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Abstract 

The explorer player type has remained a focal point in discussions of game design and 

research for several years. Though valuable insights have built an understanding of 

explorers from online multiplayer and individual characteristic perspectives, there still 

remains a need to further understand and empirically specify what aspects of games are 

appealing to explorers. Accordingly, the Gameplay Enjoyment Model (GEM; Quick, 

Atkinson, & Lin, 2012b) provides a detailed, empirical perspective on the explorer 

through a set of specific game design features. Using these features, games can be 

designed to leverage what is known about how explorers experience enjoyment through 

games. A practical demonstration of how to design Exploration features into a game is 

offered through an analysis of Pathfinders Way. This article aims to encourage a deeper 

understanding of explorers and provide practical guidance on how empirical research 

results can be incorporated into game design practice. 
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Empirical Game Design for Explorers 

The purpose of this paper is to discuss how games can be empirically and 

practically designed to meet the enjoyment needs of explorers. The explorer player type 

will be introduced through both historical perspectives and recent research. Subsequently, 

the Gameplay Enjoyment Model (GEM; Quick, et al., 2012b), which empirically models 

the enjoyment that players derive from gameplay through a set of 28 design features, will 

be introduced. Exploration is one of seven key components of GEM that can be used to 

design games to match the individual preferences of players. A practical demonstration of 

how to design Exploration into a game will be offered. This will consist of an analysis of 

Pathfinders Way, an iOS game, to demonstrate how empirically-derived Exploration 

features can be mapped directly to actual game mechanics. This paper aims to provide 

insights on the explorer player type and practical knowledge on how to leverage 

empirical research results to design games to meet the enjoyment needs of specific 

players. 

Explorers in the Literature 

The examination of explorers has remained relevant for several years in the 

literature. Explorers and their associated characteristics have appeared in many design 

discussions, including those focused on entertainment (Bartle, 1996; Hunicke, LeBlanc, 

& Zubek, 2004; Klug & Schell, 2006; Yee, 2006; Yee, Ducheneaut, & Nelson, 2012) and 

serious games (Heeter, 2008; Heeter, Lee, Medler, & Magerko, 2011; Magerko, Heeter, 

& Medler, 2010; Quick, Atkinson, & Lin, 2012a; Wilson et al., 2009; Winn, 2008). In his 

classic examination of multi-user dungeon (MUD) players, Bartle (1996) described the 

explorer as one who interacts primarily with the game world rather than other players, 
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seeks surprises, and tries to learn as much as possible about a game's details. 

Subsequently, Bartle's (1996) explorer was incorporated into examinations of player 

motivations in massively multiplayer online roleplaying games (MMORPGs; Yee, 2006; 

Yee, et al., 2012). Specifically, Yee's (2006) and Yee et al.'s (2012) findings suggest that 

explorers are interested in knowing things about the game world, examining the 

geography of the game world, and discovering hidden things.  

In a departure from the classical, online multiplayer perspective, recent 

approaches have focused towards individualized preferences across a variety of games. 

For instance, Magerko et al. (2010) identified specific game mechanics that could be 

added or removed from an educational biology game to adapt its gameplay to different 

player types. Here, the authors conceptualized explorers as those who favor additional 

tools or modes for learning about game content and who are averse to time constraints. 

Furthermore, Heeter et al. (2011, p. 4) differentiated player preferences based on goal 

orientation and defined exploration using unique terms like "exploration without 

competition,... to explore the game world beyond what is necessary to win… realistic 

details about people and places… and… sticking with familiar games." Meanwhile, 

Quick et al. (2012a) formed a taxonomy based on players' personality traits and their 

preferences for game features. In this study, exploration represented "the enjoyment of 

searching for hidden things, collecting things, and exploring unfamiliar places" (Quick, et 

al., 2012a, p. 20). Ultimately, the authors of all three examinations (Heeter, et al., 2011; 

Magerko, et al., 2010; Quick, et al., 2012a) agreed that further research was necessary to 

refine the specific features that explain the enjoyment of exploration in games. While 

preceding works have provided many valuable insights into explorers, none have 
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delivered sufficient empirical evidence and specificity to define the enjoyment that 

explorers experience during gameplay. 

The Refined Empirical Explorer 

The Gameplay Enjoyment Model (GEM; Quick, et al., 2012b) addresses the need 

for a specific, empirical representation of gameplay enjoyment. GEM is composed of 28 

game features that relate to players' overall Enjoyment of games, as well as six 

dimensions of enjoyment, which include Challenge, Companionship, Competition, 

Exploration, Fantasy, and Fidelity. This model has been refined through a series of 

empirical iterations (Quick & Atkinson, 2011; Quick, et al., 2012a, 2012b; Quick, 

Atkinson, & Lin, in press). Within GEM, the Exploration dimension is of particular 

interest to this discussion. 

The Exploration dimension of GEM is composed of five game design features 

that influence player enjoyment (Quick, et al., 2012b). 

• Searching for hidden things 

• Discovering unexpected things 

• Exploring unfamiliar places 

• Experimenting with different play strategies 

• Exploring the inner workings of a game 

From these features, Exploration can be defined as "the enjoyment of games that 

involve searching for hidden things, discovering unexpected things, exploring unfamiliar 

places, experimenting with different play strategies, and exploring the inner workings of 

a game" (Quick, et al., 2012b, p. 15). Accordingly, an explorer can be considered a player 

who derives enjoyment from these Exploration features.  
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Exploration in Pathfinders Way 

With a concrete, empirical definition of explorers in hand, the practical design of 

exploration into games should be considered. To demonstrate the applicability of the 

GEM's Exploration features, the design of an actual game that incorporates these features 

will be discussed. 

Pathfinders Way is an iOS game that was first released for the iPad in August 

2012. In Pathfinders Way, the player takes on the role of a pathfinder who is exploring 

and mapping unknown lands. At the start of each level, the player is placed randomly on 

a 6x6 map grid (36 squares) with unknown terrain and a known destination. As the player 

explores the unknown territory, a map is gradually drawn that specifies the terrain of 

lands as well as various hidden objects scattered throughout. The player also collects 

artifacts along the way. Figure 1 depicts the progression of an example level from the 

Pathfinders Way prototype. 

 
Figure 1. An example level from the Pathfinders Way prototype. Left panel: The player 
begins the level with a known destination (green flag) and unexplored map. The player 
can see and move one space at a time up, down, left, or right. Middle panel: The player 
begins exploring the map terrain (plains, water, and mountains) and encounters a hidden 
bonus object (a boat, symbolized by the anchor). Right panel: The player continues 
exploring the map and heading towards the destination. As shown, the player uses the 
boat whenever on water terrain, which aids in the collection of artifacts. 
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The five features of GEM Exploration were directly mapped to mechanics in 

Pathfinders Way with the intent of creating an enjoyable experience for explorers. First, 

the player's desire to search for hidden things is supported by hidden terrain and hidden 

objects placed in each map. When a level begins, only the player's own square and the 

destination are revealed on the map. Hence, the player must reveal the unknown terrain 

and explore to locate hidden objects. These activities support the player's enjoyment of 

searching for hidden things. 

Second, the player's enjoyment of discovering unexpected things is reinforced 

through the inclusion of bonus objects. These are randomly placed in unknown locations 

on each level map. The bonus objects include a horse, boat, climbing gear, and caches of 

artifacts. These bonuses augment the player's ability to collect artifacts once found and 

are accordingly desirable to encounter. Thus, the player should be delighted when a 

bonus is discovered, especially because they can come as an unexpected surprise. 

Third, the player's need to explore unfamiliar places is met by the random 

generation of each level map. The player, destination, terrain, and all objects are 

randomly placed at the start of each level. Of these, the player and destination are 

revealed, while the terrain and objects are hidden. A core mechanic of the game is 

exploring the unfamiliar landscape to reveal its terrain and find hidden objects. Since 

each level map is randomly generated and contains hidden information, the player is 

continually exploring unfamiliar places. 

Fourth, the player's ability to experiment with different strategies is afforded 

through goal freedom. Each level, a player is given a specific destination to reach on the 

map, but may choose any route or strategy for getting there. Pathfinders Way does not 
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prioritize one strategy over another, such as revealing the most map squares or collecting 

the most artifacts. The player does collect artifacts, which can be enhanced through 

bonuses, while exploring the map. However, the player is simultaneously building a 

Pathfinders Purpose, which presents information about the player's motivations for play. 

It starts by recording certain gameplay data, such as the number of map spaces explored 

and artifacts collected. In addition, it captures the lands disturbed by the player. That is, 

each time a player explores an unknown map square, the land becomes disturbed by 

human intervention. All together, this record of gameplay actions is used to present the 

player with information about his or her own style of play. For example, a player with a 

conservationist mentality might reach the destination as quickly as possible to disturb the 

fewest lands, while a player with a materialist mindset might try to obtain the most 

artifacts, whereas a player with a completionist approach might explore the entire map 

regardless of any other considerations. Since no strategy is prioritized, the emergence of 

strategies that reflect the player's personal motivations is facilitated.  

Fifth, the player is encouraged to explore the inner workings of the game through 

artifact collecting and the Pathfinders Purpose. To reiterate, the player collects artifacts 

by exploring an unfamiliar map and can obtain even more artifacts through the discovery 

of hidden bonus objects. Furthermore, the player is presented with a dilemma whereby 

more exploration leads to more treasures, but also to greater deterioration of the natural 

landscape. As described, the player's actions are also recorded and presented in the 

Pathfinders Purpose. Hence, the player is inspired to examine the balance at play and the 

multifaceted impacts that certain actions have on the game world. The player's approach 
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to Pathfinders Way will vary depending on an understanding of the underlying game 

system as well as personal motivations for play. 

By designing the five features of Exploration directly into Pathfinders Way, it is 

anticipated that the enjoyment experienced by explorers will be enhanced. Table 1 

summarizes how the Exploration features were mapped to the design of Pathfinders Way.  

Table 1 
Mapping of Exploration Features to Pathfinders Way Features   

Exploration Features Gamea Features Description 

Searching for hidden things Hidden terrain 
Hidden objects 

All terrain and objects are hidden 
from at the start of a level and 
are revealed by the player.  

Discovering unexpected things Bonus objects Bonus objects, which augment 
the player's ability to collect 
artifacts, are randomly placed at 
the start of each level. 

Exploring unfamiliar places Random map 
Hidden terrain 
Hidden objects 

The map for each level is 
randomly generated and all 
terrain and objects are hidden 
from the player at the start.  

Experimenting with different 
play strategies 

Goal freedom 
Artifact collection 
Bonus objects 
Pathfinders Purpose 

The player has a destination to 
reach, but can choose any route 
or strategy to get there. The 
player collects artifacts while 
exploring, which are augmented 
by hidden bonus objects. 
Gameplay data are used to 
present the player with 
information about his or her own 
preferences among conflicting 
strategies.  

Exploring the inner workings 
of a game 

Artifact collection 
Bonus objects 
Pathfinders Purpose 

The player collects artifacts 
while exploring, which are 
augmented by hidden bonus 
objects. Gameplay data are used 
to present the player with 
information about his or her own 
preferences among conflicting 
strategies.    

aGame refers specifically to Pathfinders Way 
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Conclusion 

The explorer remains a player type of great interest to the design and research of 

games. Multiple views of the explorer have been discussed. A refined perspective of the 

explorer, derived from empirical research on the Gameplay Enjoyment Model (GEM), 

has been offered. A practical example of how to use the GEM Exploration features to 

design a game for explorers has been presented through an analysis of Pathfinders Way. 

In addition to encouraging a deeper appreciation of explorers, it is hoped that this 

discussion has provided a practical understanding of how GEM can be used to design 

games that value the unique needs of players.  
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