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Introduction: Welcome to Trophy Cases

Ryan Scheiding, Dan Staines, and Sarah Christina Ganzon


Why Trophies and Achievements?

You might ask: Why a book on trophies and achievements? A simple response would be that trophies and achievements have become central to how video games are designed and how they are played and, therefore, are ripe for academic inquiry. But, because of the way that I am, I would be more inclined to provide a slightly more abstruse answer. In response, I would ask you: what were you doing on June 8, 2009, at 2:48 a.m. EST? If you happen to live in that time zone, you may logically guess that you were sleeping but, most likely, you don’t know the answer to this question. I know what I was doing as an undergraduate student in Guelph, Ontario. When that Monday night gave way to early Tuesday morning I was playing Tomb Raider: Underworld on my PlayStation 3. At that exact time, I finished the prologue chapter of the game and was awarded with the appropriately, yet uncreatively, named, “Prologue” trophy. In case there was any confusion on my part, a UI notification let me know I’d received the trophy for “Complet(ing) the Prologue.” It was also accompanied by a distinctive “ding,” or perhaps you might label it as a “bloop,” which I have since heard 10,032 more times in my life as an avid PlayStation player. I don’t specifically recall this event but in sitting down to prepare this introduction I was able to turn on my PlayStation 5, navigate to the trophy tab in my player profile, and scroll all the way to the bottom of my trophy list to find this information. I am thankful for this platform specific snapshot of my life.

While the novelty of my first PlayStation trophy may have faded over the years, my curiosity about them (and other built-in video game reward systems) has not. PlayStation Trophies have shaped the way that I play games, and, for a time, the way that I chose the games that I played. I frequently accessed trophy guides and roadmaps online for useful tips and tricks for how to unlock trophies. In later years, as I started to make my own games, they also helped underscore key tenants of game design that helped shape the way that I approached my own practices. It would not be a lie to say that trophies have shaped my interaction with video games since that summer morning in 2009. As the subject of academic inquiry, I think that trophies and achievements can tell us a lot about the games we play, how we play them, and how they are designed. Yet, it was because of the limited scholarship on trophies and achievements that I started to write about them in a scholarly context with my dear friend Dan.

Dan has a much less sunny disposition toward trophies and achievements. If you were to ask Dan (and I did) he would tell you just that. As someone who resents being told the “right” way to play games, it’s fair to say Dan has a pretty dismal opinion of trophies and achievements. Whenever he plays games where trophies are implemented, which is basically all games, Dan immediately turns off the notifications, preferring to play in blissful ignorance of “rewards” conferred for what is supposed to be an already intrinsically rewarding activity. Still, despite not liking them personally, Dan freely acknowledges that many people love trophies, to the point where trophy design can radically shape how games are experienced and understood. For this reason, he regards trophies as worthy of significant academic scrutiny and—like other authors in this volume—advocates for a more player-conscious approach to their design and implementation.

It was through my great interest and curiosity, and Dan’s scholarly vigor, that we started to write about trophies sometime in 2021. Through our early work on trophies and achievements, Dan and I started to question why there was not a book solely dedicated to the subject. But, did we want to write that book? Were we even qualified? While we pondered these questions, we would accidently and serendipitously recruit the third member of our editorial team, Sarah. Sarah, as a games scholar that is most focused on fan and player studies, will always have mixed feelings about trophies. On one hand, she believes that they make her job easier as a game scholar, especially when she engages in game analysis. She will tell you that trophies are especially interesting because they can clue scholars into designers’ conceptions of players and signal preferred readings for their games. Yet, she is also well aware of how these privilege specific forms of play through their ability to make game capital visible and quantifiable, thereby solidifying hierarchies within player communities. With surprisingly limited coaxing, Sarah joined our team and we started the long journey of soliciting chapters and putting together this volume.

So, to return to the question: why a book on trophies and achievements? As a more direct answer I would say, through the writing, editing, and organization of this book we have come to see the truly unique ways that trophies and achievements shape games, design, gameplay, and all of the interrelated systems that make up contemporary gaming. Love them, hate them, or barely acknowledge their existence, there is no denying that platform-based reward systems have a wide-sweeping impact on the theory, design, and playing of games. Throughout this book, the chapters will elucidate upon this central point. The diversity of authors, methods, and approaches in this volume showcase that, just as we all think of trophies differently, we approach them in different, but always critical, contexts.


Organization of the Book

In our original conception of this volume, there were three major sections: theory, design, and player practices. Yet through our process of getting the book to print we increasingly found that each of the selected chapters has a certain bleed-over that makes them relevant to at least two, and often all three, of these original categorizations. Frankly, it has become increasingly difficult for us to categorize these contributions as exclusively focused on the theory of trophies and achievements, the design of trophies and achievements, or the player practices surrounding trophies and achievements. Instead we have done our best to embrace the overlapping nature of these categories throughout this volume. For those looking for directions on how to read this volume, we can say that, generally, each chapter can be absorbed and read individually but the progression still loosely follows our original idea of chapters primarily focused on theory of trophies and achievements, followed by trophy and achievement design chapters before concluding with chapters focused on player practices.

The first four chapters of the volume are focused on the history and theory of trophies and achievements writ large. In Chapter 1, “Achievement Unlocked: A History of Video Game Achievements, Badges, and Trophies,” Zachary Fitz-Walter, Justin Carter and Joshua Hall provide an in-depth look at the history of video game trophies and achievements. Starting with early symbolic rewards, such as Boy Scout Merit Badges, the chapter traces the origins of video game trophy and achievement systems through to the contemporary platform-based models that we are most familiar with today. The chapter showcases the long history of trophies and achievements and their deep roots within gaming culture by acknowledging and connecting previous forms of game-based rewards to what we see today.

With this key historical context established, the next two chapters seek to define a “theory of trophies” and answer key questions such as: what are trophies? How do they work? And, how can we best understand them? In Chapter 2, “Trophy Typologies: What PlayStation Trophies Tell Us About Contemporary Video Games,” Ryan Scheiding creates a typology of PlayStation Trophies as a way of exploring the function and meaning of trophies within game design and gameplay. Through qualitative analysis, the chapter puts forth a typology of trophies with four categories: Routine, Challenge, Dedication, and Random or Humorous. These categorizations are explored through specific case studies to both establish key categorizations of trophies and to argue that trophies have recognized, formalized, and contemporized the ways that video games are made, and how they are played.

In Chapter 3, “Explore, Experiment, Explain: Categorizing Xbox, PlayStation and Steam Achievements Description Text from 2006 to 2024,” Jérémie Pelletier-Gagnon and Greg Dinsmore use quantitative analysis to categorize and analyze trophies and achievements. Through an analysis of over 1 million trophies they ask: How do achievements address players, and what type of engagement do they facilitate? And, how has achievement-mediated communication between developers and players evolved over the years? The chapter finds that the category of completion trophies has dominated and that, recently, challenge and skill-based trophies have declined in popularity.

In the Chapter 4, the final chapter of this opening theory section, “Gilded Time: Trophies, Exploits, and Gaming Capital in Call of Duty’s Publics,” Matthew Horrigan explores the gameplay strategy of “reverse boosting” whereby Call of Duty players exploit multiplayer matching systems by purposefully playing poorly which allows them to play against lower competition in on-line matches. This unique example is used to argue that conflicts about achievement and proper play show the contradictions in publishers’ attempts to standardize what counts as legitimate. Players develop economies to circumvent enforced gameplay styles and activities where reward systems would force them into particular phases of play. In essence the chapter showcases how “improper” play engages with the “proper” play that trophies and achievements have attempted to standardize.

Transitioning from theory-centric argumentation, the next four chapters take focus on trophy and achievement design as their launching points. Chapter 5, “Learning to Listen: Trophies as Experience and Memory in Season: A Letter to the Future,” by Megan Hutchison is the first of these design-based chapters. In this deeply personal, reflective chapter, Hutchison examines how Season: A Letter to the Future implements trophies as instruments of memory and empathy rather than conquest or completion. Hutchison, a narrative designer on the project, situates the game’s design philosophy in practices of “deep listening,” emphasizing curiosity and connection over accumulation. Rejecting the acquisitional logic of tourism and checklist-based completionism, Season encourages players to document what they personally find meaningful rather than what the game prescribes. Hutchison’s work ultimately reframes trophy design as a narrative and ethical practice: a means of teaching players how to listen, remember, and carry stories forward.

The next two chapters are connected by the way that they approach ethical trophy design. In Chapter 6, “Designing Player-Conscious Achievements,” Peter Mark Howell, Anna Limpens, Matthew Higgins, Adam Jerrett, and Jahangir Uddin propose a “player-conscious” framework for achievement design that prioritizes player well-being, autonomy, and self-regulation. Building on Self-Determination Theory and Self-Leadership Theory, the authors critique exploitative trophy systems that encourage grinding, obsession, and stress. They outline three ethical frameworks—nudging, nurturing, and narrating—through which designers can align achievements with healthy play. “Nudging” encourages exploration without coercion; “nurturing” scaffolds competence and autonomy while respecting players’ time; and “narrating” uses achievements to deepen story engagement. Case studies of White Lake and What We Take With Us demonstrate these principles in practice, showing how cryptic, diegetic, or well-timed achievements can reinforce curiosity, self-reflection, and emotional well-being. The authors argue that mindful achievement design can transform extrinsic motivators into tools that cultivate intrinsic satisfaction, ethical responsibility, and sustainable play habits.

In Chapter 7, “Winning Hearts and Minds: Unlocking the Ethics of Trophies in Multiplayer Games,” Lucy Sparrow and Timothy Holland explore how trophy and achievement systems shape ethics and toxicity within multiplayer games. They argue that trophies can distort cooperative or competitive play by incentivizing behaviors contrary to a game’s core values, producing friction and toxicity. Through case studies of League of Legends, PUBG: Battlegrounds, and Final Fantasy XIV, they show how misaligned trophies generate conflict and resentment within communities. To mitigate this, the authors propose four design heuristics: trophy congruence (alignment with core gameplay), authenticity (fostering genuine prosociality), values (embedding ethical ideals), and reflection (encouraging moral awareness). They conclude that thoughtful trophy design can cultivate healthier, more reflective multiplayer cultures, while careless design risks reinforcing toxic meritocracy and instrumentalized relationships between players.

The final design-centric piece, Chapter 8, “Fool’s Platinum: A Typology of Terrible Trophies,” supports the previous chapters as Dan Staines and Asli Tece Bayrak explore the design of tedious, meaningless, and just downright terrible trophies. Drawing on a content analysis of 4,000 Reddit comments, the authors propose a typology of unpopular trophies, highlighting commonalities between commonly reviled trophy types. Following Sparrow and Holland, the authors highlight how poorly designed trophies promote unhealthy play habits and undermine intrinsic motivation. The authors, like Howell and colleagues, advocate for a more player-conscious approach and suggest that trophy design should be treated as an integral part of game development, calling for further research into both player and developer perspectives to promote better trophy design.

The final four chapters of the volume shift their focus to player practices and interactions with trophies and achievements. In Chapter 9, “Gaming versus Role-Playing: How Trophies Impact the Aesthetic Experience of Videogames,” Aleksander Franiczek interrogates the dissonance that occurs when players role-play but are confronted by trophies and achievements. Franiczek demonstrates how trophies gamify play, encouraging players to pursue measurable goals that align with capitalist and masculine values of productivity, merit, and mastery. This gamification of play can overshadow more reflective, aesthetic, or narrative forms of engagement that roleplaying allows. Using two case studies—Undertale and Red Dead Redemption 2—we see examples of how trophies may undermine roleplay because their extra-diegetic, corporatized nature tends to privilege gameful mastery over immersion.

Chapter 10, “Redefining Achievements: A Study on the Creation of Custom Tile Rewards in Early Screenshot Let’s Plays,” takes a more historical approach to player practices in connection to trophies and achievements. Annie Harrisson examines how early internet communities, particularly the Something Awful Forums, developed their own informal reward systems before the rise of contemporary platform-based rewards systems. Focusing on “custom tile gifts”—personalized profile images given by forum users to creators of exceptional Screenshot Let’s Plays—Harrisson argues that these community-created rewards circulated game capital and reflected community values like creativity, humor, and cultural literacy rather than mastery or productivity. Through detailed case studies of notable Let’s Plays in the Something Awful forums, she shows how these collaboratively designed rewards recognized innovation, technical skill, and alignment with community norms. Unlike corporate achievement systems that reinforce goal-oriented play, custom tiles encourage emergent play and demonstrations of collective identity. Consequently, Harrisson’s analysis of these grassroots practices shows how achievements can destabilize gaming capital but also reinforce existing hierarchies within player communities.

Chapter 11, “Understanding Player Types Through Trophy Hunting: A Case Study in Friendship Ethnography,” is an ethnographic-based study by Alexander Hurezeanu in which the author explores how video game trophy hunting reveals distinct player motivations and identities through a yearlong ethnographic study of his own friendship group. Using a “friendship ethnography” framework that emphasizes reflexivity and emotional reciprocity, the chapter examines how trophy hunting became both a reflection of and strain on the friend group
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