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Introduction 

In September 2019, video producer Brian David Gilbert published an article on the 

gaming website Polygon titled “How to calculate your pet’s HP.” Accompanied by a 

video, the article puts forward a formula through which people can calculate the Hit 

Points of various types of domestic animals, plants, and exotic pets. While its main 

purpose is entertainment, the article also reflects a growing tendency of implementing 

game mechanics into everyday life.  

This paper aims to analyze the ways in which game mechanics can be used to include 

household animals into live action role-playing games (LARP) or tabletop role-playing 

games (TTRPG) for a pervasive gameplay and a gameful experience for both pets and 

their owners. The focus of this paper is to demonstrate whether or not game statistics 

and attributes such as Hit Points, Constitution, Race, and Class, can be successfully 

assigned to real-life creatures. For this purpose, the paper employs gamification and 

game design theory, textual analysis, as well as field research conducted through direct 

observation of four domestic cats. 

 

Theoretical framework 

Game scholar Markus Montola (2007, 179) defines pervasive games as games that 

expand gameplay socially, spatially, and/or temporally. Hence, pervasive games 

break out of the boundaries of the game world and occupy space in the real world.  

Montola differentiates between three types of role-playing games (RPGs): tabletop 

role-playing, live action role-playing, and online role-playing. He also describes a 

fourth type of role-playing games: “pervasive role-playing, which often follows 

many conventions of LARP, but break out of the magic circle of gameplay in order 

to interact with surrounding society” (Montola, 2007, 178). Therefore, Montola 

proposes a permeation of play and the real in which RPG players can fully interact 

with their environment, turning surrounding items and creatures into a part of 

their game and in doing so extending it not only spatially but also socially.  

However, this permeation is not limited only to RPGs. As stated in the introduction of 

this paper, elements and principles of game design are increasingly being applied to 

non-game situations. In their book, The Gameful World (2014), Walz and Deterding 
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describe the interpenetration of games and everyday life as gamification, referring to 

“non-game objects and experiences that use design elements from games and/or are 

designed to afford gameful experiences.” Here, the word “gameful” is used to refer to 

ludic elements or qualities. Walz and Deterding (2014, 3) attribute the spread of 

gamification to the prevalence of pervasive games such as LARP which helped blur the 

lines between game and reality. 

The book also includes a manifesto by game designer and scholar Eric Zimmerman 

who comments on the inherent playful nature of humans. He discusses people’s need 

for gameful experiences and systems, and he identifies games as a form of cultural 

expression which does not need to be justified in order to be enjoyed (as cited in Walz 

and Deterding, 2014, 19-22). Zimmerman also argues that human playfulness leads to 

innovation and creativity, and that games have a direct connection with play. 

However, playfulness is not only a human attribute; animals, like people, learn and 

develop through play. Fagen (1974, 850) notes that “healthy animals tend to play, that 

play is a social phenomenon, that parents may induce play in their young, and that play 

gives opportunities for variations in behavior.” These variations in turn facilitate social 

and behavioral evolution by generating novel or innovative acts that may be 

propagated in a population of animals capable of observational learning, such as 

different species of felines.   

Therefore, play occupies a social dimension for both humans and animals, and 

generates innovative behavioral variations in both species. Given these factors and 

taking into consideration both human and animal propensity towards playful behavior, 

it is often the case that pet owners involve their pets in activities that create gameful 

experiences. Even so, these activities mostly rely on human-animal interaction rather 

than on actively involving pets in games.  

In this paper, I aim to demonstrate that by applying gamification to animal behavior 

and attributes, pet owners can include their pets into LARP or RPGs, creating a 

pervasive gameplay which brings innovation to classic role-playing methods and 

extends their boundaries. Furthermore, as Gilbert (2019, 02:43) states in his video, 

this experience could also be seen as a “fun bonding exercise between you and your 

animal,” reflecting the social dimensions of play. Subsequently, the research problem 
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of this paper is based on the rhetoric of pleasure which marks the role of games and 

play in society as entertainment and a source of joy (Walz and Deterding, 2014, 45).  

 

Methodology 

The following research is focused on the classic RPG Dungeons & Dragons (D&D). The 

game was selected due to its popularity and accessibility, since it is the market leader 

in the TTRPG genre. In this research, I use the 5th edition of the Dungeons & Dragons 

Player’s Handbook as a guide to the game and I discuss common RPG mechanics as 

defined in Michael E. Moore’s book Basics of Game Design (2011). The analysis 

focuses on four statistics: Hit Points (HP), Constitution, Race, and Class.  

Hit Points are the total amount of damage a unit can withstand before being rendered 

incapable of participating in combat. Therefore, HP determine the outcome of combat, 

which is an integral part of RPGs. In D&D, HP are calculated based on Class and are 

modified by Race and Constitution. Class defines the training/powers and knowledge 

of a character, while Race mostly determines physical attributes. Constitution, also 

commonly referred to as stamina or endurance, describes “the ability to withstand 

attack and the overall health of the character” (Moore, 2011, 95). 

To assess whether or not game mechanics can be applied to household animals, four 

mixed breed domestic cats (Felis catus) aged 1 to 14 years have been placed under 

direct observation. The animals were observed in their usual habitat represented by 

the household and adjacent areas such as the yard. Participant observation has also 

been employed to study human-animal interaction that occurred when the animals 

willingly approached the researcher. 

To observe the behavior of the cats, I consulted Woodland Park Zoo (n.d.) and Graszer 

et al. (2012) as references to draft an ethogram (Table 1) listing possible behaviors of 

the four animals. The ethogram differs from the classic model in that it has been 

modified to include and reflect types of animal behavior that can be linked to attributes 

commonly associated with various RPG Classes. 
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Table 1. Ethogram showing lists of animal behavior and related RPG Class specificity 

Type of 

behavior 

Behavior Code Description Class specificity 

Solitary Sleep/ Rest RIP Animal is inactive. All 

 Groom self GS Animal engages in smoothing its own fur by using its 
tongue or limbs. 

Cleric 

 Maintenance P Animal urinates or defecates. All 

 Travel T Animal moves from one place to another. All, predominant in 
Ranger 

 Contemplative stare CS Animal fixates gaze on singular spot for a long duration 
of time. 

Wizard 

 Ignore IG Animal ignores researcher’s interaction attempt. Ranger 

Food Eat/ Drink NOM Animal consumes food item. All 

 Scavenge LF Animal searches the environment for food items. Ranger, Rogue 

 Hunt H Animal searches environment for prey. Barbarian, Paladin 

 Ask for food :O Animal produces sounds for the purpose of receiving 
food. 

Wizard, Cleric 

 Steal food SF Animal approaches another animal (or researcher) that 
has located food and removes that food. 

Rogue 

Social Groom others GO Animal engages in smoothing the fur of another animal. Cleric, Paladin 

 Play G Animal engages in interactions with another animal that 

may involve running, climbing, or manipulating 
objects. 

Rogue 

 Contact C Animal comes in contact with another animal or with 

researcher. Action may involve sniffing and body 
contact. 

Paladin 

 Vocalization MAU Animal produces sounds for any other purpose than 
asking for food. 

Wizard 

 Soothing action SA Animal comes in contact with researcher. Interaction 

causes comfort for researcher.  

Cleric 

Aggressive Fight X Animal engages in physical conflict with another 
animal. 

Barbarian, Paladin 

 Break item BI Animal interaction with object in its environment 
causes damage to object. 

Rogue, Barbarian 

 Scare Y Animal causes distress to researcher. Rogue, Wizard 

 Mischievous/ Bold 
action 

MB Animal breaks house rules. Action may involve 
jumping on table or urinating in flower pot. 

Rogue, Barbarian 

 Inconvenience IN Animal inconveniences researcher by standing in the 
way and refusing to cede space. 

Barbarian 

Off Exhibit Off exhibit NO Animal is not visible to researcher. Ranger 
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Using this ethogram, I compiled an animal behavior observation and research data 

sheet (Appendix A) to record the behavior of an individual animal (focal animal) at an 

interval of 30 seconds for a total duration of 30 minutes. The results have been cross-

referenced with RPG Class-specific attributes, and the animals have been assigned a 

Class based on their recorded behavior. The results and limitations of this method are 

discussed in a later section of this paper. 

 

Analysis 

Moore (2011, 134) distinguishes between six Classes commonly encountered in RPGs 

which are also included in the Dungeons & Dragons Player’s Handbook (Wizards of 

the Coast 2014, 15) and mentioned in Gilbert’s (2019) video. In order to identify 

potential links between RPG Classes and specific animal behaviors, I used textual 

analysis to study the three sources, and I subsequently compiled a comprehensive 

description of these Classes. The analysis reads as follows: 

 Barbarian: characters are distinguished by their strength. In D&D, the 

Barbarian is described as “a fierce warrior of primitive background who can 

enter a battle rage.” Moore characterizes Barbarians as extremely strong but 

“relatively weak in intelligence,” while Gilbert refers to them as “boorish, 

brazen, and courageous to a fault.” In this research, Barbarian Class has been 

linked mainly to Aggressive animal behavior.  

 Paladin: characters are strong and loyal. Succinctly described as “a holy warrior 

bound to a sacred oath” in D&D. Gilbert notes that a Paladin is “loyal, 

resourceful, and honestly tries a little bit too hard.” Moore comments that 

Paladins are strong and average in intelligence. In this analysis, Paladin Class 

was mainly linked to Social animal behavior.  

 Ranger: characters exhibit high levels of independence. In D&D, the Ranger is 

described as “a warrior who uses martial prowess and nature magic to combat 

threats on the edges of civilization.” Moore states that Rangers are relatively 

strong and have above-average intelligence, while Gilbert remarks that Rangers 

are “self-sufficient, aloof, and kind of do their own thing.” This research has 

linked Ranger Class mainly to Solitary behavior. Due to the class’ exploratory 

nature, Off Exhibit behavior has also been elected as a Ranger-specific action. 
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 Cleric: characters are distinguished by their healing abilities. In D&D, a Cleric 

is “a priestly champion who wields divine magic in service of a higher power.” 

Moore elaborates that a Cleric is fairly strong, “very intelligent and adept at a 

wide range of magic, although primarily specializing in healing and curing.” 

Gilbert describes Clerics as “kind, reserved, and healing.” This analysis has 

linked Clerics mainly with Social animal behavior.  

 Rogue: characters are stealthy and cunning. In D&D, the Rogue is described as 

“a scoundrel who uses stealth and trickery to overcome obstacles and enemies.” 

Gilbert refers to Rogues as “rakish, mischievous, and spry.” Moore notes that 

Rogues have limited strength, but are highly intelligent and prone to petty 

thievery. This research links Rogue Class mainly to Aggressive behavior.  

 Wizard: characters are distinguished by their intelligence. In D&D, a Wizard is 

“a scholarly magic-user capable of manipulating the structures of reality.” 

Moore describes Wizards as relatively weak but very intelligent. This analysis 

links Wizard Class characters to various types of animal behavior, as the results 

were inconclusive. The aspect is further discussed in the Results and Limitations 

section of this paper. 

Assuming that each focal animal would enter a pervasive RPG game at level 1, the 

animal’s base HP would be determined by its Class. In D&D, each Class has a preset 

number of Hit Points, as seen in Table 2. 

Table 2. Base value of HP according to Class. Source: (Wizards of the Coast 2014, 15) 

Class Base HP 

Barbarian 12 

Paladin 10 

Ranger 10 

Cleric 8 

Rogue 8 

Wizard 6 

 

However, the base value of a character’s HP is modified by the character’s Constitution 

and, therefore, it does not reflect the maximum HP value a character could have at the 
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start of a game. The maximum HP score is calculated with the formula “Base HP + 

Constitution modifier” (Wizards of the Coast 2014, 12). In D&D, Constitution is an 

ability that measures health and stamina, and its score or value is usually randomly 

assigned by the player through a roll of dice. Generally, Classes that rely on physical 

strength have a higher Constitution score. 

Nevertheless, in order to obtain stable results in this research, I used the preset ability 

scores “15, 14, 13, 12, 10, 8,” which are listed in the Dungeons & Dragons Player’s 

Handbook (Wizard of the Coast 2014, 13) as an alternative to dice rolls. For the same 

reason, these scores are assigned to each Class according to their perceived strength as 

classified by Moore (2011, 134). Finally, the ability scores are used to determine the 

value of the Constitution modifier. This process is summarized in Table 3. 

 

Table 3. Constitution Ability Score and Modifier calculated according to Class and perceived strength. 

Class Classification by Moore 

(2011,  134) 

Constitution Ability Score Modifier (Wizard of 

the Coast 2014, 13) 

Barbarian “extremely strong” 15 +2 

Paladin “strong” 14 +2 

Ranger “relatively strong” 13 +1 

Cleric “fairly strong” 12 +1 

Rogue “limited strength” 10 0 

Wizard “relatively weak” 8 -1 

 

Lastly, I classified each focal animal into a RPG Race in order to establish the Racial 

increases and modifiers that affect a character’s Constitution ability. Since in RPGs 

Race is mainly determined by physical attributes, I have once more used the animal 

behavior observation and research data sheet which includes an animal description 

section (Appendix A). Additionally, an animal weight chart (Greencross Vets, n.d.) 

featuring five body types (thin, underweight, ideal, overweight, obese) has been 

consulted in order to further assess the appearance of the four domestic cats.  

Moore (2011) names three primary races that are commonly encountered in RPGs and 

which are also present in D&D (Wizards of the Coast, 2014). Once more, I employed 

textual analysis to link the common descriptions to animal appearances: 
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 Humans are described as relatively strong and intelligent, and Moore notes that 

they are “often used as the median in RPGs.” In D&D, Humans are presented as 

a diverse Race, since “there is no typical human.” The present analysis has 

assigned to this Race the animals observed to have an ideal body weight, since 

it is the median. 

 Elves are described by Moore as “tall and thin but can be strong and intelligent.” 

In D&D, Elves are presented as “slender and graceful” but “slightly shorter than 

humans.” In this research, thin and underweight animals have been included in 

this Race. 

 Dwarves are described by Moore as “relatively short and stocky so usually very 

strong although not always intelligent.” In D&D, Dwarves are presented as 

“short and stout” and “bold and hardy.” In the research, overweight and obese 

animals have been classified as part of this Race. 

 

Table 4. Focal animal with their assigned Race based on body type, and Racial modifier. 

Animal Body type Race Racial increase on Constitution 

(Wizards of the Coast 2014, 12) 

Focal animal 1 Ideal Human +1 

Focal animal 2 Overweight Dwarf +2 

Focal animal 3 Ideal Human +1 

Focal animal 4 Underweight Elf N/A 

 

Results and Limitations 

By gathering data about the behavior of four domestic cats in an animal behavior 

observation and research data sheet and by cross-referencing the data with common 

RPG mechanics and game design theory, the research has yielded favorable results 

(Table 5). The classification of the animals into various RPG Classes and Races 

encountered in the classic TTRPG Dungeons & Dragons has enabled the calculation of 

their maximum Hit Points by using the formula “Base HP + Constitution modifier” 

(Wizards of the Coast 2014, 12).  
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Table 5. Results presenting game mechanics successfully attributed to domestic animals. 

Animal Class  Base HP  Race  Racial increase 

on Constitution  

Constitution Score  Constitution 

modifier  

Maximum HP  

Focal animal 1 Ranger 10 Human +1 14 +2 12 

Focal animal 2 Barbarian 12 Dwarf +2 17 +3 15 

Focal animal 3 Cleric 8 Human +1 13 +1 9 

Focal animal 4 Rogue 8 Elf N/A 10 0 8 

 

These scores and statistics would enable pet owners to create characters for their pets 

which can be included in LARP or RPGs. Therefore, this research demonstrates that by 

applying gamification to animal behavior and physical attributes, pet owners can 

include their pets into pervasive role-playing games that spatially and socially extend 

the boundaries of gameplay. Moreover, this experience can be used to strengthen the 

bond between pet and owner and provide a pleasurable and gameful experience for 

both humans and animals. 

However, it is important to acknowledge that the present research is subjected to 

limitations. The research has been conducted on a small number of animals of the same 

type. Therefore, the research can prove the viability of its results only on animals 

belonging to the Felis catus species that live in a domestic environment and are 

accustomed to human presence.  

Furthermore, while initially attempting to gather behavioral data solely through direct 

observation, human-animal interaction has occurred between the researcher and one 

or more focal animals due to familiarity with one another. This type of interaction has 

triggered behavior variations in the animals that would have otherwise not occurred 

naturally (Fagen, 1974).  

Nevertheless, since the research question revolves around human-animal interaction 

and the experiences that arise from them, these occurrences have not been excluded 

from the study. Instead, a participant observation method has been adopted as an 

additional research tool, and the interactions have been recorded on the ethogram and 

observation data sheets.   

Lastly, it should also be mentioned that the analysis regarding the Wizard RPG Class 

has been inconclusive. Various D&D Classes (Sorcerer, Warlock, Wizard) with different 
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statistics match Moore’s (2011) definition of the Wizard Class yet, for a more concise 

result, only one has been selected for the analysis. The results of the ethogram have 

also proved inconclusive as Wizard-specific actions are proportionately associated with 

both Solitary and Social animal behavior, rendering the results ambiguous and limiting 

their understanding. Moreover, Gilbert (2019) excludes the Wizard Class from his 

classification, which in turn limits the source material for the present research. 

Nevertheless, none of the four focal animals of this research have classified as Wizard 

Class, and these limitations did not hinder the analysis of their individual behavior. 
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Appendix A: OBSERVATION DATA SHEET SAMPLE 

Focal Animal: Subject 4 (Șanți)  Date: 13 October 2019  Start time: 13:03  

End time: 13:35  Species Name: Felis catus Description of animal: Young animal (kitten). 

Black fur, long and slender body and limbs. Very little fat, slightly visible backbone, tucked-in waist. Ribs can be 

felt. OBS: underweight body type. Description of habitat: Yard  

 

Time Solitary Food Social Aggressive Off exhibit 

0:30   MAU   

1:00    IN  

1:30   MAU   

2:00    MB  

2:30   MAU MB  

3:00 RIP     

3:30 RIP     

4:00   C   

4:30   G   

5:00   G   

5:30   G   

6:00   G   

6:30   G   

7:00   G   

7:30   G   

8:00     NO 

8:30 T     

9:00   G   

9:30   G   

10:00   G   

10:30 RIP     

11:00 RIP     

11:30 RIP     

12:00 GS     

12:30 GS     

13:00 GS     

13:30 RIP     
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14:00   C   

14:30   GO   

15:00   G   

15:30   G   

16:00 T     

16:30 T     

17:00     NO 

17:30     NO 

18:00     NO 

18:30    Y  

19:00   MAU   

19:30    IN  

20:00   G   

20:30   G   

21:00   G   

21:30   G   

22:00   MAU   

22:30    IN  

23:00    MB  

23:30 RIP     

24:00 RIP  MAU   

24:30 RIP     

25:00 RIP     

25:30 RIP     

26:00 T     

26:30 T     

27:00  LF    

27:30  LF    

28:00  LF    

28:30   SF (my pastry)   

29:00  NOM    

29:30  NOM    

30:00  NOM    

 

NOTE: Predominant Rogue-specific behavior (Play). 


