Overall there seems to be a lack of 

studies done relating to video games language and terminology in comparison to other media areas 

(Ensslin, 2011, p. 7) this could be why there are so many different meanings for playability.   
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