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Abstract. This research aimed to explore the impact of streamer commentary on the playthrough viewer’s
emotional experience in single-player narrative-driven games. This study used quantitative and qualitative
approaches by surveying and interviewing 34 people who regularly watch playthroughs. They were asked to watch
three different playthroughs of "No Snake Hotel," a 2022 horror game chosen for its brevity and simplicity, with
several visual and audio cues containing lore and foreshadowing. The playthroughs were categorized as no
commentary, casual commentary, and thorough commentary. The study identified 15 key commentary opportunity
points in the game, 6 of which were narrative foreshadowing that can help build suspense. The casual commentary
playthrough interacted with 5 out of 15 commentary opportunity points and none of the foreshadowing, while the
thorough commentary playthrough interacted with 13 out of 15 commentary opportunity points and all the
foreshadowing. No commentary playthrough was deemed scarier by 73.5% of participants. However, 94.1% of
participants preferred the two playthroughs with commentary. The minority of participants, 5.9%, who preferred
no commentary, wanted to preserve the tone. In contrast, 70.6% of participants who preferred thorough commentary
stated that this playthrough provided them with suspense-related emotions such as excitement, apprehension, and
anxiety.
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1 Introduction

The idea of thousands of fans watching competitive video games as esports can be equated to traditional sports fans
watching physical sports [1]. However, the reasons behind people watching single-player narrative-driven video
games remain largely unexplored. Even so, playthrough viewers have turned streamers of story-based games into
millionaires [2]. Horror game-focused YouTube channels are among the highest-subscribed streamers of any genre,
suggesting a substantial audience for specifically this genre of games [3]. For developers, horror games featured in
the playthroughs received a significant boost in sales, with the most noticeable impact seen in games produced by
small independent studios, which most horror games are [4].

Millions of playthrough viewers may not watch horror game playthroughs primarily to experience horror emotions
directly. Research suggests that horror games often appear less scary when streamers play them while making jokes
and screaming hysterically to entertain their viewers [5]. While humor may be one factor that draws viewers, it does
not explain why horror games saw increased sales, as the streamer’s humor was not found within the game [6]. Some
elements within the playthrough suddenly made the game attractive to the viewers.

This research suspects that the streamers may unknowingly enhance the suspense in their playthroughs through
their commentary. They pointed out lore, foreshadowing, and other narrative elements that the viewers might have
missed on their own [7]. In this way, streamers can take what the video game provides, such as subtle hints of danger,
and expand upon them to make the game appear more challenging and the stakes seem higher to their viewers, even
if the consequences for failure are not severe [8]. This research suspects that maybe instead of sheer horror, it is the
emotions of anxiety and excitement that are the reason viewers choose to watch horror game playthroughs [9].

If game developers understand why people watch these streamers, and if it is indeed for the emotional excitement
through suspense, they can craft their game's narrative with streamers and their audiences in mind [10]. By
collaborating with the streamers indirectly through design, especially streamers who may not be as skilled at spotting



foreshadowing points and narrating, game developers can create more suspenseful narratives for the millions of
viewers who watch playthroughs, potentially increasing engagement with the game.

2 Literature Review

Studies have investigated the influence of streamer commentary on viewer engagement during gameplay experiences,
particularly in the horror genre. Chen highlights the importance of sound design and audio cues in creating immersive
and suspenseful horror game experiences. This study emphasizes the crucial role of streamer commentary in guiding
viewer attention and interpreting the narrative, suggesting that streamers’ reactions can heighten fear and anticipation
[11].

Grimshaw suggests that streamers play a critical role in adding suspense and enhancing engagement, potentially
outweighing the reduction in fear caused by humorous or light-hearted commentary. Through their performance,
streamers can foreshadow upcoming events, build suspense, and alter the story's perception [12].

Both studies acknowledge the potential of streamers to enhance viewer engagement, but they do not go into detail
about how different types of streamers can impact engagement differently. This research will argue that a streamer's
ability to effectively narrate and point out foreshadowing elements can be a deciding factor in enhancing viewer
engagement compared to other streamers.

3 Method

The study employed a within-subjects experimental design to investigate the impact of streamer commentary on
viewers' emotional engagement during a horror game playthrough.

3.1 Participants

A total of 34 participants were recruited for the study, consisting of 25 males, 6 females, and 3 of unspecified gender.
Their ages ranged from 18-45, with 58.8% being below 25 years old.

3.2  Apparatus

The study utilized the independent horror game "No Snake Hotel" (2022) developed by Two Star Game. The game
was chosen for its minimal design, absence of enemies, and no possibility of the player dying until the end. No Snake
Hotel’s barebone design and lack of difficulty allowed for a greater focus on the commentary opportunity points
without shifting the focus to the difficulty of the gameplay or its mechanics.

Participants watched three separate playthroughs of "No Snake Hotel" under different commentary conditions in
this order: no commentary, casual commentary, and thorough commentary.

Commentary opportunity points are visual and audio cues that have the potential to initiate a verbal response or
reaction from the streamer. The commentary opportunity points range from posters on the wall, written notes left on
tables, doors that were barricaded with objects, horror-themed audio cues, and a blood stain on the carpet.

The researcher identified a total of 15 commentary opportunity points throughout the game, with 6 of these points
considered foreshadowing, a literary device known to lead to emotions associated with suspense, such as
apprehension.



Fig. 1. Commentary opportunity points utilized by each playthrough with commentary

In the no commentary condition, participants watched a playthrough of the game without any narration or reaction
from the streamer. In the casual commentary condition, the streamer narrated about 5 out of the 15 identified
commentary opportunity points and reacted to only 2 out of the 6 foreshadowing moments (see Fig.1a). In contrast,
the thorough commentary condition featured a streamer who reacted to and narrated 13 out of the 15 commentary
opportunity points, while also reacting to and narrating all 6 foreshadowing moments (see Fig.1b).



4 Result

Table 1. Results from the survey asking the participants about the 3 playthroughs

Result (%)

Description No commentary ~ Casual commentary ~ Thorough commentary
Playthrough preference 5.9 23.5 70.6
Continue watching 5.9 26.5 67.6

No Commentary ~ With Commentary

Scare factor 94.1 5.9
Before thorough During thorough
commentary commentary
Green snake sighting 41.2 58.8

The data collected from the survey was analyzed using a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods. The
analysis focused on identifying patterns and trends in the participants' responses, with particular attention paid to their
preferences for different types of playthroughs and their emotional reactions.

When asked which commentary condition made them feel more scared, 94.1% of participants reported feeling more
scared during the no commentary playthrough (see Table 1). However, 70.6% of participants still preferred the
thorough commentary. When given a choice to continue watching one of the playthroughs for enjoyment, 67.6% of
participants chose the thorough commentary condition.

Interviews with participants revealed that they preferred the thorough commentary because it provided more
information and increased their excitement and engagement with the game.

During the thorough commentary playthrough, a small snake made a sudden appearance in the game. Participants
watched the playthrough in order: no commentary, casual commentary, and then thorough commentary. This was set
up because thorough commentary revealed more information. 58.8% of participants reported that they had missed the
snake in the first two playthroughs, and only saw it during the thorough commentary playthrough.

The interview with the participants took place at the end of the survey, asking for a rationale behind their choice of
playthrough. The participants were grouped according to their responses to the question of which playthrough they
prefer the most. Two people were in Group A for no commentary, nine were in Group B for casual commentary, and
twenty-three people were in Group C for thorough commentary.

Participants in Group A mentioned that their choices were based on wanting to experience the emotions they
believed the game’s developer intended. One participant noted that the thorough commentary disrupted their
immersion. Another participant stated that the tone of the game's horror should have been preserved.

Among the nine participants in Group B who chose casual commentary, four believed that the casual commentary
better preserved the horror tone of the game compared to the thorough commentary. One participant mentioned that
they were not interested in the full story of the game and just wanted to feel like they were sitting next to a friend
playing the game.

Group C consisted of twenty-three participants. Five participants in this group stated that they felt more suspenseful
while watching the thorough commentary. Three participants chose the thorough commentary because they valued
the detailed information provided, which led to feeling more immersed. Three others mentioned that the primary
reason for their preference was that the thorough commentary made the game less scary. A notable response from one
participant indicated that when the knowledgeable streamer providing thorough commentary got scared, it made the
participant feel anxious.



5 Discussion

The preference for the commentary playthroughs over no commentary, despite the latter being confirmed by
participants as scarier, suggests that some viewers of horror game playthroughs prioritize something else over direct
fear. This aligns with [8] which indicates that streamers’ commentary can guide viewer attention throughout the game,
which can lead to heightened anticipation.

The preference for thorough commentary indicates that varying levels of streamer performance and narration skills
can impact viewer enjoyment. The fact that many participants did not notice the small snake, illustrates the significant
role of a streamer's commentating ability. Narrative details of the game can be overlooked when playing casually.
Game developers should ensure that even streamers who might rush through the game do not miss crucial narrative
elements that enhance the storyline's suspense. By helping the streamer guide their viewers through the game's
narrative more easily, they can increase the appeal of their playthroughs and attract a larger audience for the game’s
story and characters.

For the interview, Groups A and B seemed to care about preserving the game’s tone when choosing which type of
commentary to watch. In contrast, Group C’s viewers were primarily interested in obtaining as much information as
possible from the game, which some claimed made them feel more suspenseful. If a streamer can be as knowledgeable
as those preferred by Group C while maintaining the horror tone, it might be possible to convert Group B viewers to
watch thorough commentary as well.

Further research should explore how extensively game developers should consider streamers in their design
process. Streamers could be viewed not merely as a marketing tool but as a primary source of exposure to game
narratives for millions of viewers. Additionally, investigating which elements, such as lore, foreshadowing, and Easter
eggs, are most likely to elicit reactions from streamers could provide valuable insights for game design.

6 Conclusion

Streamers can play a crucial role in enhancing the gaming experience by highlighting important details and guiding
viewers’ attention, as evidenced by the participants’ strong preference for thorough commentary playthroughs.
However, not all streamers have the same skill level in narrating and performance. By understanding the importance
of thorough commentary from streamers to the viewer’s engagement of a playthrough, game developers may decide
to design their games with the streamers in mind to deliver their stories to millions of viewers experiencing the game
in this format. Future studies can further explore the relationship between game developers and streamers to optimize
this relationship for mutual benefit.
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