Germination X focus studies (FoAM/SICS)

FoAM and SICS collaborated to create a series of focus studies designed to use Germination X as a way to investigate attitudes to companions in a social gaming and online multiplayer games context.

3 studies were carried out, the first involving HCI researchers as a pilot test. The second consisted of graduate students and the third was a public event in a games cafe involving 15 game enthusiasts, students, people interested in organic farming and an education technology researcher.

The feedback from these sessions were incorporated into the agile development process of the game, meaning that important issues raised from each study could be acted upon before the next study. More detail on the studies and results can be found in deliverable report 10.3

User customisation at public events (FoAM)

The character design process for the companions in Germination X began with a public event in March 2011 at the Pixelache Media Art Festival in Helsinki. FoAM set up in a gallery space with a projection of the game, a table with pens, blank paper, a web camera and some supporting material about the game and the Lirec project. Visitors passing through the gallery for the day were asked to draw their own “plant spirit” companion and try interacting with it in the game. 

The drawings were recorded by a web camera, and instantly transferred and rebuilt inside the running game for participants to view and interact with on a web browser. This allowed a broad range of people to become part of the design process and experiment with ideas for their companions with very little constraints on the topography or complexity of their characters.
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The first image above is the drawing of the character on a paper - the components of the character are automatically identified and separated from the image. The second image is the character shown inside the game, along with a skeleton which is automatically generated by a minimum spanning tree of the centroids of the original component bounding boxes. All software used is available on the Lirec SVN repository.

The skeleton is used to animate the character according to the parameters generated by FAtiMA as normal, so their characters react to what they are doing in the game.
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Impact on the character design

The huge range of characters created during this event informed the design of the plant spirit companions by giving us some directions on what was effective in the context of the style of the rest of the game. One of the most important observations was that figurative characters were not very common - people tended to draw very abstract designs, and those with bold shapes and colours were easier to read in terms of movement being driven by FAtiMA emotional parameters.

The design process in the following weeks made use of tree rings and influences from ancient writing systems to provide simple characters built out of simple ring shapes that could be independently rotated and animated.
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FoAM Open House event Brussels

We repeated the initial companion drawing workshop a year later at the FoAM Open House event in Brussels in May 2012. This time the characters used were placed in the public running version of the game, so people could playing remote at the time could see the characters as they were drawn by people in Brussels. 
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