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ABSTRACT

Maldaimonic game experiences occur when people engage in per-
sonally fulfilling play through egocentric, destructive, and/or ex-
ploitative acts. Initial qualitative work verified this orientation and
experiential construct for English-speaking Westerners. In this
comparative mixed methods study, we explored whether and how
maldaimonic game experiences and orientations play out in Japan,
an Eastern gaming capital that may have cultural values incongru-
ous with the Western philosophical basis underlying maldaimonia.
We present findings anchored to the initial frameworks on maldai-
monia in game experiences that show little divergence between the
Japanese and US cohorts. We also extend the qualitative findings
with quantitative measures on affect, player experience, and the
related constructs of hedonia and eudaimonia. We confirm this
novel construct for Japan and set the stage for scale development.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The field of human-computer interaction (HCI) has long recog-
nized the centrality of user experience (UX) in the design and study
of interactive experiences, including video games [3, 28, 30, 45].
While imprecise and far-reaching [20], UX can be defined as a per-
son’s overall subjective experience, which may be more complex
than merely “positive” or “pleasurable” [28, 30, 30, 45, 78]. A useful
operationalization has been found in the concepts of hedonia as
pleasure-seeking and eudaimonia as meaning-making [16, 37], en-
twined constructs that hail from ancient Greek philosophy. While
most work in the context of media and interactive experiences has
focused on hedonia [18, 26, 27, 32], a growing body of work has ex-
plored eudaimonia [6, 10, 14, 17, 49, 53, 55, 64, 66, 69, 76], indicating
a new focus on meaning and meaningful engagement.

Recently, the notion of maldaimonia was proposed as a subver-
sive spin on eudaimonia: an orientation towards self-expression
that is egocentric, exploitative, and/or destructive [74]. However, as
anovel concept, it is not well understood in practice and has no con-
struct validation or measure yet. Only one preliminary study has
explored maldaimonia empirically—in the context of games [65].
Similar concepts exist, from transgressive play [1, 42, 51, 67] to
dark play [52] to cruel play [68], and dark participation [46, 47, 70].
What seems to set the notion of maldaimonic game UX apart is
its dual nature: self-focused or social, having been found in single-
player contexts and with known others [65]. In kind, we approach
maldaimonia as an orientational frame characterized by positive,
meaningful, self-realizing, and self-actualizing play.

Maldaimonia is a concept created within the West and driven by
Western cultural roots. As such, it is potentially Western-centric or
-centrized, limiting its generalizability and maintaining the WEIRD
(Western Educated Industrial Rich Democratic) bias [33] in and
beyond HCI research [48]. A clear next step was to explore its
applicability—and potentially its variations—in other cultures. One
option was Japan, an Eastern nation known for its lively gaming
culture. Japan is home not only to heavyweights like Nintendo and
Sony, but also a large playership among the general population.
Statistics consistently place Japan at the top of user penetration lists,
with 58% user penetration in 20221; in comparison, the US ranks
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less than 45%2. Japan and the US have also long been compared at
a grand cultural scale through Hofstede’s cultural dimensions [34].
Japan thus offers an ideal context for exploring the Western notion
of maldaimonia in games and comparing the findings from the
preliminary study [65] on US players.

In this work, we conducted an online critical incident survey on
Japanese people’s experiences of maldaimonia in games, comparing
to the English data set captured by Seaborn and Iseya [65], who
used the procedures of Miiller et al. [53] and Mekler and Hornbaek
[49] for eudaimonic UX. Our goal was to find further evidence of
maldaimonic game UX and establish its cross-cultural viability as
an experiential construct and orientation. Our overarching research
question (RQ) was: Is maldaimonic game UX a cross-cultural
phenomenon? Specifically, we sought to answer: RQ1: Do Japanese
players have similar maldaimonic game experiences as US players?
and RQ2: Does maldaimonia map onto relevant theoretical, orien-
tational, experiential, and game UX factors, notably hedonia and
eudaimonia, player experience, and affect? We found that players in
Japan have maldaimonic game experiences and orientations very
similar to those found among players in the English-speaking West,
with caveats. Our contributions are: (i) further empirical support
for maldaimonic game UX as an experiential construct and orienta-
tion; (ii) cross-cultural viability of the concept, despite its Hellenic
roots; (iii) enriched findings through validated measures of rele-
vant factors; and (iv) implications for further theorizing and study.
This work adds a slightly different take to research on “dark” or
“transgressive” play, brings in a crucial multicultural perspective,
and sets the stage for measure development.

2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

We begin by outlining the theory behind maldaimonia and drawing
together adjacent concepts in the well-being and game UX litera-
tures. We present an overview of how these concepts are connected
and differentiated in Table 1.

2.1 From Eudaimonia to Maldaimonia

Waterman based the concept of maldaimonia on eudaimonia. Orig-
inating from Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics in the 4th century
BCE [74], eudaimonia refers to an inclination towards future happi-
ness and present flourishing [16, 37, 39, 71-73]. This orientational
and experiential construct represents the pursuit of meaningful en-
gagement and self-expression. Maldaimonia emerged from a critical
examination of classifying ethically negative orientations, actions,
and experiences as “eudaimonic.” Waterman argues that activities
characterized by egocentrism, destructiveness, exploitation, and
harm cannot be considered virtuous, good, or desirable, i.e., ethi-
cally positive, even if maldaimonia is a type of “flourishing” [31]. As
Seaborn and Iseya [65, p. 2] ponder, “If eudaimonia is about virtue,
could maldaimonia be about vice?” Waterman offers four character-
istics of maldaimonia: (i) attaching positive value to self-centered,
destructive, and exploitative actions; (ii) forming a basis for personal
identity; (iii) striving for excellence or mastery in these actions; (iv)
and aligning these actions with personal expressiveness. Conse-
quently, in theory, maldaimonia is linked to eudaimonia through the
pursuit of affectively positive and meaningful engagement. Indeed,
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this is what Seaborn and Iseya [65] found for English-speaking US
gamers. As such, we hypothesized that the baseline character-
istics of eudaimonia as positive (H1) and meaningful (H2)
would be found for maldaimonia, as well.

Still, there are two notable and interconnected omissions from
Waterman’s criteria. One is hedonia, which is always significantly
correlated with eudaimonia [38, 39] but has no theorized equiva-
lent in the conceptualization of maldaimonia. Perhaps hedonia is
ethically neutral or ambiguous, without a counterpart for maldai-
monia. We must consider, for instance, the value of confronting
painful truths and avoiding over-indulgence in life’s pleasures. Still,
we hypothesized that, if maldaimonia is the wicked twin of
eudaimonia, hedonia should be present, too (H3).

The other missing element is long-term meaning potential, which
has been associated with eudaimonia generally [38, 39] and eudai-
monic UX specifically [49]. Where hedonia relates to short-term
goals, eudaimonia has a longitudinal component: not only meaning-
ful engagement in the now, but also an orientation towards future
happiness [37, 38, 72, 73]. We thus hypothesized that measures
of eudaimonia as a function of maldaimonia would relate to
long-term meaning potential but not hedonia (H4).

2.2 Maldaimonia-Adjacent Concepts in Games
and Play

The notions of negative, transgressive, and subversive play are
not new. On the ethically negative front, Sutton-Smith long ago
recognized that even children engage in cruel play [68]. In games,
dark participation [46, 47] encompasses behaviours and experiences
of toxicity, trolling, bullying, deviancy, and harassment, where
player needs are satisfied through harming others. “Toxic gamer
cultures” represent a brand of experiences within gaming com-
munities as well as within gameplay. This phenomenon is charac-
terized by exclusion and hostility, if not outright harassment, via
anonymous actors who can shirk responsibility and hide behind
anonymity [46, 70]. Such interactions are not necessarily tied to
the game itself; i.e., people doing bad things to each other because
these spaces allow for it to happen. That people may engage in solo
play or agree with others to have fun “being bad” in games is less
explored [65]. Moreover, an orientational perspective that speaks to
psychological needs, states, and cognitions, especially the meaning
behind such behaviours, is lacking. Maldaimonia could fill this gap,
bringing clarity to the difference between those agreeing to be bad
for fun and a bad actor forcing an undesirable experience on others.

Transgressive play refers to several related ideas that broadly
capture acts of subversion (ethically ambiguous) or transgression
(ethically negative) by the player or embedded in the gameplay [42].
Aarseth [1] presents the concept as player behaviour that reflects
accidental or willful disregard of the “law” of the game, describing
scenarios of almost whimsical and unintended rebellion. Sidhu and
Carter [67] proposed benevolent transgressive play as creative acts
by the player that buck the rules of the game. On the flip side,
transgressive play and dark play [51, 52] refer to cases where game
designers have orchestrated an experience that subjects the player
to play meant to provoke, disturb, and/or shock. The purpose and
outcomes run the moral gamut and so are ambiguous. Maldaimonia
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Table 1: Overview of concepts related to maldaimonia.
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Concept Definition Distinction Ethics Source

Maldaimonia Personal fulfillment that is egocentric, ex- Orientations Negative Waterman [74]
ploitative, and/or destructive and experiences

Eudaimonia Personal fulfillment that is allocentric Orientations Positive Deci and Ryan [16], Huta and Ryan
(both egocentric and altruistic), reciprocal, and experiences [38], Huta and Waterman [39]
and/or constructive, with a view to future
happiness

Hedonia Pleasure-seeking and pain-avoidance Orientations Ambiguous  Deci and Ryan [16], Huta and Ryan

and experiences [38], Huta and Waterman [39]

Transgressive play  Acts of player rebellion against the in- Behaviour Ambiguous  Aarseth [1], Sidhu and Carter [67]
tended experience of the game that may
be novel, subversive, or offensive

Dark play Aspects of the game intentionally de- Stimuli Ambiguous  Mortensen et al. [52], Mortensen and
signed to provoke, shock, and/or disturb Jorgensen [51]
the player

Cruel play, Player actions during gameplay that are Behaviours and Negative Kowert [46], Kowert and Cook [47],

dark participation  harmful to others, often on purpose

experiences

Sutton-Smith [68], Tang and Fox [70]

relates to but is distinct from these concepts. It is ethically nega-
tive, the moral opposite of eudaimonia. It is not a stimulus or a
behaviour, although it may be triggered by a stimulus or be ob-
served through player behaviour. It is an orientation that may or
may not reflect a rebellious spirit. Importantly, it may further our
understanding of transgressive game stimuli and player behaviours
from a psychological angle [65, 74]. We thus expect and hypoth-
esize that maldaimonia and the experiences it occasions will
be associated with good player experience, satisfying player
functional, psychological, and social needs (H5).

Maldaimonic acts are not unprecedented in games. Cheating
is one form of maldaimonia posed by Waterman [74] with a long
history in game studies [11]. For instance, Passmore et al. [57]
explored the affective and psychological benefits to cheating within
solo gaming experiences. While many players felt frustration and
shame, a comparative portion felt joy, agency, relief, surprise, and
excitement. Destructive acts have been less explored, even though
they are common in games: consider Catlateral Damage (2014)
or any game with destruction built-in, like Gunstar Heroes (1993).
Pimentel and Kalyanaraman [58], for instance, explored how people
reacted to destroying NPCs customized to represent positive or
negative self-concepts. They found that destroying these characters
increased negative affect when the player identified with them more.
Grizzard et al. [24] explored whether games could be designed to
induce guilt, comparing the experiences of people who took on
the role of a terrorist, a potentially maldaimonic orientation, or a
UN soldier. They found that guilt-inducing experiences not only
occurred but increased moral sensitivity.

What this body of work and the preliminary findings [65] sug-
gest is that maldaimonic orientations and experiences exist across
a variety of games, within and outside of multiplayer contexts,
and have implications for emotional, social, and ethical engage-
ment. Still, we do not know its extent and presence in general or
across cultural contexts. Given the dearth of empirical work on
maldaimonia, we hypothesized that there would be no cross-
cultural differences (H6), a baseline assumption to be confirmed

or refuted [19]. In this work, we compared the Western context of
America, which, like maldaimonia, has roots in Hellenic culture, to
the Eastern context of Japan: two different cultural contexts with a
shared love of games that, when juxtaposed, could reveal whether
and where differences in maldaimonic game UX occur.

3 METHODS

We carried out an online survey to capture the maldaimonic expe-
riences of Japanese players, replicating the procedure of Seaborn
and Iseya [65] as registered on OSF>. This study was approved by
the university ethics committee on August oth 2022 (#2022153).

We used the critical incident method [77], also called the crit-
ical incident technique (CIT)?, which is a systematic qualitative
approach to collecting self-reports on significant incidents—events,
occurrences, and experiences—from individuals. Participants are
guided with clear instructions and prompts (refer to 3.2) to think
about and describe a single incident that they deem critical in some
way. Here, “critical” is a property of the experience that the partici-
pant feels had a substantial impact on their attitudes or behaviour
in relation to the outcome of a given activity. In this research, the
experience was an instance of gameplay and the critical incident
involved maldaimonia affecting the nature or outcome of the play
experience. Given the nature of maldaimonia, we expect such expe-
riences to be memorable and impactful. This method has long been
used in HCI and related areas [29, 49, 53, 77].

Except where noted, we translated the materials and instru-
ments ourselves, following the ITC Guidelines for Translating and
Adapting Tests [41]. This meant: being knowledgeable about the
socio-linguistic context, i.e., Japanese, and the content, i.e., mal-
daimonia; forward-translation and backward-translation to ensure
retention of meaning; double-checking with native speakers and
running pilot tests; using conventional response formats; sampling
an appropriate population; and providing evidence of reliability.

3Registered before data collection on on July 5th 2022 https://osf.io/7cvs9
“https://www.nngroup.com/articles/critical-incident-technique/
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3.1 Participants

Responses were collected via Yahoo! Crowdsourcing, an anony-
mous online recruitment service that guarantees unique identi-
ties and demographics using account verification®. There were 59
Japanese adults aged 21+. This sample size falls within the range
appropriate for the critical incident method (e.g., N=45 [56]). 13
(22%) women and 46 (78%) men participated, with none of anther
gender identity. Most (58 or 98.3%) were East Asian, i.e., Japanese,
and one (1.7%) was mixed East Asian and White. Most had at least
a high school education (58 or 98.3%). They were remunerated with
300 yen (USD ~$2). A verification code was used to ensure that par-
ticipants completed the full questionnaire. The study was approved
by the research institution’s ethics board on 9" August 2022.

3.2 Procedure

A link to a Google Form containing the survey was provided on
Yahoo! Crowdsourcing. The consent form was presented on the
first page with an explanation of the study and a definition of
maldaimonia to filter in participants:

WVEAE=ZT AR THOHL, BRI,
T A2 @0 T, USSP HAERZ K
UBZeZ&MHLE T, F—ATIE, BERT.
ADEHDEBL, HEBET 20N NIH
DET, Tho F—FiTchHh, izbHsh
HELNEEA, |

“Maldaimonia” refers to feelings of enjoyment and self-
fulfillment through egocentric, destructive, and/or
exploitative acts. In games, this could include, for ex-
ample, killing enemies, stealing from others, and de-
stroying cities. These are just examples; there may be
more.

Participants then submitted their report and answered the rest of
the questionnaire, with demographics at the end. After submitting
their answers, they were given a code for Yahoo! Crowdsourcing
to receive compensation. The survey took about ~15 minutes.

3.3 Qualitative Instrument

We asked participants to report a critical incident on a single mal-
daimonic experience using a series of prompts and open-ended
questions, as in previous research [49, 65]. As per the method [77],
we included all the prompts needed to elicit details about the expe-
rience, replicating the preliminary study [65]. Respondents were
prompted to bring to mind the experience, priming them to think
about it while completing the entire survey:
BRIV INETIZT —LTHRELE TLX
1EZT] Z12ETEVENPRTLEZI N,
BRI ST [TV E1EZT ] LESKR
ERWENRTLLEZEI W, A=+ 7+, X
Vay, REMT—LERYE, 57— LOMED
TIv RN T7 A —LIFRVERA, YETEYIL
FTHOK, HIRIZHPEHFENIIILEAEZTH
RITEEEALDBDOTH, MOHELBLZED
TH, F— LTV A TERINAEZHDTHOKT
R

Shttps://crowdsourcing.yahoo.co.jp
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Bring to mind a single "maldaimonic” experience you’ve
had in a game. Think of "maldaimonia” in whatever
way that makes sense to you. You can choose any type
of game on any platform, including games played on a
smartphone, a computer, a console, etc. You can share
a solo or multiplayer experience. It can be one where
you chose to act in a maldaimonic way or someone
else did, or it was required by the gameplay.

Next, we asked which platform they used, e.g., PlayStation, their
motivation for playing the game, and who they played with, if
anyone. The last question was important for distinguishing maldai-
monia as a positive solo or social activity from dark participation
as a negative social activity [46, 65]. They were then asked:

BHIRIZDT —LANTRERL A VXA E=Y
7)) ERETR LTS ZE W, F—LAHNTD
H UL, R, PRI 7247 4 % 8 U T
EDE DAL TP HAEB DG 2Nz h
WWEBLTLZEIW, BERFEULIBHWL
9,

Describe the “maldaimonic” experience you had in
the game. Focus on how your experience involved
feelings of enjoyment and self-fulfillment through
egocentric, destructive, and/or exploitative acts in the
game. Please be as detailed as possible.

They were also asked to describe what motivated their behaviour,
i.e., their maldaimonic orientation or drivers behind the maldai-
monic experience, as follows:

NVEA =Y VRFRTT—LeTL1T5
Zlik, ZOEERIMATEA?

What was the motivation behind playing the game in
a maldaimonic way?

3.4 Quantitative Instrument

All instructions referenced the single maldaimonic game experience
rather than gaming experiences in general.

3.4.1 Positive and Negative Affect (H1). As Waterman [74] outlined,
positive affect is important for the construct of maldaimonia. At
the same time, maldaimonia is premised on negative engagements
and orientations. We used the PANAS-X [75], a widely used and
validated self-report instrument for capturing affective states. We
could not predict what kind of affective qualitative maldaimonic
experiences might have, so we included all terms from the basic
negative, basic positive, and other affective scales. These were pre-
sented in random order on 5-point Likert scales operationalized as a
0-4 scale (0= < Z 5 85, 4=5< £ 5 D72\ or 0=strongly
agree, 4=strongly disagree).

3.4.2 Hedonic and Eudaimonic Motivations (H2, H3). We used the
Japanese translation [4] of the Hedonic and Eudaimonic Motiva-
tions for Activities (HEMA) scale [40] to evaluate meaning, in the
absence of a scale for maldaimonia (H2), as well as the role of he-
donia (H3). This 9-item cross-culturally validated scale assesses
orientations to engage in an activity througha 1 (< HTIE X 5
72\ or not at all) to 7 (FEH1Z 8 Tld £ 5 or very much) response
scale. Example items are: < 25 E%&BRK T 5 Z & (seeking com-
fort) and H 73 DIE& I > 72 1TE) 2B KT 5 Z & (seeking
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to do what you believe in). We excluded the extra items in Asano
et al. [4] so as to directly compare the English and US data sets.
Theoretically, there should be high levels of eudaimonia and the
presence of hedonia, given eudaimonia’s theorized connection to
maldaimonia [74] and how hedonia overlaps with eudaimonia [39].

3.4.3 Player Experience (H2, H5). We used the Player Experience
Inventory (PXI) [2] for measuring player experience, which has
been validated with over 64 games and 529 players. The instrument
was built around two theories: Means-Ends theory [25] and the
Mechanics, Dynamics, and Aesthetics (MDA) model [36]. We used
the Psychosocial Consequences (H2) and Functional Consequences
(H5) subscales. The first is expected to link to eudaimonia and
potentially maldaimonia given conceptual overlap of the constructs
with respect to meaningfulness: Curiosity, Mastery, Immersion, and
Autonomy. The second relates to matters of game usability and
control, which could inform positive or negative experiences, e.g.,
bad usability and poor control. A seven-point Likert scale of 0+3
was used as per the instructions [2].

3.4.4 Long-term Meaning Potential (H4). We evaluated the long-
term meaning potential of the maldaimonic experience using a
one-item scale. Previous work [44, 49, 65] found that pleasure was
preferred sooner rather than later, while the opposite was true for
meaningful experiences, which are enriched over time [44]. These
are correlates of hedonia and eudaimonia and may help make sense
of maldaimonia in terms of temporal distance. We used a 7-point
importance scale (1= HE TR, 7= THEHETH S or
1=not important at all, 7=very important). The item was:
VERDHD D NEEZ X 1256, T OERRIZ
COREEEZEEVETN?
If you consider your life one year from now, how
important will you find this experience?

3.5 Data Analysis

We carried out complementary qualitative and quantitative anal-
yses. We provide our data set® on the Japanese cohort (N=59) for
open science. We used the open data set” on the US cohort (N=51)
provided by Seaborn and Iseya [65] in all comparative analyses
with our Japanese cohort for cross-cultural verification (H6).

3.5.1 Qualitative Analysis. We used hybrid thematic analysis [59],
combining the deductive application of existing themes with induc-
tive theme development.

For the motivations data, we applied the maldaimonic play moti-
vations framework from Seaborn and Iseya [65] but expanded upon
it in two ways. First, we developed higher-order themes—Passivity,
Provocation, Mentalization, and Affective Drivers—in pursuit of a
framework that could be used for future comparisons of maldaimo-
nia to other concepts (Table 2). Second, we applied Waterman’s four
criteria, which should also describe motivations, being grounded in
one’s orientation [74]. For the experience data, we used the maldai-
monic game experiences framework crafted by Seaborn and Iseya
[65], without modifications (Table 3).

We used inductive theme development to account for culturally-
sensitive ideas. The first author considered how aspects of the

Chttps://bit.ly/maldaimoniajp
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accounts unrelated to the deductive themes may be explained by
facets of Japanese culture. Notably, while advanced in Japanese
and having seven years of experience conducting research in the
Japanese context, the first author is not Japanese, thus limiting
their ability to identify new themes with fluency. First, they com-
pleted the deductive analysis, which led to the identification of new
themes, as per Braun and Clarke [9]. One new theme—Influence—
was constructed for the maldaimonic play motivations framework.
They also found instances of this new theme in the US data set.

For the deductive analyses, four raters divided and separately
coded all experience accounts and motivation data. Three were
native Japanese speakers and one (the first author) was advanced
in Japanese. Percentage agreement was used to evaluate inter-rater
reliability (IRR) between pairs of raters given the relatively small
samples and large number of possible themes and codes [8]. When
disagreements occurred, the raters discussed and re-coded.

We analyzed the extent to which reports of experiences and
motivations mapped onto Waterman’s four criteria of maldaimonia,
aiming to determine how well actual accounts matched maldai-
monia as theorized [74]. We generated counts and percentages for
experiences, motivations, and both together.

We used Chi-square tests to evaluate the differences in relative
counts for each theme by country.

3.5.2  Quantitative Analysis. We conducted inferential analyses,
focusing on comparing the Japanese and US player measures and
exploring the presence of relevant orientational, experiential, and
game UX factors, as per the sub-RQs. We assessed the distribu-
tion of quantitative data encompassing Hedonic and Eudaimonic
Motivations (HEMA), Player Experience (PXI), Positive and Neg-
ative Affect (PANAS-X), and Long-term Meaning Potential using
the Shapiro-Wilk test. All were non-normal (refer to the Supple-
mentary Materials). As such, we opted for the Mann-Whitney non-
parametric test. We did not remove outliers as none were extreme:
all lay within the data range for each measure. Also, the Mann-
Whitney, as a non-parametric test, is robust against outliers [79].
Although the presence of a large number of outliers may affect
power, this was not the case for our data [79]. We also employed
Kendall’s tau-b, Spearman’s rho, and Pearson correlations (as the
more common statistic, with a view to future meta-synthesis work)
to explore the theorized connections between measures.

Due to a technical glitch in the online survey for US participants,
a few variables in the PANAS-X questionnaire were not recorded.
These variables were “upset” “distressed,” “active,” “inspired,” “inter-
est,” “disgust,” and “dissatisfied.” Consequently, we have excluded
these variables for both countries in our analysis.

4 QUALITATIVE FINDINGS

We now report our findings, starting with the qualitative data de-
scribing the contexts of the experiences, the maldaimonic play mo-
tivations people had, and what maldaimonic experiences occurred.
We then explore the quantitative side: correlates of maldaimonic
UX among the measures captured. In each section, we compare
our Japanese cohort to the US one (N=51) captured by Seaborn and
Iseya [65] for our cross-cultural analysis of maldaimonic game UX.
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Table 2: Maldaimonic play motivations framework, an extended version from Seaborn and Iseya [65]. Criteria refer to the four
criteria proposed by Waterman [74] for maldaimonia; refer to the table notes for details.

Theme Sub-Theme Description Criteria
Passivity Compliance Encouraged or forced by external factors, especially the game design. (3)
Provocation Revenge Sought revenge due to a perceived wrong or wishing to “do unto others.” (2), (@
Warmongering Driven to carry out acts of violence and aggression. (1), (2), 4)
Mentalization Escapism Desired to escape the stresses and monotony of real life. (1), (2), (4)
Moral Hall Pass Took advantage of the game context a means of doing forbidden or socially (1), (4)
unacceptable things.
Extraordinarity Desired to experience something extraordinary, something far outside the (1), (2), (3)
bounds of real life.
Affective Drivers  Boredom Sought a thrill due to boredom. (1)
Amusement Seeking entertainment or an enjoyable time. (1)
Extrinsic Drivers  Desires Sought extrinsic gratification, such as through acquiring money or goods, or (1), (2), (3), (4)
status, or praise, or to win.
Influences Inspired by external forces, such as word-of-mouth or reputation. (1), (2)

(1) attaching positive valence to egocentric, destructive, and/or exploitative activities. (2) providing a basis of personal identity. (3) striving for excellence or mastery in these

activities. (4) aligning these activities as acts of personal expressiveness.

Table 3: Maldaimonic game experiences framework from Seaborn and Iseya [65]. Criteria refer to the four criteria proposed by
Waterman [74] for maldaimonia; refer to the table notes for details.

Theme Sub-Theme Description Criteria
Transgressions Murder & Mayhem Destructive acts, including killing, maiming, and harm, as well as destroying (1)
property and/or environments.
Chaos Actions that lead to confusion, instability, or disorder, or have no point or (1)
impetus.
Reflections Rule Subversion Getting away with morally and/or ethically deviant actions, including ex- (1), (3)
ploitation, stealing, looting, cheating, insults, and shady deals.
Hubris Having pride and confidence, especially extreme pride and overconfidence.  (2), (3), (4)
Vengeance Reacting to perceived or actual slights with vengeful acts, often of escalating (1), (4)
severity.
Feelings Malight Malicious delight (“malight”) directly linked to the maldaimonic experience. (1)
Power Expressions of power and invincibility, and the successful use of force. (3)
Mood Shifts Moods and affective states influence or are influenced by maldaimonia. (2)
Appreciations Extrinsic Appetite  Satisfaction of needs and desires through external factors, such as rewards, (3), (4)

praise, fame, and collecting material goods.

Aesthetics

Recognizing the visuals, sounds, animations, and other sensory features. 4)

(1) attaching positive valence to egocentric, destructive, and/or exploitative activities. (2) providing a basis of personal identity. (3) striving for excellence or mastery in these

activities. (4) aligning these activities as acts of personal expressiveness.

4.1 Where and Who in Maldaimonic UX (RQ1)

4.1.1 Gaming Context. Respondents reported maldaimonic experi-
ences in a variety of games: 44 unique games were mentioned by
59 participants. We use the game genre classification for games in
Japan by NTHON KOGAKUIN®, As such, genres included: adventure
(15, 25%; e.g. Grand Theft Auto series, Resident Evil series, etc.),
RPG (13, 22%; e.g. Pocket Monster, Dragon Quest series), shooter
(10, 17%; e.g. Splatoon, call of duty, etc.), simulation (7 respondents,
12%; e.g. SimCity), action (7 respondents, 12%; e.g. Super Mario, Su-
per Smash Bros.), racing (4 respondents, 7%; e.g. Fall Guys), sandbox
(Minecraft), and tabletop (Shogi). The platforms were PlayStation

Shttps://www.neec.ac.jp/department/design/gamecreator/type/

(22, 37%), PC (13, 22%) smartphones (7, 12%), Nintendo Switch (5,
8%), Nintendo DS (5, 6%) and other (4, 6%).

The variety of platforms and game genres echoes that of the US
cohort. Notably, the top genres were action-adventure (US: 11, 23%),
RPG (US: 7, 15%; Japan: 13, 22%), and simulation (US: 5, 11%; Japan:
7, 12%). There were some differences: MMO was a top genre for US
players (7, 15%), while shooters (10, 17%) and adventure (Japan: 15,
24%) were top genres for Japanese players. Still, the spread of the
numbers suggests this could be a sample size issue.

4.1.2  Social Context (RQ1). The majority, 33 (56%), had maldai-
monic experiences alone, 14 (23%) with two people, and 12 (20%)
with 2+ people. In 14 cases (23%), there were two players, and in
12 cases (20%), there were multiple players in multiplayer mode.
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In terms of who, the majority played with known others: 15 (58%)
were with friends or family, nine (34%) with strangers, and two (7%)
with a mix of friends, family and strangers.

As with the US cohort, these patterns provide further support for
distinguishing maldaimonic game UX from dark participation [46,
47]. The Japan and US (29, 57%) players characterized such events
as individual experiences, in line with Waterman’s criteria for mal-
daimonia as a construct of identity formation and expression [74].
Moreover, when others were involved, they were known to the
player, as was the case for the US cohort: 24 (44%) were social,
but all of these involved friends, family, or acquaintances, even
if strangers were sometimes involved. From a dark participation
perspective, this is unexpected, as bad actors tend to hide behind
anonymity [54]. While some incidents could have been rare bad
events, as we find below, this was largely not the case, suggesting
a level of social acceptability that could relate to the “magic circle”
of the game [35, 63] or “having fun being bad” among friends.

4.2 Why Play: Patterns of Maldaimonic
Orientations and Motivations (RQ1)

Motivations are presented in Table 4. 48 of 59 (81%) participants
provided an explanation of their maldaimonic play motivations.
These ran the gamut offered by the framework. Most Japanese play-
ers were motivated to comply with the game rules. Others sought
an escape, amusement, or took advantage of the game context to
try something morally transgressive. Several were influenced by
external factors, especially suggestions by others or knowledge
of the game. For instance, respondents wrote about being curious
after witnessing others do similar things in videos or hearing about
it from friends. Some were seeking an extraordinary experience or
desired to satisfy non-social extrinsic needs. A few cited boredom
or were provoked into revenge or rampage by others.

Chi-squared tests found no statistically significant differences
between Japanese and US players for any sub-themes.

In sum, Japanese players were motivated to play maldaimonically
for a variety of reasons that were similar in nature and frequency
to those of the US players.

4.3 What It Is: Maldaimonic Patterns in the
Player Experience (RQ1)

In their critical incident accounts, Japanese players reported on

encountering or carrying out a vast array of maldaimonic game

experiences (Table 5), similar to US cohort [65].

A Chi-squared test comparing Japanese and US players found
a statistically significant difference for Malight, X?(1, N=110) =
24.30, p < .001, suggesting US players derived a greater sense of
malicious pleasure compared to Japanese players. US players also
significantly more often characterized their experience in terms of
Aesthetics, or the visuals, sounds, animations and other visceral
aspects of the experience, Xz(l, N=110) = 4.65, p = .031. No other
differences were found.

As with the US cohort (8, 16%), very few (10, 17%) Japanese player
accounts could be classified as dark participation, i.e., intent to do
real harm to (real) others (not NPCs). Also, there was no difference
found by country. These experiences were often implied to be good
fun among friends. P15, for example, described:
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KEZBLUTYWEEZE S, REBET S A

AAXZ U120, FERGAIZHEET 5 K2 L#T
=0

Beating your friends and taking their supplies, prank-
ing them to destroy their houses, setting traps to lead
them to places where they will die, etc.

Some Japanese players sought vengeance (P9, P13, P48), others
wrought havoc (P54, P55), others cheated (P59), and still others
wished to prank their friends (P15, P53). Not all accounts were
frivolous. P29, for instance, expressed regret at their actions: €72
U X H3%5% - 7z (left me with a feeling of emptiness). Dark participa-
tion [46, 60] may bleed into aspects of these maldaimonic accounts,
but it appears to be a distinct facet of game experiences.

4.4 Theoretical Congruity: Mapping Onto
Waterman’s Four Criteria (RQ2)

Participants described motivations and experiences that could be
linked back to Waterman’s four criteria for maldaimonia [74] by
way of our thematic analyses. Results are presented in 6. We have
indicated where no criterion was found, as well as where 75% were
found, as a baseline level of understanding the extent of attributions.
Since maldaimonia is orientational and experiential, in theory, we
need to consider both together. Results indicate that the majority of
accounts (39 or 81.3%) satisfied the majority of Waterman’s criteria.
43.8% (or 21) accounts satisfied all criteria.

5 OQUANTITATIVE FINDINGS

We now report the quantitative findings, measure by measure.

5.1 Positive and Negative Affect (PANAS-X) (H1)

We evaluated the PANAS-X scores for each subscale: 1) General Di-
mension scale (Negative Affect, Positive Affect); 2) Basic Negative
Emotion scale (Fear, Hostility, Guilt, Sadness); 3) Basic Positive Emo-
tion scale (Joviality, Self-Assurance, Attentiveness); and 4) Other
Affective States (Shyness, Fatigue, Serenity, Surprise).

For the general dimension scale, the Mann-Whitney U score
related to negative affect showed statistically significantly higher
scores for the Japanese participants (MD=2.0) compared to the US
participants (MD=1.6), U = 917.5, r = -.33, p < .001. However, the
results for positive affect showed statistically significantly higher
scores for the US participants (MD=3.6) compared to the Japanese
participants (MD=3.17), U = 1050.5, r = -.25, p = .006 (Figure 2).

The results of the other subscales are shown in Table 7. While
there was no statistically significant difference for Joviality, all other
factors showed a difference between the US and Japanese cohorts
(Figure 3a). Japanese respondents expressed higher levels of basic
negative emotions, including Fear, Hostility, Guilt, and Sadness
(Figure 3b). Meanwhile, US respondents expressed higher levels of
basic positive emotions, including Self-assurance and Attentiveness,
and other affective states, including Shyness, Fatigue, Serenity,
and Surprise (Figure 3c). In general, US respondents experienced
higher levels of emotion, especially positive affect, while Japanese
respondents experienced more negative affect.

In sum, we can partially accept H1: that maldaimonic game
experiences were often, but not always, or solely, positive.
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Table 4: Motivations for playing maldaimonically. JP n=48/59, US N=51.

Seaborn et al.

Theme Sub-Theme JP Example UsS JP
Passivity Compliance P41: 7 — L DIL—I)UIZ{ > T 7L A1 L7z (played according to the rules 18 (35%) 10 (21%)
of the game)
Provocation Revenge PIs:EL I ERoNZNS, XDIRLAZLS TR o7 (they diditto  5(10%) 3 (6%)
me, so [ wanted to do it back)
Warmongering P18: A b — U —TRIZALRWVWF ¥ 77 X —7Z 572 & & (when you 2 (4%) 1(2%)
didn’t like a character in a story)
Mentalization Escapism P37: B3Z TD A b L & (stress at work) 5(10%) 7 (15%)
Moral Hall Pass ~ P68: B YR ZADEI I %2, HICEWONTIfFRA N6 E 48%)  7(15%)
S\ F 9 (I was able to do the mischievous pranks of a junior high school
student without being scolded by anyone)
Extraordinarity — P39: f&#Z 722 0 | BRI DT Z L AMRRZ 5 72 2 TT (because it 4 (8%) 5 (10%)
was pleasurable to become invincible and more destructive)
Affective Drivers  Boredom P38: HiEIZHEATEHELL RS R TET, KV AV Y VIR HE 3(6%) 2 (4%)
ZiEATZ X SIZE S (Ithink it became less interesting to play in a normal
way and I chose a more thrilling way)
Amusement Po1: R DEIN B ENEXR T > TV BREVEEA D > 72728 (because the 7 (14%) 8 (17%)
process of dropping and weakening enemies was interesting)
Extrinsic Drivers  Desires P49: iR HTIRIR L KR R B HIEIFBRON L WA WA S 28 7(14%) 4 (8%)
RENVROIV—LEEH U & 5 & & 5 7z (after exploring ways to get
stronger without paying, I decided to ignore the guild rules)
Influences P23: FLHIDSR D o 727 — I 72 5 72 728 (the game had a good reputation) 2 (4%) 7 (15%)

5.2 Hedonic and Eudaimonic Motivations
(HEMA) (H2, H3)

First, we ran Kendall’s tau-b and Spearman’s rho correlations to
determine the expected association between hedonia and eudai-
monia. Japanese participants exhibited a moderate, statistically
significant positive correlation (Kendall’s tau-b: 7 = .369, n =59, p <
.001; Spearman’s rho, r(57) = .498, p <.001). Thus, we can confirm
the theorized relationship between eudaimonia and hedonia
within the context of maldaimonia (H3).

Next, we ran a Mann-Whitney U test to determine any differ-
ences between the US and Japanese participants regarding their
hedonic and eudaimonic motivations (Figure 1). The hedonic scores
of the US participants (MD=6.2) were greater than the Japanese
participants (MD=5.2), U = 479, r = -.58, p < .001. However, the US
participants (MD=3.0) had lower eudaimonic scores compared to
Japanese participants (MD=4.7), U = 715.5, r = -.45 p < .001. Thus,
we can confirm that players were meaning-oriented during
maldaimonic play, especially Japanese players (H2).

5.3 Player Experience (PXI) (H2, H5)

We conducted a Mann-Whitney U test to evaluate whether there
were differences between the play experiences of US and Japan-
ese participants. Participants from the US (MD=1.87) and Japan
(MD=1.93) did not significantly differ in terms of psychosocial con-
sequences, U = 1210, r = -.08, p = .07. Similarly, US players (MD=1.87)
did not seem to differ from Japanese players (MD=1.93) in terms of
functional consequences, U = 1362, r = -.16, p = .39. The generally
high, positive scores for both dimensions provides additional
support for H2 (meaning) and confirms H5 (good player UX).

5.4 Long-term Meaning Potential (H4)

We ran Kendall’s tau-b, Spearman’s rho, and Pearson correlation
tests to determine the relationship between eudaimonic (MD = 4),
hedonic (MD=5.6), and long-term meaning potential scores (MD =
3.5). The Kendall’s correlation test showed a weak, positive correla-
tion for Japanese participants between their eudaimonic scores and
long-term meaning potential, which was statistically significant (r
=.195, n = 59, p = .048). Similarly, the results for Spearman’s rho
showed a weak, positive correlation between eudaimonic scores
and long-term meaning potential, which was statistically signifi-
cant (r(57) = .267, p = .041). However, the results of the Pearson
correlation were not statistically significant (r =.202, n =59, p =
.125). As predicted, no relationship was found with hedonia. No
statistically significant results were found for the US cohort, either.
While the theorized relationship between long-term meaning
potential and eudaimonia in the context of maldaimonia
appears to exist for Japanese players (H4), in light of the above,
we must interpret these results cautiously [43].

6 DISCUSSION

Maldaimonia manifests within the realm of Japanese gaming in
ways similar but sometimes different to that which US players
experience. Here, we discuss the findings, reflect on theory and
methodology, and trace out paths for future work.

6.1 The Nature of Maldaimonic Play in Japan
(RQ2)

Player accounts show that maldaimonic game UX is an experiential

and orientational construct engendered through a variety of mo-
tivations and experiences linked to Waterman’s four criteria [74]
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Table 5: Maldaimonic game experiences found in the critical incident accounts. JP N=59, US N=51.
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Theme

Sub-Theme

JP Example

us

JP Sig.

Transgressions

Reflections

Feelings

Appreciations

Murder & Mayhem

Chaos

Rule Subversion

Hubris

Vengeance

Malight

Power

Mood Shifts

Extrinsic Appetite

Aesthetics

P46: / 3/ A% FEATHE L TWL Z & (stepping on Koopas and
knocking them down)

P26: #N D — 8 % B E L TR L E (I enjoyed going out of con-
trol on ordinary city roads)

P15: KiEZBIL THWEEAT 720, REMET 24X XF L
720, FRIGFTIZHEET 5 K& NI 72 D (beating your friends
and taking their supplies, pranking them to destroy their houses,
setting traps to lead them to places where they will die, etc.)

P16: BIE TIIHIR AW Z & %217 X % 5K (a sense of immorality
from doing things I can’t do in reality)

Pag: FI DM B 2L UM BEZTVWRBRWARNZDT, A
ARTEHNITEI0 %2 L THFILEENGITZZ L (there were
people who only thought about saving themselves, so we pretended
to work together and kept getting kills)

P19: B T & 2 WK IEATE) CIRI&E 2 J& U 7= (I felt pleasure in
destructive behaviour that I wouldn’t normally be able to do)

P39: ¥ U A DEHUC I o 72 BE T oy 7 % @l TE B
52 LU A%EU E U7z (when Mario became invincible, 1
enjoyed being able to break many blocks at high speed)

P66: FHUZF ¥ v b RERLTREIA2VWERVKLED
TEHIL TCHEBREEBTRIKERDLARVWSFD LI WD o2 &
5128 5 (the unusual, unreal feeling when you suddenly kill people
who are chatting peacefully)

Po4: ¥ ¥ 77 X —2HT L TREMEIF SN, HHOD
FY IR —DHET S I LML D > 72 (I enjoyed gaining
experience and growing my character by defeating enemies)

P68 TV Y yEDH N ERRIZUEETA — NI =2
DEEIZ[@MP > TTZIV AT Y MLVTHED SERPSES
&, 1000km/h7% B X % 3 & A THLEEVE B A3 R AR U E s
DESTlholhe, KREFTTERVEDIEESTD,
A—ZAD FAERIZHE BH5ElT 72 D U 7z (I drove a vehicle, engine
to the max, and skidded at full throttle towards the wall, the speed ex-
ceeded 1000 km/h and a bug happened, it became like a paper screen,
I drove outside the wall and kept falling infinitely down in space)

40 (78%)
9 (18%)

20 (39%)

5(10%)

3 (6%)

32 (63%)

27 (53%)

12 (24%)

17 (33%)

6 (12%)

41 (69%)
14 (24%)

17 (19%)

6 (10%)

2 (3%)

10 (17%)  **

24 (41%)

22 (37%)

14 (24%)

1%  *

*p<.05.p < .001.

Table 6: Frequency of the four criteria for maldaimonia found
in the motivation and experience themes.

Criteria Motivations Experiences Both

Count % Count % Count %
None 3 6.3% 1 1.4% 0 0%
1 15 31.3% 9 12.7% 2 4.2%
2 11 22.9% 20 28.2% 7 14.6%
3 10 20.8% 21 29.6% 18 37.5%
4 9 18.8% 8 11.3% 21 43.8%
3&4 19 39.6% 29 40.8% 39 81.3%

(1) attaching positive valence to egocentric, destructive, and/or exploitative activities.

(2) providing a basis of personal identity. (3) striving for excellence or mastery in these
activities. (4) aligning these activities as acts of personal expressiveness.

and found across an array of games and gaming contexts. Fur-
thermore, it exhibits connections, both anticipated and unexpected,
with its conceptual counterpart, eudaimonia (H2), eudaimonia’s
correlate, hedonia (H3), and various aspects of the gaming expe-
rience, including player experience (H5), notably functional and
psychosocial needs, positive emotional states (H1), and long-term
meaning potential (H4).

Few accounts had the combined purposive and social nature
of cruel play [68] or dark participation in games [46, 47]. Most
were found in single-player contexts (33 or 56%) and social contexts
with known others (17 or 65%). Revenge and vengeance were rare,
while warmongering and acts of murder and mayhem were mostly
unconnected to real people (refer to Tables 4 and 5). Similarly, no
accounts connoted the conscious rebellion that Aarseth [1] artic-
ulates for transgressive play. The themes of moral hall pass (7 or
15%), chaos (14 or 24%), and rule subversion (17 or 19%) speak to
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Table 7: Statistical results for positive and negative affect via the three subscales of the PANAS-X.

Subscale Factor Statistics
USMD JpPMD U r p
Basic Negative Emotion Scales  Fear 1.14 1.83 9925  -0.29 .002**
Hostility 1.17 2.0 9475 -32  .001**
Guilt 1.25 1.75 1061.5 -.25  .006™
Sadness 1.0 1.6 8275 -4 <.001***
Basic Positive Emotion Scales  Joviality 3.3 3.3 1481 -01  .888
Self-assurance 3.5 2.8 1012 -27  .003**
Attentiveness 4.0 3.0 4175 -62  <.001***
Other Affective States Shyness 1.5 0 264 =725 <.001***
Fatigue 1.5 0 280 =725  <.001**
Serenity 2.0 1.33 891 -35 <.001***
Surprise 2.33 1.33 814 -39 <.001***
*p<.05.**p < .01 ***p < 001
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Figure 1: Hedonic scores (left) were statistically significantly higher for US participants. Eudaimonic scores (right) were
statistically significantly higher for Japanese participants.
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Figure 2: Positive affect scores (left) were statistically significantly higher for US participants. Negative affect scores (right)
were statistically significantly higher for Japanese participants.
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Basic positive emotions
(mean score)
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Figure 3: Basic positive emotion scores related to self-assurance and attentiveness were statistically significantly higher for US
participants (Figure 3a). All basic negative emotion scores were statistically statistically significantly for Japanese participants
(Figure 3b). Other affective scores show higher values for US participants (Figure 3c).

rule-breaking within the game. Yet, these do relate to transgression
as characterized by Mortensen and Jergensen [51]. Within each
of these modes of maldaimonia, we may find the two varieties of
transgression that they delineate: extraludic transgressions related
to norms in society and intraludic ones tied to the game itself. As
they note, there can be a fuzzy line between the two, since games
can be modelled on the real world or involve others who bring in
expectations around extra-game social norms. At the same time, the
presence of the compliance theme (10 or 21%) suggests the opposite
of rebellion against the game. This points to the notion of dark
play [51, 52], where the game design itself stimulated maldaimonic
play. While out of scope for this paper, future work could compare
and contrast maldaimonic experiences resulting from games de-
signed and not designed to be provocative. In sum, maldaimonic
game UX represents meaningful solo player experiences that

enable immersive self-expression through egocentric, exploita-
tive, and/or destructive acts or multiplayer scenarios where the
transgressive elements tend to align with social norms among
peers and within social networks.

This juxtaposition to dark and transgressive play prompts us to
consider maldaimonia against the “magic circle” of the game. First
conceptualized by Huizinga [35] and later popularized by Salen
and Zimmerman [63] for digital games, the magic circle refers to
the artificial space that we, the players, voluntarily cross into when
embarking on play journeys. Here, the rules we are familiar with
may be absent or reconfigured. Huizinga characterizes this space
as unimpeded by “moral duty” [35, p. 8] and without “moral func-
tion” [35, p. 6]. Yet, we may find a contradiction when meaning and
ethics are considered together that would elude investigations on
eudaimonic engagement, which is ethically positive. Maldaimonic
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engagement renders meaning conspicuous through negative moral
weight. Player accounts referencing the real world and especially
defending maldaimonic pursuits reflect this. Whether maldaimonia
creates a new and murky liminal space between real world con-
sequences and the unreality of play or renders the magic circle
obsolete is a question we leave to future philosophers of play. Still,
multiplayer contexts may present a clearer picture. Disruption of
the magic circle for other players that is linked to a given player’s
maldaimonic excursions could draw the line between permissible
maldaimonia and cruel play [68] or dark participation [46].

Critical incidents were reported across a range of game genres
and specific titles, indicating that maldaimonic game UX is not
tied exclusively to particular types of games, even violent ones,
contrary to Waterman’s contemplations [74] and the dark play
literatures. Indeed, respondents provided an array of malightful but
non-violent acts and orientations that point to need satisfaction
through extrinsic motivation [62], a key trajectory for future study.

One noteworthy deviation from the findings for the US cohort
and the requirements proposed by Waterman [74] related to positive
affect. This and several other nuanced results found on compar-
ing the US and Japanese cohorts raise the possibility of cultural
differences, to which we turn next.

6.2 Cultural Congruities and Caveats: The Case
of Japan vs. the US (RQ1)

The differences for hedonia, eudaimonia, long-term meaning poten-
tial, and facets of affect highlight a current of meaningful play in
the Japanese cohort. Likewise, the focus on experiences of malight,
or malicious delight, by the US cohort, points to a pattern of short-
term maldaimonic satisfaction. Taken together, maldaimonic game
UX could be culturally-sensitive, driven to a greater degree by
hedonic orientations for US players while fueled by eudaimonia
for those in Japan. These implications should be considered when
developing and validating a measure of maldaimonia.

Three dimensions from Hofstede’s model [34] may help explain
some of these differences. Japan has generally been characterized as
a collectivist culture, while the States has been cast as individualis-
tic [50]. The higher rates of negative emotions alongside qualitative
insights, such as being inspired by external forces to try out maldai-
monic acts, points to a more collectivist spirit, one that recognizes
and engages with others. The US has also been characterized as
indulgent and Japan a culture of restraint [7]. This touches on
the divide between these cohorts in terms of short-term hedonic
pursuits for the US and long-term meaning potential and eudai-
monia for Japan. Finally, this last difference also matches greater
levels of the Hofstedian long-term orientation value found in
Japan [7]. These are admittedly broad strokes, patterns that should
be critically explored with further mixed methods work.

We can summarize the core similarities in maldaimonic game
UX between the US and Japanese cohorts as follows:

o A similar range and degree of motivations (refer to 4.2) and
experiences (refer to 4.3), with caveats

o A similar degree of functional and psychosocial consequences
in maldaimonic play (refer to 5.3)

o A similar range of affective states (refer to 5.1), with caveats
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We can then summarize the core differences as follows:

e Japanese players experienced comparatively less malight, or
malicious delight, and associated their experience less with
aesthetics than US players (refer to 4.3)

e Japanese players were driven to a greater degree by eudai-
monic orientations and, weakly, long-term meaning poten-
tial (refer to 5.2 and 5.4), while US players pursued hedonia
to a greater degree (refer to 5.2)

o US players experienced higher affective states overall and
especially greater positive affect, while Japanese players
experienced a higher degree of negative affect (refer to 5.1)

6.3 Methodology and Magic Circles

Maldaimonia is largely viewed as taboo. Social acceptability biases,
reputation management, observer effects, self- and other-deception
... these and more are potential barriers for research [74], at least in
terms of accuracy. Yet, the magic circle of the game medium appears
to have been effective at nullifying these concerns. It is likely that
some respondents held back, but the bold and unadulterated nature
of the critical incident accounts is comforting. Still, though rare,
we should heed the accounts that involved maldaimonic behaviour
against other (human) players, as this could signpost antisocial
and maladaptive personalities [22, 23]. Waterman also questioned
whether the game medium itself is a viable arena or simply a mode
of symbolic expression. Yet, game experiences can be real for people.
People can and do get attached to NPCs [12] and develop close ties
with non/anonymous others [5], including in violent games [21].
Games are a facet of our multifaceted lives, and maldaimonia may
simply be one variety of the gaming facet.

Standardized methods of evaluating and/or measuring maldai-
monia will also be needed. Waterman [74] proposed the develop-
ment of a two-factor instrument, including personal expressiveness
and ethicality scales. Schadenfreude, translated from the German
as “malicious delight,” has been included in previous game instru-
ments [15]; items could be extracted and expanded upon to develop
a comprehensive scale. The present work contributes two thematic
frameworks on maldaimonic play motivations and experiences,
expansions of the original frameworks by Seaborn and Iseya [65].
These frameworks should be tested in future work and could seed
the creation of a quantitative instrument.

We will also need to revisit the maldaimonic game UX frame-
works [65] when analyzing experiential accounts—and not just for
cross-cultural work. While participants were asked to describe a
maldaimonic experience and their motivations in line with Wa-
terman’s proposed four criteria for maldaimonia [74], not all de-
scriptions could be analyzed in a way that at least one sub-theme
covering the criteria applied. Specifically, 56.3% of accounts did not
meet all four criteria and 33.9% did not meet three. This does not
necessarily mean that the thematic frameworks are unrepresen-
tative of maldaimonia. Accounts were not substantial, with most
being one-liners of an average 33 characters for motivations and 40
for experiences. Prompting a thick description may be necessary.
We recognize that this may also be a feature of our methods, i.e.,
use of an online survey. As such, we encourage follow-up work
using other methods suitable for critical incident techniques, i.e.,
face-to-face interviews [77], as well as force a minimum word count
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when using online tools. We also raise the possibility of a scoping
issue: reports on self-actions vs. those on the actions of others.
Respondents on the receiving end do not necessarily know and
may be hesitant to make strong claims about the motivations of
others. Also, those carrying out maldaimonic initiatives may not
be willing to admit their true feelings and motivations, even anony-
mously or with respect to solo play, due to the aforementioned
social biases. Future work can separate those who willingly partake
in maldaimonic experiences and those who mete it out.

6.4 From Games to Maldaimonic UX

The concept of maldaimonia that we have explored here is tied
to the gaming context. Features such as malight and aesthetics
are certainly functions of the game experience. However, people
surely have maldaimonic experiences with other forms of inter-
active systems, environments, agents, and interfaces. We have all
experienced yelling at our computer screens in frustration, even
if we might not speak about it. Yet, we may be more open about
these experiences if there is a way to do so. For example, through
a “Frustrometer” or “Squeezemouse,” modes of interaction clearly
marked as permissive of venting one’s frustration, have been found
effective [61]. Future work that moves maldaimonic game UX into a
more general maldaimonic UX for HCI experiences will be challeng-
ing. There may be greater viability through non-invasive or even
deceptive research approaches. This is not unprecedented; Wizard
of Oz [13], for instance, is a widely used and accepted deceptive
approach to simulating in-progress prototypes, where a person
pretends to be the computer, unbeknownst to the user. We can also
take a cue from the distinction between maldaimonic game UX
and dark participation: focusing on experiences with computers
that do not involve other people. Despite these open questions and
challenges, examining UX from a maldaimonic perspective may
be fruitful for better understanding people’s orientations towards
and experiences with technology. Maldaimonia in games may be
special or transferable. Careful and clever research designs will be
needed to explore whether this is the case.

6.5 Limitations

Procedures that involve post hoc recall are limited [38, 44, 49]. How-
ever, we cannot predict when maldaimonic experiences will occur
in advance, so it is difficult to get around this challenge. The de-
scriptions provided were not as substantial as prompted, potentially
an issue with the online format and/or the novelty of the maldai-
monia concept. Future work should expand on our methods with
multi-tiered prompts, word limits, and supplementary approaches,
such as interviews. The inductive analysis was carried out by a
non-Japanese researcher, albeit one experienced in this context and
with this method, and with input from Japanese researchers. Future
work should be conducted to confirm the emergent themes derived
from the Japanese data set and possibly identify new ones using
only inductive approaches and stronger involvement of Japanese
researchers. As mentioned, a Google Form error prevented us from
capturing all factors in the PANAS-X. This could have affected
the power of the instrument, especially the stability of each con-
struct and its ability to capture the affective experience. Similarly,
a minimum character count was not used, where its use could have
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bolstered the richness of the accounts. While the results nonetheless
appear solid, subsequent work should correct these methodological
issues. Ideally, future work will involve the use of a validated instru-
ment for quantitative measurements of maldaimonic orientations
and experiences. Finally, we conducted an exploratory analysis
because of the novelty of maldaimonia. Future work will need to
develop hypotheses and confirm the inferential statistics results for
Japan, the US, and other cultural groups.

7 CONCLUSION

Maldaimonic UX appears be a cross-cultural orientational and expe-
riential construct in game contexts, adding to the existing literatures
on “dark” and “transgressive” play. We have shown how Japanese
player’s experiences of maldaimonia largely map onto those of a US
cohort—and where they do not. We offer more robust empirical evi-
dence of maldaimonia in gameplay through our qualitative analyses
and relevant instrumental measures. Now that we know maldaimo-
nia crosses cultural boundaries, we can act on the implications of
its existence for other contexts: cultures but also HCI spaces and
sites of play. The critical incident reports shared by participants
detail maldaimonic encounters and drivers within games. These
insights can be applied in the development and examination of user
experiences in gaming and beyond. Notably, we can move towards
scale development in a culturally-sensitive way.
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