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ABSTRACT 
Networking is a vital but stressful aspect of academic life, 
one which digital games may be able to make more playful. 
Existing examples of networking games require players to 
interact as part of the game-play, and therefore do not 
bypass the stressful part of networking. In contrast, many 
other games successfully encourage interaction between 
players whilst avoiding causing stress to the players. 
Flashbulb is a networking game that only requires a 
photograph of another player to be taken in order to 
progress.  Players can choose whether to start a 
conversation depending on the target and situation. 
Thematic analysis of interviews with Flashbulb players 
found that despite not including an icebreaking 
requirement, it encouraged networking and widened the 
scope of those spoken to. The act of photographing players 
promoted conversations without forcing players to engage 
in uncomfortable discussions. We make recommendations 
for the design of future iterations of networking games.  
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INTRODUCTION 
Getting to know new people within a community is a vital 
aspect of a successful career in research [33] and is one of 
the main objectives for attending academic conferences 
[38].  Similarly, new students stand to benefit from getting 
to know their classmates to share ideas, form professional 

relationships and work together effectively in group 
assignments. It can also serve less formal purposes such as 
feeling part of an academic community. However, many 
people find networking stressful and sometimes avoid it all-
together [34]. Situations that involve meeting new people 
can be fraught with concerns about how to initiate and 
maintain conversations with other attendees whom you 
know little about. As a result, ice-breaking activities have 
become popular in course inductions and conference 
sessions which aim to overcome this problem by structuring 
the social interaction. Whilst such activities make it socially 
acceptable to initiate a conversation with a stranger, they do 
little to alleviate the discomfort felt by the participants. 
Moreover, these interventions are often met with a negative 
response. Previous studies show that students do not like 
ice-breaker activities on the first day of a course, despite 
wanting to get to know other students [17]. There is 
therefore a need to better explore ways in which networking 
can be supported as an integral part of events such as 
student orientations and conferences. 

One possibility is to develop and utilize games which 
encourage and incorporate social interaction in a way that 
does not form a compulsory part of game-play, but is 
instead supportive of it. The recent success of games such 
as Pokémon Go highlight how this may be a successful 
approach; anecdotal reports suggest that while the structure 
of the game does not necessitate interactions between 
players, this is occurring regardless [13,15]. Players are put 
in a real-life situation as part of the in-game activity and 
when encountering other players, they have the option of 
capitalizing on the shared experience of playing and can 
easily strike up conversation. Alternatively, if they do not 
wish to do this, they can continue playing without talking to 
anyone without any detriment to the gameplay. This could 
result in a rather anti-social game, but to the contrary, 
numerous media reports suggest that players are often 
interacting, and relationships are forming from incidental 
meetings of likeminded players [13,15].  

If these kinds of enjoyable, non-compulsory, interactions 
could be incorporated into games that are specifically 
designed to promote networking, this may be particularly 
effective. In this paper we describe the design and 
evaluation of a game, Flashbulb [11], that facilitates social 
interaction without forcing players into uncomfortable 
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situations.  This work makes several contributions. First, it 
examines whether Flashbulb itself is successful in 
supporting networking and identifies the areas in which it 
could be improved for future events. A second, wider 
contribution is to the field’s understanding of whether 
games without an in-built conversation requirement can still 
be successful in providing opportunities for conversations 
to occur. We argue that a focus on breaking the ice is not 
necessary within the game itself, as simply playing a game 
may be helpful in getting people to interact and get to know 
each other. Knowing that others have consented to play 
makes it easier and less stressful for individuals to engage 
in related social interaction, especially when it is apparent 
that most people’s motivations for playing will involve 
wanting to meet or talk to other people.  

The paper subsequently outlines several design implications 
derived from the findings of these interviews, which stand 
to benefit those designing games with a similar aim of 
promoting social interaction. For example, the 
awkwardness of taking photographs of one another was for 
many a catalyst for self-driven conversation, and this has 
interesting implications for the kinds of tasks these games 
should involve. We suggest initial low barriers of entry 
should be incorporated together with additional incentives 
for deeper conversation (beyond those relating to the 
immediate task) and that future game design should aim to 
bridge the gap between game and non-game interactions by 
making it easier for players to communicate once the game 
has finished.   

 

RELATED WORK 

Networking 
There are many contexts in which networking and meeting 
new people are both useful and expected. For instance, 
attending conferences and discussing research with peers is 
integral to a successful career in research [33], and evidence 
suggests that feeling a sense of cohesion and community 
can significantly impact on course retention rates [35,37]. 
This has been found to be particularly important for those 
who find themselves in the minority amongst their 
classmates, whether in relation to race or gender [8,37], but 
this can also be countered by programs that promote social 
interaction between students [8].  A substantial amount of 
learning (both as a student and in a professional context) 
occurs through the development and utilization of social 
networks, which also stands to benefit the wider 
organization to which connected individuals belong [23]. 
Therefore, encouraging networking and informal 
discussions is something that needs to be supported at 
events such as conferences and orientation days. However, 
it is not guaranteed that this will happen in the most 
effective manner possible.  

A primary issue is that at events such as orientations and 
conferences, impromptu discussions and networking 
opportunities do not occur at the same rate for all attendees. 

For example, those who are more extravert or are native 
speakers of the language spoken at the event are at an 
advantage, as are conference delegates of a higher social or 
professional status who already have an established 
reputation in the field [25]. Consequently, more junior 
attendees, who arguably stand to benefit the most from 
extending their professional network, may find it more 
difficult to strike up conversation. Studies into networking 
activities at these events also suggest that those who have 
presented talks are approached substantially more than 
attendees who did not present [32]. First of all, this suggests 
that delegates who are not giving papers may be at a 
disadvantage when it comes to meeting new people, but it 
also indicates that once a delegate has seen someone 
presenting their work, it becomes easier to strike up 
conversation with them; those in the audience will know the 
person’s name, their affiliation and will have a good idea of 
their research interests. With such details, delegates may 
feel more comfortable approaching these people and will 
have a number of suitable topics or questions with which 
conversation can be initiated.  

This initiation of conversation has been argued to be the 
most difficult aspect of networking [34]. In part, this is due 
to the need to overcome the sense of awkwardness 
associated with approaching new people, but also due to 
having to identify the best way to start conversation without 
any prior knowledge. Guidelines on how to successfully 
network at conferences suggest a range of openers 
depending on who you are approaching (e.g. [34]), such as 
asking for opinions on conference keynotes or bringing up 
an interesting topic of debate relating to one of the talks. 
Nevertheless, even with such conversations in mind, it 
remains difficult to find a reason to approach a particular 
person, as well as mitigate the risk that they will not be 
receptive to such an out-of-the-blue introduction.  

Technology for networking 
These issues, as well as other practical restrictions of 
academic events (such as the inability to discuss the current 
presentation with other people watching it), have led both 
individuals and organizers to utilise technology in these 
contexts. The ubiquitous nature of smartphones and WiFi 
connectivity mean that smartphones have been the main 
focus of technologies that enhance the conference 
experience. Technology has been developed to supplement 
other aspects of the conference experience, for example by 
providing information on the conference sessions and 
presenters, and contact information of other delegates [1]. 
Furthermore, the use of Twitter is well documented. 
Research suggests that attendees use it as a “back channel” 
[7,24,31], although Chen [7] reports that this is primarily 
used to notify attendees of information and not to promote 
discussions between them. While using Twitter in this 
manner may increase an individual’s visibility (or highlight 
others they should try to meet) at an event [22,31], it does 
not necessarily support or encourage real life interactions. 
Existing social networking applications may therefore not 



be best suited to creating new connections, and as a vital 
and difficult aspect of conference attendance, specialist 
applications have been designed to fill this gap.  

The majority of applications and technologies that have 
been developed for conferences have focused on sharing 
information of the event itself (such as Conferator which 
also shows the location of attendees [1]), exchanging 
contact or profile information based on proximity (e.g. 
MobiClique [26]), or indeed both (e.g. Find & Connect 
[38]). These are undoubtedly useful in maximising time 
spent at the event through ensuring that interesting talks can 
be attended and that connections that have been made can 
be followed up on later. However, considering that it is the 
initiation of these conversations that can be the most 
challenging part of the process [34], technologies are also 
needed to support this aspect too.  

Games for networking  
One possible approach that has demonstrated promise is the 
use of digital games. There is a growing body of evidence 
to suggest that in-game socializing can have a number of 
benefits, including a more immersive gaming experience 
[6] and more effective stress relief [9] than non-social 
games. Social games have also been argued to ease some of 
the anxieties associated with talking to people in offline 
contexts, particularly for people who find socializing 
especially stressful (e.g.[10,18,20,21]).  

This may be particularly useful for networking, and 
introducing playful components in these contexts has 
shown to be effective [5,30] and there is a rising trend of 
utilising digital games in these contexts [27,36].  Games 
like Snag ‘em [27] and CHI PLAYGUE [36] have been 
developed with this application in mind, and have shown 
success in encouraging and supporting interactions [14,27]. 
However, these games tend to require the player to initiate 
some form of social interaction in order to play the game. 
Snag ‘em requires players to create a profile and select tags 
that apply to them which could refer to hobbies, interests or 
something else that is relevant to the situation in which it is 
being played, such as workplace or research team. Then, 
they are presented with “missions” that ask players to find 
others with a particular tag. For example, players might 
have to identify someone who plays guitar.  While this 
promises to assist with the task of locating particular 
attendees of interest, this might still be difficult for those 
who find the initiation of the interaction daunting. 
Similarly, CHI PLAYGUE, which was originally developed 
for the CHI PLAY’15 conference, requires players to scan 
barcodes on the badges of other attendees in order to 
“infect” or “cure” players, depending on whether they are 
aiding the Earthling or Alien teams. Once again, while this 
provides motivation to approach people and an excuse for 
starting a conversation, there is still the requirement that 
players actually start a conversation in order to play the 
game.  This cannot be avoided, irrespective of the 
personality of the player, the people they are playing with 
or the situations in which they are playing.  

Conversely, games that tend to encourage socializing rarely 
have inter-player communication at the centre of gameplay; 
the focus tends to be on a central task that is enhanced or 
facilitated by interaction, but not dependent on it. For 
example, the recent release of Pokémon Go has seen 
numerous media reports discussing the social nature of the 
game and how relationships are being forged as a result of 
playing [13,15]. This is despite no in-game requirement for 
socialising.   

Games such as these further demonstrate the success that 
integrating gaming features into real world behaviours can 
have in a number of areas (e.g. in encouraging reductions in 
sedentary behaviours [16]). Moreover, they establish the 
ability of such games to incentivize and normalize 
behaviours that may otherwise feel unappealing, awkward 
or stressful [2,27], which could include networking.  

 

THE GAME: FLASHBULB 
Flashbulb (the focus of the present paper), takes a different 
approach to existing networking games. It is a social game 
designed for large groups of people in order to maximise 
the opportunities to meet and to break the ice. It is played 
on mobile devices, and players take on the role of a 
“paparazzo”. The game provides assignments to photograph 
other players (chosen at random), the successful submission 
of which results in points.  

   
Figure 1. Account creation   Figure 2. The “target” 

screen for Flashbulb. screen on which players 
are shown who they need 

to photograph next. 
The first stage of the gameplay is an account creation 
screen (see Figure 1). Here, the players enter their name, 
contribute a photo of themselves and enter in other profile 
information such as their affiliation and research interests. 
Once this is completed, the user can start playing, and will 
be shown their first target (see Figure 2), a randomly 
chosen user from the same event. The player will be able to 
see their target’s photograph, their name and the 
information they entered when creating their account. The 
task for the player is to locate this person and to take and 



submit a photograph of them in order to receive their 
points. A manual assessment process consequently judges 
whether the photograph submitted is indeed the person it is 
supposed to be, and if not, the player is informed that they 
should submit a different photograph.  

The player also has the option to skip their target if they 
cannot find the person, although if they choose to do this, 
that target will never appear again and so this reduces the 
potential for scoring.  Players have access to information on 
the time remaining at the event, leaderboards (see Figure 3), 
and their current rank within the game. They can also 
update their profile information at any point during the 
game.  

 
Figure 3. The scoreboard for Flashbulb showing the names of 

the top players and their scores.  

In contrast to other games with the same aim, players only 
need to take a photo of another person in order to 
participate in the game. This could feasibly occur in the 
absence of the awkwardness of starting conversation with a 
stranger, but would also leave subsequent social interaction 
open as a possibility. This approach provides a low barrier 
to entry and one that might feel less stressful (and thus 
more appealing) to participate in, particularly for 
individuals who feel less comfortable in social situations. 
For these people, knowing that there is a way of playing 
that does not require constant initiation of communication 
may make it more attractive to play, and may increase the 
opportunities for networking when they do choose to start a 
conversation. That said, it is not just the more introverted 
people that may find this approach beneficial. For many 
people, willingness to participate socially is not something 
that remains fully consistent in all situations. Although an 
individual’s behavior will remain somewhat consistent with 
their overall personality traits, the exact manner and extent 
to which these traits are expressed will differ depending on 
the wider context [29], and on the personality of the 
conversation partner [12]. Additionally, even an extravert 
who feels very at ease in social situations may encounter 
some people that they will find intimidating and may be 
reluctant to speak to. For instance, a postgraduate student 
being asked to interact with a high ranking conference 
organizer or head of department could be a very difficult 

situation for the student to navigate, and they may wish to 
avoid having to do this. Therefore, in Flashbulb, players 
have the option to alter the way they play the game on a 
target-by-target basis, and could therefore choose to strike 
up conversations with certain players but can also avoid 
being penalized if one target is someone they simply feel 
unable to converse with.  

The ability to adjust the level of difficulty within the game 
is an approach that is well-documented in a range of 
existing games.  If a game is too difficult or stressful to 
play, the game risks losing its ability to be entertaining, and 
the player may simply quit. As a result many games allow 
for variations in the level of difficulty, provide cheats that 
permit players to bypass certain obstacles or, in the case of 
many role-playing games, let them avoid tasks they do not 
wish to pursue in favor of those they enjoy. For instance, 
Mass Effect [3], a third person shooter game, allows players 
to spend resources in lieu of completing mini games in 
order to pick locks, should they wish to move on quicker or 
if they find the mini-games too difficult. Similarly, in Metal 
Gear Solid V [19], if a player’s character dies too many 
times, the game provides the option of making the character 
invisible to enemies (through the use of a chicken hat) in 
order to make the mission easier to complete.  

Flashbulb has the capability of following a similar route: 
whilst it aims to motivate and assist people in engaging in 
conversations, it also allows users to avoid this should they 
wish to. The game has a low barrier to entry; points are 
accrued by taking photographs of other players, which can 
be achieved by initiating conversation if the player is 
willing and comfortable, or alternatively, they can just take 
the photograph and move on.  

There are several possible outcomes of incorporating a 
voluntary social component. One possibility is that it will 
players to adapt their strategy, thus relieving some of the 
stress of networking; individuals can approach those they 
feel comfortable with but will also not be at a disadvantage 
if they do not wish to strike up conversation with a 
particular target, perhaps because they are too senior or 
because they are in the middle of a group conversation. 
Players can continue to accrue points and the game could 
still support networking in a less forced and stressful 
manner.  

However, the lack of encouragement to actually converse 
with other players may also make it an ineffective 
icebreaker; simply photographing other players and not 
developing any of these interactions into a conversation 
would not be useful to individuals hoping to find out more 
about the other people at the event.  

We therefore investigated whether such a game might be 
able to encourage and support networking. The first stage 
was to determine whether people engaged with the game. In 
order to investigate this, we deployed it at a conference and 
at a postgraduate student program orientation day, two 



situations in which networking are main goals of the 
attendees.  

 

DEPLOYMENT EVENTS 
The game was deployed at two events.  In September 2015 
a group of students and academic staff were asked to play 
as part of a student orientation day.  They were encouraged 
to download the game at the start of the day and a specific 
time in the schedule (a networking lunch) was identified for 
playing the game.  

In October 2015 the game was also deployed at the CHI 
PLAY 2015 conference.  The game was made available for 
download during the first day of the conference.  The game 
was played throughout the second day of the conference.  

 
Student 

orientation 
Academic 
conference 

Profiles created 47 16 

Active players 45 16 

Profile updates 6 11 

Photos submitted 397 106 

Photos accepted 338 86 

Targets skipped 19 1 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for players at the student 
orientation and academic conference. 

Although there were very different numbers of people 
playing at the two events, Table 1 demonstrates that, of 
those who expressed an interest in playing by downloading 
the game and creating a profile, almost all became active 
players.   

The 47 people who downloaded the game at the student 
orientation day represented approximately 98% of the 
people in attendance.  In contrast, the 16 people who 
downloaded the game at the conference represented just 
~9% of the people in attendance.  This difference is not so 
surprising.  Those at the student orientation day were 
primarily new students who did not know anyone else: their 
motivation to get to know each other was likely to be high.  
However, the conference delegates consist of an existing 
community of academics, many of whom already know 
each other from other events. 

There is a large difference between the two groups in terms 
of the number of profile updates that were made during the 
gameplay.  Only ~13% of players at the orientation day 
updated their profile, whilst ~69% of the players at the 
conference did so.  This further suggests different 
motivations for playing in the two groups.  Perhaps students 
were motivated in order to get to know who everyone was 
whilst conference delegates are more concerned with 
projecting a particular image, communicating particular 

information about themselves or connecting with people 
with similar research interests. 

The mean number of photos submitted by players at each of 
the events is very similar (student orientation = 8.8, 
conference = 7), suggesting comparable levels of 
engagement with the game. Similarly low percentages of 
targets were skipped at the two events.  We therefore 
concluded that it would be reasonable to interview players 
from both events and look for common themes across the 
transcripts.  

The descriptive statistics presented in table 1 suggest that 
the players at both events were engaged in and perceived 
value and enjoyment in the game.  However, these data do 
not enable us to determine whether players felt that the 
game achieved its aim in terms of facilitating networking, 
or whether they had chosen to adapt their game strategy 
depending on the targets they had been assigned.  In order 
to investigate these aspects we decided to interview players 
about their experiences. 

EXPERIENCE EVALUATION 

Participants 
A total of nine participants were recruited (five of whom 
were female) to be interviewed about their experiences of 
playing the game. Five were recruited from the student 
cohort who had played Flashbulb at their course orientation 
day, and four were conference delegates who had played 
the game at the CHI Play’15 conference.  All were given a 
£10/$15 Amazon voucher in exchange for their 
participation in the study.  

Procedure 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted, mostly over 
Skype due to the geographical location of the interviewees. 
However, two of the student sub-group were instead 
interviewed in person at their university as per their request. 
Interviews took between 20 and 45 minutes and were 
recorded and transcribed for analysis. 

The interview questions covered motivations for playing, 
experiences and strategies in relation to different aspects of 
the game, and whether the game resulted in conversations, 
as well as probes for more details of how and when they 
occurred.  

Analysis 
The transcripts were analyzed using Thematic Analysis in 
line with the procedure outlined by Braun and Clarke [4].  

Results 
Several themes emerged from the interview data. These 
were: 

• Starting conversations - Flashbulb was most 
appealing for and apparently successful at 
allowing individuals to start conversations;  

• Consenting to awkwardness - Players felt that the 
task was potentially awkward but that it became 
fun as everyone taking part had consented to it;  



• Continuing conversations - Conversations tended 
to remain superficial and did not always continue 
beyond the task;  

• A need for greater support - Players wanted the 
game to assist more in taking conversation beyond 
the immediate requirements of the task;  

• Fit with the event - Players noted that the game’s 
success in encouraging networking relied on it 
fitting well with the event’s geography, nature, 
cohort and schedule.  

We outline each of these below. 

Starting conversations 
Participants reported that the application was especially 
useful for providing an excuse to strike up conversations in 
situations that would normally require a specific reason to 
start talking to someone. This appeared to be the case for 
people who found socializing enjoyable: 

“While I don’t mind talking to most people it was really 
nice to have an additional reason to just start a random 
conversation so I really liked excuses to just go around to 
everyone and be like “hi how are you?” – P1, student 

But also for those who were less comfortable with social 
situations: 

“And for somebody who is on the shyer side it makes it 
easier to approach people. You know who you are 
approaching, you know their name and also when you see 
them in the program then you’ve made a facial, you 
recognize that person.” – P6, conference attendee 

“I don’t interact with people very well so it was a good 
excuse for me to chat to people and have a reason to go up 
to people and start talking to them. Sometimes, especially in 
things like that you…it can be difficult to go up to people 
and know what to say, and initiate a conversation with 
them.” – P2, student 

This is in line with previous research which has argued that 
people find it easier to introduce themselves to others when 
it is as part of a game-based task rather than simply for the 
sake of networking [27].  

Conversing with a wider range of people 
Because of this lower barrier to starting conversations, 
participants also reported that the application encouraged 
them to talk to people they may have otherwise not 
interacted with. This could be due to a perceived lack of 
shared interests: 

“…You would eventually get to know the people that 
interest you at the end, like if you had similar backgrounds 
or interests, I don’t know, but the other ones that you would 
never have to contact them. Maybe this was a chance to talk 
to other people as well” – P8, student 

Or the person being well-known or in a position of 
authority: 

“I had my supervisor as one of my targets so it was good 
talking to her more. I guess with people who are more 
higher up it’s a bit intimidating but I still think it’s a good 
way to start talking to them.” – P5, student 

This suggests that games which go above and beyond 
simply matching players based on interests may be 
especially beneficial. Although players express a preference 
for meeting like-minded or similarly employed people, it 
appears that this diversity in networking opportunities is 
one of the particular benefits of a game-based approach. 
Opportunities for discussions and socializing between 
people of different levels (for instance, students and 
educators) has been argued to be invaluable for the 
professional development of both parties [23], and this 
therefore appears to be a particular benefit of this kind of 
system. 

Opting out of intimidating conversations 
However the apprehension associated with talking to other, 
more well-known players did sometimes restrict the extent 
to which this opportunity was utilized: 

“At first there were some people that were like I guess 
bigger names that I was shy to approach and there wasn’t 
lots of conversation there but mostly because I was shy!” – 
P7, conference attendee 

“Amongst students it was OK but then I had [a staff 
member] once…I’m sure some people would embrace the 
opportunity to go up to him, but for me I was a little shy 
and so…I dunno…it made me feel kind of weird.” – P5, 
student 

This indicates that players are utilizing the option to just 
play the game and not continue conversation beyond this if 
the situation does not feel right. One conclusion to be 
drawn from this might be that the game should attempt to 
not only open up a line of communication between people 
of varying statuses, but also mitigate the anxiety associated 
with acting on this. However, in practice this would be a 
very difficult task considering how well ingrained academic 
hierarchies are. Consequently, ensuring that opportunities 
are present to interact with better-known players and 
providing an opportunity to opt out of conversations if 
necessary may be sufficient. One possibility might be to 
attempt to integrate suggestions for openings or appropriate 
conversation topics for players of different rankings 
according to job titles, for example. Advice on how to 
network at conferences tend to differentiate the kinds of 
conversation starters that would be appropriate for 
delegates of different levels (for example, fellow PhD 
students and professors) [34]. Therefore applications such 
as this may wish to similarly provide more tailored support, 
appreciating that an individual’s networking strategy is 
likely to depend a lot on the person they are approaching.  



Consenting to awkwardness 
Although participants did find the actual act of taking 
photographs or having theirs taken strange (“I personally 
don’t like being…having a photo taken of me, so I just kind 
of felt awkward” P5, student), many participants felt that 
this was not as stressful as it otherwise would have been 
due to the fact that it was incorporated in the game: 

“It’s always a bit embarrassing having your photo taken 
but it was so quick and everyone was doing it so you didn’t 
feel like you were in the spotlight or anything.” – P1, 
student 

Moreover, they knew others would have needed to have 
been aware of the requirements of the game when signing 
up. They were consequently able to perceive participation 
as consent in relation to being approached and having 
photographs taken: 

“Felt a little bit awkward but y’know, we’re all playing it, 
right, so it’s kind of fine.” – P9, Conference attendee 

One possible conclusion to be drawn from this is that the 
actual task does not need to be something people naturally 
feel comfortable with in more conventional contexts for it 
to be effective. In fact, as we will discuss in the following 
section, it may be beneficial for the task to feel somewhat 
awkward.  

Continuing conversations 
Whether or not these initiated conversations resulted in 
longer discussions seemed to differ very much between 
participants. Most participants did report to continue 
conversations beyond simply asking for a photograph 

“You wouldn’t just snap a photo and not say anything at 
all, you’d at least say Hi how are you, can I take your 
picture.” – P1, student 

“With some people I talked about some paper sessions or 
some other unrelated things so sometimes I just went to 
people that I knew, that I know from before, and I had to 
take a selfie of them, and I used the chance to talk about 
them when are we going for lunch today or where are we 
going for dinner tonight, or when are you flying back.”- P4, 
conference attendee. 

Consequently, despite no game-based incentive for 
initiating conversation, players still chose to do so. This 
was sometimes because it made the interaction less 
awkward. 

“I tried not to [just take a photograph and leave] because I 
felt awkward when people did that to me so like, “oh, I 
hope that was a good picture…ha ha” y’know? Just sort of 
awkward about it so I tried to always make some sort of 
conversation about something” P7, conference attendee 

This suggests that conversation was initiated as a way of 
countering the awkwardness, whereas in more conventional 
networking situations, this in itself is the most difficult [34].  
Subsequently, it is possible that incorporating an additional, 

slightly unusual task (in this case, taking a photo of a 
stranger) distracts from the stress caused by needing to start 
a conversation. Moreover, the fact that the game itself did 
not directly incentivize continuing communication between 
players may have had the effect of making it feel like a 
personal choice; removing any sense of coercion or direct 
expectation could have reduced some of the stress usually 
experienced in these situations. This once again provides 
support for the use of games in these situations, as 
providing a distraction and allowing for what feel like 
incidental interactions are not usual features of 
conventional networking.  

Conversations taking over from the game 
Some participants reported that at one point, conversations 
actually took over from the game and this was therefore 
what they shifted their attention to. 

“Initially I wanted to do that, like I need to be one of the 
top three people, but as I interact with people around and 
the students around who are playing the same game, I 
begin to seek out more interaction and just get to know 
them better, so the gamification was less prioritized and I 
just wanted to socialize.” – P3, student 

“I kind of played it at the start and then I kind of forgot 
about it because I was getting into conversations” – P1, 
student 

“My one single reason for playing was to beat [the 
conference organizer] at the game. But I think in the end 
the score wasn’t as important to me as, like, I just want to 
play and meet people” – P7, conference attendee 

This also has the implication that while scoring is a 
necessary part of the gaming experience in this context, it is 
not the only incentive. Support for this also comes from 
several participants that reported a dip in interest once it 
became evident that they would not be ranking highly in 
terms of score. Therefore highlighting the importance of 
and positive outcomes of the social aspect may be 
especially beneficial in encouraging players to continue to 
use the came for socializing.  

Depth of conversations 
However, the majority reported that the resultant 
conversations tended to remain superficial.  

“Just small talk - hey did you enjoy the conference, will you 
go to the next session…Not really deep philosophical 
topics, but small talk is OK I think”. – P4, conference 
attendee 

“Yeah but not long conversations, like oh yeah where are 
you from, or I don’t know, what is your background, or how 
are you, or is it your first time in London, something like 
that and then OK, bye. This kind of thing.” P8, conference 
attendee 



“Since everybody knew what was going on, we were just 
kind of like “hey! My name is [participant 5]” and like a 
short introduction, but nothing beyond just names.” – P5, 
student 

Increasing familiarity  
And therefore, the outcomes tended to be more to do with 
familiarity than growing friendships.  

“It was fun trying to track up the points and introduce 
yourself to the other person but it didn’t lead to the deeper 
connection I would have hoped for, in the way that other 
parts of the conference did, the non-playful parts maybe.” - 
P6, conference attendee. 

“I think it depended on the classmate, some there would be 
talking afterward but I think for the most part, not too 
much. I think it did help though to break the ice. At least 
you’re familiar with people’s faces and names kind of, so in 
that sense I think it definitely helps.” – P5, student 

“The interactions with the game was like a precursor to 
later, longer interactions but the longer interactions I don’t 
think were directly part of the game experience at the time, 
like instant.” – P9, conference attendee 

This is not necessarily a bad thing, as evidence suggests 
that familiarity with an individual can eventually lead to 
more favorable opinions [28], and sometimes simply being 
aware of who someone is may be beneficial. However, 
there was also a widespread awareness of there being 
participants who simply were not interested in any 
interaction beyond those directly relating to the game itself. 

“I wanted to get to know these people better but sometimes 
someone would be really focused on the game, and so it 
would get glanced over and they’d run away.” - P3, student 

 “Well, most people just like called my name and then took 
a picture, or said ‘smile’ or something like that. There was 
a couple of people that were like “Oh, hi, have you met… 
blah blah, nice to meet you!” which was really pleasant but 
sometimes I’d be like “why are you taking my picture? Oh 
yeah, the game”.” – P7, conference attendee.  

A need for greater support 
Many of the participants felt that there needed to be more 
support from the application, particularly in relation to 
prompting players to continue conversations beyond taking 
the photographs.  

“I think I kind of forgot about the feature where it says ‘ask 
me about…’, maybe that could have popped up after you 
took the photo or something just to give people an extra 
sort of conversation starter, or a conversation continuer or 
something like that.” – P1, student 

“If you had to ask a person a question, or I don’t know, tell 
them something other than “can I take your picture” or 
something like that. So you had a purpose for asking them 

something about themselves or something like that.” – P8, 
conference attendee 

“I could see a potential in it. I feel like if there was some 
more facilitation around it, or some more information in it, 
it could be a great networking game.” – P6, conference 
attendee 

Fit with the event 
There was also an appreciation for the notion of fit.  

The group 
Some participants mentioned this in relation to the group, in 
particular that a minimum number of people playing to 
maintain interest… 

“After one day you found all the people. I think the game 
would work best with a minimum of 40 or 50 people.”  – 
P4, conference attendee 

…as well as the specific interests and commonalities of the 
group: 

“It was easier to talk to people with Flashbulb and maybe it 
was just the fact that we all have the common…we’re all on 
the same course.” – P3, MSc student 

“I think the real benefit of that was not networking but 
because it was a game and CHI Play was a conference 
about games, so it was an opportunity to try a game 
research prototype of another institution.” – P4, conference 
attendee 

Timings 
Timings seemed to also be important to the interviewees, 
who argued that dedicated time to concentrate on playing 
and suitable opportunities to get engaged may have 
maximized the utility of the application.  

“It also was during lunch time as well so people were 
hungry. If that time was truly dedicated to just playing the 
game I’m pretty sure people would have been more 
engaged but it kind of overlapped like break time and lunch 
time and so people were sitting down to eat.” – P5, student 

“Being at a conference, there are times when you can’t do 
that stuff. You just can’t! And so maybe unleashing that in a 
different time, like just before lunch when there is an 
immediate opportunity to be able to do that stuff” – P6, 
conference attendee 

Geography of the venue 
The nature of the rooms themselves were also highlighted 
as important: 

“It was pretty nice as we were all in this one room and then 
we can identify people quickly just because we’re not 
separated or in different parts of the building.” – P3, 
student 

“It seemed to kind of be people in the vicinity so like the 
next couple of people that popped up were standing quite 



close to me anyway, so we didn’t really have to…like if you 
were in a bit of a group chat for a minute, you didn’t really 
have to break that which was quite good” – P1, student 

“Well, I mean, right at the start, there were only so many 
people playing, you just sort of got everybody because 
we’re all there at the coffee break together. The fact there 
were two coffee breaks sort of did break that up a little bit 
because it’s like “oh they’re not in this room, let me go look 
in the other room”.” – P9, conference attendee 

Therefore, implementation of these games also needs to 
consider the wider context beyond the game itself.   

DISCUSSION 
Flashbulb was successful in supporting players in starting 
conversations by providing an excuse to approach someone 
in order to take their photograph.  This is despite the fact 
that photos that were taken from a distance were 
appropriate and there was no requirement from the game 
that players actually initiated conversations with other 
players. Players seemed to utilize this, adjusting the level of 
conversation to the situation (e.g. if the people they were 
talking to were in a group), and to the target (e.g. keeping 
stressful conversations with well-known academics brief), 
as well as interacting with people who were playing despite 
not wanting to engage in conversation. This suggests that 
the low barrier to play was successful in allowing for a 
wide variety of possible strategies that were able to be 
adapted to suit the individual situation of the player at that 
particular time. The game was also successful in supporting 
players in continuing conversations beyond the verbal 
exchange.  However, conversations tended to remain 
superficial and did not always continue beyond the task and 
therefore participants identified a need for greater support 
in taking conversation beyond the immediate requirements 
of the task. Players also noted the importance of the game 
fitting with the event in that the game’s success in 
encouraging networking relied on there being appropriate 
opportunities in the schedule of the event to take part in the 
game and to engage in conversation with other players. 

Therefore, Flashbulb appears to be a successful tool in 
promoting networking at both student orientation days and 
academic conferences, with  a few possible areas for 
improvement in terms of providing greater support and 
ensuring a good fit with the event. More generally, these 
findings also corroborate the notion that social interaction 
does not need to be at the core of the gameplay for this to 
be something the game can support. Giving players options 
to adapt strategies and to opt out of stressful situations 
while still providing an excuse or opportunity to strike up 
conversation if they so wish, may widen the appeal and 
improve the success of these games.  

 

Implications for design 

Based on these findings, there are two main suggestions for 
the future development of Flashbulb and other ice-breaking 
games.  
 
Support further conversation (not just initial contact) 
The initial act of starting conversation has been argued to 
be one of the more challenging aspects of networking [34]. 
However, participants in this study reported that despite 
Flashbulb making this aspect easier, there were still barriers 
that prevented these interactions becoming something more 
meaningful; the game provided a reason to ask someone for 
a photograph but it relied on the individual to take the 
conversation beyond this, something that still felt awkward 
or misplaced for some of the players. Therefore, we suggest 
that networking games include some provision for 
conversation continuing beyond the main task of the game 
(in this case, taking a photograph of another player). 
Participants interviewed in this study recommended 
including additional tasks that necessitated a discussion 
about hobbies or research interests, for example a mini-
game that requires players to guess or find out specific 
details about their target before being awarded their point. 
Providing this extra level of in-game support above and 
beyond initiating contact may allow players to feel better 
able to extend conversation to a greater degree than 
observed in the present study.   
 
Bridge the gap between game and non-game interactions 
Participants reported that the conversations they had as a 
result of the game tended to remain superficial and did not 
lead to any stronger relationships. We argue that this is not 
a failing of the game per se, as friendships are unlikely to 
blossom from one initial conversation regardless of the 
context. However, ice-breaking games should aim to 
facilitate further discussions and opportunities for contact; 
one participant in particular reported that although they met 
another player through the game itself, it was the 
subsequent chance meetings with that individual that led to 
the discovery of shared interests and the development of a 
professional relationship. Therefore, we argue that games 
such as this should supplement gameplay with opportunities 
to utilize this newfound familiarity. One way this could be 
included is through the application making it easy to share 
contact details or links to social networking profiles. 
Academic relationships (for both researchers and 
postgraduate students) are often maintained through social 
networks such as Twitter and Facebook, and applications 
with the sole purpose of sharing these details have reported 
success in assisting with networking [1,38]. 

Limitations 
The present study has several limitations. The most notable 
is the small, self-selected sample who were interviewed. 
Alongside issues of generalizability, it is also possible that 
only those who especially enjoyed the game came forward 
to participate, skewing the present conclusions in a positive 
direction. As not all of the responses we analyzed were 
complimentary and suggestions for improvement were 



outlined, we believe that this did not substantially conflate 
our conclusions. However, future research may wish to 
make more specific attempts to recruit players who were 
indifferent to or disliked the game in question.  

As the interviews relied heavily on participants’ memory of 
the event at which they played Flashbulb, attempts were 
made to interview them as soon after the event as possible. 
In practice, this was usually around a month after with the 
maximum amount of time being two months. Participants 
did not seem to have many issues recalling the game or 
their reactions to it, but it remains possible that certain 
details were forgotten. Therefore more immediate data 
collection would benefit future work in this area.  

CONCLUSIONS 
In this paper we describe the application of the networking 
game Flashbulb at a student orientation day and at an 
academic conference. Interviews with players after these 
events indicate that it is a promising tool in supporting 
networking particularly in terms of its ability to provide an 
excuse to approach a wide range of individuals. Arguably, 
it is precisely the low barrier to entry that is its success 
here, and the fact that social interaction is not the central 
aim of the gameplay. This means that players are able to 
apply different strategies for acquiring the photo of each of 
their targets, something that is rarely an option in games 
that have interaction at their center.  If they are allocated a 
target who they feel particularly concerned about 
approaching they can choose either to skip that target all 
together, or else to photograph the target from afar. In 
contrast, when they are allocated a target who they do not 
feel intimidated by, they are able to use the game as an 
excuse to approach the target and start a conversation. 
Interestingly, the awkwardness of the task at hand (namely, 
taking a photograph) also appeared to enhance the game’s 
ability to encourage networking, as players felt it was 
simply to strange a thing to do without also striking up 
conversation.  

However, creating in-game incentives for players to 
continue discussions beyond the immediate task at hand and 
ensuring that it is deployed in suitable surroundings are 
important in its success as a networking tool. Moreover, 
future games with this aim should also consider addressing 
ways in which the game could provide an opportunity for 
players to continue to develop professional relationships 
beyond the game, such as allowing the exchange of contact 
details or social media profiles.  
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