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ABSTRACT

Online Collectible Card Games (OCCGs) are enormously
popular worldwide. Previous studies found that the social
aspects of physical CCGs are crucial for player engagement.
However, we know little about the types of sociability that
OCCGs afford. Nor to what extent they influence players’
social experiences. This mixed method survey study focuses
on a representative OCCG, Hearthstone [24] to 1) identify
and define social design features and examine the extent
to which players’ use of these features predict their sense
of community; 2) investigate participants’ attitudes towards
and experiences with the game community. The results show
that players rarely use social features, and these features con-
tribute differently to predicting players’ sense of community.
We also found emergent toxic behaviors, afforded by the
social features. Findings can inform the best practices and
principles in the design of OCCGs, and contribute to our un-
derstanding of players’ perceptions of OCCG communities.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Online collectible card games (OCCGs) are digital, networked
contemporaries of collectible card games (CCGs). While
CCGs (e.g., Magic the Gathering (MtG) [39], Yu-Gi-Oh! [27])
are still very popular, OCCGs have reached millions of play-
ers worldwide, with approximate annual income of 1.6 billion
dollars to major game companies behind those OCCGs [31].

Previous studies have shown evidence that people play
CCGs because of the aspects of card collection, deck creation
and community involvement [2, 25, 54]. While collection of
cards is required to allow players to express themselves in
their deck creation, Adinolf and Turkay’s study found that
community involvement was the strongest motivation for
players [5]. The authors found that game mechanics enabled
social interactions during gameplay which then facilitated
the formation of the community of a multiplayer CCG called
Vampire the Eternal Struggle [55]. Conversations around
deck creation and strategies within the affinity space (e.g.,
online forums) of the game strengthened the ties in the in-
ternational player community. In this way, the game per-
sisted despite going out of print multiple times in a decade.
Although impressive, this finding is unsurprising. Extant
research has shown that social interaction is important for
player experiences and that players often engage in video
games for social motivations [1, 51, 63].

At first glance, popular OCCGs (e.g., Hearthstone [24],
Eternal [62]) seem to have more impediments to socializa-
tion than many other online games. First, as cross platform
lighter weight games, they often lack communication tools.
Second, unlike real time online games and physical CCGs
[55], OCCGs have far less depth of player interaction in the
mechanics. With these traits, it is possible that OCCGs may
fail to satisfy players’ needs for social interaction, and the
formation of communities might be harder. It is, however,
considerably easier to generate new assets and features for
OCCGs than many other game genres and make changes
to address player needs. While some believed that OCCG
genre was oversaturated in 2016 [8], there are still multiple
big titles booming in the market. They also thrive among
their competitor online game genres and take advantage of
the affordances of digital platforms, which make them an
interesting case to study:.
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A prior ethnographic study with MtG players found that
individuals may have different motivations when playing
online vs. offline [50]. The author found that the virtual en-
vironment limited players’ ability to develop collaborative
skills while at the same time it enabled them to practice
and improve their gameplay more efficiently. In short, game
mechanics needed to be supplemented with further social
design features to become more social and realistic in the
virtual setting. Both technology and online game design have
advanced considerably in recent years. Further research is
needed to understand the effects and affordances of social
features of contemporary OCCGs on players’ social experi-
ences.

This study investigates to what extent social game design
choices influence sense of community in the context of an
OCCG. To do so, we 1) identify and define social design fea-
tures of a popular OCCG, Hearthstone, and organize them
into different categories of sociability (i.e., presence, commu-
nication, and interaction [40]); 2) conduct an online survey
to answer the following research questions:

RQ1: How often do players use different social features of
Hearthstone?

RQ1a: To what extent do social features predict players’
sense of community in Hearthstone?

RQ2: What are the players’ attitudes towards and experi-
ences with the Hearthstone community?

Our work contributes to HCI and games research commu-
nities by identifying a set of social features of a representative
popular OCCG, and empirically assessing their relative im-
pact on players’ sense of community and attitudes towards
the game community. We believe that designers of OCCGs
can use these features to strengthen belongingness in the
community. Lastly, when examining player attitudes towards
and experiences with OCCG community, we identified an
emergent behavior of "friending to flame": where players
friend their opponents after the game only to flame them and
ruin their mood. This is a consequence of the design choice
to eliminate direct verbal communication with strangers dur-
ing gameplay; and exemplifies challenges of designing to
prevent negativity in an online competitive game.

2 BACKGROUND
Social Affordances of Online Games

Online games offer unique opportunities for players to in-
teract and form friendships, and strengthen existing social
ties [48]. Crenshaw and Nardi [14] use the notion of social
affordances developed by Bradner [9] when studying these
opportunities. According to Bradner’s definition, social af-
fordance is the relationship between the properties of an
object and the social characteristics of a given group that en-
able particular kinds of interaction among members of that
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group (p.68) [9]. Crenshaw and Nardi highlighted several
affordances in a Massively Multiplayer Online game (MMO),
World of Warcraft (WoW) [23]. These included text-based
chat channels, character animations or emotes that make
avatars perform actions such as laughing, crying or dancing.
Authors examined the effects of group finder feature, a fea-
ture that allows players to quickly form a group to complete
in-game tasks, and cross-realm zones on players’ social ex-
periences. They concluded that while developers designed
systems that prioritized efficiency (e.g., how quickly a player
can find someone for a dungeon run), they often neglected
players’ social needs (e.g., after a group task was over, there
was no more socialization). Other studies found that voice
chat can improve trust building and community formation
[60] and the early peer-to-peer communications increase
players’ commitment via group atmosphere in MMOs [15].

Prior research on Facebook social games categorized so-
cial features into different types of sociability (i.e., presence,
communication and interaction) [12, 40]. Presence is defined
as a psychological state where virtual social actors are ex-
perienced as actual social actors in both sensory and non-
sensory ways [32]. Presence affects player engagement [16];
and knowledge of others may encourage players to socialize
with them [40]. Online games achieve social presence using
design features such as presenting information about co-
player status, or showing others’ avatars in the same game
location. Building on their finding that many players are
"alone together" in WoW, Ducheneaut et al. suggested that
supporting direct interaction might be less important than
designing for a sense of social presence. Communication
affordances (e.g., text, voice) allow players to converse and
exchange messages in various ways [12, 40], and can im-
pact presence. Lastly, interaction features, building on the
first two categories, provide means for player-to-player in-
teractions. These range from competition or collaboration
in gameplay to sending a player a friend requests or gifts
[40]. Reciprocity, cultivated through gifting and helping be-
haviors, was found to be a key mechanism that supports
relationship maintenance [61].

Sense of Community in Online Games

Social features can affect players’ social connectedness with
others [49]. Social connectedness, in turn, can impact player
motivations and psychological wellbeing [45]. It is also asso-
ciated with high performance [34, 44]. A large-scale study
with over 3 million players found that players with stronger
social relationships tend to have a higher performance. These
players are also likely to play more often and longer, which
may also to contribute to the development of communities
and impact players’ sense of community.

Sense of community (SOC), described as "spirit of belong-
ing together" has been a topic of interest in games research
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[19, 36, 37]. Sense of virtual community (SOVC) is based on
the offline equivalent, SOC, in online settings. It is defined as
the "members’ feelings of membership, identity, belonging,
and attachment to a group that interacts primarily through
electronic communication" (p.827) [7]. SOVC in games is
most often studied in the context of MMOs. This is mostly
because MMOs inherently have social structures such as
guilds, different servers, as well as collaborative game me-
chanics that lead to social experiences that may encourage
players to form friendships and bond together [17, 37, 51].
Studies found that it is common for players to transition from
in-game-only friends to real life (RL) friends [46] and/or con-
tinue their friendships in other games [13]. O’Connor et al.
[37] encouraged researchers to examine the game features
that affect the formation and the growth of communities.

Game companies also make deliberate design decisions to
support communities (e.g., designing to deal with negative
behaviors in games[4]). Toxicity is found to impact players’
experiences, retention and player communities [6, 47]. Kou
and colleagues [28, 29] studied a game community through
the lenses of governance and prosocial behaviors in the Tri-
bunal system of League of Legends, a Multiplayer Online
Battle Arena game by Riot Games. The system was used to
deal with toxic behaviors in the game through empowering
players to be civic-minded to solve some of the most destruc-
tive issues in the game’s online community. As of 2014, Riot
Games moved from Tribunal to automation, which upset
many gamers. Authors found that when Tribunal system
was removed, many civic-minded players’ participatory ex-
periences and agency became limited and diminished.

Overall, social design decisions made by game companies
can have tremendous impact on communities. They can help
communities flourish or cause their demise. In the next sec-
tion, we will review the social affordances of Hearthstone,
the representative OCCG in our study.

Hearthstone

Hearthstone is one of the most popular OCCGs currently
in operation. It was developed by Blizzard Inc. and released
in March 2014 [24]. As of March 2017, it had 70 million
players. Hearthstone has annual international tournaments
with $1M prize money. Its theme is loosely based in the
Warcraft universe, so the game may capitalize on players’
familiarity with its game world. It is a two-player turn-based
competitive game which functions on a power source "mana”
to play cards of differing mana costs. Players start with 1
mana and gain 1 more each turn up to a maximum of 10.
Hearthstone also eschews the complexities of types of
mana. The biggest simplification, though, is that a player
cannot act during their opponent’s turn. This makes the
interaction design and user interface simple (see Figure 1), as
players don’t have to keep pausing to ask if their opponents
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Figure 1: Hearthstone main game interface

Table 1: Social Features of Hearthstone

Social Affordance Features

Presence Scorekeeping

Spectate

Presence information

Friend bonus

Recent play

Invite requests

Using emotes

Synchronous chat  (friends only)
Request activity (e.g., daily quest)
Competition

Send gifts

Receive gifts

Communication

Interaction

want to interrupt. However, it reduces the strategic depth,
and player interaction. Still, Hearthstone has implemented
incentives to directly encourage rudimentary socialization,
in the form of quests that we will detail later.

Social Affordances of Hearthstone

We identified and categorized the social features of Hearth-
stone following a similar method reported in prior studies
that were conducted with social Facebook games [12, 40].
Two researchers played and examined the game with the goal
of identifying the social features (e.g., game elements, game
mechanics, affordances) that can provide opportunities for
players to interact and communicate with each other, or give
a sense of social presence. Table 1 provides a summary of
these features. Next, we present examples of social features
of Hearthstone in each category with brief explanations.

Presence: Spectating. Several games, mostly those are consid-
ered as esports, provide options to spectate players’ online
friends’ games (e.g., Spectator Mode in League of Legends).
Hearthstone gives explicit incentives to players to watch
their friends’ games through a daily quest called "Watch
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and Learn" which asks players to watch their friend win in
the Spectator Mode. They earn rewards if the friend wins
the match. Although players can watch their friends play
as much as they like, this quest is the only task that gives
extrinsic reward to spectate others play in the game.

Presence: Scorekeeping. Scorekeeping in online game settings
can be defined as comparing one’s rank or level to other play-
ers’ standing or their own prior standing. For some, it may
be simply a challenge, i.e. "Can I reach legend rank?". For
others, they may compare their standing to the people on
their friends list to gauge their relative skill sets. In Hearth-
stone’s ranked play system, players start with Rank 25 and
have to work towards Rank 1, and then to Legendary. Players
lose four ranks every month which can make it difficult for
players to estimate their success in relation to other players.

Communication:Emotes. To curb the toxic behaviors in es-
ports community, designers opted out of open text commu-
nication affordances for Hearthstone during matches with
strangers [30]. Players can communicate using six different
emotes while they play with stranger. These are: "Thanks",
"Well-played", "Greetings", "Wow", "Oops", and "Threaten."

Communication: Recruitment of RL friends. Online games of-
ten encourage players to form relationships beyond random
in-game interactions via "friending" mechanics. Players can
friend people they played with or connect with their real-life
friends by sending them a recruitment invite. In Hearthstone,
players have to know their friends’ username to friend them
by using "Recruit A Friend" function. Upon accepting the
request, both players get in-game rewards. These features
help players to bridge and bond their social capital [51, 58],
and may lead to improved performance, increased pro-social
behavior, and engagement in the game [34].

Interaction: Sending gifts. In online games, sending and re-
ceiving gifts may encourage interaction among players, fos-
ter reciprocity, and give players a sense of belongingness to
a larger group [61]. While trading cards is a core mechanism
for CCGs, it is not for OCCGs. In Hearthstone, the only way
someone to send a gift to their in-game friend is to pay for
it with real money. Gold, the in-game currency, cannot be
used to send gifts to other players.

Interaction: Challenging friends for a game. Competition is a
major mechanism in video games to increase player motiva-
tion and positive player experiences (e.g., [20, 42, 57]). It is
the main player experience in OCCGs. In Hearthstone, the
only way for someone to play with a pre-determined person
is to challenge them to a match. Otherwise, all other matches
are random based on players’ standing in the game. A daily
social quests called "Friendly Feud" is designed primarily to
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encourage players to interact with their friends by challeng-
ing them to a match. Each player receives 80 gold which is
one of the best rewards for daily quests.

In previous studies, researchers suggested that it would be
beneficial to empirically study to understand social features
that contribute to social relationship of players [37, 40]. In
this study, we examine the effects and affordances of the
social features on players’ sense of community. To do so, we
conducted an online survey as explained in the next section.

3 METHODS
Participants and Data Collection

We surveyed Hearthstone players by posting a call for par-
ticipation on related Facebook groups, official Hearthstone
forum and Reddit subgroup. Players of 18+ years were invited
to participate. A single AUD$100 Blizzard gift certificate was
raffled among the respondents who had entered their email
addresses at end of the survey. The survey was piloted on-
line with twenty six players through a Facebook CCG group
using snowball sampling. The main purpose of the pilot was
to get feedback about whether the questionnaire items were
meaningful in the context of an OCCG, particularly Hearth-
stone, and to ensure that there were no technical problems
with the survey.

The final dataset included responses from 502 people who
answered demographics questions. Table 2 summarizes the
characteristics of the sample. The majority of participants
are male who are between 18 and 34 years old. In terms of
play behaviors, a majority of participants reported having
played the game more than 2 years. Weekly play time is up
to 6 hours for about half of the participants.

Data Collection Instruments

We developed a survey to investigate Hearthstone players’
use of social features and the impact of the social affordances
on Hearthstone players’ SOVC as well as to collect informa-
tion about their play habits and demographics.

Demographics and experience. We collected data on partic-
ipants’ demographics information (e.g. age, gender), game
expertise (e.g. number of hours played per week), favored
modes of the game (e.g., solo, ranked, casual), and asked with
whom participants play the game. Prior studies showed that
players have different experiences when playing with family,
friends or strangers [43, 56](e.g., when playing with friends,
the focus is on sociability and enjoyable leisure whereas play-
ing with strangers give players most flexibility on choosing
what and how they want to play) [18]. In Hearthstone some
social features (e.g., synchronous chat) are only available
to friends, which can chance the social dynamics and effect
their SOVC.
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Table 2: Summary of the Respondents’ Characteristics

Gender Female 22
Male 475
Other 5
Age 18-24 285
25-34 167
35-44 39
45+ 11
Tenure (months) Less than 6 20
7-12 15
13-24 85

More than 24 382

Hours (last week) Up to 3 143

4-6 127
7-9 71
10-12 61
13-15 34

More than 16 66

Social features of Hearthstone. These are the features that
we explained earlier (see Table 1). We asked participants to
estimate the frequency of using the given social features
when they play Hearthstone. The items were on a 5-point
Likert scale (1=Never; 5=Always). Frequency of engaging
with social features of OCCGs had a reliability score of .68
which was acceptable in prior studies (e.g.,[26]).

Social quests. We asked participants to rate on a 5-point
Likert scale (1=Not at all; 5=Extremely) how much they liked
the social quests in Hearthstone (i.e., Watch and Learn, and
Friendly Feud). We also asked them to explain why they liked
these quests.

Sense of virtual community. We used SOVC measure devel-
oped by Blanchard [7]. Minor adjustments to the wording
of the items were made to contextualize the measure to the
Hearthstone community. For instance, "I recognize the names
of most members in this group" was changed to "I can recog-
nize the names of prominent members in the Hearthstone
community" While this is open to interpretation, it reflects
the large Hearthstone community better than the original
item does. Based on the pilot study, we removed one item
"Other members and I want the same thing from the Hearth-
stone community" Thus, the final measure included 16 items
(Cronbach’s alpha = .93).

Lastly, in an open-response question, we asked partici-
pants about their attitudes towards and experiences with the
Hearthstone community. Considering that gaming commu-
nities have different characteristics with varying meaning
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Table 3: Descriptive statistics on the frequency of using so-
cial features and playing with others

Mean SD
PRE:Spectate 274 129
PRE:Scorekeeping 2.74 127
COM:Use emotes 343 115
COM:Synchronous chat 3.04 1.19
INT:Challenge friends 297 111
INT: Recruit RL friends 236 113
INT: Send gifts 1.53 .81
Play with strangers 3.74 130
Play with RL friends 295 119

Play with online only friends 2.40 1.01

for players [35], we wanted to know player experiences with
and attitudes towards the Hearthstone community. We did
not prime them to focus on in-game or out-of-game social
experiences. Instead, we were interested in learning about
what comes to their mind when thinking about the game’s
community.

An inductive thematic analysis method at the semantic
level was used to analyze the qualitative data [10]. According
to Braun and Clarke [10], there is no hard and fast rule about
what makes a theme. Participants’ responses were usually 1-
2 sentences long which allowed us to code all responses. We
gleaned different types of attitudes (e.g., positive, negative)
after reading the responses. Then, we re-read and coded
each of 344 responses in themes, and created new ones as we
saw the need using Nvivo qualitative analysis. Overall, we
had three major themes: attitudes, game comparisons, social
affordances of Hearthstone.

4 RESULTS
Frequency of Using Social Features

Participants reported the frequency they use the social fea-
tures when they play Hearthstone on a 5-point Likert scale.
Descriptive statistics (Table 3) show that participants rarely
use social features. Emotes are the most utilized social fea-
ture reported by participants, which, on the Likert scale, falls
close to ’sometimes’. The least frequent social activity is
gifting.

Most of the time people play Hearthstone with strangers;
sometimes with their real-life (RL) friends; and rarely with
online only friends. In the light of these findings related to
the social play habits, it makes sense that players do not use
available social features. For example, when playing with
strangers, synchronous chat is unavailable. The only social
features they can use are emotes and scorekeeping (if only
it is a Ranked match).
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Table 4: Descriptive statistics on how much participants like
the social quest

Mean SD

Watch and Learn (N=496) 3.61 1.37
Friendly Feud (N=499) 429 113

Social Quests of Hearthstone

We explained the available social quests in Hearthstone ear-
lier in the paper. Table 4 shows that, on average, players
like Friendly Feud, where players are encouraged to inter-
act with their friends by challenging them to a match, more
than Watch and Learn, where they are asked to watch their
friends’ matches until the friend wins. This is not surprising.
Players still play the game in Friendly Feud whereas they pas-
sively watch in the other social quest, without any input. In
an open-response question, we asked participants why they
liked the social quests (N=493). They mostly talked about
their experiences with Friendly Feud, where both parties
get rewards, regardless of who wins. As expected, the main
reasons are very pragmatic: participants like social quests
because they have high rewards (45%), low effort (9%), and
high rewards for low effort (18%). Indeed, these quests are
some of the most profitable ones in the game. One participant
stated that "I like them because they reward gold or card
packs which help me catch up to other players." In addition
to rewards, players talked about socialization as a reason to
complete these quests (19.6%). Below are the subcategories
to related to socialization.

Purposeful Socialization with Tangible Rewards. Social quests
allows some players to keep and strengthen their social ties.
One participant stated that "It allows me to stay in contact
with other players and socialize with them." Another par-
ticipant reported that these quests provided him with an
opportunity to engage in further socializations and poten-
tially make new friends:

"They provide a way to make new friends, like if none
of your current friends are online you’ll generally sent a
request to a recent opponent and you never know how that
might turn out. To a lesser extent however, they also give
good rewards." - Male, plays 21+ hours a week.

Several participants also remarked that they liked being
rewarded for socialization (8%). Below is a representative
quote about social quests and rewards:

"I like playing with my friends. The reward is like extra
bonus." - Male, plays 10-12 hours a week.

Casual Competition and an Excuse for Socialization. For some,
sharing strategies is a way of socialization: "It has lots of
fun and chatting... we give each other tips and strategies."
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These quests can also be an excuse for players to play with
their friends. "In general, my actions and decisions in the
game are very reward oriented. Thanks to these quests, I
get a chance to play with my friends." Another said, "Allows
for more gold to save for the new expansion while getting
an old friend to play Hearthstone against me again." - Male,
plays 13-15 hours a week.

Playing against a friend can be also a motivation. One
player remarked as, "...there is no feeling like a victory after
defeating your friends."-Male, plays 21+ hours a week.

Some participants stated that they liked Friendly Feud
because they did not have to be competitive and stick to
meta game, which is the norm with Hearthstone: "...casual-
don’t have to stress over winning or playing the best meta
decks-just play something fun and enjoy" Another stated
that "it allows me to try out decks that are not in meta game,
and still get rewarded." - Male, plays 21+ hours a week.

Overall, social quests afford purposeful socialization with
rewards, allow for more relaxed gameplay where players can
experiment with different deck building ideas, make them
feel good about getting rewarded for an activity they already
do where share tips and strategies, and, for some, encourage
them to reach out to their friends with weak ties for a game.

How do Social Features of Hearthstone Predict
sovce?

We investigated the predictive power of social design features
on players’ sense of community using a multiple regression
test. The results indicated that the given predictors explained
22% of the variance (R? = .22, F(7, 416)=16.92, p<.001). Table
5 show that scorekeeping (e.g., comparing their ranks to
their friends’ ranks), spectating, sending gifts to their friends,
and chatting while playing contributes most to predicting
players’ SOVC. Interestingly, two social features, challenging
friends and recruiting, that allow people to interact did not
contribute to the model significantly. This may be because
those aspects are heavily de-emphasized by the game design.

Table 5: Descriptive statistics on the frequency of using so-
cial features and playing with others

B SEB B
PRE:Spectate 076 .04 .156%
PRE:Scorekeeping 123 034 .186*
COM:Use emotes .036 .033  .050

COM:Synchronous chat .110 .040 .156"
INT:Challenge friends  -.026 .040 -.035
INT: Recruit RL friends  .063 .037 .085
INT: Send gifts 156 .050  .147*

*p<.05;"*p<.001

Page 6



CHI 2019 Paper

Player Attitudes towards the Hearthstone
Community

344 participants responded to the open-response question
which asked about players’ attitudes towards and experi-
ences with the Hearthstone community. Overall, respondents
seem to have polarized feelings and attitudes towards the
community: some love it, some hate it, and, to a lesser de-
gree, some have both feelings for different aspects. Below
we present the findings on the types of positive and nega-
tive experiences participants had and the design aspects that
might have caused those experiences.

Positive attitudes towards the Hearthstone community. Almost
half of the respondents (45%), had positive attitudes towards
the community, stating the helpful and intellectual charac-
teristics of the players. 20% of these compared Hearthstone
to the communities of other online, especially, team-based
games. Here is a representative comment from a player who
talked about the prosocial behaviors in the Hearthstone com-
munity: "Compared to other online game communities, they
[Hearthstone community] show more sportsmanship and
understanding. They answer questions in detail and with
patience."- Male, plays 21+ hours a week.

Comments about the intellectual capacity of the commu-
nity was salient in other players’ experiences. Another player,
after remarking on friendliness, added that the community
was "...open to any creative ideas, and rewards. It is very
innovative and intellectually stimulating."- Male, plays 10-12
hours a week. Another player commented that the commu-
nity consisted of "Mostly nerds. Very intellectual and well
educated players.."- Female, plays 21+ hours a week.

We found three main characteristics that may facilitate
players’ positive experiences with the game community.

1. Mature player base: About 17% of the participants think
that young players are responsible for most toxic behavior in
online games. They reported that the Hearthstone commu-
nity has a higher number of older players compared to other
esports games, and think that this helps reducing toxicity in
the game. A representative comment is "Compared to many
other games, players’ average age is higher and the use of
slang is much less..." Some players also think that the game is
tailored toward older players because of the financial reasons
"...after certain point I can say you need to spend money. This
is why it keeps younger players away.."" Some players even
attribute the mutual respect among gamers to their age.

"Because of the more mature player group compared to
other games, players respect each other a lot more and they
like to help. Even though you can get angry because of the
luck factor, I enjoy being part of the community."- Male, plays
4-6 hours a week.

2. Game mechanics: About 30% of the players talked about
game mechanics when reporting their positive experiences
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with the game. Some players put forward one-to-one compet-
itive mechanics as the main reason the community is friendly.
The representative quote is "Because it is not a team game,
you don’t suffer from the bad behavior of your teammates..."
- Male, plays 13-15 hours a week.

Participants think that because the game requires strategy
and deliberation, pure luck does not win games consistently,
which may attract people who prefer games that make them
think and strategize. A player also talked about the variety
in available cards encouraged him to create new strategies:
"Because of the diversity of the available cards, I need to
develop a new strategy for each game. - Male, plays 4-6
hours a week.

3. Restricted chat: About 20% of the participants find re-
stricted chat as a positive and the most salient design choice
that reduces the frequency of toxic behavior in the game. In
a representative quote, an Australian player states that the
game community is "...generally better than most... largely
due to default switched off chat."- Male, plays 1-3 hours a
week.

Emergent toxic behaviors. Participants, 34%, also talked about
different types of negativity they experienced in the Hearth-
stone community. Similar to those who recounted their pos-
itive experiences, players talked about both in-game and
out-of-game incidents. They used the terms such as toxic
behavior, bad manners (BM, a term used to describe inten-
tionally obnoxious behavior within Hearthstone, and can
be considered close to trash talk), over-reactivity and over-
demanding. One participant described general player behav-
ior as "trolling." Another player complained about a plethora
of egocentric posts, "in our Facebook group, a lot of people
post to show off which is not informative and annoying to
me." Another subject of complaint was negative attitudes
towards certain play styles: "They [players] are not friendly.
Everyone likes a class. But, some exaggerate it and treat
players who play other decks as stupid. It is not nice. I think
there is huge toxicity."

Some players experienced conflicts in the community. One
of the female players complained about negative behaviors
especially towards woman in the community, while still not-
ing that it is not as toxic as other games, which has been a
common problem in the competitive game scene.

"..not as toxic as other games, but can still have some
terrible people. Especially toward women, which is why I
don’t get to be as social as I like. I find a lot of them to be
intelligent." - Female, plays 1-3 hours a week.

Another said that he found no "in between" people in the
community, "...Either they are awesome and amazing and
the exact kind of people I want to be playing with or they
are the worst of the worst and telling me to go kill myself" -
Male, plays 4-6 hours a week.
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One particular emergent behavior was driven by the re-
stricted chat function in the game. Players talked about a
flaming behavior, where opponents send a friend request
after their match. Their only intent is to curse and insult if
the player accepts their friending request. Because of this,
players reported rarely accepting a friend request from some-
one after winning a match because they think the player will
be toxic. A Swedish player said "It can be quite toxic when I
get a friend request from a stranger after a game they lost." -
Male, plays 7-9 hours a week.

Participants reasoned that the competition might be the
main reason for such behavior. A representative quote from
a Turkish player highlighted the competitive aspect of the
game as a reason for this flaming behavior:

"Because many players focus on winning and don’t con-
sider losing as an option so they lose their nerves. There is
only limited number of people who friend you to actually
have a conversation. Majority remove you from friendship
after they swear at you." - Male, plays 4-6 hours a week.

Participants talked about different types of behavior that
they labeled BMs. These included: abusing emotes to spam,
humiliate, or behave passive-aggressively; wasting time on
purpose; or taking unnecessary actions during matches. One
player reported, "7 out of 10 players I play use spams emotes
and does BM.." While for some players, BM may be consid-
ered as part of competitive gaming, as a way of bantering, a
majority of the participants in this study do not like it.

Player experiences with affinity groups. Some participants
(11%) talked about the Hearthstone community in Facebook
groups or other affinity groups, and made comparisons be-
tween player behaviors in these groups and in the game, and
talked about their mixed experiences. "...because there is no
opportunities for communication during the game, except
emotes, toxicity is not felt during gameplay, thus, does not
elevate to the level of disturbance. But, you can see hundreds
of aggressive behaviors in various online groups and forums."

Relatedly, a British player reported his experiences as an
admin of a Facebook group, and concluded that the commu-
nity is friendly despite occasional negative behaviors.

"I'm an admin of a Facebook group which has allowed me
to see the group grow. I’ve seen salt at its highest but it is
occasionally. Otherwise everyone is friendly and gets along.
Everyone supports each other as a family" - Male, plays 13-15
hours a week.

Another player talked about potentially destructive be-
haviors of some members on a Facebook group, and still
concluded that he likes broader game community despite
those players.

"I have been trying to help people in this damn group
(I know everything about the game. I have been playing it
for 4 years) but those who knows nothing about HS keep
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commenting on every post as if they know something. But,
when I think about worldwide HS community, I have lots
of friends, and we help each other and have fun together.." -
Male, plays 21+ hours a week.

Overall, almost half of the participants had positive ex-
periences with the Hearthstone community. We also found
that the limited chat function creates interesting dynam-
ics in the game, potentially hindering socialization. Players
use emotes both to communicate with each other playfully,
but also to spam their opponents to annoy them. Because
Hearthstone has strategic components, annoyance can inter-
fere with player strategy. Inaccessible chat to general players
removes potential verbal abuse in games, but may lead to
behavior like friending to flame their opponents.

5 DISCUSSION

This section is structured around the research questions and
associated recommendations.

Frequency of using different social features of
Hearthstone

Our first research question investigated how frequently play-
ers use the social features and to what extent these features
predict players’ sense of community. Overall, players re-
ported seldom use of the social features. The most frequently
used social feature was emotes. This is expected as emotes
help players communicate how they feel, and sometimes they
are used as a strategy to intimidate or annoy other players.
Participants, in response to the restricted chat, wanted more
emote options, which would allow them to communicate
more diversely. For instance, in another OCCG, Eternal [62],
players have a range of options to choose from to create a
set of emotes to use in-game. Providing players with such
emotive choices can improve their enjoyment and autonomy
(3, 52].

Predictive power of social features on sense of community
in Hearthstone. When studying predictive power of these
features, there was a different story. Among seven features,
only four significantly contributed to explaining the vari-
ance in players’ SOVC: scorekeeping, spectating, sending
gifts, and synchronous chat. Spectating and scorekeeping
are categorized as features that give players sense of social
presence, which is a subjective experience that players feel
the existence of others in the same platform. Spectating en-
able players to watch matches of people in their friends’ list
live and open the possibility that they can discuss strate-
gies with them afterwards. Game designers and companies
should consider providing tools for players to communicate
with other spectators, annotate or take notes which can make
watching matches more active. Real-time dashboard support
developed by Charleer et al. is a good example of an effort
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towards enhancing spectator experiences with further game
data [11].

Scorekeeping is a practice where people compare their
standing with others’ in their community, and was the most
significant predictor of sense of community in this study.
This finding is in line with previous studies which found
that leaderboards improve players’ sense of belonging [38]
and may also encourage people to socialize more [40]. In a
competitive Hearthstone context, it may encourage friendly
competition (e.g., "I want to beat my friend moving up on
the ladder this month") or may lead to other social behaviors
such as requesting mentorship from friend circles or using
services like GamerSensei (https://www.gamersensei.com/).
It is also likely that players engage in scorekeeping to satisfy
their competence needs [45]. Thus, when their needs for
competence is not satisfied, they may experience motivation
loss and frustration [22]. Sending gifts may boost helping
behavior and thus increase players’ sense of community, and
sense of relatedness. While it was a significant predictor of
players’ sense of community, it was the least practiced social
activity in Hearthstone. It is possibly because players cannot
use Gold, in game money, to purchase to gift items. Develop-
ers may consider other ways to incentivize players’ sending
gifts to each other. For example, some select items may be
bought with either Gold or real money, or designing a quest
whose reward will almost replace the money that players
may spend on the gift. These actions can both satisfy players’
sense of agency and relatedness by connecting people [45].

Despite rewards, recruitment of real life friends was rather
low. Previous studies found playing with friends has ben-
efits including a strong sense of social connectedness and
enjoyment [43, 56]. When playing with friends, players fo-
cus on sociability and enjoyable leisure whereas playing
with strangers gives players most flexibility on choosing
what and how they want to play [18]. Hearthstone’s main
social features (e.g., synchronous chat) are only available
to friends, which can enhance socialization and effect their
SOVC. Developers can further encourage recruitment, in-
cluding designing special quests or improving the rewards
for recruitment. Considering many of the social features are
available when playing with friends, having enough friends
to play can improve the chances of using social affordance of
these features. Expectedly, Hearthstone players, on average,
play with strangers where they get matched by an algorithm
based on their success in the game. We found that partici-
pants rarely play with online only friends, people that they
met online and friended. This make sense as we found in
the qualitative findings that players are hesitant to accept
friendship requests. They don’t want toxicity and have fear
of friending to flame. Many reported having been exposed to
such behavior, and becoming cautions about accepting friend
requests from strangers. This shows a delicate relationship
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between taking design-based measures to prevent toxicity
and hindering socialization.

When it comes to social quests, participants prioritize
them because of "less effort” and "more reward" followed
by socialization. Among the two social quests, participants
prefer Friendly Feud that requires them to be active partic-
ipants and provides rewards to both players. Participants
who like Watch and Learn like it more because they enjoy
spectating their friends’ games and sometimes learn strate-
gies. This seems to be what game designers aim to do, yet
the spectate quest has lower participation rate due to poten-
tially more time commitment and passive stance. It is also
possible that these quests don’t go far enough in promoting
social behavior. They encourage one-time interactions with
already existing friends. Possible deeper social quests might
include ones that encourage the player to make new friends,
and play more with them: e.g. "Make a new friend and play
3 games with them." While many might end after the quest,
planting extra seeds of social connections might bear fruit.
Another possibility might be to make the quests more fre-
quent: possibly give at least one social quest per week. That
may encourage making more friends (to more reliably finish
those quests), or strengthen existing relationships.

Players’ attitudes towards and experiences with the
Hearthstone community

The second research question deals with players’ attitudes
towards and experiences with the Hearthstone community.
Participants reported conflicting adjectives when defining
the community: inclusive, friendly, creative and helpful on
one side; selfish, mean, crybaby and toxic on the other. Par-
ticipants compared the Hearthstone community to other
online competitive game communities, and remarked that
the Hearthstone community is more mature, friendly, and
less toxic than those communities. They indicated that game
mechanics is one of the reasons. The deck design requires
thinking and strategy. This is consistent with a prior study
that found that CCG players are high on the scale for Need
for Cognition, meaning that the players like thinking and
strategizing [54].

Players think that the lack of general chat in the game
helps to control toxic behavior that they experience in other
online, mostly team-based, games. However, they also talked
about bad manners and other emergent behaviors that cir-
cumvent the absence of text-chat. For instance, "friending
to flame" behavior makes players cautious about accepting
any friend request from strangers in the game. This behav-
ior is a good manifestation of attribution theory to explain
toxic player behavior: when a toxic player recognizes a poor
performance, he looks for someone other than himself to
blame. They need to communicate their frustration to their
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opponents by flaming in any means possible: sending the op-
ponent a temporary friend request to swear at them, and then
removing the victim from friends list. As Williams state "...for
better or worse, the systems of games incentivize ordinary
people to make choices and behave in ways they otherwise
wouldn’t” (p.173) [59]. The alternative may be a system that
exists in other competitive games, where players can flame
directly. The question, which we don’t have data to answer
is: "Does the reluctance to friend people due to "friending to
flame" inhibit formation of friendship and community more
than the standard chat systems which more readily permit
flaming?’

Overall, it is not clear the extent to which silencing players
reduces toxicity in the game. It is certain that muting play-
ers does not help with enabling socialization. Considering
the importance of community and socialization for players’
motivations and future play intentions [34, 41], developers
need to devise methods to moderate text and voice commu-
nication, and encourage players to use other social features.
For instance, Faeira OCCG has a Discord channel linked di-
rectly from game UL Other potential design features include:
profanity filters, buttons to report toxicity, or positive re-
inforcement where players can honor a friendly player. It
would be beneficial to know whether these help with and
encourage players’ socialization and SOVC.

6 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

The concept of virtual game community in non-MMOs is not
well-crafted. In MMOs, there are community frameworks
created by developers (e.g., guilds and servers), game tasks
(e.g., group quests, raids), and there are specifically designed
places in the game world where players go to accomplish
their task (e.g., Iron Forge city in WoW). These together
help to give players a SOVC through shared goals and ex-
periences. In the competitive context of OCCGs and due to
lack of "place” in the game, it may be harder for players to
conceptualize what the Hearthstone community means for
them.

While this paper only focused on a single OCCG, player
experiences may differ across games even in the same genre
[53]. However, we predict that our results could be gener-
alizable to other OCCGs because, to our knowledge, they
use similar social features. For instance, following the lead
of Hearthstone, other OCCGs also removed chat from their
social features. Thus, we believe players’ social experiences
are comparable to other OCCGs.

This study suffers from a limitation of online survey stud-
ies: the data is self-reported and the respondents are self-
selected. We aimed to deal with the self-selection bias by post-
ing the survey in multiple channels (e.g., Facebook groups,
Reddit, forums). While this might have increased the num-
ber of people who saw the call for the study, the responding

Paper 337

CHI 2019, May 4-9, 2019, Glasgow, Scotland, UK

participants are most likely to be engaged with the game and
eager to participate in activities related to it. Even though
there is some variation of play behaviors, we acknowledge
that our findings may reflect motivations, beliefs, and behav-
iors of active players. Future research should complement
survey data with data from other sources (e.g., interviews,
experiments, log usage data). It would be ideal to use ob-
jective data (e.g., log data) on the user statistics such as the
number of friends one has, the percentage of the games they
play with their friends, the frequency of using social features
so on. However, this approach requires collaboration with
game companies, which is challenging.

Furthermore, this study is correlational. Future studies
may investigate the potential causal effect of different so-
cial features on player behaviors. However, we also note
that our mixed method approach provided more evidence to
complement the insights gained from correlations.

Even though our study casted a wide net to recruit partic-
ipants, 95% of our sample were male. This is not surprising
since there is evidence that OCCG players are predominantly
male [31]. However, it makes it difficult to examine the re-
lationship between gender and social features when under-
standing their impact on players’ behaviors. Overall, our
findings may reflect only male OCCG players’ experiences
and behaviors.

Lastly, we did not ask questions directly about players’ so-
cial engagement outside of the game (e.g., streaming, posting
on FB groups). These places (e.g., game forums) are consid-
ered as affinity spaces and provide multitude of ways for
players to participate [21] and be part of a game commu-
nity [33]. A unique, out-of-game, in-person socialization for
Hearthstone is Fireside Gatherings, supported by the game’s
developers. Players can register to organize Fireside Gath-
erings, and invite others to attend via local posts. In these
gatherings, players meet in person and play Hearthstone
together. They usually earn a special card back or a cosmetic
skin when they attend a gathering. Engaging in these so-
cial activities may further explain the variance in players’
SOVC. Thus, future studies should ask about the frequency
of different out-of-game socializations.

7 CONCLUSION

This study is the most comprehensive study with OCCG
players to our knowledge that identified social features of
a popular representative OCCG, Hearthstone, and investi-
gated to what extent these are predictive of players’ SOVC.
Along with findings from qualitative data on players’ expe-
riences with the community, results from this study would
give guidance to game designers who are planning to design
the next OCCG for the market. However, we emphasize that
due to our sample, our findings may primarily reflect male
OCCG players’ experiences and behaviors. Thus, we would
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like to caution readers from making generalizations from
our findings to all participants or all OGGCs. This study also
has theoretical contributions because it expands on previous
studies that identified social features in other types of games
including social network games and MMOs. Furthermore,
we uncovered different social behaviors such as friending
to flame and emote spamming that were facilitated by the
social affordances of Hearthstone. Potential toxic behaviors
from strangers create barriers for players’ socialization and
community building. Future studies are needed to uncover
whether communication restrictions can be circumvented
with other types of social features to enable socialization
while at the same time reducing the toxicity in the game.
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