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Competitive gaming, a long-standing study context for CSCW, has recently faced criticism due to its 
design emphasis on competition and achievement, which is associated with adverse phenomena such as 
player toxicity and anxiety. Recognizing this limit, game designers have proactively made design attempts 
to ameliorate these unintended consequences of competitive gaming. A notable example is the All Random 
All Mid (ARAM) mode in League of Legends (LoL), designed to introduce casualness into competitive 
gaming. To understand how players experience both casualness and competitiveness, a seemingly 
contradictory pair, we conducted an interview study with ARAM players, finding that ARAM supports 
‘casual competition’ through decentering competition, diversifying interpersonal dynamics, and filling 
gaps in player needs. We further discuss how game design and player agency co-constitute casual 
competition, reflect on key aspects of competitive gaming design such as diversity and fairness, and 
provide implications for competitive gaming design, which may help combat toxicity.  
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1 Introduction 

The computer-supported cooperative work (CSCW) community has shown sustained interest in 
video games (e.g., [9, 20, 58]), including competitive ones (e.g., [25, 34, 78]). Competitive gaming 
involves two or more opposing parties (e.g., such as individuals or teams) competing for an 
exclusive reward (e.g., a win). Competitive gaming satisfies various players’ needs and 
motivations such as competence and achievement [30, 32, 71]. Popular competitive game titles 
such as League of Legends, Fortnite, and Call of Duty are tremendously successful today, with 
each enjoying tens of millions of daily active players [12, 15, 100]. However, competitive 
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gaming has also been widely observed to have unintended consequences such as toxicity 
(meaning disruptive or uncooperative player behavior), high pressure, and player anxiety and 
frustration [7, 25, 30, 37]. These drawbacks can hinder player enjoyment and harm player 
wellbeing [3, 59].  

Generally speaking, scholars have criticized video game culture and industry for prioritizing 
meritocracy over other values such as cooperation and community, engendering a breeding 
ground for player toxicity [64]. While competition and its associated pressure are inherently 
built into competitive gaming, it is still unclear what specific aspects of such games lead to 
adverse consequences. There has been a growing attention within the research community to 
understanding what key design dimensions and constituents lead to these adverse consequences 
[25, 48, 50], as well as exploring what contributes to positive competitive gaming experiences [1, 
7, 36].  

Against this backdrop, game designers have attempted to mitigate the negative impacts of 
competitive gaming by tuning certain competitive gameplay features. For example, players of 
Call of Duty: Modern Warfare II, a popular first-person shooter game, can follow a few steps to 
disable skill-based matchmaking and choose to play with randomly matched players [76]. 
Games like Fortnite [101] and Rocket League [90] maintain an unranked mode to cater to casual 
players.  

Rather than simply removing competitive gameplay features, League of Legends (LoL) has 
moved further down the direction by designing and maintaining the All Random All Mid 
(ARAM) mode to inject casualness into players’ competitive gaming experience [102]. LoL has 
been widely known for its classic, competitive gaming mode, the Summoner’s Rift. Both the 
Summoner’s Rift and the ARAM modes require players to defeat an enemy team by destroying 
their base.  

However, there are striking differences between the designs of the two modes. In the 
Summoner’s Rift, each player can choose a champion to play for their assigned position on the 
map, and there are three lanes and a jungle area in between the lanes, which requires players’ 
complex strategic planning based on the map [22].  

In ARAM mode, “All Random” stands for that the system randomly assigns champions to 
players, and “All Mid” stands for that there is only one lane in this mode.  With champions 
assigned at random by the system, players are less likely to get their most familiar ones, 
lowering the degree of competitiveness brought by skillfully playing a champion. With a single-
lane map, players do not need to watch out for detailed information all over the map and plan 
strategies accordingly. These consequential actions require less cognitive effort to play. Still, 
ARAM is competitive gaming, as it matches the notion by involving two teams competing for 
an exclusive reward. As such, the competitive nature and the casual nature brought by 
randomness and the simple map make ARAM to be a casual competitive mode (for detailed 
information on the two modes, please refer to section 2). 

Since the beginning of its release, the ARAM mode has been highly popular for its purposive 
design of randomness and casual play [21, 69, 98, 102]. While considerable prior work on 
competitive gaming has started to identify its unintended consequences, not much attention has 
been paid to developers’ conscious design choices that are intended to ameliorate them. In 
ARAM’s case, it is the careful design of casualness through aspects such as simple map and 
randomness. In this paper, we aim to understand this careful design of casualness by 
understanding the experiences it brings to players. Thus, we propose the following research 
question: How does the blend of casualness and competitiveness in game design 
influence player experience? Specifically, this research question entails two research 
objectives: 1) to document and characterize player experience with ARAM; and 2) to identify 
experiential qualities of ARAM tied to casualness and/or competitiveness. 

Thus, we conducted 13 interviews with LoL players on the North American server who had 
extensive experiences in playing both ARAM and Summoner’s Rift mode in LoL, and performed 
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an inductive thematic analysis [13] of the collected data. Our analysis led to a characterization 
of ‘casual competition,’ or casual ‘competitive gaming.’ While casual gaming is often associated 
with a casual attitude characterized by leisure and low cognitive state, and is viewed as the 
opposite of competitive gaming that entails intense competition and a high degree of 
involvement (see [43] for a detailed discussion of casual gaming), what we found in this study is 
an intermediate form, where both casualness and competitiveness are mutually constitutive 
within player experience (PX). PX refers to the unique and subjective experiences of players 
during and immediately after playing games [91]. 

Specifically, our study shows that casual competitive gaming in ARAM is enacted through 
both conscious design consideration and player agency in three primary ways: First, classic 
competitive gaming elements like achievements are still present but decentered from PX, 
overshadowed by other sources of gratifications such as randomness and game process. Second, 
players’ interpersonal dynamics with both teammates and opponents are diversified in various 
playful ways. Third, players actively arrange their ARAM play to fill gaps between their needs 
for casual gaming and competitive gaming in their everyday gaming practices. These findings 
enable us to discuss the nature and characteristics of casual competitive gaming as an 
intermediate form between casual gaming and competitive gaming, and to reflect on key aspects 
of competitive gaming design such as diversity and fairness. We suggest that game designers 
can be the architects in creating a friendly environment to combat online toxicity in the gaming 
environment based on the casual competitive designs we discussed. 

Our contributions to the CSCW community include 1) extending our understanding of 
competitive gaming through a rich, empirical account of player actions and social dynamics in 
the understudied context of ARAM, 2) characterizing casual competitive gaming as an 
intermediate form that bridges casual and competitive gaming, and 3) a nuanced, comparative 
look at the intertwinement of conscious design choice and player experience in the broader 
context of competitive gaming. Our design implications offer valuable insights for game 
designers to rethink competitive gaming design. 

2 Background: League of Legends and the All Random All Mid Mode 

League of Legends (LoL), a multiplayer Online Battle Arena (MOBA) game developed by Riot 
Games, is one of the most popular competitive games. LoL currently has more than 100 million 
monthly players around the world [100]. In addition, it features a unique mode, ARAM, an 
alternative to its classic competitive mode ‘Summoner’s Rift,’ which incorporates distinctive 
gaming design decisions to provide a casual player experience.  

As a match-based game, LoL divides 10 players in a match into two teams, each consisting of 
five players: a blue team and a red team. After a match starts, players spawn, or respawn after 
death, near their respective base on the map (Fig. 1): The blue team starts the game in the 
bottom left corner and the red team in the top right corner. In order to win, players need to 
destroy the enemy team’s base and protect their own. Players need to choose a character (also 
called a champion by LoL players) before a match starts.  
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Fig. 1. Screenshots for the two modes in LoL. The figure on the left is the map called “Summoner’s Rift” 
[103]. This is the map for the game mode “Summoner’s Rift.” This map and the game mode share the 

same name in LoL. The figure on the right is the map called “Howling Abyss” [92]. It is the map for the 
mode “All Random All Mid” (ARAM). 

There are two primary game modes, Summoner’s Rift and All Random All Mid (ARAM). 
Each game mode has its own map: The former uses the map named Summoner’s Rift (Fig 1.a), 
while the latter is played on the map named Howling Abyss (Fig 1.b). In the rest of the paper, 
we consider the former game mode as competitive gaming, and the latter game mode, our study 
context, as casual competitive gaming. In the rest of this section, we detail the differences 
between the two modes (Summoner’s Rift and ARAM) and summarize these in Table 1. 

Summoner’s Rift, as described in the LoL game client, is a game mode where players aim to 
“crush the lane, dive into epic five-on-five team fights, and destroy enemy’s base in premier 
competitive mode” [68]. It is the dominant mode/map that is played in eSports [104] and has 
been studied by many researchers (see [33, 38, 55, 56, 81]). LoL offers both ranked and unranked 
sub-modes under this game mode. The key difference between the ranked and the unranked 
modes is that the former provides a visible player rank, while the latter hides it. Whether or not 
it is ranked, LoL calls all modes on this map as “premier competitive mode” [68]. Therefore, in 
the rest of the paper, we refer to both the ranked and the unranked modes as competitive mode.  

In this mode, players can choose their own champions (i.e., characters) from all the 
champions they have in LoL before a match starts. LoL had a total of 166 champions by the time 
of writing this paper [105]. Minions regularly spawn from each base and go on three lanes: top, 
mid, and bottom. The three lanes are all noticeable on the map (Fig. 1.a). Between the lanes, 
complex jungle paths weave through dense jungle areas. These paths are strategically important 
for players to navigate and plan their moves.  

Additionally, within these jungle areas, there are various objectives that players can defeat to 
gain bonuses and advantages in the game. Each team consists of five players, with each player 
assigned one of the following roles: Top (who goes to the top lane), Mid (who goes to the mid 
lane), Bottom (who goes to the bottom lane), Support (who goes to the bottom lane to support 
Bottom), and Jungle (who goes to the jungles between each lane). A typical Summoner’s Rift 
match lasts between 30 to 40 minutes.  

In order to generate fair matches for tens of millions of players, LoL maintains two systems: 
the ranking system and the matchmaking system. For Summoner’s Rift, the ranking system 
calculates players’ rank, and the matchmaking system matches players with similar rankings. 
However, only the ranked mode makes such player ranking visible. Players can play the ranked 
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mode of Summoner’s Rift and win games to level up their ranks (from low to high: Iron, Bronze, 
Silver, Gold, Platinum, Diamond, Master, Grandmaster, and Challenger). A higher ranking 
usually indicates higher mastery.  

All Random All Mid (ARAM), as described in the LoL client interface, is a mode where 
“ten randomly selected champions assemble on a narrow bridge in two teams and destroy 
everything in their path to cross to the other side” [68]. It has gained enormous popularity in 
recent years, and has its unique map, Howling Abyss [21, 98, 106].  

ARAM is known for its casualness, manifest in several key design considerations. First, 
different from Summoner’s Rift, ARAM features a selection of ten random champions. The 
system randomly assigns ten champions to ten players across two teams, with each player 
having no more than two times to reroll for a new random champion. Players can also switch 
champions with their teammates or choose from the champions disowned by teammates 
through rerolls. Still, the set of available champions to play is rather limited, compared to modes 
on the Summoner’s Rift. Players don't have control over the champions they get in ARAM. 
Therefore, they cannot always pick the strongest or most comfortable champions. This feature 
adds surprises and challenges to the gameplay. 

Second, another unique feature of ARAM is that it consists of only one lane (as shown in Fig. 
1.b), in contrast to the three lanes found in Summoner’s Rift (as shown in Fig. 1. a). Therefore, 
players are not assigned specific roles for different lanes. With only one lane to focus on, the 
map is much simplified. Players do not have to worry about managing multiple lanes, objectives, 
or complex jungle paths. The absence of top and bottom lanes, as well as jungle areas, translates 
to fewer strategic options for players. This simplification reduces the need for complex map 
awareness and strategic decision-making, bringing a casual nature to the game.  

ARAM is intended to provide players with a fun mode to play [102]. The casual design of 
ARAM results in the shortening of play time. A typical ARAM match lasts between 15 to 20 
minutes. Since its release, ARAM has been known as a casual, less stressful, and fun play mode 
compared to the competitive mode [4, 107].   

Despite its heavy casualness, ARAM is competitive in nature as it involves two teams 
competing for an exclusive reward. Thus, players seem to experience the tension between its 
casualness and competitiveness. Recently, the LoL community even criticized ARAM’s new 
designs for detracting from its casual nature [66, 108, 109]. Thus, the blend of casualness and 
competitiveness is not static, but consistently contested in player experience. It is important to 
note that Riot Games has updated a new patch including several new gaming designs on the 
ARAM map in late 2022, such as transporting doors, bushes, and fallen towers [108]. Our 
study’s data collection took place before this update. Therefore, our study does not take these 
recent gaming design changes into account.  

Table 1. Major differences between Summoner’s Rift mode and ARAM mode. The first column notes the 
name of the features. The second and third columns note the detailed information on the different 

features of Summoner’s Rift mode and ARAM mode accordingly. 

Features Summoner’s Rift Mode ARAM Mode 

Map name Summoner’s Rift Howling Abyss 

Lanes Three lanes One lane 

Has jungle areas Yes No 

Has objectives Yes No 

Has ranking system Yes No 

Played in e-sports Yes No 

Has assigned roles Top/Jungle/Mid/Bottom/Support No 

Champion selection Chose by players Randomly assigned 

Average match time 30-40 minutes 15-20 minutes 



453:6  Zinan Zhang and Yubo Kou 

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., V8, CSCW2, Article 453. Publication date: November 2024. 

3 Related Work 

3.1 Competitive Gaming in the Context of CSCW 

Video games, especially online games, have become an important research area in the 
computer-supported cooperative work (CSCW) community since the early 2000s [9, 20, 58]. In 
the early days, CSCW researchers already recognized how play is not just for fun, but also a 
form of work, which pertains to the “W” in CSCW. Thus, online games have been studied as 
important social spaces, much like other online venues such as social media and Wikipedia, 
affording many opportunities for people to learn [42], form community [58], perform tasks [94], 
and engage in teamwork [26]. 

In parallel, CSCW’s interest in competitive gaming has grown considerably in recent years, 
exploring the social aspects of competition in the gaming context. A few studies have explored 
competitive gaming in a primarily collocated setting. For example, Voida et al. [86] studied 12 
groups of console game players and recognized how console gamers in a collocated setting 
could simultaneously enjoy the collaborative, cooperative, and competitive elements. Su [78] 
analyzed player culture following the release of Street Fighter IV, which was available on both 
the arcade and the console (hence online play). This marked a contrast to earlier versions, which 
were on the arcade-only, leading players to negotiate and redefine what constitutes legitimate 
competitive gaming. 

More recently, CSCW researchers have started to uncover competitive gaming in an online 
setting. Many competitive online games such as LoL and DOTA 2 feature fast-paced teamwork, 
presenting a unique challenge to virtual teamwork, where teammates must make fast decisions 
and tight coordination.  

Against this backdrop, Kim et al. [34] measured the collective intelligence of teams in LoL in 
order to evaluate their performance and observed that the fast-paced setting expects teammates 
to rely more on tacit coordination than verbal coordination. Kou and Gui [39] observed that 
emotional management and leadership play an important role in virtual teamwork when 
players are experiencing intense competition. Zhang et al. [99] conducted a survey study to 
detail players’ expectations (in areas such as instrumental skills and communication strategies) 
for AI teammates in competitive gaming. Taken together, this body of work aligns with CSCW’ 
traditional interest in understanding and supporting virtual teamwork but acknowledges the 
distinctive characteristics of competitive gaming. 

Meanwhile, several studies have also noted the negative side of competitive gaming. For 
example, Grandprey-Shores et al. [25] explored deviant behaviors in LoL and reported that more 
competitive game modes in LoL are associated with higher frequency of deviant behaviors. Kou 
and Gui’s interview study [38] with LoL players found that performance tracking data provided 
by the game could help players to learn but also cause stress and anxiety. Tally et al. [80] found 
that some players believed that there were stigmas associated with competitive gaming and 
would adopt privacy regulation strategies to keep their gaming habits in secret. 

In sum, although prior work has focused on several disparate threads of interest, it 
collectively characterizes competitive gaming as a unique context where competitive game 
players engage in fast-paced, intense coordination and experience emotional challenges. Such 
uniqueness holds valuable social, cultural, and emotional implications for CSCW. Thus, in 
alignment with the observation that elements of gaming design have meaningful influence on 
social dynamics [86], this study focuses on the ARAM mode of LoL to understand how its 
gaming design choices impact LoL players’ experiences with competitive gaming. 

3.2 Competitive Gaming and its Unintended Consequences 

Competitive gaming, due to its popularity, has been studied for years to understand players’ 
motivation and gratification [77, 84, 96]. Gratifications derived from competitive gaming are 
broadly categorized into two types, competitive and hedonic [89].  
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The competitive gratification comes from extrinsic enjoyment, including competition, 
achievement, challenge, reputation, and reward [89]. For example, players find enjoyment in the 
intense engagement of competition [87] and derive pleasure from the challenges it presents [51].  

Hedonic gratification stems from intrinsic enjoyment, including social relationships, 
escapism, self-fulfillment, fun, and virtual identity [89]. For example, players enjoy playing 
competitive gaming with friends [84]. Besides the gratifications listed above, scholars also found 
other sources of enjoyment sought by players. For example, when competition happens between 
two teams, the combination of intra-team collaboration and inter-team competition becomes a 
distinctive enjoyment [73].   

While there are multiple gratifications and enjoyments in competitive gaming, players do not 
always have positive experiences in games. Negative emotions are widely reported in 
competitive gaming [39, 50]. For example, players show more frustration in highly competitive 
gaming compared to other types of video games [30]. Negative emotions such as “tilt” (which 
refers to depression due to losing) are also highly common in competitive gaming [41].  

In addition, several studies have found that toxicity, behaviors that are disruptive or 
uncooperative, in competitive gaming can lead to players’ frustration and depression [8, 37, 45, 
48, 73]. Toxic behaviors do not happen in competitive gaming by coincidence. In fact, 
competitiveness has been identified as a major contributing factor to toxic behavior. Players are 
more prone to exhibit toxic behavior when engaged in competitive mode and play high-damage 
characters that demands intense focus on in-game combat [25]. Unfortunately, online games’ 
moderation systems often fall short in articulating definitions of toxicity and having a low 
report rate from the player community [46]. 

Players’ enjoyment in competitive gaming further relies on and sometimes is jeopardized by 
fairness issues. Although fairness is a crucial norm in competitive gaming community [75], 
competitive games can be plagued by cheating behaviors, such as bug exploiting, which creates 
unfair advantages by inappropriately exploiting programming failures [27, 110]. A few 
competitive games use a “pay to win” mechanism, giving advantages to players who have made 
purchases, which renders unfair matches between non-paying players and pay-to-win players 
[23]. Matchmaking systems are also criticized for being unfair when they pair players with 
significantly different levels of skill or mastery [41]. Fairness issues not only frustrate players on 
the losing side, but also diminish the PX of those on the winning side. When players find a 
game either too easy or too hard, they may feel less challenged in both scenarios, leading to a 
negative PX [41, 60]. 

In sum, players enjoy competition in competitive gaming but also suffer from its unintended 
consequences such as negative emotions, toxicity, and fairness concerns. Given that ARAM is 
designed intentionally to mitigate these unintended consequences, it provides a unique study 
context for understanding and rethinking how players might experience competitive gaming in 
a different way. 

4 Methodology 

In this paper, we conducted a qualitative study to understand PX in casual competitive gaming, 
particularly focusing on All Random All Mid (ARAM) in League of Legends (LoL). Our specific 
research objectives are 1) to document and characterize player experience with ARAM and 2) to 
identify experiential qualities of ARAM tied to casualness and/or competitiveness. To address 
the research objectives and answer the research question of how players experience the blend of 
casualness and competitiveness in ARAM, a casual competitive mode, in LoL, we carried out 13 
semi-structured interviews (see more details in Section 4.1) and conducted a thematic analysis 
of the data (see more details in Section 4.2). The study was approved by the university’s IRB 
office prior to the data collection. All the members of the research team are experienced LoL 
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players, having engaged with all its modes for years and understanding the differences between 
these modes.  

4.1 Data Collection 

Our research comprised a pilot interview study with five LoL players (P1-P5) and 13 semi-
structured interviews (P6-P18) with LoL players experienced in both ARAM mode and 
Summoner’s Rift mode on the North America Server.  

We recruited our participants via the first author’s personal contact (n=8), snowball sampling 
(n=2), and recruitment messages posted on our university campus (n=8). Among the eight 
participants recruited through the first author’s personal contact, five of them were friends with 
the first author and had previously played LoL with the first author (P1-P5). Two participants 
were recruited from snowball sampling, a widely employed method in qualitative research [57, 
62]. Snowball sampling relies on network and referral-based participant recruitment, starting 
with a small set of initial contacts and expanding through recommendations from existing 
participants, ultimately aiming to achieve a target sample size or saturation point [62].  

Our participants aged between 21 and 28, including 2 females and 16 males. All of them had 
played both the ARAM and Summoner’s Rift modes. All the participants had played LoL for at 
least 2 years, and more than half of them had played for more than 7 years. Among all the 18 
participants, 11 of them are from the same institution as the authors (P6, P7, P9, P11-P18), 7 of 
them are from outside of the institution (P1-P5, P8, P10).  

Table 2. Participants’ demographic information. Note: For recruitment, DC: Direct Contact; SS: Snowball 
Sampling; UR: University Recruiting; The Mode column represents usual game mode of participants.  

ARAM: All Random All Mid Mode; SR: Modes with Summoner’s Rift Map. The Classes column shows the 
champion classes participants like and dislike to play in general (like/dislike). According to Riot Games 

[105], there are six classes in total: Assassins (A), Fighters (F), Mages (MG), Marksmen (MK), Supports (S), 
and Tanks (T). For participants who do not have a specific class they like or dislike, we mark as not 

available (n.a.). 

No. Gender Age Playtime Recruitment Occupation Mode Classes 

1 M 22 6 Years DC Software engineer ARAM F/MG 

2 F 22 2 Years DC Student ARAM S, MG, MK/F, A 

3 M 22 6 Years DC Student SR MK, F, T/S 

4 M 25 4 Years DC Student ARAM F, T/MK 

5 F 26 5 Years DC Data analyst Both S, MK, MG/T 

6 M 22 8 Years DC Student ARAM F, MG/n.a. 

7 M 22 8 Years DC Student ARAM MK/MG 

8 M 23 5 Years SS Student SR n.a./MG 

9 M 24 9 Years UR Student ARAM MG/A, MK 

10 M 25 7 Years DC Student SR F/T 

11 M 21 6 Years UR Student SR A, MG, MK/n.a. 

12 M 28 6 Years UR Student Both MG/A 

13 M 22 9 Years UR Student SR F, T/n.a. 

14 M 24 9 Years UR Student Both A, F/S 

15 M 26 7 Years UR Student ARAM MG, F/MK 

16 M 24 8 Years SS Student SR A/S 

17 M 22 10 Years UR Student SR MG, MK/F 

18 M 23 3 Years UR Student SR F, A/n.a. 

 
The first author conducted all the interviews via Zoom and recorded them with the 

participants’ consent. Semi-structured interviews enabled us to ask open-ended and follow-up 
questions that encouraged participants to discuss their PX in a natural flow without a rigid 
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sequence [17]. This method afforded depth and insights into new concepts emerging from 
conversations with participants [17].  

All interviews took place in October or November 2022, and lasted between 20 minutes and 
an hour. The variation of the interview time depended on players’ willingness to express and 
the number of details they remembered from past experiences. We conducted the first 5 
interviews as a pilot study (P1-P5), where we aimed at a set of general research questions.  

Our interview questions for pilot study mainly focused on participants’ favorite modes and 
their overall experiences in LoL. Through these pilot interviews, we noticed how participants 
shared their experiences with ARAM in LoL enthusiastically and in great detail. Thus, we 
refined the interview questions to focus on ARAM. Our finalized interview protocol included 
the following interview questions: 1) participants’ demographic information and their past 
general experiences in LoL; and 2) participants’ player experiences in LoL, especially in ARAM. 
For details of the interview protocol, please see Appendix A1. The questions allowed us to 
develop an understanding of players’ enjoyment and concerns about ARAM. For the sake of 
data integrity, we excluded the pilot data from this paper.  

All the interview audio was transcribed using Sonix.ai, an audio transcription service. 
Interview transcripts and coding data were stored and analyzed in Word and Excel on 
password-protected computers. Each of the participants received compensation (a $20 Amazon 
Gift Card) after their interviews. To ensure participants anonymity, we refer to them using code 
names (i.e., P1, P2, P3, …) when quoting their interviews. 

4.2 Data analysis 

We conducted a thematic analysis [13] of the interview data, focusing on how players 
experience the combination of casualness and competitiveness in ARAM.  Our analysis was 
contextualized within the broader scope of competitive gaming, often linked with intense 
competitiveness, performance pressure, anxiety, and toxicity, while ARAM presents an 
alternative approach to this gaming paradigm. 

Two researchers participated in the data analysis process. Both researchers have years of 
experiences in playing both ARAM and competitive modes in Summoner’s Rift of LoL and can 
easily understand participants’ experiences.  

They first reviewed each transcript, noting down preliminary ideas about ARAM for the 
first-round discussion. Then, both of them conducted an initial coding independently by going 
through every transcript and coded quotes that were related to ARAM. This step generated over 
280 initial codes. Through several meetings, the researchers discussed their codes and resolved 
disagreements, moving back and forth to reach a final set of initial codes. They finally agreed on 
a list comprising over 130 second-level codes. After this phase, the researchers went through 
next round of discussions to develop higher-level concepts and themes in the codes for the 
players’ behaviors, motivations, and thoughts, until they reached an agreement on a thematic 
map, meeting the principles of internal homogeneity and external heterogeneity in thematic 
analysis [63]. Theme names were defined and established after several rounds of discussions, 
culminating in the creation of the thematic map. Finally, the most representative quotes were 
selected carefully and documented with theme names and codes in a coding book using Excel. 

The resulting thematic map included three overarching themes, including ‘decentering 
achievement in favor of other sources of gratification,’ ‘diversifying interpersonal dynamics 
with teammates and opponents,’ and ‘filling gaps in everyday gaming practices.’ As an example 
of how initial codes were categorized into one of the overarching themes, ‘playing with friends’ 
was initially categorized under the theme ‘diversifying interpersonal dynamics with teammates 
and opponents.’ After discussion, we had an agreement that even though playing with friends 
creates interpersonal fun when socializing, it is more likely to be the reason and context why 
players play ARAM, and thus could be categorized under ‘filling gaps in everyday gaming 
practices.’  
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5 Findings 

Our participants acknowledged how ARAM offers the experience of casual competitive gaming, 
distinct from being solely causal or purely competitive. Specifically, they highlighted three 
primary ways in which ARAM’s designs intersected with their ways of gaming, pertaining to 
the aspects of achievement, interpersonal dynamics, and gaps in their everyday gaming practice.  

5.1 Decentering Achievements in Favor of Diverse Sources of Gratification 

Much previous work [5, 41, 96, 97] has shown that competitive gaming design tends to 
prioritize achievements such as win and performance statistics. However, our participants 
acknowledged how the design of ARAM decenters achievements, facilitating them to explore 
diverse sources of gratification. In other words, players self-define their enjoyment rather than 
relying on achievement as the sole way of evaluating their gaming experiences. Such sentiment 
was evident in several participants’ upfront comments on the meaning of ‘win’ in ARAM. For 
example, one player told us: 

“Since there is no rank, win or loss does not matter that much to me. If I play ranked, then I 

need to pay more attention to that (loss).” P10 
ARAM, albeit involving competition, does not offer a visible player rank like many other 

competitive games do. In the quote above, the participant explained that he deprioritized win 
because ARAM did not show a rank for him. The participant further contrasted ARAM with the 
ranked mode on Summoner’s Rift which shows a player rank, explaining how achievements 
became less important in evaluating his overall enjoyment of ARAM. Clearly, the intentional 
gaming design choice to hide player rank played a significant role in players’ appraisal of win in 
their experience. Some participants also pointed to other reasons for deprioritizing the win. For 
example, a player stated: 

“If I could rank enjoyment [in ARAM], I would say having a lot of fun and winning is the 

happiest, then having fun and losing, and then winning and losing [if not having fun].” P9 
In competitive gaming, having fun and winning can be two separated, and sometimes 

opposing, experiences. One might win but not have fun, and vice versa. In this regard, P9, in the 
quote above, attached more importance to the ‘fun’ experience than the ‘win’ experience. 

When a win or a loss, the outcome of competition, is made less consequential via gaming 
design, players can develop their own ways of enjoyment. For example, a participant reported 
how he could focus on smaller, self-defined goals in ARAM:  

“You can see four or five opponent players in just one area and the fact that you can blast 

them with your AOE abilities and see the big numbers is just something that I enjoy the 

most.” P12 
AOE stands for “area of effect.” LoL’s champions have vastly different abilities and strengths. 

Champions with AOE abilities are able to make damages targeted at an area, within which all 
the opponent players receive a high number of damages. P12 enjoyed playing mage or range 
champions, who usually can attack enemies from a far distance or have AOE effects. He 
explained that his enjoyment stemmed from leveraging a champion’s advantages, in this case, 
the AOE effects, rather than focusing on traditional achievement-related outcomes in the game, 
such as game results or kills.   

ARAM players have diverse gratifications other than winning the game. In this section, we 
illustrate what are their gratifications, or, in other words, self-defined enjoyment, such as 
freshness brought by randomness and process of playing. Their in-game actions which aim at 
achieving such gratification may conflict with pursuit of achievements, such as unfairness 
brought by randomness and potential for losing by prolonging the gameplay. 
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5.1.1  Enjoying Randomness over Fairness  What further undermines the importance of win is the 
sheer amount of randomness that is designed into ARAM. As we described in the Background 
section, players do not get to pick their champions in ARAM. They receive a randomly assigned 
champion, have up to two opportunities to reroll for a randomly new champion, and are able to 
switch champions with their teammates. Thus, the available pool of champions is limited. 
Although this design constrains players’ autonomy to pick champions, our participants 
appreciated how such randomness infuses elements of surprise, excitement, and freshness in 
their experiences. Some participants explained how open and optimistic they were about 
playing a random and oftentimes unfamiliar champion: 

“It is common to have some unfamiliar champion [even though I don’t usually play Top 

champions]. There is no pressure that you must win the game.” P17 

“Randomness is fine, even if I get some unfamiliar champions. [In Summoner’s Rift, I mostly 

play fighters and tanks.] But trying new things is the ethos of ARAM.”  P13 
Since champions assigned to players are random, there is no guarantee that players would be 

assigned with champions they are good at. Hence, it is possible to get unfamiliar champions, 
which may result in not playing well or a loss. However, both P17 and P13 were open to playing 
unfamiliar champions. Although P17 did not play the Top role in Summoners’ Rift mode and 
was thus unfamiliar with champions that fit the role, he was open to trying such unfamiliar 
champions in ARAM since there was no pressure to win. P13 usually played fighters and tanks 
in Summoner’s Rift mode but he also tried and enjoyed ranged champions such as mages in 
ARAM. P13 applauded the chance to step out of their comfort zone and to experience new 
gameplay styles. In addition, one player explained the pleasure from observing other players 
playing unfamiliar champions in ARAM: 

“So, I always find this funny to see. People cannot play the champion that they get…  You 

can tell that they are just using their abilities randomly in order to figure out what this 

champion is capable of.” P12 
When players get an unfamiliar champion that they have rarely played before, they could 

spend considerable time figuring out how to play and act in a clumsy way in game. Some 
players may choose to experiment with their abilities in a trial-and-error fashion. This renders a 
match less competitive but brings entertainment value to the players involved. P12 described 
how he enjoyed observing other players trying to cast abilities in unorthodox ways. This 
randomness typically results in a fresh combination of five champions, contrasting with the 
often predictable and optimal team composition in Summoner’s Rift’s competitive mode. For 
example, one player said: 

“I like ARAM because of its randomness. Everyone can get a random champion. But in 

Rank/Normal, everyone just picks the powerful champions in the current season.” P16 
In the ranked mode of Summoner’s Rift, players make their best effort to win and level up 

the ranks, so they are likely to choose strong champions in the current season. To the opposite, 
the design of ARAM prevents players from picking the strongest champions (for the purpose to 
win). P16 enjoyed the freshness coming out of champion randomness, instead of playing with 
the same champions or similar compositions all along in the same season. For ARAM players, 
randomness yields uncertainty, freshness, and a variety of player experience. 

The randomness of ARAM also challenges the ‘fairness’ expectation inherent in competitive 
gaming. In competitive gaming, players expect fair matches so that they have an equal chance 
to win. But ARAM players could enjoy the game with less regard to its unfairness. For example, 
a player said: 

“[If I see the enemy team has better champions than us,] I would say it is more challenging, 

but I’m not discouraged by that. I would think more on how to deal with it like how to 

create advantages… I’m not going to say we definitely lose something like that.” P16 
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In LoL, a good champion composition means 5 champions’ abilities have synergies. In the 
quote above, P16 encountered an unfair match since the enemy team had a better composition. 
However, P16 did not give up and still devised strategies to play along. ARAM players enjoy the 
challenges of turning the table by working out on strategies. A participant shared another 
example of enjoyment in ‘turning the table’ in ARAM: 

“In fact, the sense of accomplishment from turning the tables and winning in adverse 

situations brings stronger positive feedback than the positive feedback from smoothly 

advancing to the opponent's base all the way.” P17 
Similar to P16, P17 had a tolerant attitude towards unfair disadvantages. He even further 

emphasized that he would have more satisfaction if he had disadvantages at the beginning but 
won at the end, compared to not having challenges and winning the game. As such, ARAM 
players consider randomness and related challenges as their enjoyment. 

However, enjoyment for ARAM players diminishes if the matchup is excessively unfair, 
making the game less playable, regardless of whether it leads to an easy win or loss. For 
example, participants said: 

“I would lose passion in this game [in ARAM] if it is an easy-win game since it would be 

boring.” P13  

“If we got weak champion composition like five supports, there is no chance to win so I will 

surrender as soon as possible.”  P6  
Support in Summoner’s Rift serves both as a role and champion type, offering abilities like 

healing and shielding rather than high damage. Their importance lies in team fights, where they 
protect allies and disrupt enemies’ attacks. However, maintaining balance is crucial. An all-
support team lacks damage and becomes weak, as noted by P6. Obviously, extremely unfair 
matchups offer limited opportunities for meaningful engagement right from the start. At this 
point, both the winning side, according to P13, and the losing side, according to P6, lost passion 
for engagement. Therefore, although ARAM players have high tolerance for unfairness, such 
tolerance has clear bounds.  

5.1.2  Weighing the Process over the Outcome Game results are not the primary or only sources of 
enjoyment. ARAM players seek to define their own way of enjoyment during gameplay. Our 
participants placed more emphasis on the process of a match than on its outcome. For example, 
a player said: 

“People in ARAM are more inclined to just dance at the Nexus instead of ending the game. 

I've actually lost a lot of games where my teammates, they would just like, dance around 

the Nexus and then get ace, and then we would lose. This also happens several times with 

the enemy team as well. Like they would just dance at our nexus, and we aced them and 

then we won. But yeah, I think winning is less important in ARAM for fun than as ranked. 

But for something else.” P11 
“Ace” means a situation where all the enemies are killed and at the respawn stage.  Dancing 

near the Nexus typically occurs when the enemy team has been aced, leaving only an 
unprotected base that is easy to destroy. As P11 said above, players danced in front of the 
enemy team in a playful manner instead of being serious about destroying the base and winning 
the match. Despite the risk of losing, players often ignore or accept this risk in ARAM, since 
they find more enjoyment in the playful act of dancing than in securing a win. (Fig 2 is a 
screenshot of the dancing scenario, and Fig 3 shows how characters dance)  
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Fig. 2. A screenshot where ARAM players chose not to end the match by destroying the nexus in the 
center but wait for the opponents to respawn to have another team fight. 

 

Fig. 3 Three screenshots where a LoL character, Ornn, is in standing position and dancing position. The 
figure on the right shows Ornn is in standing position. The figure in the middle shows Ornn in dancing 

position, with their left arm up and right arm down. The figure on the left shows Ornn in dancing position, 
with their right arm up and left arm down. 

Some participants provided reasons as to why they would dance instead of securing a win:  
“I felt the game would end too fast (if we choose to destroy the enemy’s base) when we 

were approaching it, and I did not have enough fun. So, I wanted to wait for enemy’s 

respawn and fight to kill them.” P8 
Waiting for the enemy team to respawn is risky in terms of securing a win since it would 

give the enemy team a chance to save the base by fighting the player’s team again. P8 accepted 
this risk, preferring to wait for enemies to respawn and engage in additional fights, finding 
greater enjoyment in these repeated confrontations. As such, one of the self-defined enjoyments 
of ARAM players is to prolong the game to have fights and kills. A player explained other 
reasons for prolonging the game:  
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 “Sometimes if we got a really good champions that can fight hard later in the game… I feel 

like no matter how long we prolong the game, we still can win. So, at this time, I will 

choose not to destroy the base.” P17 
In LoL, champions’ growth is all different and depends on the length of the match. P17 

preferred late-game champions that would grow much stronger with time, considering them 
“good champions.” This preference contrasts with choosing champions who excel in early-game 
high damage or champion combos that excel in coordinated surprise attacks. He preferred to 
extend the game to maximize the strength of late-game champions, as this approach aligns with 
his preferred style of gameplay. Thus, the motivation to secure a win does not always drive 
ARAM players to promptly end a match. ARAM players define their own enjoyment by 
extending the game duration and growing stronger. As such, ARAM players author their own 
enjoyment in a variety of ways. 

5.2 Diversifying Interpersonal Dynamics with Teammates and Opponents 

In competitive gaming that emphasizes achievement, players are disposed to approach their 
teammates based on their instrumental value, and view opponents as barriers to win. However, 
ARAM players have adopted a more playful approach in their interactions with teammates and 
opponents, deriving fun from such interpersonal interactions. In this section, we illustrate 
comparatively peaceful interpersonal relationship in ARAM, as opposed to those in competitive 
modes. Our findings show that in ARAM, players have fewer arguments with all players in the 
game, are more negotiable about strategies, and have playful communication with both their 
teammates and the enemy team. 

5.2.1  Amicable Teammates 
Participants usually used the ranked mode of Summoner’s Rift (which is highly competitive and 
showing player rank) as a reference point to acknowledge how amicable their teammates were 
in ARAM. In competitive gaming, the pressure to perform is prevalent, as one’s performance 
affects their rank and how they are perceived by others, often leading to stress and anxiety [7]. 
However, participants reported experiencing less performance pressure from both their peers 
and themselves in ARAM. For example, a player said: 

“I think ARAM is more casual. You don't have to be good to not get flamed or something. 

You could just AFK for like 2 minutes and nobody would even say anything. But in ranked, 

if you do that, you probably lose a huge significant advantage. In ARAM you're not as 

punished as hard if you're not trying. And it's kind of just like it's more relaxed in ARAM, 

like people are willing to just flash like waste flash at the start when they see each other, 

and flash emotes.” P11 
AFK is short for “away from keyboard,” which indicates that a player is, or acts, disconnected 

from the game, which creates a disadvantage for the team. Conditions such as AFK create 
unfairness when the game falls into an imbalanced situation of four players versus five players. 
Flash is considered a valuable resource since it is normally used to start a sudden fight or run 
away from enemies’ attacks. In competitive gaming, both AFK and ‘wasting flash’ can create 
significant disadvantages for the team and are sometimes reportable as toxic behaviors. P11 
noted that in ARAM, teammates are less likely to blame players for being temporarily AFK or 
for ‘wasting flash,’ reflecting the game’s less competitive, more casual nature. Teammates have 
low expectations of each other and low pressure to perform. 

In addition to the tolerance of teammates losing advantages, ARAM players are also 
cooperative and ready to take teammates' advice in a peaceful way. For example, a participant 
said: 
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“In ARAM, if my team chase the enemy but do not push the lane to destroy the tower, I 

will ask them to push the lane instead… then they would listen to me and push the lane.” 

P17  
Pushing the lane to destroy the tower is a typical strategy to win the game in LoL. As 

explained previously, participants had their self-defined enjoyment other than win, which 
resulted in chasing the enemy instead of pushing the lane to win the game. However, as P17 
explained, other teammates would adopt his advice when he asked and give up seeking their 
own gratification. By accepting teammates’ advice and minimizing conflicts over strategy 
communication, ARAM players foster a harmonious teamwork atmosphere. As such, nonverbal 
signals such as pings and emotes are rarely perceived as aggressive. For example, a participant 
said: 

“Normally, ARAM players are nice. There is hardly any argument. A question mark just 

simply means someone is missing.” P13 
The question mark is a non-verbal communication to mark someone who is missing on the 

enemy team. In competitive modes, the question mark, one of the pings, can be used as an 
offensive signal to express incomprehension or contempt for a player's behavior [48]. P13 in the 
quote above said that since ARAM players were amicable, the question mark was simply used as 
a ‘someone is missing’ signal, instead of an offensive signal. Thus, ARAM mode is more 
harmonious and has fewer offensive behaviors or arguments, compared to the competitive 
mode on Summoner’s Rift.  

5.2.2  Friendly Opponents The enjoyment of interacting with others is more evident in 
participants’ accounts of how they engaged with their opponents. For example, one participant 
said: 

“There was one time where we asked the enemy to stay back and let us feed Poro, so they 

did.” P15 
Poro, a nonplayer character, is a charming and magical creature within the game’s lore, and 

it plays no role in the progress or outcome of the game. Poro hangs out somewhere on the map 
where both teams are able to ‘feed’ it, which triggers a special visual effect once it is fully fed. 
P15 in the quote above once asked the enemy team to stay back so that his team could feed Poro. 
Meanwhile, even though champions feeding Poro might be vulnerable, the enemy team kept 
their word and did not attack. As such, players on both teams in ARAM often view each other 
not as fierce competitors, but as friends sharing common interests in enjoying the game. 

Such interpersonal harmony with opponents also eases the communication between the two 
competing teams. For example, one participant said: 

“Turn the chat off in League of Legends [in ARAM], I would say that 80% of the players 

would say no. We wanted to have chats in League of Legends because that's something 

that we enjoy. I mean, even though I'm not a toxic person, even though I don't have too 

many interactions with other players, I wanted to see the conversation that they have ‘Hey 

noob, try to play your character.’ …I mean, if the player cannot play the champion, there's 

nothing that I can do about it, right? At least I can have fun with the game itself.” P12  
In LoL, players can chat with every player in the game, including both the player’ team and 

the enemy team. According to P12, opponents sometimes engage in offensive chats to tease 
players who do not perform well. However, ARAM’s casual and playful atmosphere encourages 
players to adopt a more open and light-hearted approach to interpersonal communication. As 
such, P12 would not be offended by certain statements, and had fun watching such chats instead. 
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5.3 Filling Gaps in Everyday Gaming Practices 

The casual competition afforded by ARAM possesses a unique position in our participants’ 
everyday gaming practices. Participants viewed ARAM as an intermediate between casual 
gaming and hardcore/competitive gaming and mentioned using it to fill various gaps in their 
gaming needs. Players’ motivations for and enjoyment of ARAM could be understood by 
connecting to a broader context where they choose to play ARAM. In this section, we illustrate 
players’ clear reasonings about when and why to transit between ARAM and the competitive 
modes on Summoner’s Rift. Such decisions are influenced by their offline work, temporal, and 
social circumstances. 

Participants who played both ARAM and the ranked mode carefully evaluated these modes 
in a comparative way and made decisions about when and how to switch between ARAM and 
other modes. One reason they often cited was how ARAM supported their learning and 
preparation before they entered other competitive modes. For example, a participant said: 

“I would try some unfamiliar champions in ARAM. In other competitive modes [when I try 

unfamiliar champions], I have to pay attention to other things such as ganking other lanes. 

In ARAM, I use no brain to play the champion. All I have to do is cast abilities.” P13 
Ganking refers to helping other lanes to kill enemies. It is a typical strategy to gain 

advantages in Summoner’s Rift. However, it could be cognitively burdensome. P13 usually 
played the Jungle role, which was expected to help their teammates by ganking other lanes. 
According to P13, he was not able to focus on learning champions when playing in Summoner’s 
Rift because each uncalculated step in ganking could be costly. Thus, P13 switched to ARAM to 
try unfamiliar champions first. Players tend to try unfamiliar champions in ARAM before 
playing them in competitive mode. As such, ARAM served as a transitional point before playing 
competitive mode. A participant justified another reason for playing ARAM before competitive 
mode: 

“If I haven't played LoL for a long time, I would play ARAM first to remind myself of that 

game. I feel embarrassed if I go straight to competitive mode and cause a loss.” P17 
Players who have not played LoL for a while may be unfamiliar with the gameplay and 

recent updates. This unfamiliarity can lead to frustrations and negatively impact their 
performance, potentially causing a loss. According to P17, such loss due to lack of practice 
would make him feel ashamed. Therefore, P17 tended to practice in ARAM first to get used to 
the game. 

Besides treating ARAM as a transition to competitive mode, players also tended to play 
ARAM based on offline context. Here, offline context refers to offline circumstances outside LoL, 
such as players’ working context, temporal context, and (offline) social context. For example, a 
participant said: 

“I play that mode at the end of my working day like around 10, 11 at night just to have 

some fun in a short amount of time.”  P12   
ARAM usually takes 15-20 minutes to end the game, while competitive mode usually takes 

30-40 minutes. Therefore, players are able to end the game in a short period of time in ARAM, 
compared to competitive mode. As such, P12 chose to play ARAM when he had limited time for 
gaming late at night.  

Short play time also can fill the gap in social contexts. For example, a participant reported 
that they play ARAM to wait for friends: 

“(I'm going to play ARAM...) If we have to wait for a friend to play together and then they 

happen to start the game (competitive mode) themselves, the rest of us would play ARAM 

since it is fast (waiting for him). After ten minutes or so it can be done, and we all can play 

together later.”  P13 
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According to P13, he would have to wait for friends who already started competitive mode. 
While waiting, he tended to play games to kill the time. Playing competitive mode would take 
longer time, and his friends already in a game would have to wait for him again. Thus, he 
tended to play ARAM instead to fill the gap.  

6 Discussion 

We reported on players’ enjoyment of All Random All Mid (ARAM) in League of Legends (LoL), 
finding and characterizing the unique experience of casual competitive gaming. Participants’ 
deep familiarity with LoL’s competitive gaming culture enriched their insights on experiences 
on ARAM. Thus, although our interviews were focused on ARAM, their insights extended 
beyond ARAM, often involving implicit or explicit comparisons with other competitive modes 
in LoL. In alignment with Voida et al.’s observation [86] that elements of gaming design may 
have a material impact on people’s behavioral and social patterns. Our results showed that an 
alternative design approach to competitive gaming mobilizes players to seek diverse ways to 
interact with the game and other players. These findings allow us to reflect on the design of 
competitive gaming in aspects such as the diversity of enjoyment, casual gaming, randomness 
in competitive gaming, and inward PX. 

6.1 Situating Casual Competition in a Competitive Gaming Landscape 

Extending previous research on competitive gaming in LoL [2, 18, 28, 47, 52, 88] and 
observations of how such gaming prioritizes ranking for high scores [54] and optimizes in-game 
strategies to win [6, 48, 70, 95], our study of ARAM revealed that while players do compete 
against another team, they place less importance on calculation, optimization, and strategization. 
Instead, they focus more on in-the-moment experiences such as making damage and engaging 
in playful activities like dancing. For instance, P12 enjoyed the clumsiness of others and the 
friendly banters with the opponents.  

While competitive gaming usually provides competitive and hedonic gratifications [77, 89, 
96], the gaming design of ARAM intentionally hides the competitive ones [69, 102], such as 
achievement and reputation, in order to amplify hedonic ones such as social relationship and 
fun. For example, P16 enjoyed the challenges brought by reasonable degrees of randomness and 
unfairness. As P9 pointed out, he would rather have a lot of fun and lose rather than win and 
not have fun. P15 and P8 also pointed out that even if they had a chance to win the competition 
(either win a game or win an in-game combat), they might consider other factors more 
important than wins, such as feeding a Poro or killing the enemy team again after they respawn.  

ARAM also lends players a comparative lens, by propelling them to compare ARAM and 
other competitive modes in LoL, particularly the ranked mode, and to reflect on how the ranked 
mode of LoL prioritizes competitive gratifications and the associated emotional burden. For 
example, P17 pointed out he would be ashamed if his low performance caused a loss in the 
ranked mode. P11 also mentioned that players might be blamed for losing the advantage of wins 
in competitive mode. 

Competitive gaming often comes with an implicit association with hardcore gaming. 
Hardcore gaming describes how players invest large amounts of time and money in games [31]. 
Indeed, prior research on traditional competitive gaming identified parallels between 
competitive gaming and hardcore gaming in terms of competition [24, 96] and achievement [35, 
96]. Meanwhile, casual gaming, the opposite of hardcore gaming, is oftentimes considered as an 
easy-to-learn game with engaging content, simple controls, quick rewards, and short playing 
time [43]. However, what we observed of ARAM challenges that implicit association and offers 
a unique blend of casualness and competitiveness as casual competition.  

The casual competition in ARAM uniquely blends elements of both competitiveness and 
casualness. Such casual competitive gaming design satisfies a unique combination of players’ 
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needs. For example, ARAM is designed to give players a short time competitive gaming 
experiences [69], which was appreciated by participants like P12. P11 enjoyed the 
straightforward gameplay and casualness of ARAM. In fact, previous research has found a rise 
of casual game and one of the casual game types “minigames” represents the game with more 
flexibility, simplicity, and acceptability by its short time session and simple design [44]. 
Although ARAM is not a minigame, it can be considered a “mini version” of competitive mode 
in LoL. Playing this casual competitive mode allows players to develop a casual attitude and not 
think about the risk of losing, but more about the in-the-moment experiences they can have and 
enjoy the process, regardless of the unfairness led by randomness. In traditional competitive 
gaming, aggressive behavior is often considered the norm [72]. But in ARAM, players can enjoy 
friendly, playful social dynamics with teammates and enemies.   

Even though ARAM resonates with many characteristics of a casual game, it also carries 
some of the engaging elements from traditional competitive gaming. The majority of our 
participants reported that they enjoyed some intense elements of ARAM, such as killing and 
fighting. However, this does not mean that ARAM is cognitively or physically demanding like 
competitive mode, since participants acknowledge how ARAM removes the demanding 
elements that competitive mode has, such as making strategies, farming, and ganking. To 
ARAM players, character control is not demanding. Previous research found that cognitive 
flexibility and decision-making are the main factors for in-game performance [85]. Both factors 
are highly demanding for competitive players because they have to process the information 
based on the whole map, which is significantly more than character control. ARAM provides 
players an environment with reduced cognitive efforts. Thus, ARAM provides a new 
perspective on how to infuse casualness into competitive gaming.  

6.2 Diversity Matters in the Player Experience of Competitive Gaming 

Our study discovered that diversity in the design of competitive gaming, or lack thereof, has a 
profound impact on PX. This includes aspects such as diversity in achievement, diversity in 
interpersonal interaction, and diversity in reactions.  

Diversity in achievement shapes how players set goals and anticipate enjoyment in games. 
Traditional competitive gaming design that stresses player achievements, commonly seen in 
competitive gaming and competitive mode in LoL, has oriented players towards external 
achievements, such as hierarchy and competition and shaped how players interact with others 
in the community [40, 64]. This focus on external achievements, indicating a lack of diversity, 
has been shown to diminish players’ autonomy and consequently, their enjoyment [10, 29, 30].  

Even though previous scholars have discussed diversity in achievement [5, 96, 97], the 
achievements mostly are external ones. However, ARAM’s design deemphasizes external 
achievements such as winning and leveling up ranks, encouraging players to pursue a broader 
range of goals. For example, P12 enjoyed making high damages in a range in playing certain 
champions (AOE champions), and P8 enjoyed fighting the enemy after they respawn. Without 
the single-minded goal of winning a match, ARAM players are able to enjoy a competitive 
match, for different purposes. When the primary and visible external achievements are stripped 
away, ARAM players get to define their own vocabulary of achievement, and thus enjoy 
diversity in it. Therefore, their enjoyment and autonomy are enhanced in the casual competitive 
gaming setting, ARAM. 

Such diversity in achievement helps reconfigure players’ in-game diversity in interpersonal 
interactions. Diversity in interpersonal interaction matters in terms of how players develop 
mental models of their teammates and opponents. In traditional competitive gaming, players 
tend to see their teammates’ instrumental values, and the relationship between teams is usually 
hostile as both of them try to win. Such traditional competitive gaming has been reported to be 
the reason for interpersonal aggression [19]. In our study, players enjoyed the diverse 
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interpersonal dynamics offered by the game, easing tensions with teammates and hostilities 
with opponents, which are endemic to competitive gaming. As competition plays a much less 
significant role in each team’s goals, the interpersonal relationship also becomes more amicable.  

Previous research has shown that players may overcriticize teammates for their poor 
performance [82]. Taking this to the traditional competitive gaming context, players may 
emphasize the instrumental value of teammates but ignore other interpersonal relationships 
with them. When teammates make mistakes, the blame attribution to teammates may outweigh 
other aspects of their interpersonal relationships. However, when the competition is not the 
only focus of the gaming environment, the behavior of blame attribution is de-emphasized 
among players, and diverse social dynamics between teammates emerge consequently. This 
partially aligns with previous study that reduction on competitiveness reduced aggression of 
players [19].  

Diversity in achievement also contributes to diversity in reactions to in-game actions. In 
traditional competitive gaming, toxic players are seen as detrimental to win and thus could 
harm others’ PX. Such toxic behaviors are reported for leading to more toxic behavior and 
leading players to stop playing the game [37, 84]. However, in our study, given the diversity in 
achievement, players see toxicity more tolerantly and thus lead to diversity in reactions to 
toxicity. For example, P12 enjoyed watching offensive chat, and was not necessarily offended. In 
traditional competitive gaming, players hold their own opinions on game strategy to win. It has 
been reported that different opinions on in-game strategies lead to team conflict and thus 
toxicity [37]. In our study, the diverse achievements pursued by players tend to reduce the 
initiation of team conflicts over strategic differences. For example, the team of P17 followed the 
P17’s advice instead of sticking with their own strategies of chasing the enemy. As such, players’ 
reactions to strategy communication with teammates are diverse due to their openness to others’ 
opinions and strategies. 

Importantly, the call for diversity in achievement is not to eliminate achievement, a defining 
characteristic of competitive gaming [72]. Rather, it seeks to open up more conversations about 
how to (re)balance player motivations and needs in light of the identified issues associated with 
contemporary competitive gaming design such as toxicity, high pressure, and player anxiety. 
For example, instead of viewing player rank visibility as a binary concept, we can reframe it as a 
spectrum, where visibility becomes customizable depending on players’ needs. 

6.3 Striking a Balance between Randomness and Fairness in Competitive Gaming 

Traditional competitive gaming emphasizes fairness and implements multiple mechanisms to 
achieve it. For example, LoL's competitive modes require players from the opposing sides to 
take turns picking champions and banning champions to ensure fairness. This is similar to 
ensuring fairness through symmetrical positioning, where the symmetry of the situation is 
considered a sign of fairness [61, 65]. This fairness model is popular especially in eSports to 
prevent one side from getting a higher win rate than the other side. Another fairness 
mechanism commonly found in many competitive games is fairness by manipulation [93]. This 
fairness mechanism ensures balance in each match. Thus, the element of randomness still exists 
but is oftentimes seen as undesirable [74].  

Randomness inherent to the ARAM design in our study can be understood as unsteerable 
fairness [65], meaning randomness without control. Such unsteerable fairness gives players 
equal chance to get a champion but cannot guarantee the balance of every single match. In 
addition, randomness in ARAM results in unpredictable in-game consequences, such as the 
selection of unfamiliar champions. Playing with such unfamiliar champions could lead to an 
imbalance in skill mastery. In competitive gaming, such unpredictable experiences are undesired 
especially when players are in high ranks [49]. However, in our study, many of our participants 
reported enjoying the unsteerable fairness given its various benefits such as freshness, 
excitement, and challenge. For example, P16 liked random team composition for freshness. 
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Participants also enjoyed the unpredictable consequences brought by unfamiliar champions. For 
example, P13 enjoyed exploration of having unfamiliar champions. Players who enjoyed the 
unsteerable fairness also accepted the imbalance, such as P6, enjoying challenges of an 
unbalanced champion composition. 

But players’ sense of symmetric and manipulated fairness could be at odds with the 
randomness design. When randomness is involved in the selection of champions in ARAM, it is 
possible for one team to end up with a weaker champion combination, and thus creating 
imbalance and unfairness. ARAM players embrace imbalance as part of the unsteerable fairness, 
and thus have a tolerance range of the imbalanced situation brought by unsteerable fairness, 
aligning with previous findings [93]. Both P16 and P17 explained how they accepted challenges 
brought by certain types of imbalanced situations. However, such range has clear limits, as both 
P6 and P13 are frustrated with extreme imbalances, where they would rather “dodge” the game. 
This points to the need to strike a balance between randomness (i.e., unsteerable fairness) and 
symmetric and manipulated fairness. 

6.4 An Inward Mindset in Player Experiences 

An inward mindset describes people who care about their personal goals and feelings. 
Conversely, people with an outward mindset prioritize team goals and can adjust their behavior 
to align with these goals. In the workplace, researchers are trying to find the transition from 
inward to outward mindset to improve group performance [53]. Such behaviors are also 
common in competitive gaming, where players often make personal sacrifices to support other 
players to win the game [16], even though these sacrifices might diminish their personal player 
experience. However, we found that ARAM players focus more on their own experience rather 
than on the team goal. For example, ARAM players would enjoy making meaningful actions by 
playing their own champions regardless of losing the game as a team. ARAM players would also 
prolong the game for their own enjoyment instead of ending the game for a team victory, 
despite understanding the associated risk of loss. 

Such inward mindset is connected to how ARAM players emphasize intrinsic motivation, 
meaning people do things ‘for its own sake,’ while extrinsic motivation means people do things 
for an ‘instrumental goal’ [67]. Winning is the instrumental goal for many competitive games. 
In LoL, players in competitive mode are likely to be affected by the goal to win. Even though 
some of them might not only aim to win, based on the potential criticism from the teammate, 
they have to perform as “expected.” Previous research also shows that players use quantitative 
data to design strategy and collaborate with teammates by assigning roles according to data on 
their profiles [38]. When there is no performance measurement to describe players’ in-game 
performance, players feel less pressure to achieve the goal to win as a team. In ARAM, game 
settings deemphasize instrumental goals such as achievement defined by rankings and winning, 
and there are lower expectations of performance from teammates. As a result, players can be 
self-motivated and enjoy the game in their preferred style of play. A recent study indicates that 
players tend to behave ‘selfishly’ when they play alone than when they play in a team because 
they care about the team more than themselves [83]. In this study, we found that because of the 
ARAM design, players could act in a more “selfish” way and have less concern for the team. 

In addition to in-game intrinsic motivation, players also show an inward mindset based on 
offline context. Several participants reported that they would switch modes based on their 
personal offline context. For example, when feeling tired or in the late of the night, P12 would 
choose ARAM to have a relaxed and short game for fun. Players also choose to play with friends, 
disregarding waiting times, to enjoy the social aspect of gaming. This aligns with previous 
research which found that the social factors are one of the MOBA motivation [84]. ARAM 
players with the inward mindset evaluated their overall feelings to choose the game mode that 
satisfied them the most. 
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6.5 Design Implication 

Our study of ARAM revealed how game designers can be the architects in shaping how players 
interact with the game environment and each other. Such findings point to several design 
considerations for rethinking the design of competitive gaming.  

First, the enjoyment players derive from competitive gaming can be diverse and extended 
beyond merely achieving a win. Players in competitive gaming come from a wide range of 
backgrounds, each with different motivations, preferred intensity of gameplay, and varying 
amounts of available time and efforts. Game designers should consider designing competitive 
gaming to cater to different player groups. Players might not focus solely on winning; they also 
enjoy the game in their own ways. This approach can release their pressure and alleviate 
potential toxic behavior resulting from game outcomes. For example, for players who walk 
between casual gamers and hardcore/competitive gamers, game designers may consider 
incorporating casual gaming design elements into certain game modes to speed up the game 
pace and reduce cognitive efforts. At a more granular level, designers could also consider how 
to enhance players’ autonomy in adjusting their needs for competitive gaming characteristics 
such as achievement and competition. For example, players could be allowed to decide how 
visible they desire their player rank to be, from being visible to all players, to being visible to 
only friends, to being visible only to themselves, to being entirely invisible.  

Second, designers can leverage randomness in game to create freshness and unexpectedness. 
Previous literature [5, 96], along with our findings, demonstrates players’ eagerness to explore 
the game and experience new things. Introducing randomness to create unexpected situations 
can provide not only the thrill of luck but also new surprises and challenges for players. 
Therefore, randomness can provide players with unpredictable and unique experiences, 
encouraging them to enjoy the game in the moment. This can help reduce potential toxic 
behavior in a highly competitive environment. Not only in MOBA, but randomness could also 
provide freshness in other competitive games, such as weather changes in Battlefield, an FPS 
(First-person shooter) game. Nevertheless, designers should keep in mind the balance between 
fairness and randomness. Thus, we recommended manipulating randomness to maintain an 
appearance of randomness to players while preserving symmetrical fairness. This approach is 
similar to the manipulated randomness in music shuffle, which creates a feeling of randomness 
for users [14].   

Finally, game designers should support diverse means of interactions between players and 
opponent teams to improve interpersonal tensions, such as creating friendly and fun 
interactions. Instrumentalized interpersonal relationships rooted in achievement-driven design 
can easily lead to extreme hostility including cursing or mocking, and thus toxicity. Should 
game designs aim to reduce tension between teams, it could lead to less toxicity in 
communication channels and other in-game interactions.  

7 Limitations and Future Work 

This paper focused on PX of casual competitive gaming in the ARAM mode. We did not use the 
interview data resulting from the pilot study. However, initial insights from the pilot study 
informed the development of our ARAM-focused interview protocol.  

Our participant sample was skewed toward male, with a ratio consistent with LoL players’ 
demographics [79]. Our interview protocol did not include gender-specific questions to 
differentiate experiences among individuals of different genders. Future research should aim to 
diversify participants’ gender distribution and include quantitative studies to explore correlation 
between gender and PX.  
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Given the small-scale nature of the qualitative study, our findings may not apply to all 
players in the LoL community. Our sample size is consistent with the typical sample sizes of 
qualitative research published in HCI [11].  Future studies may benefit from recruiting more 
participants using social media platforms, such as Reddit, X (formerly Twitter), and Instagram. 
It is also possible that players may have a different understanding of casual and competitive 
gaming beyond the North American region. Therefore, we recommend that future research 
include players from diverse cultures beyond North America to incorporate more cross-cultural 
perspectives.  

Although we included interview questions about participants’ favorite and least favorite 
classes of champions, we noticed that some participants do not have a static class they prefer or 
do not prefer. Many participants also have defined their own “types” of champions, such as 
“champion with long range,” “late-game champion” and “debuffed champion in ARAM.” Some 
participants also claimed that their preferences of classes could change over time or sometimes 
depend on their teammates’ choice of champion. We did not record this contextual information 
in our demographic table as it is not the focus of this study. We marked these answers as n.a. 
However, we do observe a trend that participants’ champion preferences are dynamic. 
Therefore, we encourage researchers to consider the contextual factors that influence players’ 
choices of champion classes or “types” of champions in the future. 

Furthermore, the LoL community is part of the larger competitive gaming culture. Thus, a 
variety of sources of PX on casual competitive gaming are recommended in future work to 
triangulate with our findings. Even though we identified a certain range of fairness and 
randomness, the boundaries of these concepts remain unclear. Therefore, we suggest future 
researchers try and use diverse methods to collect PX for the fairness range.  

8 Conclusion 

In this study, we conducted a semi-structured interview study to achieve two research 
objectives. First, we documented and characterized player experience with ARAM by explaining 
how players self-define their diverse enjoyment in gameplay, diversify interpersonal 
relationships with teammates and enemy teams, and play games based on various contextual 
factors. Second, we identified experiential qualities of ARAM tied to casualness and/or 
competitiveness by demonstrating how ARAM design diversifies player experiences by not 
prioritizing winning and providing diverse achievements, facilitates interpersonal relationships 
between teammates and opponents by providing diverse in-game interactions, and creates 
casual gaming spaces for players to situate their contextual factors in gaming. Through thematic 
analysis, we were able to reveal how alternative approaches to competitive gaming like ARAM 
can prompt us to rethink competitive gaming design along several dimensions, including but 
not limited to diversity, casualness, and randomness. Our study may be limited by the 
demographics of our participants and subjective nature of their responses to interview 
questions. We suggest that future research can include quantitative studies with a more diverse 
participants pool to deepen our understanding of players’ perceptions of casual competitive 
gaming.  Moving forward, future research should broaden our focus on competitive gaming, 
exploring various modes of play and reimagining diverse approaches to competitive gaming. 
This study provides a critical reflection on existing competitive gaming designs in terms of their 
potential negative impacts on PX. It also provides direct and practical implications into how 
competitive gaming designs can be tailored to enhance players’ wellbeing. 
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Appendix 

A1. Interview Protocol 
Question regarding games/League of Legends  

1. What types of games do you play? 
2. How you choose what to play? Or how do you compare League to other games?  
3. How long have you played League? (in terms of years or months)  
4. How do you choose to play Aram instead of other mode? Can you describe your recent 

experiences on this? 
5. What mode do you play? 
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6. Why do you play this mode?   
7. What role do you prefer (if not Aram)?   
8. What classes of champions do you like/dislike to play? 
9. What do you like/dislike the most about League? And why? 
10. What makes you dodge? Can you describe your recent experiences on this? 
11. How do you interact with teammate/enemy/friends in a game? 
12. Is there any Toxic/argument/offensive communication you have experienced in 

League?   
13. Would you add friends with teammate/opponent? Can you describe recent experiences 

on this? 
 
Question regarding to ARAM  

1. Could you describe in your own words what the ARAM mode is?  
2. How do you compare ARAM to other modes?  
3. What do you like or dislike about ARAM?  
4. Some people may want to end the match to secure the win. How do you think about 

this considering your experiences in ARAM?  
5. Do you have any goals you want to reach before the game ends?  
6. Do you think the winning side can have fun in wining in ARAM? And why?  
7. Do you think the losing side can have fun in losing in ARAM? And why?  

  
Ending  

1. Any questions for me?  
2. Anything you want to share?  
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