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ABSTRACT

The practice of “urban codemaking’ as central to a series of pervasive games is articulated in this paper.
Its role as a kind of freeform wayfinding is explored, informed by psychogeography and other urban
mapping strategies. In the analysis and reflection of this pervasive game design practice three main
concepts are explored: urban codemaking as wayfinding strategy, phenomenology of the player
experience, and articulation of the design methodologies used. In this sense, urban codemaking is seen as
‘readymade’ urban game level design, as combination of treasure hunt and urban adventure, and to re-
engage players with the city.
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INTRODUCTION

This paper articulates a form of hybrid wayfinding described as ‘urban codemaking’ to explore a
multilayered approach to pervasive game design. An urban code is a marker typically placed in a city that
has multiple meanings: signifier of an alternate world, collectable game token, wayfinding marker, and
others. The design of urban codes draw upon the pictographic language of travelling hobos, the
psychogeography of the situationists, the play community of the new games movement, the world
building politics of micronations, and the technology of mixed and augmented realities. Three main areas
are covered: an exploration of urban codemaking as a wayfinding strategy in contemporary cities, a
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phenomenological analysis of the player, and an articulation of the design methodologies used in five
iterations of the urban codemaking game.

Over the past four years, urban codemaking games have been played in Melbourne, Ogaki, Istanbul,
Sydney, and Adelaide. In each case, the character of the game has been shaped equally by the rules of
engagement and the urban planning of the host city, particularly the neighbourhoods that provide the
game level. The relationship between wayfinding and placemaking is explored, and the ways in which
being ‘in-game’ has a significant impact upon the players’ sense of being-in-the-world. Typically,
wayfinding assumes a specific destination — what happens when play allows for freeform wayfinding?
This approach encourages players to develop their own psychogeography within the design of the game
where ‘destination’ is left open, taking on a phenomenological accent: the player reaches a destination
that feels right rather than achieving any goal set by the designer.

In fact, the games invite reflection on the nature of each city, how it came to be, and what it is becoming.
Wayfinding is used not to get from one place to the next, but to engage in a particular way of being. The
urban codes key players into another mode of being in which the narrative of the game takes place. Given
their nature, and the emphasis on movement and cooperation, pervasive games can be used to encourage
social interaction and increase physical activity. In comparison with the use of mobile devices to track or
encourage physical activity, pervasive game play suggests a higher and more sustained level of activity
through increased engagement. The most recent iteration of the urban codemaking game tests this
hypothesis and assesses whether kinaesthetic play and aesthetic experience have an impact on wellbeing
and physical health. It evaluates players via a musical game of tag through the collection of biometric,
mood, and well-being data to measure the impact of play on their physical health and sense of wellbeing.
In this game, the urban codes play the additional role of musical motifs in a spatially arranged sound
design, exploring a sonic layer that builds on the freeform wayfinding of earlier designs. This mode of
engagement again explores alternate ways of being in urban space enabled by play.

These ways of being are articulated and explored via a phenomenological approach that draws upon early
games studies and recent texts that explore opportunities of play that engage with reality, and also the
expanded nature of that reality. The main methodology used is interpretative phenomenological analysis
in determining the ways players find meaning in the game. Each player experiences a different sense of
being-in-the-world within the framework for exploration designed by the urban codemakers.

In this particular paper, the ongoing nature of this practice is explored comparing competitive versus
collaborative modes of play, designs that highlight the paidiac to the ludic, and those that utilise
augmented reality as a form of mapmaking for the player. The aims of this approach are threefold: firstly,
to activate urban spaces in a form of ‘readymade’ level design transforming them into an alternate reality;
secondly, to explore strategies for pervasive game design that combine aspects of treasure hunt and urban
adventure; and thirdly, to humanise urban spaces and engender a sense of community and connection in
opposition to feelings of alienation commonly associated with big urban spaces.
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