With the advance of technology, the hardware support for computer applications has allowed the creation of programs that offer a very convincing illusion of reality. Thus, we are referring first of all to computer games and their graphic characteristics. One of the major consequences of this technological advancement and implicitly of the programming possibilities is the opportunity that the game player has for completely entering the virtual world of the computer game and ignoring the real environment: the immersion in the game. In the middle of the ’90 there was a real boom of studies regarding video games, but the immersion was a theme less studied until recently, when technological advancement has allowed the creation of games with a high degree of realism (in exchange, some of the tackled themes were the relationship between the violent content of the game and immediate or long-term aggressiveness, and differences between sexes regarding preferences for games, etc.)
Still, a series of reasons support the necessity of studying the immersion in a game. First of all, the cases of teenagers and young adults who choose video games as a leisure activity are multiplying day by day. The statistics offered especially by Western studies show that young people spend more and more time with such activities. For example, Anderson & Dill (2000) reported that a third of the respondents were playing between three and four hours a week and 10% of them were playing more than eight hours a week. In more recent studies (Ogletree & Drake, 2007), the number of hours dedicated to this activity was even higher (the world record for January 2010 in the Guiness World Book of Records was of 55 hours of uninterrupted play). Still, few studies attempted to answer the question “What determines the total involvement in the game and the desire to resume it?”
The second reason, a complement of the first, refers to the very high level of realism in present-day games. As the games of the 1985-2000 period had often rudimentary graphics, it was obvious that in order to captivate the game players’ interest, the games needed a story that had to compensate the limited expressive possibilities of the images. In spite of having attained fame in history, such games rarely succeeded to create a total immersion. But the graphic possibilities of contemporary games have changed the situation. More than that, in recent years major game manufacturers have conducted thousands of studies regarding the expectancies, preferences and behavior of hardcore gamers, hoping to identify a series of variables that maintain video game players' interest and especially those which determine the decision to resume the game.
In the third place, few motivation theories were successfully applied to identify the motivational value of video games (Ryan, Rigby & Przybylski, 2006) and even fewer to explain the immersion in a game. The self‑determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) can offer solutions in this respect.
Another reason is that simulators, the virtual reality glasses or the game spheres (which allow not only the visual access to the virtual reality, but also the real movement inside it), though ensuring the immersion, are yet inaccessible to the average income player, and the number of those who buy such devices for gaming in Romania is insignificant. As a result, what’s left to be investigated are the immersion factors for a game player with only a simple computer and the necessary peripherals.
In the end, one more reason is the personal experience as a video game player and the actual feeling of the immersion phenomenon, together with the conviction that a psychologist gamer will have a completely different perspective than anyone else.

The actual stage of research in the field

In January 2010, a search in the PsycArticles database with the keyword video game returned only 33 studies, of which only 15 contained empirical research regarding the video game in itself, the rest being focused more on the experience with the computer. More than that, of the 15 studies found, only seven were published after 2005 (an interest decrease?), and four of them discussed the relationship between video games and aggressiveness. Only one of them tackled the topic of the immersion, but just collaterally, in a discussion about the identification with the main character of the game (Konijn, Nije & Bushman, 2007).
In the same period, a search in the EBSCO database (using the same keyword) returned 45 articles with empirical research published after 2005. Out of these, only 20 were directly focused on video games, but none of them tackled the topic of immersion in the game.

To the same search, the Springerlink journal platform returned 113 results, of which only 47 were about the video game experience, the rest focusing on simulations, the use of games in teaching, etc. Ten articles tackled the immersion collaterally, and only two were dedicated to it. The Science Direct journal platform returned 758 articles, but limiting the search for the title, abstract and keywords, only three articles were left.

These results allowed the formulation of several observations. First of all, the theme of immersion in a video game is poorly represented in the journals that are representative for present-day scientific research in psychology. Instead, the topic appears in scientific journals situated somehow at the border between psychology and other fields (Journal of Human Computer Studies). In the second place, we noted a gradual decrease in the interest for the video games experience in itself, but not for the effects associated to it: aggressiveness, health problems, etc. In other words, it seems that the effects of an activity are investigated without taking into account the essential characteristics of that activity. In the third place, the identified studies are often polarized around two opposed ideas, namely negative consequences vs. positive consequences of video games. One limit of such studies is of course the sampling of the studied games. A part of the research was focused on games with various degrees of violence, but without making the distinction between the explicit violence of the game (images with blood, corpses, explosions, etc.) and implicit violence (actions that are not violent in themselves, but have violent consequences in the game story, even if they are not graphically presented). Another observation regarding the sampling problem is that there are games that have positive aspects besides the violent content, for example the hero has to save a group of people from certain death (even if that implies the use of violence against the aggressor). As a result, the question we naturally ask is whether the violence serving a positive goal in the game (thus being rather an inevitable means for advancement in the game) has the same correlates/effects as violence for the sake of violence, or violence with a negative goal (as there are games which reward the player only for the number of crimes/destructions, etc.) Few studies have tried to answer this question.


All the observations mentioned earlier represent other reasons for the psychological study of game immersion.

