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Introduction

Research Questions
❖ Will an experienced player’s self-handicapping 

enhance the new player’s reported game 
experience?

❖ Will the effects of self-handicapping be stronger 
when the experienced player self-handicaps in 
secret?

Materials and Methods

Results

Our original research team piloting with The Builders:Middle Ages. 

To test our first research question we performed one way between subjects 
ANOVAs using various composite and individual variables (described above) and the 
self-handicapping condition of the confederate. We found that the condition had a 
significant effect on the items “I had a good time playing The Builders” [F(2, 32) = 
3.478, p = .043] and the 2-item measure motivation to win,  [F(2,32) = 4.942, p = .
013]. Sidak post hoc tests showed that the significant difference for both of these 
variables was between the control and covert self-handicapping conditions only. 

None of the other variables were significantly affected by the self-handicapping 
conditions, although some were close and we may see changes with when the entire 
sample of data (N = 90) has been collected. Interestingly, we did find stronger effects 
between the control and r-secret conditions, as our second research question 
predicted, but it was not with the variables we expected. 

Discussion
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Participants:
Students (N = 35) at SUNY New Paltz recruited through the Psychology Subject 
Pool. Most were 18-23 years old, with roughly equal numbers of males and females.

The Experiment:
A confederate, experienced with the game The Builders: Middle Ages, taught and 
played with participants under one of 3 randomly assigned conditions of self-
handicapping: none, overt, and covert. 

Variables/Conditions:
Control: Experienced player plays the game normally without self-handicapping.
Overt Self-Handicapping: The confederate limits the cards they can choose during 
gameplay and announces this (“Since you’re playing the game for the first time, I’m 
going to go easy on you”).
Covert Self-Handicapping: The confederate self-handicaps but without announcing the 
self-imposed limitations to the participant. 

Post-Game Survey Sample Items (7-pt. Likert Scale):
Enjoyment :"I had a good time playing 'The Builders”
Self-Confidence:"I think I could do well in this game if I played it a second time"
Effort:"I tried my hardest to do well and win the game."
Motivation to Replay: "I would like to play this game again sometime."

Self-handicapping in a game occurs when a more experienced player “eases 
up” or  does not actively pursue victory when teaching a new player, usually with 
the goal of allowing for a more even playing field. We hypothesize that, in 
general, self-handicapping enhances the new player’s gameplay experience by 
making it easier for new players to learn the game, which should increase new 
player effort, enjoyment (positive perceptions of the game), and self-confidence 
with the game. We also hypothesize that these positive effects of self-
handicapping will be stronger when the experienced player self-handicaps in 
secret, without the new players’ knowledge.

 In order to test this hypothesis, we have developed an experiment in which an 
experienced confederate teaches an unfamiliar board game to a participant and 
then plays under one of three randomly assigned conditions of self-handicapping: 
none (control), overt and covert. We implemented a behavioral measure of 
positive perceptions of the game by having the participant submit a raffle ticket to 
win either the played game or a similar game. 

We are sharing preliminary results based on our current data, however 
collection is not complete and these results are not final.

Literature Review
Self-handicapping in a game occurs when a more experienced player “eases 

up” or does not actively pursue victory when teaching a new player, usually with 
the goal of allowing for a more even playing field (Vossen, 2008). 

While there is a large body of literature in social psychology on self-
handicapping (not trying one’s hardest at a task) as a means to manage one’s 
impression and safeguard against the negative impact of possible failure (e.g. 
Kolditz, T. A., & Arkin, R. M.,1982), there is almost no research exploring self-
handicapping for potentially pro-social reasons. 

      Gaming with new players might be one situation where this occurs. For 
example, nearly 40% of hobby board gamers report not actively pursuing victory 
when teaching a board game to new players in order to help new players learn the 
game, facilitate a level playing field, and provide an enjoyable experience (Woods, 
2012). Koster (2014) argues that to be fun, games must require players to develop 
and apply skill, but if games are too difficult, disinterest will result.  Other research 
suggests that self-handicapping by experienced players (particularly when not 
obvious) may enhance the new players’ experience. 

      Therefore, we suggest that a new player will enjoy the experience of play when 
victory feels authentically within reach (as when the experienced player self-
handicaps covertly) as opposed to realizing that he or she is outmatched, or that one 
of the players is not putting forth effort.

We were surprised that variables measuring enjoyment of the game 
experience did not differ amongst the three handicapping conditions. The 
confederate’s handicapping behavior, even when overt, did not affect 
participants’ ratings of the experience or their motivation to play again. Ease of 
learning didn’t have any significant differences but this makes sense because 
the teaching of the game was not altered between samples. 

There are several potential factors that may have influenced the results of 
this study. Our 3 confederates likely have different levels of skill in teaching 
and playing the board game. However, because of a similar amount of training, 
we don’t believe that the difference is significant enough to affect the results. 
The self-handicapping restrictions may not have been severe enough, because 
the confederates still won a majority of the time. More severe self-
handicapping may have made participants more aware that it was happening in 
the secret condition, however. 

Finally, our choice of board game might have affected the results of our 
study. This game has a fair amount of chance, such that our confederates did 
not always win in the control condition when they were not self-handicapping. 
Some of the rules are also somewhat complex and led to confusion for some 
participants; in future replications, we may remove some of these 
requirements. We also reduced the number of points needed to win which 
made the game quite short. Some participants commented that they would have 
liked it to be longer. 

More broadly, teaching new games to people may help foster positive 
experiences. Playing board games is a method of having a face-to-face 
interaction with another person, particularly when instruction is involved. This 
sort of exchange is valuable and has an important place in today’s 
technologically-oriented world. 

Selected references
Boothby, E. J., Clark, M. S., & Bargh, J. A. (2014). Shared experiences are amplified. Psychological 
Science. Published online on October 1st, 2014.

Kolditz, T. A., & Arkin, R. M. (1982). An impression management interpretation of the self-
handicapping strategy. Journal Of Personality and Social Psychology, 43(3), 492-502. doi:
10.1037.3.492

Koster, R. (2014). A theory of fun for game design (2nd ed.). Sebastopol, CA: O’Reilly. 

Woods, S. (2012). Eurogames: The design, culture and play of modern European board games. 


