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ABSTRACT

Within the context of “Virtual Reality(VR)”, fluid social play among groups of people is still an
unresolved domain. Compared to monitor displayed computer- and board-games, a VR experience
offers a sensorily closed-off and socially isolated to strongly mediating experience. Promotional videos
for VR headsets from the 2010s, for example, often show several people in the same living room. Only
one person however wears the VR headset, while the others watch the video feed of the game on an
external screen, only contributing to the game as spectators (Olbertz-Siitonen et al. 2021). The shared
social experience is not of the game, but of observing it. To enable collective play, online setups,
additional game controllers — for example, in games such as Keep Talking and Nobody Explode (Steel
Crate Games 2015) and Acron: Attack of the Squirrels (Resolution Games 2019) — or multiple VR
headsets that enable co-location (Born et al. 2019) are required. Currently, there is another generally
underused possibility — that of video passthrough, which, thanks to built in cameras, allows VR
headsets to function as “Mixed Reality (MR)” (Speicher et al. 2019) devices. These technologies are
less isolating for the user by allowing them to see the real environment and the co-players while
wearing them.

At its core, MR Headsets are displays in front of the player’s eyes with spatially tracked input devices.
With this technology, game developers are challenged to think about how MR games can be created
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in real physical space, taking inspiration from social- and board games (Tekinbas, Zimmerman 2003,
Begy et al. 2017) where only single game elements or controllers are passed around periodically
between players to create a social shared experience for a group of people, further described as "Pass
and Play (PAP)". Some VR games like Beat Saber (Beat Games 2018) and ForeVR Bowl! (ForeVR Games
Inc 2021) include a simple PAP game mode, in which multiple players pass only one headset physically
around in order to obtain a higher score. These games, however, utilize PAP neither as a core game
mechanic nor do they implement more advanced social and physical gameplay of PAP. This raises
three central questions: 1) What game elements and mechanics are needed to support a PAP game
where several players can play together with only one MR headset? 2) How can all players be equally
informed and motivated about the course of the game, even if they do not always wear the headset
themselves? 3) What kind of social realities enables a PAP MR game for a group of players?

In our contribution, we showcase the development and analyse the videorecorded playtestings of the
game "Next Player Please"(NPP) that was created with theses questions in mind. NPP is a MR game in
which the players pass around a single headset over several rounds. While holding the display in front
of their eyes, the player with the VR headset is able to see the virtual playground on a physical table
that serves as a shared play space. The players take turns to compete in different mini-games built as
a social game mechanic. While not wearing the headset, the other players can interfere and influence
the active turn by using the second controller. NPP was tested with several user groups (n=590) at
game fairs and closed user tests and consisted of surveys, observations, face-to-face interviews and
video analyses, which led to the following initial results categorized into active player and opposing
player mechanics as well as technical and social mechanics:

e A PAP game should be based on simple and quick-to-learn game mechanics to enable the
active player to get into the game as quickly as possible and not overwhelm them.

e MR passthrough allows the activeplayer to continue seeing the other players, which reduces
social isolation and increases joint play.

e Auditory sound effects and voice comments via the built in speakers can be used to convey
the missing visual information of the game to the opposing players via their sense of hearing.

e Sharing the controllers between the players during the mini-games—one controller for the
activeplayer and the second for the opponents—allows the opposing players to interact with
the player in charge even without wearing the headset.

o The opposing players can read the movements of the active player and react to them by, for
example, deflecting the player's projectiles with a virtual shield on their controller or throwing
virtual tomatoes at the active player's head to restrict their virtual vision.

e In addition to the virtual, rule-bound game, there is a social, free game in which the opposing
players interact with the active by auditorily or physically distracting them in order to prevent
them from continuing to play.

MR games developed for PAP represent a novel, game-changing approach to utilising VR/MR headsets
as collaborative, entertaining controllers that blur the border between the real and virtual worlds.
Social interaction (Ensslin 2012/Hausendorf 2015) as the playful core of digital games is thus enhanced
through this technical and game-mechanical setting, tackling the insightful aspects of “being there
together” (Schroeder 2013). The developed mechanics provide a distinctive and collaborative gaming
experience, and also emphasise the potential of head-mounted displays as a real and virtual
playground and its interactive achievement of the space as such (Hausendorf 2013), rather than just



being an isolating gadget. Consequently, NPP introduces an innovative paradigm for social gaming by
repurposing the VR/MR headset into a dynamic and socially situated display.
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