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“Anything a Guardian Does Is Canonical”: Player
Understanding of Canon in Destiny

BJARKE ALEXANDER LARSEN and ELIN CARSTENSDOTTIR, University of California, Santa

Cruz, USA

The narrative experience of perennial games—ongoing, live games—revolves around the community that plays
it. These games serve a fractured form of storytelling, which leaves it to the community to determine what
counts as part of the story; or what is considered “canon”. What is canon is a question of who and what the
story is allowed to be about, and what is allowed to be in it. Therefore, it is important to understand how
players of perennial games understand what is canon and what is not. This paper presents a mixed methods
study of an online survey (N=118) and interviews (N=15) of players of the game Destiny 2, with the goal
of understanding what events players consider canon and why. The �ndings indicate that while authorship
and conventional game story elements are considered canon, there is still disagreement, especially as the
storytelling methods become non-conventional. Players can provide nuanced viewpoints on why an event
is or is not canon, and they do not always agree. These results can help designers understand how their
decisions in�uence the community discussions of canonicity, and how properties of their game can help create
experiences that lets players see themselves in the work.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Perennial games [60, 61] are on-going live games that create perpetual experiences. Perennial
games, including games such as Fortnite [32], Destiny 2 [16], and League of Legends [85], are
played by millions of players, and are very pervasive in the current media landscape. They are
increasingly evolving as transmedia storytelling experiences, and becoming more well regarded as
such, with popular TV show adaptations like League of Legends spin-o� Arcane [86].
The stories these games are o�ering are experienced by millions of people across multiple

years and media types, with various levels of engagement and involvement. Expecting any single
individual to be able to experience all of the content equally is untenable, and therefore information is
spread out within communities of players. This turns these perennial games into social experiences,
where players often rely on other community members to keep themselves informed about what
is happening in the story. As these games continue to expand their content, these communities
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that form around them are becoming more and more important to how these stories are told.
This fractured nature of storytelling can make it di�cult to precisely ascertain what is part of
the story, or as it is often discussed within the communities themselves, what is "canon". This is
the commonly understood, approved foundation of what the story is, and what it can be about
[19, 47, 53]. Fans and communities around these stories are a part of maintaining this canon, as
well as subverting and commenting on it. What is considered canon matters a great deal because
it de�nes what is accepted truth about the story world and what is possible within it, and thus
what kinds of stories one is allowed to tell within that world. This is for example important for
inclusion and representation [30, 107], as we can see how canonical queer representation shifts the
conversation [30, 49, 96]. Who and what is allowed to be in canon sets the expectation for fans,
and thus in turn sets the expectation for what the community can expect from the story. As fans,
people want to see themselves in their stories (or historically when not been able to do so, they
would write their own [30, 49]). It is also important for the community’s understanding of itself
collectively, as when its members decide something is canon or not, the players are framing their
own communal relationship with the game and each other. What is canon of a story becomes part
of the identity of that experience, and something the community that forms around it wants to see
themselves re�ected in. What is canon thus becomes a question of who is able to see themselves in
the storytelling experience and, how the community is able to talk about the story.

However, in perennial games, it is often muddy to describe exactly what is canon and what is not,
as their worlds are impacted by the reality of real-time game development [60, 61]. The narrative
of these games are authored, i.e. there is intent in their design and storytelling, and authorship is
often implicative of what is canon [96, 107, 110], yet the relationship is more complicated as the
authors are creating the story simulatenously with the audience experiencing it, both in and outside
the game [103]. It is thus necessary to understand how the communities and fans of perennial
games de�ne something as canon. To understand this, we must understand what design decisions
in the game led to the community seeing an event one way or the other. By understanding this,
future scholars and designers of perennial games can more thoughtfully engage and study how its
design a�ects its community. This could lead to designs that foster a more positive and inclusive
community, where players feel part of the world. Thus, we aim to explore what players consider
canon, speci�cally: What elements of the narrative or game experience do players consider canon in a
perennial game, and why?

This paper aims to answer this question with a mixed methods study of the experience of Destiny
players, consisting of an online survey that explores what events players consider canon, which
was followed up with a semi-structured interview where players were asked for more detailed
arguments for why they consider certain elements canon or not. The chosen game for this study
is the Massively Multiplayer Online (MMO) �rst-person shooter (FPS) "Destiny (2)". Previous
work on Destiny has highlighted its suitability for study of player perception of canon, such as
a robust community that actively discuss the story, as well as transmedia properties and active
fanproduction, alongside Destiny’s perennial aspects [60, 61]. Destiny’s developers, Bungie, are
actively engaged with reacting to the community through the game itself, and intentionally include
previous players’ actions as part of their future content, which has the potential to shift how the
community see their own actions. By understanding how players consider the canon in reaction to
the game’s storytelling, we can help build better player community experiences through stories.
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2 RELATED WORK

2.1 Perennial Games

Perennial games are a term coined by Larsen and Carstensdottir [60] for long-running, on-going
games, also sometimes called “live-service” games, that describes them closer to how they are
experienced as stories, rather than describing their distribution. A perennial game is perpetual,
temporally continuous, and has a universal chronicle of events maintained by the audience and
the authors. Games such as World of Warcraft [9], League of Legends [85] or Destiny [15, 16]
are examples of perennial games. While the term is recent, considerable e�ort has gone into
studying games that would classify as perennial games, while not explicitly refered to as such.
Speci�cally, academic work on MMOs like World of Warcraft that studies the communal properties
and interaction with on-going storytelling that is crucial for canonicity, is highly relevant to this
work.

2.2 Work on Perennial Games

Much academic work was done on MMOs in the early 2000s through an anthropological lens,
viewing them as social spaces and sites of ethnography [4, 6, 10, 11, 56, 71, 79, 102]. Portions of this
work is concerned with the social aspects of these games [17, 22, 65], how communities are built and
maintained [6, 62], how these virtual worlds impact identity [23, 24, 31, 50] or their spiritual aspects
[3, 38, 92]. Authored storytelling was not the primary concern in these studies, and, while we do
see discussion of fandom and fanworks and player creativity which engages with the relationship
between the authored story and the players’ own [10, 79], there is less work done directly on how
players of perennial games engage with the canon. Stern [98] investigated the diegetic properties of
MMOs in 2002, which is a related term to canon, and found many elements that were non-diegetic
(not an explainable part of the story world). Some elements could be "patched" with metaphors
such as loading screen hidden by travel or portal visualizations, but some could not, such as server
downtime or meta-descriptive language. According to Lohmann, there were major challenges to
authored storytelling in MMOs, such as repetition and lack of causality [63], leading many to
dismiss its narrative potential, instead focusing on player-driven, emergent storytelling [42, 43, 76].
More modern work on MMOs and other perennial games does not stray too far from this [41, 54, 66],
with a few exceptions [46, 84, 95]. An emphasis has been placed on these worlds as real [38, 59],
yet they also contain �ctional elements, which creates a tension. Krzywinska [59] and Larsen &
Carstensdottir [61] o�er a framing of perennial storytelling as "myth", which helps alleviate some
of the issues with repetition. However, it is unlikely that regular players consider their actions in a
game as "mythological". Yet, Players do discuss the canon, as is evident from spending time in any
online game community with a storytelling component [5, 74, 107, 113], so the question is how
they do so, considering these narrative tensions.

2.3 Canon and Fandoms

"Canon" is a term used by fandoms to identify the "canonical" texts of a franchise or property
[19, 47, 53]. In fandom studies [47, 52], canon is described as the opposite of the fan work (fan
�ction, fan art, etc). It is the o�cial, authored text that the fandom reacts to and builds upon
[19, 110] and is primarily connected to storyline consistency and continuity [19], and created by
an authority, such as a single author or company [96, 107, 110]. This is di�erent from the other,
cultural meaning of a “canon”: A collection of "authorized" or "approved" works that surmise the
greatest or most important parts of a larger collection [53]. However, Kahane shows that these
two concepts are more related to each other than it might seem at �rst glance, as they are both
about containing a surplus of material into a coherent body [53], and the work of maintaining this
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body is done by a community at all times. While canon might be initially assumed as a binary
distinction between fans and authors, modern fan studies consider the relationship more nuanced
and complicated [25, 47, 53, 96]. Parts of fan works can become so accepted by the community
it is called "fanon" [19], or even broach into the canon directly [37]. Fans, too, can have nuanced
and self-developed ways of talking about canon, such as the "Watsonian vs Doylist" paradigms
from Sherlock Holmes fandom [26, 29], which has expanded to other online fandoms [72]. These
discussions can be in�uential and controversial to the entire experience of the fandom [107, 110],
and discussions of canon in games should not be excluded from the player experience.

Regarding games speci�cally, a "canon" of games or game studies in the cultural sense is common,
such as [36, 55, 57, 78], or even a "canon" of fanworks in games [75, 112] (as also done by outside
game studies [34]), but investigations of how games create a canonical story for players is rarer.
Murray mentions it in terms of story paths [69], and in HCI there are several papers investigating
"canon trajectories", meant as the authors’ "intended path" through a game [7, 105]. In game studies,
a few papers mention the canon of games like Mass E�ect [8] or Gears of War [74]. In FDG1, one
paper was found describing canonicity in the story-sense, but their example was fandom of Star
Wars movies, not games [91]. Kevin D. Ball [5], investigated how the lore community of Bloodborne
disagrees on the concept of authorship when their own interpretations are simultaneously treated
as uncovering the authors’ true intentions and their own authored work.

For perennial games, speci�cally, Greting et al. studied fanwork in Genshin Impact [40]—which
is a perennial game—but focused explicitly on fanworks for the game and not the canon. There
are examples of canonicity in ARGs [1, 45], which have some perennial qualities, as they tend to
blend the real-world passage of time as part of their construction. The study by John Walliss on
Warhammer 40k fan�ction [107] discusses how players see the canon of Warhammer 40k and how
the commmunity is fractured on whether they see fan�ction as needing to adhere to the canon or
not. However, this is not a (single) video game, and Warhammer is more a transmedia property.
Perennial games are often transmedial, and there are studies of canonicity in transmedia as well
[20, 77, 82, 99, 106, 113] but this is a much wider scope than a single perennial game and often has
a myriad of ways of engaging with it as an audience.

Video games are a unique medium in how it a�ords canonicity in combination with play. Marc
Ouellette discusses how video games a�ord players to play with identity [74]—and this is especially
true of many perennial games like MMOs [18, 23, 31, 50, 51, 79]. In games, players are thus
performing inside the �ctional world. This changes their relationship to the canon and how they
engage with authored content and the �ctional world. Players can deviate [68], transgress or
subvert authorial intent, and this has been explored in game studies. There are multiple examples
of such types of play, most notably in queer game studies [88, 89]. As a result, authorship can
become complicated. In games, authors can intentionally a�ect how the game is meant to be played,
by changing the spatial and temporal structures of the game [87]. This allows them to react to
players’ behavior and adjust their plans for the narrative. However, Shaw and Persaud explain
how authorship in games is di�cult to pin down as any game is rarely done by a single person
with a uni�ed intent [96]. Players’ performance and play complicate canonicity when developers
respond to the player community by altering the narrative of actions of the game. This complicates
the authorship, the canon, and discussion around it even further. Games, thus, give new ways for
players to rede�ne their relationship to the work of the author [30, 49, 96, 107]. How this shapes
the community’s understanding of that canon is still uncertain, and this is especially uncertain in
perennial games like Destiny.

1Foundations in Digital Games.
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2.4 Destiny

Destiny2 is an MMO-FPS by Bungie, released in 2014. Destiny’s player base has been of interest
to the academic community for several years. A series of papers presented analysis of Destiny
players’ telemetry play data to investigate a variety of factors, such as motivation [93], player
pro�ling [27, 100] and player networks [81], that use use telemetry data from a speci�c time frame.
Outside player telemetry, others have gathered Twitter conversations or matchmaking websites
about Destiny, to understand the in�uence of out-of-game information [28, 64, 94, 108, 109], or
inspecting the in�uence of in�uencers [64, 80]. Further, Destiny has been examined in terms of
identity [18, 51] (grouping it together with the many works on MMOs and identity), economics
[67], and competitive multiplayer [83, 97]. The storytelling aspects of Destiny has been examined
in the context of de�ning perennial games [60, 61], but not as it relates to its players’ concept of
canon.

2.4.1 Canonicity in Destiny. Destiny presents its story in many forms. Traditional storytelling
methods for video games such as dialogue, cutscenes, text, and cinematography are frequently used
for major story moments [60]. Destiny, like many perennial games, also has a considerable amount
of backstory and "lore" [84] that is presented through short stories or item descriptions, or other
story artifacts [58], which is often presented in fragments out of order, contrary to the real-time
storytelling that is distinctly linear. Larsen and Carstensdottir note that the world of Destiny is
intended to operate on a temporal scale matching the real, physical world [60]. A �ctional year in
Destiny takes a real calendar year to unfold, in real-time. Destiny, also, attempts to have �ctional
explanations for many typically "game-y" aspects, such as respawning, player versus player combat,
and teleportation. Destiny has even hinted that the players themselves (outside the screen) are
part recognized by some �ctional characters [111]. Destiny has referenced actions of the players
themselves, even when doing innocuous activities that are typically not part of the storytelling,
such as dancing or idling in a social hub [13]. Even repetitious elements such as recurring missions
sometimes have an in-world reasoning for this repetition [14], and bugs and exploits has been given
narrative explanations after the fact [33, 37, 39, 48, 73]3. Together, these aspects make Destiny a
prime candidate to study canonicity in perennial game storytelling. This all makes each player
moment more directly part of the story, as it unfolds in the same temporal scale as the storytelling
does, and every death, activity or action by players can be said to match the narrative timescale.
However, there are of course exceptions to this rule, and this is where it gets complicated.

3 METHODS

This work is meant to explore the question:What elements of the narrative or game experience do
players consider canon in a perennial game, and why?. Due to its complexity, in this paper we choose
to focus on exploring how elements commonly associated with canonicity, such as authorship
[19, 96, 107] and storytelling methods [5, 26, 107] relate to players’ understanding of the canon in
Destiny. Destiny was chosen because of its unique canonical aspects mentioned in section 2.4.1, as
this brings the canonical questions of interest to the forefront for the players, making it more likely
they have considered opinions on the matter. Speci�cally, we focus on 4 sub-questions:
RQ 1: How much is authorship impacting participants’ consideration of an event as canon?
RQ 2: How much is traditional storytelling methods impacting participants’ consideration of an

event as canon?

2We discuss Destiny [15] and Destiny 2 [16] as a single franchise and universe. The story is a direct continuation, and they
exist in the same narrative world, so there is little reason to distinguish between them other than distribution.
3And to showcase that the Destiny community is talking about canonicity, see the community’s internal wikipedia’s canon
policy: https://www.destinypedia.com/Destinypedia:Canon_policy. Accessed 21st of February 2023.

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 7, No. CHI PLAY, Article 383. Publication date: November 2023.

https://www.destinypedia.com/Destinypedia:Canon_policy


383:6 Larsen and Carstensdo�ir

Storytelling methods refer here to aspects of traditional storytelling design in games, such as
characters and dialogue and cutscenes, notes and story artifacts [58]. However, in exploring this
we also consider non-traditional story elements outside the game such as loretext on websites or
social media. Furthermore, as studies of perennial games reveal, a common cause of the di�culty
in establishing its canon is the repetition inherent in their design, that seemingly contradicts with
the forward propulsion of a story [59, 61, 63], leading us to ask:

RQ 3: How does repeatability impact participants’ consideration of an event as canon?
Finally, to answer the question of why an element is considered canon, we must look at the

arguments the participants have for and against this, leading to our �nal sub-question:
RQ 4: What are the arguments for or against an event being canon?
This study is done in two parts. First, an online survey was conducted to explore what players

considered canon (RQ1-3), and then a semi-structured investigative interview to follow up and
explore why players considered those elements canon (RQ4). Both studies were approved by the
Institutional Review Board of UC Santa Cruz. Participants were not compensated, however part of
the interview did consist of sharing the data from the survey which was of potential interest to the
participants—this however was not communicated before the interview so it was not an incentive
to volunteer as an interviewee.

3.1 Recruitment

The study targeted current or previous players of Destiny and/or Destiny 2. An interest in the
story was not required to participate, however, the canon of Destiny is most present in its narrative.
Players interested in the story are therefore an important target group. Thus, the survey was shared
in communities where interest in the story was prevalent. Participants were required to be 18 years
or older, and be able to read and write in English. The survey was shared through social media
(Twitter, Discord) and within several Destiny player communities: 4 smaller player communities
(10-100 members), and one large Destiny lore community (1000+ members). The surveys were
only shared in Discord communities where researchers had gained explicit approval from leading
community members. Participation was entirely voluntary and did not impact their membership in
these communities in any way. Further resharing was encouraged, for snowball sampling4. The
survey was shared in the months September-November 2021.
Requests for interviews were shared in the same communities the survey had been shared in,

with the same inclusion critera, as the target group was identical, where participants could sign
up voluntarily. The interviews were conducted 1 year after the survey closed (November 2022).
Participants could have participated in both the survey and the interview, but as the survey was
anonymous, the interview participants were not asked about their participation in the survey.
In addition to anonymity, survey participation was a signi�cant amount of time prior, a whole
year by the time the interviews were conducted. We argue this is su�cient time to assume that
participants participating in both would be reasonably una�ected by any priming or impact of the
survey questions.

3.2 Survey

3.2.1 Format. The survey was an online survey developed in and shared using the Qualtrics
platform. The survey focused on collecting information on participants’ perception of di�erent types
of events from their individual experience, as well as Destiny’s overarching history. Participants
were given free form text to describe their experience in detail. For historical information, a

4A tweet got publicly shared by a popular Destiny lore community account, which boosted participation. The recruitment
tweet can be seen at https://twitter.com/BjarkeAL/status/1434933783791292421.
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categorization task was chosen. This design was chosen to account for and capture how players
view the canonicity of both their individual behavior and the larger historical events of the game.

After participants gave their consent, the survey collected the participants’ Destiny experience,
i.e. their playtime statistics and activities. Participants were then asked to describe, via free form
text description, three of their favorite or most memorable events from Destiny: A generally favorite
event, a favorite narrative event, and a favorite social event (with other players). For each event,
a follow-up question asked whether the participant thought this event was canonical. No prior
de�nition of canon was provided to participants, as one aim of the study was to understand how
they themselves understood the term. Canon is already a widely understood term within the
Destiny player community and general game fandoms. As such, it was expected that players would
know the term beforehand.

Then, the survey provided a list of events from Destiny’s history to the participants. These events
were chosen to cover a variety of event types that relate to elements of the narrative, authorship,
repeatability, and other aspects of perennial storytelling. This list was generated by the primary
researcher based on research into and prior experience with the game (see complete event list in
section 4.4). Participants were given a randomly sorted list of these events and asked, for each, to
sort it into "canon" or "not canon" categories, or a "don’t know" if they did not recognize the event.
The survey was pilot-tested by two Destiny players associated with the research team, to evaluate
the appropriateness of the language and whether the pre-determined events were understood as
expected.

3.2.2 Data Processing and Coding. After collection, the qualitative survey data was processed
and anonymized for coding and all identifying information was removed (i.e. player group names,
personal names, or links to personal websites). Demographics and prewritten canon events data
was charted with frequency analysis and descriptive statistics to get an understanding of the
participants’ Destiny experience and narrative interest. A narrative interest score was calculated
from 3 likert scale questions.
The qualitative data from the survey of player’s 3 memorable events was too dense to make

line-by-line coding viable and thus a holistic [90, p. 142], simultaneous [90, p. 80] multi-dimensional
coding approach was taken. This is adopting a method developed by Poole [90, 104], except here it
is applied to multi-dimensional data instead of longitudinal data. To develop these dimensions, one
researcher iteratively coded the responses, supported with discussion with another researcher, as
recommended by Saldaña [90, p. 35]. These dimensions were designed to encompass various possible
facets of that data that could be could be related to its canonicity based on the literature review, such
as authorship [19, 96, 107] and repeatability [59, 60, 63]. In total, 3 dimensions were developed. With
these, the coding was done by 2 coders, where each dimension was treated as its own codebook.
One did a complete coding of the entire dataset and the other did 20% for IRR calculations [2, 44],
which was calculated via Cohen’s Kappa [21], and found fair to excellent agreement [35]. The
exact IRR values can be seen in the results (section 4.2). These coding dimensions were correlated
with whether the event was considered canon by the participant, using a chi-square pair-wise test.
A Bonferroni correction was utilized to counteract the multiple comparisons needed due to the
number of codes.
The dimensions, number of codes, and inter-rater reliability agreement can be seen in Table 1.

3.3 Interview

3.3.1 Format. The semi-structured interviewwas done online through the communication platform
Discord, as the players already had familiarity with it. The main goal of the interview study was
to explore participants’ reasoning for an event being canon, and the results from the survey were
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Table 1. Table of the code dimensions developed for the coding. Each code dimension has a unique set of codes

and thus IRR was calculated for each individually. The agreement is calculated from two reviewers, on 20% of

the dataset using all dimensions. Further iteration was not possible due to time constraints. Disagreements

in repeatability dimension were due to subtle disagreement on what constituted repetition between one-shot

events and where repetition was theoretically possible but not commonly enacted/performed. Cohen’s kappa

on this dimension with only 2 codes ("one-shot" and "repeatable") is 0.85.

Code dimensions Nr of Codes Percentage Agreement IRR

Repeatability 3 72.46 0.54
In-game Activity 15 75.36 0.7
Authorship 3 98.55 0.93

used to facilitate this. The results were compiled in an online spreadsheet to help interviewees to
re�ect on the community’s views on each event. Each participant was given a consent form prior
to the interview and then was asked to look through the results and say what they considered
strange or curious or wrong about them. From that discussion, the interviewer asked follow-up
questions into the participant’s reasoning. The question was posed this way to get at the events
with the most con�icting reported canonicity from the survey. These were deemed more valuable to
learn the reasonings for and against because they likely had multiple arguments in either direction,
constrasting to something players would think was obviously canon or not.

3.3.2 Data Processing and Analysis. The interviews were audio recorded and transcribed with
Google’s automatic transcription. One researcher quality-checked the transcription of all interviews
by listening through them, corrected errors and anonymized them. These transcriptions were
then analyzed. To categorize the arguments, the transcriptions were tagged based on whether an
argument was for or against an event being canon. The tagged statements were then laid out in
a table based on the event they referred to. From this table, the meaning of the participants was
condensated for and against the various events being canon, ultimately resulting in a table that is
agnostic of individual events, but displays arguments for and against any event being canon (table
4).

4 RESULTS

A total of 118 participants responded to the survey, that ran from September 6th till November 1st
2021. 15 interviews were conducted in the timeframe of November 2nd to November 23rd 2022.

4.1 Survey Demographics

Mean Destiny playtime for all survey participants was 2076 hours (median 1626 hours), with a
large variance (standard deviation of 1728), with lowest being 90 and highest being 10333 hours.

50.4% of the participants started playing Destiny during its o�cial release in 2014. Another 20.5%
marked 2017 (Destiny 2 release). The remaining 29.1% are distributed throughout the other years
(2015, 6.8%, 2016, 2.6%, 2018, 11.1%, and 2019, 8.5%). No one marked starting in 2020-2021.

The participants showed a strong narrative inclination overall (107 participants (90.6%) had
a narrative score above 3.33 out of 5). See Fig. 1). Many participants considered themselves as
spending more time on the narrative compared to gameplay, with 63 participants spending more
time on narrative (score of 4 or above) and 16 participants spending less time (2 or below); however,
39 participants participants reported spending similar time on both (between 2 and 4), which is
more mixed than the interest score.

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 7, No. CHI PLAY, Article 383. Publication date: November 2023.
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Fig. 1. Le�: Histogram of self reported measure of narrative interest. 3 likert scale values are combined to a

single narrative interest score. Higher number is higher narrative interest. Right: Histogram of self-reported,

estimated time spent on narrative vs gameplay of Destiny 2. Higher score means more time spent on narrative.

4.2 The Personal Events

All 118 survey participants were asked to report 3 memorable events in the three categories: Overall
favorite moment (general), favorite narrative moment, and favorite social moment, resulting in 354
events. 5 were incomplete and removed, leading to a total of 349 events for analysis. Interestingly, 4
of the blank events were in the social category. Participants stated that they "prefer[s] to play alone"
(participant 66) or "I don’t think I’ve got one of these" (participant 88). Every participant supplied a
general favorite event and only one did not supply a narrative event.

3 dimensions for coding were developed for these events, with 3 corresponding codebooks with
3 to 15 codes each5. The dimensions were as follows:

• Authorship: Did Bungie author the activity the participant were in or engaging with? Yes, no,
or mixed.

• In-game activity: The in-game name given to the activity the participants were doing at the
time. This refers to the in-game activity itself, not the exact activity, i.e. a participant could
describe goo�ng around in a raid with other players but the activity is coded as "raid".

• Repeatability: Whether the activity participants were describing was easily repeatable in the
game or not. Yes, no, or theoretically6.

You can see the calculated IRR scores in section 3.2.2.

4.3 Correlations with the Canon

Each dimension was correlated with the self-reported canon-measure using a chi-square test for
each dimension. The category of the event (general, narrative, or social) was also compared to the
canonicity (see table 2).

52 dimensions have 2 codes, only "In-game Activity" has 15 because of the many possible activities in Destiny.
6A series of activities in Destiny, such as the campaigns, are repeatable but only with di�culty, such as deleting your
character and starting over. This is di�erent from events that are never repeatable, such as Day 1 raids or live events,
and thus a separate category was created for them. It should also be noted that some activities and campaigns have been
removed from Destiny by Bungie as the game has changed, but this did not factor into the repeatability code. If an activity
at some point was repeatable, it was coded as such.

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 7, No. CHI PLAY, Article 383. Publication date: November 2023.



383:10 Larsen and Carstensdo�ir

Table 2. Table showing the results of all chi-square tests, showing correlations between the individual

dimensions and the participants’ self-reported canoncity. All results were significant under bonferonni-

corrected value of 0.0125

Dimension Chi value P value

Authorship 46.14 <0.001
Activity 141.73 <0.001
Repeatable 64.74 <0.001
Category 123.87 <0.001

All dimensions showed strong correlation with whether the event was considered canon. To
inspect these relationships further, we dive into each dimension in more detail. A correlation matrix
table of each code and how it correlated with the canon can be seen in Appendix A.

4.3.1 Authorship. The �rst point of comparison is whether participants considered their personal
events canon compared to whether the activity was authored by Bungie. As expected, authored
activities are predominantly judged as canon (184 yes, 64 no, 52 maybe), and non-authored activities
predominantly not canon (6 yes, 28 no, 6 maybe). There remains some disagreement however, as
there are still 64 events (21.3% of authored activities) in activities authored by Bungie which are not
considered canon and another 52 (17.3%) that are maybe. An interesting example is from participant
111, who explained a story of a boss �ght where the enemy stopped him from reviving his friend
just in the nick of time. "It felt like the enemies were thinking & reacting to my actions for once, just
like how the lore makes them out to be." This moment was marked as not canon by the participant,
contrary to it being part of an authored, narrative campaign mission and the boss did a narratively
appropriate action, but the participant sees this happening as a "coincidence" and thus is not canon.

4.3.2 Activity. Raids were the most popular activity mentioned across all events, and show mixed
evalution by participants regarding their canonicity (47 yes, 47 no, 28 maybe). For example, partici-
pants 27 and 28 both mention completing a raid for the �rst time as their favorite social moment,
but one marks that as canon, the other as not. Note that participants weren’t necessarily calling the
raid itself not canon, but rather their experience inside this raid. Participant 51 mentions a narrative
moment in a raid "when the AI gets pissed at you for intruding" as canon but participant 93 says
that “helping players get their �rst raid clears” is not canon. In contrast, the campaign or mission
activities have a strong perception of being canon (Campaign 51 yes, 6 maybe, 1 no; Missions 22
yes, 8 maybe, 1 no), whereas PvP7 (0 yes, 10 no, 2 maybe) or social hub activities (3 yes, 8 no, 0
maybe) do not. 8 participants also mentioned "lore" moments (i.e. moments only present in the
backstory and not experienced in the gameplay) as their favorite, and all of these were marked as
canon.

Several participants argued that how a moment was presented to them mattered. Participant 45
mentioned this as their favorite narrative moment: “Andal Brask being mentioned in game, when
for so long he felt like an abandoned character [...] I was so damn happy". Partipicants 59 and 62
also both mentioned as their favorite moments �nally getting to meet a character "in-game" that
had been introduced through the lore and only talked about in text, but never been present on
screen, until that point. Participant 106 says this: "I think the visceral experience of seeing the [reveal
of character’s fate] made it more impactful than any of the Grimoire8 entries." This indicates that
participants assign a greater level of gravitas to in-game moments versus those present in other

7Player versus Player
8The Grimoire is a common word for Destiny’s lorebooks.
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parts of the lore, despite both being, ostensibly, considered equally canonical. We can also see this
in the sheer numbers of events. Only 25 events (17 out of game, 8 lore) of all 349 (7%) were in
activities not in the game. Every other favorite event happened in the game in one form or another.

4.3.3 Repeatability. Repeatable activities show a similar trend of a heavy disagreement between
whether or not they are canon or not (48 yes, 65 no, 42 maybe), whereas one-shot (79 yes, 30 no,
11 maybe) and theoretically repeatable activities (primarily campaigns) (56 yes, 1 no, 6 maybe)
are in majority considered canon. Participant 72, who shared a story of their �rst raid experience
with others who had played through it many times, yet had little to no idea of the storytelling
implications of: "They’d teach me how to �ght and if tell them about the Warpriest, Golgoroth and
the Deathsingers. My top gaming experience of all time.”. This event was marked as maybe canon.
Participant 89 also mentioned the same raid as their favorite moment because "it got me to read the
hive book/bible on Ishtar9", which was marked as canon.

4.3.4 Category. Finally, the category of event was correlated with canonicity, that being either the
general, narrative, or social events the participants were asked to write. When asked to describe a
narrative event, participants predominantly describe something they consider canon (111 yes, 2 no,
5 maybe), whereas when they describe a social event, it skews more towards a non-canon event (27
yes, 60 no, 31 maybe). The general event shows a similar trend as authorship or raids: majority yes,
but heavy disagreement (56 yes, 38 no, 24 maybe).

3 participants mentioned the canon directly in their responses. Participant 32 mentioned making
their own "headcanon" (fan �ction) about their own characters, and how they �t into the universe.
Participant 67 mentions how an event got "canonized" and how that changed their perspective on
that event, since it "retconned" the potential other possibilites that could have happened. Finally,
participant 79 mentioned the small moments with strangers in social hubs and how those are canon
to them, ending with the line "Honestly, anything a guardian10 does is canonical".

4.4 Predetermined Events

For all 38 predetermined events, survey participants were asked whether they were canon or not.
Participants could also say they did not know the event, in which case it has been sorted into NA,
and not used for the percentage calculation. The results can be seen in table 3.

Events that can be classi�ed as traditional video game storytelling methods, such as campaigns,
cutscenes, lore, and dialogue, are predominantly seen as canon (>80%). E1-19 are all events told
through those means. The exceptions are E7, E15, which are live community events with an
authored, narrative component (along with E20). Contrast this to E31, which was a community
event Bungie had no say or e�ect on, and the di�erence between this and E7 (43% and 99%) is stark.
The more striking results are those where the results are mixed. The di�erence in percentages

between E30 (36%) and E21 (81%) is striking because they are gameplay-wise the exact same type
of event. This di�erence of almost 40% percentage points exists despite how both are "strikes"
in Destiny, i.e. short, repeatable missions that players do over and over again for rewards. The
one di�erence between them is that the �nal boss of E21 has been given a canonical reason for
this repetition, whereas E30 (and most other strikes) have not. The di�erence suggests that the
participants pay attention to this kind of information. E24 (71%) and E25 (64%) and E29 (46%) were
events where actions of players got a narrative response, even if those actions were not themselves
narrative. E24 did have a precedence set by a �ctional character, which may explain its higher
percentage[101], but otherwise the very mixed canonicity of these events shows that players actions

9A popular community lore website.
10"Guardian" is the �ctional name for a playable Destiny character. Every player controls a Guardian.
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Table 3. Perceived canonicity of the pretermined events. Sorted by canonicity, highest canonicity in the top.
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are not even necessarily wholly considered canon with any kind of response. Player versus player
(PvP) content, too, is quite mixed. E28 and E32 both are around 40% and both are events that took
place in PvP content. E18 is also in a PvP activity, yet is purely dialogue, and has much higher
canonicity, indicating that participants were con�icted in whether they considered player activities
canon. The players themselves, outside the screen (E33) with 38% is further showing this, but it
might also be considered surprisingly high because it is explicitly asking of something outside the
digital. Yet, as we will see in the interview responses, there are reasons for this.

The 5 events that have below 30% in perceived canonicity have common themes: 3 of them can
be considered exploits or bugs (E36, E38, E35), a Twitter event (E34), and a re-implementation of a
mission activity in Destiny 2 from Destiny 1 (E37). The Twitter event is the most curious one as it
breaks with the idea of authorship being key: The twitter messages were undisputably authored by
Bungie, and yet the canonicity is so low. The interview responses can help illuminate this.

5 INTERVIEW RESULTS

The interview participants were shown a table similar to table 3, and asked what they thought
of these percentages11. The fully canonical events (>90%) in the survey, none of the participants
had any issue with, outside of a few confusions on some of them being lower than others (E16, for
example being not 100%). The key results come in when we reach the more con�icted percentages.
The interview results will now be discussed in detail. For an overview of what participants

considered canon in general, refer to Table 4, which shows the summmarized arguments of the
participants, for and against events being canon.

5.1 Canonical Bugs and Exploits

The Loot Cave (E29) is an example of an exploit that the developers later recognized by implementing
changes into the game. It is important to mention that after the survey, Bungie released a much
more convincing and comprehensive narrative response on the loot cave than had been done prior
to the survey, and thus in the interview, participants responded di�erently to this event, saying
that "now" it would probably be higher on the survey percentage. The reasoning for this is telling:
"It was responded to by Bungie" (P1212). There now exists a plotline and a �ctional character that
references the Loot Cave, and this, in fact, makes it "more canon" (P3). Some participants would
agree that the loot cave was not canon at the time of the survey, because it was "just a bug" (P5)
or "initially it was just an exploit" (P7), or "more like an easter egg than a canon thing" (P9) at the
time, and felt less like it belonged to the �ctional world. Bungie’s response, and the quality of this
response, thus seems to have a large impact, as no one in the interview tried to argue strongly for
it now not being canon. Another curious example of the same is Telesto (E36, 17%), which is a gun
that is infamous for causing bugs. The fact that it was a bug is enough to make some question it:
"yeah, uh, technically the bugs aren’t canon..." (P8). However, during the �rst week of the interviews,
an event in Destiny 2 changed their perception. Interview participants mentioned how Telesto
bugs event would probably have a higher canon percentage now. Similar to the Loot Cave, there
was a response. P7 said "I think Telesto bugs are now canon as Telesto has indeed taken over the game.
We can no longer ignore it. It has happened" and P7 said "Honestly I feel this has happened so many
times that I would probably say it is canon" (P7)13. Similar things were said about the Loot Cave: "I
guess that makes me think of it as canon, is like it still feels like basically if you mention loot cave in

11As the interviews were recruited for in the same communities, the same narrative skew shown in the survey can be
assumed for these participants.
12Participants in the interview section are referred to as P1-15.
13Both of these examples of the Loot Cave and Telesto, furthermore, are prime examples of why perennial games cannot be
investigated in snapshots and must be considered as happening over time.
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Table 4. Table displaying the arguments for and against any event being canon. These arguments are not

about a specific event but condensed from all arguments the participants gave.

Arguments For Arguments Against

- Bungie responded to it/acknowledged it. - Bungie have not responded to it/acknowledged
it.

- I can think of an in-�ction reason why/how
this could happen.

- it breaks character that is otherwise estab-
lished.

- There is plot/lore/characters explaining this. - it is not explained by the characters/plot/lore.
- It is entirely in the game. - it is outside the game.
- it a�ected everyone. - it was just a single player’s experience.
- it has happened so many times. - it is just a bug/exploit/easter egg and those are

not part of the story.
- it is consistent with the established rules of the
world.

- the reasoning for this is entirely outside the
world of the game.

- it is entirely done by real people. - it is only done by people.
- It �ts in the open world as something that just
exists.

- as a separate mission it does not make sense.

- we learned lore-relevant details from this. - it does not "feel" canon.
- the repetitions can be seen as a retelling/have
other explanations

- the repetition does not make sense, happens
out of time with the rest.

- it is known by everyone. - it is marketing material, which feels outside
the reality of the game.

- this character has an established ability to
break the fourth wall.

- this character does not have an established
ability to break the fourth wall.
- it is only gameplay-relevant and does not �t
in the narrative world.

relation to Destiny, people know what you’re talking about. And that to me makes it feel like canon"
(P1). However, participants hesitated to call E36 canon even now, as it felt less canon than the
loot cave. P12 said it "was more of an obvious, like ’we messed up in the coding’..." or P10 hesitated
because there was less �ctional evidence: "I think it requires an NPC to acknowledge an issue for it to
be considered canon". As P11 said "it’s not a story thing but it de�nitely happened".

5.2 Players in the World

E31 was a community-run party and not organized by Bungie. No in-game information informed
about the reasoning for this party and it was entirely organized on Reddit. Thus, to many interview
participants, these factors both contributed to agreement that this farewell party was not canon,
highlighting again how Bungie’s response matters. However, P7 did argue this was canon, for a
reason that echoed through some other responses: "it could very well just be canon because a lot
of the storytelling of the game is kind of around what players do as well, as much as like the actual
narrative of the game".

We can see similar responses to E33, which asked whether participants thought they themselves,
as the player in front of the screen, were canon. To some, this made perfect sense, as "I am part of the
story. [...] your guardian is part of the story, so you are part of the story, so you are indeed canon." (P11).
Some participants (like P3 or P15) also mentioned that there are indications of fourth-wall-breaking
references to a "Player" in Destiny, that indicates some characters’ awareness that there is an entity
outside the screen. However, other interview participants said the opposite: "I am not canon. I do
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not exist" (P6) or "I don’t think you holding the controller makes you the guardian" (P10). But, as P6
elaborated "I mean that comes down to how we view our character right?".

We can also see this dispute in whether the Player versus player (PvP) activities were considered
canon (E28, E32). To some, it was undisputably so, as PvP matches are explained and have reason
for happening: "The Crucible is just to train Guardians, right [...] it has to be canon" (P5) or "I think
all of The Crucible matches are televised to the Last City. And they happen. And I don’t see any reason
why not. Seems to be a very well established piece of the canon." (P9)14. However, even so, some
participants who acknowledged this said that an individual match itself might not be canon. As
P13 said "playing PVP in Destiny just doesn’t feel like interacting with the story particularly, or the
world so much. [...] it slots more into the like part of my brain that played a lot of Counter-Strike in
the 90s and not the part that has been playing Destiny obsessively the past few years." (P13) or simply
"it seems out of place on a like “is this Canon [list]?” . [...] it’s just like, uh, it’s not story related." (P11).
The narrative, furthermore, does not react to any individual player action in a game in a meaningful
way, as P8 mentioned: "I know they made it so that they made canon lore about the characters in the
game going [to the Crucible]... but I’m not sure about individual characters, because there are, you
know, so many Guardians". Said succintly, "Had the question been “The Crucible” I would consider it
canon. But it’s "My Crucible match". I don’t consider that canon." (P4).

One player activity everyone agreed was not canon, though, was AFK Farming (E38), which also
had the lowest percentage in the survey. No participant supplied arguments for this being canon,
only against, even those participants who considered player’s activities as canon in general. This
was because of how "acting out of character" (P3) this activity felt. As P3 put it "it feels like going to
a marathon and playing Scrabble on the side until the marathon time runs out. Like, why would you
spend all the time signing up for a marathon and then play Scrabble? It doesn’t �t". Participants saw
the activity of AFK farming as so incongruous with what Guardians (players) were "supposed" to
do in the game, to the point some participants did not consider this "playing the game" (P5, P6) that
it could not possibly be canon, despite players—and even some participants themselves admitting
to—doing such activity.

5.3 Outside the Game

Another element of contention were events that happened primarily outside the game. The fact
that it happened outside was enough reason for some to consider it not canon. A character talking
on Twitter (E34) thus was argued as not canon: it’s out of game so it’s a little—seems a little not
canon (P10). Some participants nuanced this, though, and said that this character talking on Twitter
was not canon, but another character doing so was—because of di�erences in how those characters
are perceived. The other character has through many lore examples shown tendencies to want to
"break out" of the �ctional universe of the game (and also was an example of one talking directly
to the player and not the player character), and thus her presence on Twitter was more readily
accepted than the character mentioned on the survey15.
A trailer for an expansion of the game (E26) was con�icted because players either saw what

happened in the trailer as happened verbatim (or plausible to have happened), yet others were
less sure it was as depicted. Even so, some of those participants still saw it as canon: "I think it’s
metaphorical, but at the same time I guess you could say it’s canon because it’s set on her Throne
World" (P9), or that it was "lore friendly" (P10) and thus they could see it as canon. P1 though,
struggled to see the trailer as canon because of its purpose as marketing material: "the marketing

14PvP matches (called "Crucible matches") are explained as training matches for players, and are in fact said to be televised
as sports to the average citizen on Earth in Destiny’s �ction.
15The second character, Savathûn, had not been on Twitter at the time of the survey [70].
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stu� doesn’t feel canon to me compared to like things that happen in the game [...] If we’re treating the
game is like a reality, the marketing stu� doesn’t feel like it goes anywhere".
Encapsulating almost all of these, is the response to E25. This was an action by a single player,

prompted by lore, yet only got a lore response outside the game. P15 was con�icted, saying they
had no doubt "Bagel did the work" and wanted to acknowledge that as canon, but because there
was only a response posted on Bungie’s blog, where developer news updates go, it was a little
more di�cult for them to wholeheartedly accept it as canon. As P4 said "I wouldn’t consider it
necessarily lore because nothing happened in the game that a�ected everyone". Yet, others argued
that the existence of the response itself—even outside the game—made it canon. And furthermore,
the existence of the prompt—a taunt by a villain—established that action as "within the rules of the
universe" (P6) and thus canon.

5.4 Repetition and Readdition

Repetition was another con�icting topic for participants. Some participants noted the di�erence
between E30 and E21 as making sense—as they knew there was a �ctional explanation for E21’s
repetition. Some participants acknowledged that the repetition of activities like strikes was confus-
ing narratively, and had varying responses, either apathy "it’s just because it’s a video game" (P13)
or "part of the suspension of disbelief" (P9), or just questioning "the canon on strikes doesn’t make
a whole lot of sense to me" (P10). P3 tried to o�er plausible explanations, such repetitions being
a retelling, a parallel universe, or a overwriting of how it happened originally, and either way, it
was unquestionably canon (these three examples were all from P3, showing how some players
have thought about this in detail). Others nuanced between di�erent repeating activities, a singular
mission repeating made less sense to them than an open world activity. "I guess it’s because it’s
open world-y, and you know... it’s understandable that we’d have to consistently go back and repeat
that activity" (P10). P14 argued for a certain activity being canonical in repetition "because Ana
[a character] gave you stu� every single week and she told you like ’yeah you’re doing a good job
cleaning up out there’ I guess."—whereas other repeating activities might not do so.
The re-addition of an old strike from Destiny 1 in Destiny 2 (E37) was uncertain for most

interview participants, as many had no strong arguments either way. "I would think it would be as
canonical as us killing Braccus Zahn again [E30]", said P13. As P10 said "what’s the signi�cance of
that? [...] I don’t know [...]. They had more space maybe". Yet, some players paused over the fact that
the strike had changed in an expansion in Destiny 1, a change that was not brought into Destiny 2,
and thus they were less sure what to make of it. P14 mentioned how there had been no �ctional
reason for it being brought back (something Bungie has done for the removal and access of other
areas in Destiny’s past) and thus considered this re-addition not canon.

5.5 Canon as More Than a Binary

Throughout many of these responses many participants discussed canon not as a direct binary of
canon or not canon, but moreso as a spectrum. Something could be "more canon" or "less canon".
New story-relevant information about the Loot Cave (E29) made it "more canon", not just "canon".
It was not the case that E21 was canon and E30 was not; E21 felt "more canon" (P3, P6) than E30.
Participants were several times hesitant to put an exact label of canon or not canon on an event
(now that they were not bound by the survey’s binary) and discussed arguments both for and
against, sometimes landing in an uncertain territory, as seen in repetition or the Twitter responses
(E34) or E37.

Some interview participants also de�ned canon for themselves during the interview, which is
worth highlighting: "...when I think about things that are canon, I think of story events that have
happened..." (P6), or "I de�ne it as ... like, in the story. Or in the lore, like, you know, explained somewhere
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(P11). Many participants identi�ed a clear distinction between a or "metastory" and the �ctional
"story". "So like you’ve got the in-game narrative [...] And you’ve got the narrative which is things
that happen that people do in the game that makes a story. Like the Loot Cave [E29] I’d describe as
such because it’s people doing stu� in the game that makes a story that isn’t a direct narrative as
part of the game." (P3) Several participants were able to reason about this di�erence and brought it
up, using slightly di�ering terms yet nevertheless talking about a similar concept. "The narrative
the community itself forms and it—that forms around the game [...]. In the same category would
be the farm farewell party [E31], which is like events that people do that just are part of the whole
storytelling the community has around the game, rather than the game itself" (P7). P8 explicitly called
this "community canon". Some participants, too, like P9 saw an event as being able to happen in
both, as a change in the e�cacy of a weapon in PvP (E26) could both be seen as a shift in the
"meta" of the game, but could also be �ctionally explained as the �ctional rules changing what was
allowed and not allowed in the Crucible matches: "Shaxx [the character in charge of the Crucible]
would have gone ’no you can’t use this it’s too powerful stop it. It’s ruining the games for everyone’".
P3 agreed, but did acknowledge that this was an assumption they were layering on top, and not an
explicit in-universe explanation16. Some participants also mentioned personal events, such as a
single player completing a dungeon in E16 or individual PvP matches were canon "for them", as
in, for that speci�c player, and de�ned a di�erence between canon in a universal sense and in a
personal sense. P2 said "I guess I would say that, yeah, my last Crucible match is canon to the way that
I play Destiny but I don’t think that it is canon to the story". Players might have their own canon of
their experience, a canon of the community, and the story, and they do not necessarily all overlap.

6 LIMITATIONS

As is evident from the narrative interest results, the sampled participants are skewed towards
people interested in the narrative aspect of Destiny. This is not necessarily an indication of the
general narrative interest of the whole Destiny player population, but an e�ect of the recruitment.
Therefore, while these �ndings are not generalizable to the entire playerbase of Destiny, they
present useful data to understand how narratively engaged players engage with canon.

We asked for memorable or favorite moments, which leads to reporting of dramatic experiences,
which most often occur during raids (a very dynamic part of Destiny as an experience). Raids are
an activity that is always authored by Bungie and are repetable17, and therefore certain codes in
other dimensions are less likely to be present since they do not apply to raids. This results in raids
to have higher representation in the data set and thus likely to have introduced some skew into the
coding results. There also lies a limitation in the predetermined events, as this is not a complete
list of all events in Destiny’s history that could be considered canon, and thus may miss some
potential categories. It was also more skewed towards narrative events, and there could have been
more events that were likely to not be considered canon, such as fan�ction or individual gameplay
moments.
Finally, as a study of canon in perennial games, Destiny is only one game, with a very speci�c

relation to canon. Destiny’s storytelling and gameplay a�ords and allows players certain kind of
readings of what is canon and not canon, which cannot be said to be universal across all perennial
games. We argue that the relationship we are describing between canonicity and authorship is likely
to be generalizable to other games as it is done through storytelling methods other games can or
are taking advantage of, i.e. cutscenes, dialogue, item descriptions, etc. However, it is important to

16However, there are a few lore entries signifying this as what is happening, see https://www.reddit.com/r/DestinyTheGame/
comments/swe8ix/theyve_made_the_stasis_crucible_nerfs_canon/. P10 mentioned they heard about this.
17Generally. Completing a raid on the �rst day of its release is not repeatable as there are unique rewards tied to this. If a
participant mentioned completing a raid on "Day 1" this was coded as speci�c, not repeatable.
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reiterate that there are components that are somewhat unique to Destiny. Speci�cally, howDestiny’s
shapes its relationship to the players as part of its narrative, and its constistent commitment to
making even innocuous player activities part of the authored canon.
Future studies of canonicity in other games, as well as how authored narrative is related and

conveyed to the player, will allow for a more direct comparison and contrast with Destiny and
supsequently enable a more nuanced study of canonicity in games.

7 DISCUSSION

Each research question will now be discussed in order.

7.1 Authorship Impacts Canonicity Strongly

There is a very strong correlation between authorship and perceived canonicity (p < .001). However,
this is complicated by several factors. All code dimensions correlated with canonicity, which points
to the larger theme that any activity in Destiny is highly dependent on many factors, and it is not
so easy to separate the authorship or the type of event nor say it is exclusively authorship that
determines canonicity. From the interview responses, Bungie’s authoring of an event was a frequent
argument and important to their reasoning one way or the other. However, there were exceptions
to this, including how out-of-game authored events had several arguments raised against them,
and repetition that participants could not narratively explain which were di�cult to fully embrace
as canonical.

There is a strong relationship between whether something is considered canon and whether it is
authored by Bungie, however, we cannot de�nitely say that authorship equates with canonicity
for players. But it’s important to consider that if something is not authored by Bungie it requires
a substantial amount of investment or reasoning from players to be accepted as canon, either to
the point where Bungie eventually does acknowledge it (i.e. Telesto, The Loot Cave) or under the
assumption that all player activity is by default canonical. Authorship can thus be seen as having a
strong impact on perceived canonicity, but it is not the only factor one must consider.

7.2 Traditional Storytelling Is More Likely to Be Accepted as Canon

Traditional storytelling events are more often than not considered canon. When asked for narrative
events, participants provided events they consider to be canon in all but 6% of cases (section 4.3.4).
The events that are clearly traditional storytelling, such as lore or cutscenes or campaign missions,
are strongly considered canon. However, other less traditional elements are much more con�icted,
and not necessarily wholly non-canonical. Elements such as trailers or Twitter accounts overtaken
by �ctional characters are not as clear-cut as either canon or not, and the personal out-of-game
events are equally split. It is clear that not all participants consider the boundary of the digital game
to be the determinant of canonicity, but some still use it as an argument against. Yet, E8, which was
a narrative text not found in the game, was considered entirely canon and no interview participants
disputed this. This text, though, is similar to many of the existing lorebooks from the game, in
contrast to the authored elements of E34 or E25, which were both rather unique and unlike other
elements in Destiny’s storytelling. Thus the form of the content also seems to matter.

The Loot Cave (E29) and Telesto (E36) are perhaps the strongest examples here, as the introduc-
tion of more traditional storytelling elements made argument for its canonicity stronger in the
interviewees’ minds. Therefore, like section 7.1, traditional storytelling methods can be said to
have a strong impact on perceived canonicity, yet it cannot be said to be exclusively the factor. In
fact, The Loot Cave (E29), Telesto (E36), and Randal the Vandal (E24) are all examples of events that
started as community action or happenstance, un-authored event, and were in various stages of
being acknowledged by the developers. The data shows how these additions make the original event
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more accepted as part of the canon. E24 is the most accepted, as a character the developers have
reintroduced multiple times, and then the E29, as it during the survey had started to be accepted as
canon, and in the interview it was almost fully accepted. And then �nally E36, which was not at
all accepted as canon in the survey, yet the live event that happened during the interviews was
actively adjusting perspectives as the interview happened.

That which is least likely to be considered canon is that which the players can �nd no plausible
explanation for. Interview participants had no strong arguments for bugs and exploits like AFK
farming (38), 12 man raids (E35), the unexplained re-addition of an old strike (E37) or a character
inexplicably talking on Twitter (E34). Thus again, the negative for this question showcases its
potential: That which is not traditional storytelling requires more e�ort to accept as canon.

7.3 Repetition Can Be Canon if Explained

The most critical part to highlight for the question of repetition is the di�erence between explained
repetition and non-explained repetition. The di�erence between E21 and E30, as already highlighted,
is a striking example of how the explanation of repetition helps convince many of its canonicity.
Even smaller acknowledgments, such as E27 (which is merely a character thanking the player
for another week of service) helped convince a participant of its canonicity, and thus it does not
require a lot of explanation for players to be bought in. On the other end of the spectrum are
events like E9 or E13, which were also repeated week-by-week, but were wholly accepted as canon
without question because their repetition was part of the narrative structure. It is thus possible to
make repetition canon, and so it is not merely the act of repetition that causes it to be considered
non-canonical, but rather unexplained repetition. Even that, however, was often accepted as a
"part of the game" or part of "suspension of disbelief" and therefore not something most players
considered a vital �aw to their enjoyment of the narrative.
PvP, another repetitive activity, is an interesting case study for Destiny. In the favorite events,

no one who mentioned PvP thought these events were canon. Yet, for the predetermined events,
players in general were a lot more con�icted (E28, 46% canon). E25 is dialogue spoken during a
PvP event, and this has a much higher canon percentage than the activity itself, indicating that
while canonical things can happen during PvP, the activity itself might not be considered so. As
mentioned (section 5.2), Destiny itself calls out the PvP activities within the lore, and while the
interviews show that some do acknowledge Destiny’s lore descriptions, PvP activities do not "feel"
canon, or feel out of place from the rest of the storytelling—they are not traditional storytelling.
Many of the arguments that make it canonical exist outside the mode itself, in lorebooks and
extraneous character interactions. While playing PvP, it is not directly evident, and mostly presents
itself as something that is often not canon.
Another crucial aspect to this is whether players consider themselves canon. Both viewpoints

were strongly articulated, from "anything a guardian does is canon" to "I do not exist". This, as P6
mentioned, "comes down to how we view our character, right?" More pointedly, though, the reason
why participants did not consider incongrous, repetitive player activities like AFK farming (E38)
to be canon is fascinating. The idea that it broke with what they were narratively "supposed" to
do indicates that players have a sense for how they are "supposed" to act, almost as a soft kind
of role-play, and breaking that cannot be conceived of as part of the story, even in a game where
innocuous players actions are frequently canonical.

7.4 The Arguments For and Against Canonicity

Here we can refer directly to table 4 for discussion. Participants often brought up arguments both
for and against their own opinions, or were uncertain themselves. Or reversely, two participants
might argue strongly with a similar point but reach opposite conclusions. Many of the arguments
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tend to be looking towards an authority or an authored proof that it has been established as canon
and will argue against when not �nding such evidence. More nebulous are the arguments about the
internal sensibility of the world, and that it does not "feel" as much part of the world and thus is less
canon, despite evidence to the contrairy. This feeling of looking for an internal consistency they
cannot �nd permeates many of the arguments against, while the arguments for are often based
on previous evidence or facts that prove something as canon. Canonicity is thus often something
proven, in cases where it is uncertain, rather than disproven. Many of the arguments against, such
as feelings or general attitutes towards the canonicity of PvP or exploits was only argued to be
canon by those who had solid evidence of the opposite, often provided by the author but that did
not always have to be the case. It is, however, assumed and seen as irrelevant to argue for in cases
where it is a clear act of storytelling by an author, such as seen in the majority of the highly rated
canonical events (E1-19). The fact that no participant tried to argue against any of these is telling.
It should be noted that "it was done by real people" was used as an argument both for and against
something being canon, and it thus dependended on the participant’s view of the player character
and themselves in relation to the canon. Di�erent participants landed on di�erent sides of this
debate, and there is no easy way to consider it. Destiny intentionally confuses this debate by subtly
mentioning the player as an existing entity without ever making it explicit. One participant also
mentioned how Bungie has a history of including the player in their storytelling, as they did so
in their previous game "Marathon" [12] and this could then be an argument for these subtle hints
being proven true.
What is important to keep in mind with all these answers, however, is that the participants

themselves often intentionally avoided the binary assumed in this study. As participants often
argued for "more" or "less" canonicity, the assumption posed in the survey (that an event is viewed
as either canon or not by players) should most likely be re-evaluated. This echoes the theoretical
perspectives of canon from previous fandom studies, see section 2.3, and it seems that the average,
story-focused player of Destiny implicitly already accepts similarly nuanced understandings. The
understanding of various "kinds" of canon, as either the authored story or a "community canon"
should also be mentioned in this purview. Several participants were able to e�ortlessly distinguish
between several kinds of canon, with various levels of overlap. They also had no complications
introducing the concept of a canon without an author—a concept otherwise rarely discussed in
storytelling. These two kinds of canon show strong parallels with the two layers framework of
mythological storytelling discussed by Larsen and Carstensdottir [61], indicating that players might
already be thinking in similar terms, albeit using a di�erent vocabulary.
What is important to keep in mind with all these answers, however, is that the participants

themselves often intentionally avoided the binary assumed in this study. As participants often
argued for "more" or "less" canonicity, the assumption posed in the survey (that an event is viewed
as either canon or not by players) should be re-evaluated. This can be seen in the understanding of
various "kinds" of canon, which several participants were able to e�ortlessly distinguish between,
with various levels of overlap. They also had no complications introducing the concept of a canon
without an author. This echoes the nuanced, theoretical perspectives on canon from previous
fandom studies, see section 2.3, and it seems that the average, story-focused player of Destiny
already implicitly accepts similarly nuanced understandings.

8 DESIGN IMPLICATIONS

The �ndings highlight key design implications for perennial games, speci�cally as it relates to
player community understanding of canon and how designers can take shape and advantage of
this understanding to engage their players.
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Understanding of canon, is especially important when it concerns the manner designers convey
information to players, as this impacts both the player experience and understanding of the canon. If,
for example, a designer wishes to design an element to be undisputedly part of the narrative world,
our �ndings indicate that this information should be conveyed through conventional storytelling
methods such as cutscenes and character dialogue. Trying to push that information unconven-
tionally, e.g. on Twitter or on a website, will not be conducive to players implicitly reading it as
part of the storyworld. The data supports this; players are more likely to agree on the veracity of
events if told through more traditional methods (over 96% agreement). This is especially relevant for
contexts such as educational or serious games where information conveyed as part of the narrative
should not be put into question, as that could be potentially harmful.

Inversely, if designers wish to encourage discussion within their community and active engage-
ment with the story, leaving elements more open to interpretation through non-conventional
storytelling methods and leaving intentional gaps is very helpful to encouraging that discussion.
Bungie’s intentional use of canonical repetition in repeatable activities causes players to more
carefully consider the narrative elements present in those activities, whereas it otherwise might
have been ignored. Their engagement with the fans both in the game and outside, through Twitter
and blog posts, is an intentional part of the experience, and doing this leads to the community
engaging in active discussions on canonicity, as seen in how participants could provide nuanced
arguments on the canonicity of many events. This has the positive implication that players feel a
more active engagement in their experience of the story. However, this can also be a challenge as if
players seek explanations for incongruous details and cannot �nd them, it can lead to them merely
being confused, as was the case for the readdition of old strikes (described in section 5.4). Vague
information or gaps should be handled with care and the way they are understood is dependent on
the framing and execution of their design. Further discussion of the speci�cs of such designs is
outside the scope of this paper.

If designers want to engage more directly with the community, our �ndings suggest that paying
attention to the community and responding to their activities and discussions, and incorporating
them into the narrative is a great way to make the players feel included in the narrative of the game.
For example, how Bungie responded and iterated on the Loot Cave showed a positive reaction in
almost all participants. P6 said: "it feels like you’re seen. Like the community is seen". This enables
players to feel as if they are an active part of the construction of the story. Our �ndings suggests
that players thought this worked best when adapted as part of the �ctional reality, e.g. spoken
by the characters, as this was when participants could most strongly connect to it. This requires
developers to keep a close eye on what the community is doing and such reactions are best done
improvisationally. This can be a challenge for a live development schedule, but the results for the
community can be well worth it as our �ndings indicate this leads to some of the most memorable
parts of the experience for players.
Our �ndings show that it is possible for designers to frame complicated elements such as PvP

combat and repetition as canonical. In giving players in-world explanations for repetition, some
players will notice this and consider their actions within this canonical, which will re�ect back
on their understanding of their own presence in the world in powerful ways. However, it is not
necessary to do this, and players are already adept at accepting canonical “breaks” caused by
repetition or gameplay convenience, as they understand the reasons for these elements, as this is
the default.
Finally, Destiny’s focus on including player actions is a powerful tool that other designs could

take more advantage of. As P7 said “a lot of the storytelling of the game is kind of around what
players do as well” The fact that 38% of participants considered their own selves outside the screen
part of the world might seem like a low number, but the fact that a third of players even can think

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 7, No. CHI PLAY, Article 383. Publication date: November 2023.



383:22 Larsen and Carstensdo�ir

in these terms shows that Destiny is somewhat successful in its attempts to draw in the players
into the canonical narrative to a high degree. This makes players feel like they are not merely part
of the story but inside it, turning their everyday activities more meaningful.

9 CONCLUSION

Understanding the canon is a common part of the fan experience of any media. But how this is
discussed in perennial games, where the players are all actively participating and acting within
this canon while also breaking it is important because this discussion is crucial to shaping the
community and what the storytelling experience is about. This paper presented a study of how
players perceive the canon of Destiny, with a mixed methods approach using both an online survey
and interview to understand what events players consider canon and why. The study shows that
authorship strongly impacts what players generally consider canon, and the exceptions. Events
conveyed through traditional storytelling were strongly correlated with perceived canonicity, while
experiences such as Player versus Player content or out-of-game experiences were much more
con�icted, and depended on how players saw their own presence in the game. Repetition could be
seen as canon if players were provided with a suitable reasoning for this repetition, but unexplained
repetition by itself was often seen as a negative. Players also provided a much more nuanced view
of canonicity than a pure binary, and were able to consider both canon as a spectrum and multiple
kinds of canonicity existing at the same time. These results can be used to better understand the
player experience of perennial games, and the impact authorship has on player’s perception of
their worlds and the communities that form around them. The discussion of the canon is a common
part of the player experience of perennial games and helps form the community, and as such,
understanding how developers can in�uence that through the properties of their game can be vital
to improving the player experience, to create more inclusive experiences, and experiences that lets
players see themselves in the work.

Future work in this area includes a better understanding of canonicity as a more nuanced concept
than a binary, as suggested by the interview participants. A comparison with how canonicity is
seen in other perennial games, and other non-perennial games, would also be of much value, to see
how much Destiny’s speci�c design decisions compare to other games.
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A CORRELATION MATRIX OF SURVEY CODING DIMENSIONS

Canon Correlations Yes No Maybe Percentage Yes

General 56 38 24 47.46
Narrative 111 2 5 94.07
Social 27 60 31 22.88

One-shot 79 30 11 65.83
Repeatable 58 65 42 35.15
Theoretically repeatable 56 1 6 88.89

Authored by Bungie 184 64 52 61.33
Not authored by bungie 6 28 6 15
mixed 3 4 1 37.5

all 1 5 1 14.29
campaign 51 1 6 87.93
community event 10 0 0 100
dungeon 1 1 1 33.33
gambit 1 1 1 33.33
lore 8 0 0 100
mission 22 4 8 64.71
out-of-game 7 8 2 41.18
patrol 1 2 5 12.5
pvp 0 10 5 0
raid 47 47 28 38.52
seasonal activity 32 4 0 88.89
social hub 3 8 0 27.27
strike 4 5 5 28.57
weekly story 5 0 0 100
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