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ABSTRACT
In this dissertation, I seek to define strategies designers might use to enhance the
effectiveness of their game’s message. To do so, I adopt a rhetorical approach to impact that
recognizes identification between the designer’s view of the world and that of the player as critical
to achieving impact. Based on a review of relevant literature drawn from the fields of rhetoric,
interactive narrative, and game studies; interviews with prominent game designers Tracy Fullerton
and Jesse Schell; case studies of Undertale, That Dragon, Cancer, and Papo & Yo; and a design
project creating a game to increase empathy for people with ADHD, I endeavor to present a
framework for impact design that delineates major concerns relevant to the act of identification.
This framework recognizes abstraction based on clearly presenting the designer’s message and
agency based on encouraging the player to engage with that message as the cornerstones of
promoting impact through identification. From their intersection, I extrapolate three related design
concerns: authenticity, affectivity, and ambiguity. Authenticity captures the degree to which the
game rings true to both the developer’s own beliefs as well as those of the player; affectivity
describes the player’s emotional connection to the game; and ambiguity invites players to seek
their own meaning by completing the game through their act of play. Throughout my work, I
expand upon these three concerns to identify how they can serve as useful heuristics for impact
design, suggesting concrete strategies at the level of a game’s mechanics, aesthetics, and narrative.
I believe in the potential of games to improve people’s lives and make the world a better place,
and I see my research as contributing to that greater effort.

xii

1. A RHETORICAL APPROACH TO IMPACT
1.1 THE PREVALENCE OF IMPACT
Games are fundamentally designed to impact their players. Schell (2014) recognizes this
when he argues that what game designers really care about is crafting a compelling experience,
and their designs are simply the tools they’ve chosen for that purpose. Indeed, essentially every
book ever written about game design acknowledges to some extent how the design should be made
to impact the player emotionally. This emotional impact is most often framed as fun or
engagement, although it might also be anything from a cathartic release of grief to a visceral surge
of excitement or an overwhelming sensation of wonder. Of course, impact also need not be limited
to just the emotional reactions of the player: impact might also be the encouragement of deep
reflection on a philosophical question, the striving for increased empathy, the learning of a new
concept or idea, or any number of other outcomes that either make the player search inwards or
extend outwards in relation to the wider world. Games that explicitly focus on these broader
purposes beyond entertainment are often called games for impact or games for change, but these
additional forms of impact are commonplace in other games as well, even if entertaining the player
remains their primary intent. If creating impact is at the center of game design, then game designers
should have a vested interest in better understanding how impact operates so that they can more
effectively implement it in their own work.
There are at least two distinct reasons for game designers of all kinds to increase their
understanding of impact. First, it helps designers better control the effects of their game, reducing
the potential for unwanted negative or destructive outcomes. Designers have an ethical
responsibility to think about the values they embed in their designs and the resulting impact those
values may have on their players (Flanagan & Nissenbaum, 2014). While it is somewhat unclear
1

the extent to which game designers can or should be held responsible for every unexpected player
interpretation of their work (Adams & Dormans, 2012), there is still much designers can do to plan
for likely outcomes of their game’s impact to make sure those outcomes express the ideals they
desire. If designers accept their roles as moral teachers and design responsibly, they have the power
to make players feel happier and more fulfilled, empowering them to accomplish their inner goals
and enriching their lives (McGonigal, 2001; Devine, Presnell, & Miller, 2014). Second, increased
consideration of impact is directly correlated to generating and maintaining player interest. As
Heron & Belford (2014) acknowledge, “when well designed and engineered, games can offer truly
meaningful experiences” that help attract and retain players (p. 20). Designing for impact with the
player’s needs in mind isn’t just more likely to ensure that the game’s effects are positive, but also
that the player cares deeply about the experience presented by the game, becoming more invested
as a result.
It is worth acknowledging here that the creation of impact is much more complex than a
one-directional model where the designer implements appropriate impact for the player to then
interpret correctly. A game’s impact involves a complex and ongoing negotiation between how
designers construct their game and how players choose to interact with it. There are at least three
distinct forms this negotiation might take. First, it might be external to the game, enculturating
“players into literacies that extend far beyond the game itself” (Mason, 2013, p. 226) and
encouraging players to create their own content that serves as “new technological artifacts to
mediate their participation in the game” (Sherlock, 2009, p. 277). Some common examples include
game guides or tutorials on sites like Icy Veins, YouTube, or Reddit, where players can collect
and curate knowledge about the game to influence how others interact with it and potentially even
provide new insight to the developers. Second, negotiation might happen at the level of player-
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produced content within the game, such as the creation of custom modifications that alter the
game’s user interface. Targett, Verlysdonk, Hamilton, & Hepting (2012) define a UI mod as “a
collection of markup files, scripts, and textures that a user can employ to modify the graphical user
interface of a videogame” (n.p.). Even when designers discourage other forms of player content
creation, they will often support the use of UI mods for enhanced player customization (Araki &
Carliner, 2008), which can “alter the politics, culture, and power relationships within and across
activity systems” for those games (Sherlock, 2009, p. 280). Finally, negotiation might happen as
part of the act of play itself. While developers strive to encourage standard play through their
design, players frequently have the opportunity for creative play within that system, subverting
one or more aspect of the game in order to play it differently than how the designer intended.
Examples include players imposing extra challenges on themselves, such as playing through an
action game with as little violence as possible; players enlisting a game for their own purposes,
such as certain groups in America’s Army who use the game as a platform for religious preaching
(Li, 2003); or even players hacking the game software or hardware in some way. There is often a
fine line between creative play and what the developers might deem subversive play that moves
from reworking the game to actively breaking the experience. Mason (2013) acknowledges that it
can be difficult to identify where this line lies, claiming that “cheating thus speaks to the ways that
developers and gamers attempt to work within the environments and functional rules of the games,
while shaping it to their individual needs as well” (p. 232). No matter the game, players will seek
to make the experience their own, both through their acts of play and their subsequent
interpretations.
While I explore facets of this complex negotiation between developers and players
throughout this paper, since my discussion is directed at designers looking to better implement
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impact in their games, I am interested primarily in this third form of negotiation—the player’s
interactions with the game—and its effects on the designer’s intended impact. If one thinks of
game design as experience design, and experience design as essentially impact design, then the
entire work of game designers can be considered the design of appropriate impact. Consequently,
game designers should pay careful attention to the impact each of their design decisions will have
on the player so that they can craft the game to always encourage the desired impact. Many game
designers already think of their work in terms of player impact, but more can be done to
conceptualize how impact arises at the level of design, particularly when discussing types of
impact beyond the evocation of emotion. I dedicate the remainder of this dissertation to an
interrogation of impact design in games to better define how impact occurs and what designers can
do to enhance it. In the remaining sections of this first chapter, I conceptualize the creation of
impact in games. After first exploring impact as it is commonly discussed in existing game studies
literature, I turn to rhetoric as one possible lens through which I might seek answers to designing
for impact.

1.2 DEFINING IMPACT
A simple definition of impact might start as the effect a game has on its players. This
definition seems to work well enough covering the broad range of potential impact types I
identified above; however, it fails to make any distinctions among those types. While all forms of
impact are equally valid and worthy of study—for example, many books have been written solely
on engagement as a type of impact and it remains a core concern for most games—I wish to focus
my examination on impact that I define as both persistent and intentional. Persistent impact seeks
to accomplish a goal other than player enjoyment that extends beyond the immediate moment of
play and has a lasting effect on the player. Gee (2007) identifies games as powerful exemplars of
4

active learning design; however, he also admits that many games teach little of use beyond how to
be better at the game. For example, many games structure their levels as a series of scaffolded
learning moments, introducing new abilities, giving the player a chance to play with and learn how
to deal with those abilities, and then testing their mastery with some sort of boss encounter (Squire,
2011). While this kind of learning certainly changes the player’s behavior, such a change may not
extend beyond the player’s efforts to beat that specific game or style of game. To be persistent, the
impact must somehow be applicable outside the game itself.
Intentional impact is knowingly included by the designer to accomplish a specific purpose.
Dyer-Witheford & de Peuter (2009) note that games often serve as “paradigmatic media of
Empire,” frequently upholding dominant ideological forces whether or not the developers
acknowledge it (p. xv). Schulzke (2014) as well worries about the difficulties of avoiding designer
bias as their thoughts and preferences tend to leak through into various aspects of the game and
the system it presents. Thus, it is possible for the designer to not consciously recognize all the
effects of their design when they are constructing it. As mentioned above, player interpretation
and negotiation of a work can also lead to new impact from what the designer initially envisioned.
Steinkuehler, Squire, & Barab (2012) call this the “mangle of play,” where designers and players
struggle to negotiate their respective agencies within the game as they actively work to construct
meaning. This construction of meaning is best understood as a “dialogue between the system and
the player” (Sicart, 2011, n.p.), wherein player characteristics and past experiences help direct
what they make of the presented possibility space (G. Crawford, 2012). Such negotiations are
inevitable even for intended impact, and the unintended impact that can arise for players in these
situations may still be deeply meaningful; however, for my dissertation, I wish to approach impact
from my perspective as a rhetorical scholar and game designer. Because of this, I am particularly
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interested in what designers can do to strengthen or weaken their purposeful implementation of
impact and wish to set aside impact that designers did not or could not plan for in favor of
concentrating on impact that has been intentionally incorporated into their designs. Based on these
dual emphases on persistence and intention, I have revised my previous definition of impact to be
the persistent effect a game has on its players as intended by the designer.

1.3 EXISTING RESEARCH ON GAMES FOR IMPACT
Research on this kind of impact—impact that is intended to accomplish some external
purpose beyond the game—is abundant, and even within this narrower definition, existing
scholarship recognizes a wide range of potential forms impact might take. Some scholars, such as
Gee (2007), Squire (2011), or Boots & Strobel (2014), emphasize the power of games for learning
and view impact in terms of what games teach their players. Others, like Schrier & Gibson (2010),
Devine, Presnell, & Miller (2004/2014), or Sicart (2014), remain interested in what games can
teach, but focus specifically on impact as the teaching of ethical principles or moral knowledge.
Flanagan & Nissenbaum (2014) similarly extol the power of games to exercise impact by
interrogating and imparting values, while scholars such as Bogost (2006), Dyer-Witheford & de
Peuter (2009), or Huntemann & Payne (2010), are more interested in how games can generate
impact by upholding or contesting different ideologies. Conversely, impact might not be about
teaching the player a particular lesson, but as Bogost (2010) claims, simply about exposing them
to arguments concerning how systems work and allowing them to come to their own conclusions.
Impact might be thought of as more general, such as McGonigal’s (2011) belief in the power of
big games to change the world and improve health and well-being, or more specific, such as
Anthropy’s (2012) warnings to attend to the personal and create more intimate and diverse games.
Impact can adopt all of these forms and many more. Additionally, impact as I’ve defined it need
6

not be limited to just games explicitly made for that purpose; games primarily designed for
entertainment can also intentionally embody moments of persistent impact, whether to pose a
moral dilemma like in Spec Ops: The Line (Heron & Belford, 2014), or to leverage an existing
game platform such as Zynga.org to spread a positive message (Hoffman, Miao, Tighe, Ower, &
Speight, 2014). Because of the sheer volume of shapes and sizes impact can come in, it is
inherently difficult to study its design.
A recent report released by the Games for Change organization characterizes this problem
well in their discussion of the fragmentation of the field (Stokes et al., 2015). While Stokes et al.
(2015) acknowledge that a certain degree of fragmentation is necessary since different types of
impact will have unique concerns and stakeholders, they also identify a number of problems that
arise as a result, including disagreement over what should be considered impact, how to classify
different types of impact into distinct groups, and how to prioritize among them. To address these
issues, they have begun work on a new typology in which they recognize six categories of impact:
impact for learning, impact for raising awareness, impact for stronger community, impact for
augmenting a program, impact for behavior change, and impact for neuro training (Stokes, 2016b;
see Figure 1.1). While typologies of impact are usually based on external factors like business
sector or gameplay features, they wanted this new typology to emphasize the specific change
achieved in players, which they felt would be both more inclusive and more practical for designers
of impact (Stokes, 2016c). Still, they recognized a persistent need for increased emphasis on how
to design for impact, particularly directed at fledgling designers (Stokes, 2016a).
Rather than addressing how to design for impact, most of the existing scholarship on impact
highlights one of three related concerns. First, the scholarship might be classification-oriented in
its attempts to define, distinguish, or justify a certain type of impact. Examples of this work include
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Figure 1.1: Typology of game impact types (Stokes, 2016b)

much of what I cited above, such as the recent work towards developing a new typology. Most
often, this research presents numerous examples of what games for one type of impact might look
like (Schrank, 2014), or offers concrete definitions that help conceptualize a new approach to
impact in relation to existing ones (Bogost, 2010). This work is often a necessary first step towards
highlighting unacknowledged kinds of impact, as well as better understanding existing impact
forms; however, it offers little concrete advice to designers wondering how to build such games
themselves.
Second, scholarship might be production-oriented in its focus on the business side of
creating impact. Common topics in this scholarship include the importance of implementing an
effective production pipeline, listening to subject matter experts, and clearly defining the project’s
goals (Swain, 2007). It may also provide various project management techniques, such as relying
on iterative design, properly utilizing playtesting, or operating on a limited budget (Iuppa, Borst,
& Simpson, 2012). Here, the goal shifts to the various processes surrounding and supporting
design, yet rarely dives into specifics about the design itself. When it does, its advice tends to
remain general, such as acknowledging the need to make sure the game remains fun for players.
Finally, the third type of scholarship is evaluation-oriented, and switches to judging the
success of a project once it has been released to the public. This includes debating proper testing
8

methods, such as the relative merits of qualitative vs. quantitative metrics (Flanagan, 2014) or
struggling to identify if what the game accomplished should even be considered impact (Stokes et
al., 2015). Here too, design takes a backseat, since the initial design is already complete. While
these research agendas—defining impact in games, producing a game with impact, and evaluating
the game’s final impact—continue to be critical concerns for the field, further research is also
needed into the ways in which formal game elements such as the game’s mechanics, story, and
aesthetic qualities can affect the likelihood of successful impact (Antle, Tanenbaum, Macaranas,
& Robinson, 2014).
It is in this space that I wish to position my own work as an investigation of how game
designers can better construct formal qualities of their designs to encourage impact through their
games. I hope that this effort will be the beginning of an archive of design strategies for impact,
serving as a toolkit from which any designer of impact in games might find inspiration. Of course,
it is impossible to definitively address all issues pertinent to impact since every game will have its
own unique concerns based around the experience the designer is trying to create and the kinds of
impact needed to transform that designed experience into a reality. This is especially true given
that each problem designers might face will have multiple potential solutions, with new narrative,
mechanical, and aesthetic techniques constantly being innovated. Despite these difficulties, I
believe that many games for impact share fundamental concerns inherent to any attempt at evoking
impact in players and that it is worth struggling to better understand how impact occurs in order to
more effectively design for it. Rhetoric offers one possible approach to thinking about the design
of impact in games.

1.4 A RHETORICAL APPROACH TO IMPACT
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Rhetoric is most commonly recognized as the art of persuasion or, as thought of by
Aristotle, “the faculty of observing in any given case the available means of persuasion” (Aristotle,
p. 24 (I.22, 1355b-1326)). A rhetor is thus someone who wants to convince someone else to do or
believe something, and rhetoric is the tool they use to structure their appeal to logic, emotion, and
character so that it is effective. Foss, Foss, & Trapp (2002) similarly define rhetoric as “the human
use of symbols to communicate” (p. 1). This definition extends the purview of rhetoric beyond
immediate persuasion to include other possibilities for expression, such as drawing attention to
some ideas over others. As Bogost (2010) puts it, “persuasion shifts from the simple achievement
of desired ends to the effective arrangement of a work so as to create a desirable possibility space
for interpretation” (p. 20). The use of symbols to arrange an interpretive possibility space is almost
identical to the work commonly performed by game designers when they build a game: the
designer selectively structures the game space in such a way that it encourages players to take
certain actions over others in order to elicit the desired impact in players. Thus, understanding
rhetorical impact may offer one means of better attending to the construction of impact in games.
In the discussion of rhetoric that follows, I briefly outline my approach to rhetoric based on
Kenneth Burke’s theory of identification. I then use this view of rhetoric to define a rhetoric of
design and apply it to games, differentiating my views on rhetoric and games from other scholars
such as Bogost (2010). Finally, I conclude by offering a refined definition of impact derived from
my rhetorical model.
1.4.1 RHETORIC AS IDENTIFICATION
In order to understand how impact functions in games, I adopt a Burkean approach to
rhetoric that recognizes rhetoric as “the use of language as a symbolic means of inducing
cooperation in beings that by nature respond to symbols” (Burke, 1989, p. 188). This definition is
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similar to those I presented above, although it stresses cooperation as the key aspect of the
communicative act. When one person tries to talk to another, the speaker must try to find some
way to portray an idea to the listener, who may or may not initially agree; in other words, they
must find some way to make the listener want to see the world in the same way they do. Burke
(1989) himself described his approach as “dramatistic” because of this inherent sense of conflict
(or drama) that defines human action, where “words…move audiences to responses and move the
speakers to define and redefine their contexts” (p. 11). The speaker must struggle to find the right
words to narrow possible meanings and structure their presentation of reality in a way the listener
will understand; however, doing so is inherently restrictive, limiting the potential experiences that
their interpretation allows. In this way, language serves to symbolically construct events, based on
how the speaker, and subsequently the listener, choose to assign meaning to them. Each moment
of communication—and from the amalgamation, society as a whole—is formed around commonly
agreed-upon symbols and their established meanings that arise from this negotiation. For this
negotiation to proceed, the speaker must rely on a process of identification, whereby they try to
understand their audience well enough to connect their ideas to the listener’s own. Woodward
(2003) offers his own definition of identification as “the conscious alignment of oneself with the
experiences, ideas, and expressions of others: a heightened awareness that a message or gesture is
revisiting a feeling or state of mind we already ‘know’” (p. 5). Zappen (2009) similarly defines a
rhetoric of identification in terms of its ability to connect people together, claiming it is the “means
of inducing cooperation and building communities” (p. 279). In other words, identification is
about trying to make the unfamiliar familiar to your audience, increasing accessibility by couching
ideas in terms they’ll understand.
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A rhetoric based on identification is not without its problems. One danger of emphasizing
identification is the threat of encouraging deception. While Aristotle saw rhetorical identification
as nothing more than “reasoning that uses norms and accepted customs to win over adherents,”
other scholars like Plato disliked identification because of how it advocates pandering to an
audience over speaking the truth (Woodward, 2003, p. 8). If communication is about trying to say
what one thinks the other person would like to hear, then it can be difficult to justify ideas contrary
to public opinion and “truth” may become whatever is most popular. Viewing identification as
central to rhetoric also risks emphasizing exclusion through communication, since any act of
identification claiming you are like someone necessarily requires comparison to someone else that
you are not like (Zappen, 2009). Thus, every time you seek to identify with one person, you are
also actively rejecting identification with another based on what qualities you choose to express.
It is worth being cognizant of this potential for misuse in identification, which further stresses the
importance of game designers properly attending to identification in their own work; however,
these weaknesses need not detract from its usefulness. Scholars like Goffman (1959) reject the
notion of objective truth in communication, arguing that rhetorical identification is a performance
in the same way every communicative act is, since every person adopts a particular persona when
interacting with others. Schwartz (1966) similarly accepts this greater emphasis on presentation,
viewing the rhetor as constructing their own truth in the moment rather than relying on objective
certainty. Identification thus helps advance a view of communication as not just the raw
transmission of information but the interpretation of that information as well, in much the same
way games take real-world situations and simplify them into more meaningful gameplay systems.
Burke’s views on identification stretched even beyond the Aristotelian notion of “a
moment of recognition that links a person to someone else,” seeing in it a deeper possibility for
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unity (Woodward, 2003, p. 19). He defined this in terms of consubstantiality: by reaching for
identification with another, one not only expresses ideas they would agree with, but at some level
becomes the same as them, achieving a deeper resonance with them as a person. To exercise
successful identification, one must therefore “emphasize the commonality of men…employ
linguistic strategies which give signs of his consubstantiality with his audience, which identify his
interests with theirs” (Harte, 1961, p. 65-66). Zappen (2009) describes this in terms of a need for
an increased focus on the idea of transcendence as a solution encompassing individual and group
differences, while Woodward (2003) argues that “the importance of identification to the
communication process lies in its power to alter the relationships we have to the rest of our world”
(p. 36). Simply engaging in identification has the possibility of completely changing a person,
actively reshaping their identity to fit a new ideal. Woodward (2003) describes such identification
as “a heightened form of meaning attached to a moment of experience” (p. 42) and argues that “a
significant identification is not necessarily an exact replication of who we ‘are’ or what we believe,
but is also a projection of a piece of the external world into our own, with a strange sense that the
‘fit’ is appropriate” (p. 42-43). This speaks to the power of identification within artifacts like
games, with the potential to exercise lasting impact on their users.
Identification can be thought of as an ongoing negotiation between the rhetor presenting
an idea and the audience who struggles to fit that idea into their sense of the world, as well as their
sense of self. For this reason, Cheney (1983) claims that “Burke’s theory is primarily receiveroriented: his emphasis is on the individual act of identifying, with or without the help of a rhetor”
(p. 146). Given the emphasis placed on audience interpretation, it is the listener who is ultimately
in charge of any attempt at identification, since such attempts can’t possibly succeed without their
explicit or implicit acceptance. This explanation of identification is related to Barthes’ (1957/1972)

13

conception of the myth, where certain ideas gain extra layers of association over time, coming to
stand in for something else due to their commonly ascribed meanings. While this discussion has
primarily stressed identification in terms of persuasion—finding ways to increase ethos with one’s
audience so that they are more willing to accept what one says—identification need not be focused
on convincing anyone of anything. Harte (1961) acknowledges how Burke saw persuasion as but
one possible outcome of a broader process of identification inherent across all communication,
where identification might serve as an end in itself. As Schwartz (1966) notes, “for Burke
everything has rhetoric in it” (p. 214). A rhetoric of identification thus stresses communication as
a performative act relying on shared symbols to bridge the inherent gap between two or more
people and help them understand one another so that they both come to see the world in the same
way, whether or not the goal is persuasion.
1.4.2 RHETORIC AS DESIGN
This view of rhetoric as identification helps advance a rhetoric of design that focuses on
the extent to which a designer can build up an artifact (such as a game) with appropriate symbols
to encourage identification between the designer and the user. Klabbers (2011) recognizes rhetoric
as “favor[ing] the effective arrangement of a work to create a possibility space for interpretation”
that encourages certain user action over others (n. p.), while Petraglia (2009) defines rhetoric as
“the symbol-mediated process through which we build and share representations” (p. 126). In their
collection, Verhulsdonck & Limbu (2013) similarly acknowledge the need to shift the focus of
digital rhetoric to the interpretation of symbols within a defined possibility space, arguing that
rhetoric should be seen as the creation of meaningful choices that will lead to meaningful
experiences for the user. Viewed this way, rhetoric almost becomes a quality of engagement,
encouraging user immersion in a space while driving them to participate in it. Lanham (2007)
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positions this work in terms of attention: at a time when we are inundated with information,
rhetoric offers a way for us impose some order on the world, directing and focusing our attention
on what matters most while still allowing for play within that space. Such views extend a Burkean
rhetoric of identification into an effort to design a possibility space where users are likely to accept
a designer’s ideas and act accordingly. Kiewe & Houck’s (2015) collection focuses on the effects
of rhetoric, emphasizing the kinds of reactions—“behavioral, attitudinal, textual”—that people
have to rhetorical acts (p. 18). They argue that, while it is impossible to guarantee certain outcomes
from rhetoric, the rhetor should approach their craft from a moral stance that tries to promote
positive action. As with the design of impact in games, rhetors have a responsibility to those they
affect to make sure those effects are not harmful.
Because of its emphasis on interpretation by the user, rhetoric as design should be
understood as an active process of creative invention, moderated between the player and the
designer. LeFevre (1987) recognized all creative acts, including the use of language, as necessarily
collaborative since they must be considered in terms of the writer and reader actively working
together to invent the final artifact. Thus, rhetoric is to some extent a social act, grounded in the
community. This means that understanding rhetoric requires looking at its effects on real people
in real contexts (Petraglia, 2009; Kiewe & Houck, 2015). Ackerman & Coogan (2010) stress how
rhetoric can be used to create spaces that engage audiences and encourage them to creative action,
recognizing those spaces as assemblages of involved agencies that enable people to act in a way
they want rather than forcing them to change their attitude or behavior. In this vein, Johnson (1998)
presents his idea of the user-as-citizen who must be acknowledged as central to technology use
and how we conceptualize rhetoric related to that use. Users are constantly struggling to adjust to
their environments. Coyne (2010) calls this process of adjustment “tuning,” whereby we make
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gradual changes to our environments in an attempt at calibration, influenced by a number of minute
factors. Rickert (2013) similarly identified a process of “attunement,” whereby people seek a more
satisfying balance with their environments. He advanced the idea of ambient rhetoric to describe
“a responsive way of revealing the world for others, responding to and put forth through affective,
symbolic, and material means, so as to (at least potentially) reattune or otherwise transform how
others inhabit the world to an extent that calls for some action” (Rickert, 2013, p. 162). Rhetoric
in this sense becomes the active or passive encouraging of a response to someone’s environment
in order to make them feel more at home there. Thinking in this vein, Opt & Gring (2009) propose
a Rhetoric of Social Intervention model that stresses how people use symbolic abstraction to
simplify and organize complex environments. They see the role of rhetoric not as persuasion, but
as correcting anomalies in various human needs when they arise since symbolic abstractions are
never perfect (Opt & Gring, 2009). Games similarly strive to correct perceived imbalances or
problems through the careful design of possibility spaces for player action. These approaches all
advance a view of rhetoric that remains focused on forging a connection in the audience, but
through the design of a real or artificial environment rather than an isolated communicative act.
When a designer develops an artifact like a game, what they are doing is establishing the possible
interactions that will shape how the player experiences that space, determining how they come to
occupy and live within it and ultimately how they adjust to it.
1.4.3 RHETORIC IN GAMES
This general idea of rhetoric as the design of possibility spaces can easily be applied to
understanding a rhetoric of game design. Bronack, Cheney, Riedl, & Tashner (2008) claim games
serve as extensions of everyday communication based on their effective designs of spaces. As with
any work of art, the abstractions a game chooses to present can say a lot about how that designer
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sees the world, communicating certain concepts to the player as they explore its possibility space.
Perhaps the most commonly cited example of rhetoric applied to understanding games is Bogost’s
(2010) procedural rhetoric, which he defines as “the art of persuasion through rule-based
representations and interactions rather than the spoken word, writing, images of moving pictures”
(p. ix). Bogost (2010) sees procedural rhetoric as a powerful potential tool for games and defines
persuasive games as those games which successfully utilize procedural rhetoric to simulate
complex systems. Such games typically encourage reflection rather than compelling players to
definitive action; they are meant to show how a system works, without offering a final judgment
on what the player should make of that information (Bogost, 2009). Some scholars, however, have
criticized this approach for overemphasizing the game system without properly attending to the
role of the player in interpreting and interacting with that system. Sicart (2011), for example,
worries about the ability of procedural rhetoric to fully attend to the needs of the players, since it
privileges the system over all other concerns, while Klabbers (2011) warns that persuasive games
as defined by Bogost may not allow for enough exploration of multiple possibilities because they
are intended to make a singular argument. Procedural rhetoric may thus not be ideal for an
examination of impact based on rhetorical identification. Instead, I propose a rhetoric of games
grounded in identification that offers a practical art for designing spaces to shape the kinds of
impact elicited by player interaction.
1.4.4 A RHETORIC OF IMPACT
Based on this discussion, I offer the following definition for a rhetoric of games: the
symbolic abstraction of a system into a possibility space for player action that encourages
identification between the player and the designer’s worldview such that the player is persistently
and intentionally changed. My previous definition of impact might thus be reframed accordingly
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as the extent to which the designer successfully turns a symbolic abstraction of a system into a
possibility space for player action that encourages identification between the player and the
designer such that the player is persistently and intentionally changed. This definition highlights
several competing concerns relevant to the creation of impact. First, how does the designer
properly abstract the game’s possibility space so that it communicates the intended impact to the
player? Answering this question requires emphasizing the designer’s intent and the ways in which
they might construct the game’s formal elements to properly translate the impact to the player,
minimizing the potential for misunderstanding or missed meaning. In large part, it can be thought
of as a problem of abstraction (i.e., the designer attending to the construction of the possibility
space such that players know what to do). Second, how does the designer encourage player
participation within the game’s possibility space? If the player is unwilling to participate in the
creation of impact, refusing to even try to identify with the designer’s abstraction, then it doesn’t
matter how well-designed the possibility space is since players won’t interact with it. This requires
ensuring that the experience is as meaningful to the player as it is to the designer and can be thought
of as a problem of agency (i.e., the player subsequently interacting with the constructed possibility
space and making it their own). Attending to these two related problems of abstraction and agency
requires reconciling the concerns of players and designers such that the designer properly
encapsulates their idea as a possibility space capable of being understood and convinces the player
to exercise their agency towards understanding it; simply put, it takes two for identification, which
can be tricky since the desires of the designer and player may diverge.
Constructing impact at this basic rhetorical level is fundamentally the same regardless of
the specific type of impact; whether the designer is trying to teach the player something or inspire
them to social action or improve their health, it remains necessary to first establish a rapport with
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the player and ensure that they a) are capable of identifying with the desired purpose and b) are
willing to identify with the desired purpose. Only if both these conditions are met can more specific
interactions for a designer’s intended impact be crafted. This brings me at last to my two main
research questions:
1) How can a designer structure their game’s possibility spaces to encourage
appropriate player identification with the designer’s purpose?
2) How can a designer manage player agency within their game such that players are
encouraged to willingly participate in the established act of identification?
The remainder of this dissertation is my attempt to provide answers to these two questions.

1.5 SUMMARY OF REMAINING CHAPTERS
In the chapters that follow, I expand on this rhetorical approach to impact based on my
collected research as I seek answers to my two research questions. Initially, this requires
identifying in greater detail how impact arises through game design, with an emphasis on better
extrapolating how problems of abstraction and agency are construed and what the primary
concerns of each are. Before they can be addressed, they must first be understood. Once I have a
better idea of what each of these problems entails, I then turn to thinking about what designers
might do at the level of formal design elements (i.e., the game’s mechanics, narrative, and
aesthetics) to solve these problems by encouraging more effective identification and enhancing the
game’s impact. By the end of my dissertation, I seek to provide interested designers and theorists
with both a detailed model for thinking about how impact is created through the process of
identification, and a set of applicable strategies they might rely on to more effectively implement
impact through identification in their own work.
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I begin this endeavor in Chapter 2, where I develop an initial framework for impact design
by combining approaches from literature in the fields of rhetoric, interactive narrative, and game
studies. While there are other potential ways to approach impact (such as through psychological
or educational lenses), this literature helps extend my rhetorical approach to impact while
highlighting impact predominately based on the creation of narrative and mechanics. My aim in
this initial discussion is to create a firmer understanding of what impact entails in games at the
intersection between designer abstraction and player agency to create meaningful experiences. I
offer an initial framework of relevant design concerns for creating impact through identification,
as well as some preliminary strategies designers might use to address those concerns.
In Chapter 3, I extend my discussion of impact to begin looking more closely at how
leading designers conceptualize impact in their own work. For this section, I interviewed Tracy
Fullerton, a professor and game designer at USC, and Jesse Schell, CEO of Schell Games, to ask
them about how they approach designing for impact. While Tracy Fullerton’s work focuses on
unique games with a message, Jesse Schell and his company are predominantly contracted to
produce educational games. After presenting my interview methodology, I summarize what I
learned from each interview and the major points each raised. I conclude this chapter by analyzing
their comments through the lens of my preliminary framework, using their experience to enhance
and expand it. Full transcripts of each interview, lightly edited for clarity, are in Appendix A.
In Chapter 4, I again seek to extend my framework for impact, this time by looking more
closely at several examples of games for a particular kind of impact: games designed to evoke
empathy in their players. In their overview of games for empathy, Papoutsi & Drigas (2016) claim
that “empathy may be further developed when a player not only takes the perspective of another
but also begins to identify with the character represented” (p. 36). They define empathy in terms
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of both its affective and cognitive dimensions (i.e., a person’s ability to have an emotional response
to the feelings of others and their subsequent ability to understand those responses). Identification
is thus not equivalent to empathy, although it represents a core aspect of it (Papoutsi & Drigas,
2016). The three games I chose as case studies were Undertale, That Dragon, Cancer, and Papo
& Yo. I picked these three games in part because, while all three were anticipated releases, little
academic scholarship has been written about them, leaving them ripe areas for extending our
discourse around games. Each also offers a different take on how a game might choose to
incorporate a deeper impact into its design: while Undertale functions primarily as a game for
entertainment with a component of empathy, That Dragon, Cancer exists solely to express the
feelings of its developers, and Papo & Yo lies somewhere in the middle. For each game, I offer an
overview of the game’s core narrative, mechanics, and aesthetics, and explore the strengths and
weaknesses of its respective game systems. From these examinations, I seek to draw more concrete
examples of how identification can be used to create impact.
In Chapter 5, I depart somewhat from the development of my framework to offer an
extended example of what it feels like to create a game for impact for the first time. I focus on my
ongoing efforts to develop a game to increase empathy for people with ADHD, presenting a kind
of extended design document highlighting how and why I made specific design decisions and
describing how that design was implemented in the current version of the game. I also offer an
experiential account of what I did during my design process, focusing on particular challenges I
encountered with designing for impact and how I struggled to overcome or reconcile them. This
section is intended as a design process case study, complimenting my designer interviews with a
first-hand, reflective account that might provide inspiration to future designers of impact.
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Finally, in Chapter 6, I conclude the creation of my framework in light of my research and
reflections on my own design practice, summarizing a final set of strategies game designers might
find helpful in addressing impact based on a rhetorical understanding of identification. I hope that
these strategies will serve as a starting point for further research into practical advice for designing
impact that is meaningful to both the designer and the player. While there is a diverse array of
existing and potential impact in games, understanding how to forge a connection between the
designer and the player through a mutual act of identification has the potential to universally
strengthen that impact and lead to more impactful designs in future games.
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2. UNDERSTANDING IMPACT THROUGH IDENTIFICATION
This chapter is devoted to recognizing and reconciling the critical roles played by both
abstraction and agency in designing for impact through identification. I begin with a brief practical
examination of how identification can occur, using this scholarship to outline relevant points for
game designers. After that, I define the twin problems of abstraction and agency in greater detail
and consider the complicated relationship between them. While abstraction and agency sometimes
work in unison, other times their demands stand starkly at odds. I then spend the remainder of the
chapter extrapolating three related concerns arising from the designer’s need to engage players
with both the experience of the game and its intended impact: authenticity, affectivity, and
ambiguity. For this effort, I rely primarily on literature drawn from the fields of rhetoric, game
studies, and interactive narrative to understand abstraction and agency as they relate to
identification. I conclude the chapter by beginning to consider the implications of this approach
for the creation of a design toolkit for impact.

2.1 IDENTIFICATION IN ACTION
Rhetorical scholarship on identification efforts can be divided into two types of strategies.
First, there are direct comparisons that seek to encourage identification between ideas based on
how they are alike or distinct from other ideas. Cheney (1983) identifies both a common ground
technique, where the rhetor seeks to establish how the audience is similar to someone because of
how alike they are, and identification through antithesis, where the rhetor does the opposite,
seeking to emphasize how similar the audience is to someone because of how dissimilar they are
to someone else by comparison. Woodward (2003) similarly discusses analogical associations,
where identification occurs by moving from one idea to another to establish a connection. Such
strategies are focused on drawing attention to the links between disparate ideas, encouraging the
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audience to consciously choose identification because of the logical or emotional rationale.
Bogost’s (2010) conception of procedural rhetoric offers an example of how these types of
identification can function in games like September 12th, with the game system or narrative
presenting an argument to the player with which they might then agree or disagree.
The second type of identification is subtler, based on indirect or unrecognized efforts to
influence audiences. Here, Cheney (1983) proposes what he calls the transcendent “we,” where
the rhetor moves away from making obvious comparisons and instead relies on unnoticed or
assumed unity, such as by frequently using the word “we” to imply group cohesion. Likewise,
Woodward (2003) discusses mechanistic and ideological associations that function at the periphery
of audience recognition. Mechanistic associations like conventions are rarely noticed or reflected
on since they become ingrained as learned cues for certain behaviors or attitudes. For example,
seeing a character’s name in red might immediately inspire the player to attack it, while seeing a
character’s name in green or blue might not. Woodward (2003) admits that while such interactions
technically constitute identification of a sort, they are weaker than other forms since they
essentially happen as reflex. Ideological associations, on the other hand, exist as a network of ideas
and assumptions that drive behavior based on some central tenet or ideology. No less ingrained
than mechanistic associations, ideological associations represent a deeper kind of unconscious
identification, such as players of Foldit adopting the mindset of a scientist, or players of Spec Ops:
The Line becoming embroiled in a sense of the American military-industrial complex while
playing. Despite their difference in scope, both types of identification often work by altering or
reframing one’s environment, thus actually changing how the person sees themselves, not just how
they see a given topic.
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Identification therefore goes much deeper than just a similarity with someone and their
ideas: it requires being “tuned to the resonances of form, language, sense, and behavior” in order
to understand the common culture (Woodward, 2003, p. 145). This makes it critical to do what is
possible to reduce the risk of misidentification, where statements of association might backfire and
produce the opposite of what was intended. According to Woodward (2003), there are three ways
misidentification most commonly occurs. First, the attempted identification may simply be inept,
bungling the execution of its message. For example, some have criticized BioShock Infinite for the
mismatch between its nonviolent themes and its use of traditional first-person shooter mechanics
that distract from that stronger narrative (Kain, 2013). Second, the rhetor may ask the audience to
have experience or knowledge that they lack, thus rendering them incapable of fully understanding
the message. If someone were to play a game addressing a social topic or concept with which they
had no familiarity, they are more likely to walk away with an incorrect understanding of what the
game was about. Finally, misidentification might be purposeful, as a means of shocking the
audience into reflection. Many of the games on the website Molleindustria (2018), such as Every
Day the Same Dream, use this kind of tactic to trick players into identifying with one idea only to
then defy their expectations and shift their understanding. Ultimately, identification is generally
seen as an effort to forge connections among people. As Woodward (2003) says, “the very heart
of identification lies in the opportunity—and it is always just an opportunity—to create a shared
universe through words, actions, and images” (p. 72).
2.1.1 LESSONS FOR GAME DESIGNERS
Game designers can learn several lessons from this work on identification. First,
identification does not always require the forging of a deep connection over time: “identification
thrives on first impressions and limited knowledge” (Woodward, 2003, p. 69). This means that a
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single powerful gameplay moment may often be enough to forge a meaningful link with players.
For example, while it is completed in a matter of minutes, Passage nevertheless manages to present
a meaningful experience with its simplistic mechanics and graphics, and much of that meaning
comes from the surprising death of your companion near the end of the game. Many other games,
such as Bastion or Brothers: A Tale of Two Sons similarly recognize the power of a single moment
of wonder or grief to focus player attention on a theme or message. Second, identification can be
seen or unseen, acknowledged by players as a persuasive argument or used more subtly to imply
an unstated connection. For example, while the McDonald’s Video Game explicitly presents its
game system as an argument to players about how fast food chains operate, other games like
America’s Army push their agenda much more insidiously by indoctrinating players into their
ideological agendas. Finally, identification is more than convincing players to accept an idea;
often, the process of identification may alter a player’s sense of self, permanently shifting their
understanding of the world. Accepting a new idea or adopting a new ideological perspective does
not happen in a vacuum, and people can be changed for better or worse by their game experiences.
In other words, identification is fickle, often hidden, and potentially life-changing, which
only serves to further stress the importance of its ethical use by game designers to ensure that any
changes taking place in players are positive and intentional. As Dyer-Witheford & de Peuter (2009)
frame it, games should be seen “as vectors of contending interests and agendas, and as inculcating
skills that can serve—but also potentially subvert—established norms” (p. xxvii). Much like other
media, games have the potential to uphold dominant ideologies and codify oppressive or harmful
ideas, often without players even realizing it. By the same token, they can also be used to encourage
self-growth or to counter untrue assumptions. The responsibility for the impact of identification
rests squarely on developer shoulders. Given the role even a fleeting act of identification can play
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in the more permanent construction of a player’s sense of self, such identification should thus be
done only with great care to the ramifications. Identification should consider not just the needs of
the developer, but the needs of the player as well. I will discuss this responsibility further in the
sections that follow.

2.2 DEFINING ABSTRACTION AND AGENCY
I defined impact in the previous chapter as the extent to which the designer successfully
turns a symbolic abstraction of a system into a possibility space for player action that encourages
identification between the player and designer such that the player is persistently and intentionally
changed. I further claimed that for this process of identification to work, designers face two distinct
problems: they must make sure that players are both able and willing to achieve the intended
impact through appropriate identification. These two problems can be conceptualized as problems
of abstraction and problems of agency. Problems of abstraction emphasize the creation of the
possibility space to properly express the developer’s views such that it is possible for players to
discern the desired meaning. Conversely, problems of agency emphasize the player’s subsequent
interaction with the game’s possibility space such that players become invested enough in the
experience to spend the time necessary for reflection and interpretation. If problems of abstraction
are about encoding a message so players can understand it, problems of agency are about getting
anyone to care enough to decode it. Without abstraction and agency working in unison, the chances
of successful identification thus lessen dramatically.
2.2.1 ABSTRACTION
Since problems of abstraction in games concern the designer’s ability to properly translate
their ideas into a form their players can understand, I define abstraction simply as the ability for a
constructed possibility space to capture and present its impact. Games do not seek to mimic
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reality, but to instead create an abstracted simulation of those aspects of reality most relevant to
the designer’s intended vision. Aarseth (2001) acknowledges this emphasis on simulation, arguing
that games are “complex systems based on logical rules” that can be understood through
interaction with their respective systems (p. 2). As such, games must often sacrifice some portion
of their realism in exchange for better feedback and engagement to help the system make sense to
players (Adams, 2013). Every choice the designer makes about what to include or not to include
in the game shifts the emphasis and meaning of the resulting system. Thus, as Adams & Dormans
(2012) acknowledge, it is important during the process of abstraction to seek the simplification of
broad ideas and the removal of irrelevant system components, with the goal of presenting a
carefully honed and streamlined experience to the player. Bogost (2010) defines this in terms of
vividness, which he argues “comes not from immersion but from abstraction” (p. 45). In other
words, a simulated space can often feel more real than the real world because of the elimination of
extraneous noise from the system.
The success of abstraction should therefore be judged not by its proximity to reality, but
rather by how close it comes to capturing the representational goals of the simulation. As Koster
(2004) frames it, games are “iconic depictions of patterns in the world” (p. 34). This requires
ensuring that the game’s components are all working in tandem to encourage players to
comprehend the established vision of the world, whatever that might be. At their core, game
mechanics are “just another way of communicating ideas” in conjunction with a game’s narrative
and aesthetic qualities (Filipowich, 2013, p. 3). If players are confused or fail to grasp the intended
meaning, then identification has failed before it has even begun. This then is the designer’s first
challenge: successfully abstracting their ideas into a coherent simulation capable of
communicating their ideas to achieve impact through identification.
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2.2.2 AGENCY
Problems of agency, like problems of abstraction, concern the designer’s ability to properly
construct a meaningful possibility space for the player; however, while problems of abstraction
emphasize the design of that space to suit the designer’s vision and convey their point, problems
of agency shift the emphasis to players and how they interact with that space based on its design.
There has been much debate in game studies over the nature of agency, and I do not wish to become
embroiled in that debate here. For my purposes, what matters most is attending to the effect the
player’s experience has on their willingness to identify with the designer’s message. As a result, I
define agency as the ability for the player to have a personally meaningful experience. It is
primarily through the proper management of player agency that designers compel players to
become complicit in the play act, since they will have little motivation to participate if the
experience is meaningless to them. If players are not willing to continue playing, then it is certainly
unlikely that they would be open to identification.
Agency in games is often seen as the player’s capacity to act on or interact with their
environment, but while my definition of agency can include elements of control over game
environments when such control matters to the player, it also includes other play contexts where
the player lacks direct control but is nevertheless able to find meaning. Ashwell (2014), for
example, identifies over a dozen different forms agency might take in games, from “big decision”
or “protagonism” agency where agency is derived from making the player the central driving force
of the story and offering them important choices, to “creative” or “reflective” agency where agency
is based on the player’s ability to fill in parts of the game and interpret the game’s aesthetic
qualities. Bossche (2013) likewise admits that if player agency lies anywhere, it is in the player’s
ability to think and feel outside of the game system itself in relation to the act of play. Agency is
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thus a combination of the player’s actions within the game and how they interpret those actions
outside of the game. This means that the degree to which the player is limited in the actions they
can take as part of the game is only one aspect of what ultimately determines whether or not they
possess agency. If an experience enables players to find meaning within it such that they would be
willing to identify with it, then that experience appropriately grants them agency; if it doesn’t, then
player agency is lacking, and the impact of the experience will likely suffer as a result.
2.2.3 RECONCILING ABSTRACTION AND AGENCY
Although both abstraction and agency are critical for successful identification, the two are
often at odds, with the player’s quest for agency butting up against the designer’s own quest to
create the perfect abstracted simulation. Tulloch (2014) frames this problem in terms of the tension
between the user-as-user and the user-as-producer: “the player is at the same time active agent and
prisoner of the system, author of events, and slave to the game’s authority, creative contributor
and mindless automaton” (p. 336). Nevertheless, Tulloch (2014) acknowledges that rules may
restrict possibilities, but they also simultaneously “function by constructing player agency,”
enabling other acts for players to perform (p. 346). While “players are constituted by the rules,”
so too does “the game only [come] into being by their play” (Tulloch, 2014, p. 348). In other
words, abstracted spaces give the player something with which to interact, and through this act of
play, the player then constructs their own meaning. Biesecker (1997) as well recognizes this tugof-war over agency, positing that agency is a combination of inherent strength shaped by exterior
forces. This means that the designer’s abstraction should be designed to enhance the player’s own
internal agency. Jensen (2014) approaches this need through the lens of Actor-Network Theory
(ANT), claiming that games should construct themselves to encourage players to delegate agency
to the network and become willing participants. He offers four implications for game design based
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on his qualitative research of play: 1) design should put players to work, utilizing their cognitive
and physical abilities; 2) design should modulate excitement, encouraging player compliance with
their given role by appropriately framing the play act; 3) design should encourage creation of
effective networks; and 4) design should recognize player emotions and abilities (Jensen, 2014).
A successful abstraction must thus seek to balance its own needs with those of players.
This inherent tension between the needs of designers and players has led to disagreement
about the extent to which agency can or should be privileged as a driving force for games at all.
Some scholars, like Koster (2013), argue that “the unique power of games…lies in the
conversation between the player and designer,” and that games that too heavily restrict player
agency through reduced interactivity risk defeating the purpose of games entirely (p. 9). Other
scholars, like Charles (2009) or Simons (2007), view agency as an illusion since players are always
intentionally or unintentionally at the mercy of the designer’s implemented system. Thus, whatever
meaning players derive from the experience is possible only because the designer intended it to be
so. Both Bossche (2013) and Brice (2013) question whether the creation of agency is even
desirable for games. As Brice (2013) points out, designing the experience such that it gives players
everything they want risks destroying the integrity of the play experience the designer is trying to
construct. My own understanding of agency lies somewhere in the middle of these two viewpoints:
while a degree of agency must be attended to for the sake of player engagement, including such
agency in a game comes at the risk of reduced meaning. This means that agency is always a
necessary evil in the design of impact, with the needs of the player carefully balanced against the
needs of the designer. A more relevant question to me, then, isn’t whether games can provide
player agency, but rather the degree to which they should.
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Because they are so irrevocably intertwined, the problems of abstraction and agency can
only be solved in unison, with attention paid to how one will likely affect the other. Both
abstraction and agency operate via engagement. Agency is a function of engagement with the
game, keeping the player invested in the experience so that they want to keep playing. The more
invested players are, the more likely they are to reach and engage with the part of that experience
geared towards the designer’s impact. This is the type of engagement most commonly attributed
to games, and it plays a key role in ensuring player complicity with the act of identification.
Conversely, abstraction involves engagement with the designer’s goals and message. Such
engagement occurs within the game but separate from regular gameplay, requiring the player to
reflect and work towards whatever the designer intended. Successful identification requires both
forms of engagement: agentive engagement that keeps the player playing and abstractive
engagement that enables identification with the designer’s worldview. There are three aspects of
agentive and abstractive engagement I wish to address here: authenticity, affectivity, and
ambiguity. While there are certainly other concerns that could be relevant to designing for impact,
my examination of authenticity, affectivity, and ambiguity represents an initial step towards
conceptualizing what is most important when encouraging identification in players. In the
following sections, I explore each concern in greater detail, discussing the concern as it relates to
both the designer’s attempt to create an abstracted space and to their attempt to enable and direct
player agency within that space.

2.3 AUTHENTICITY
The role of authenticity in art and media has long been contested. In the field of rhetoric,
this contestation often arises in discussions of the impact of eloquence and style on persuasion.
Some rhetoricians fear that the use of eloquence risks obscuring the truth. Plato, for example,
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condemned poetic style as distracting from the content of an argument since it might convince
people without the use of logic or reason (Haskins, 2000). Other rhetoricians see eloquence as an
integral part of presenting one’s point of view in such a way that audiences would understand and
agree. Isocrates embodied this approach when he emphasized the purpose of rhetoric as “practical
political action” rather than philosophical debate (Jaeger, 1994, p. 126). To Isocrates, eloquence
was a tool which, when wielded responsibly, could be used to mold good citizens and build a
virtuous society. Authenticity thus becomes less about a connection to some perceived absolute
truth, and more about the rhetor remaining true to their commitment to the public good. A sense
of authenticity alone is not a guarantee that an outcome will be beneficial, nor that an argument
will be effective. In some cases, a well-meaning drive for authenticity may even present
opportunities for abuse. For example, Terrill (2011) argues that an overemphasis on the apparent
sincerity of an argument can unintentionally result in manipulation through misplaced faith in the
veracity of a claim.
Nevertheless, the use of authenticity presents an opportunity to bridge the gap of
understanding between designers and players by encouraging identification. Turkle (2012), for
example, describes how people feel a need for authentic interactions that are often lacking in
modern lives driven primarily by digital interactions. G. Crawford (2012) similarly extols the
importance of authenticity, seeing games as potentially capable of driving authentic experiences
designed to connect players back to everyday life. If authenticity is to be utilized responsibly, it
must be authentic for both the designer and the player. Following in the footsteps of Isocrates, I
thus define authenticity as the degree to which a game captures the subjective truth of the person
who made it and the person who plays it. This definition of authenticity requires that designers
seek to the best of their ability to embody both their ideals and their players’ ideals within the
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abstracted system of their game. Failing to do the former risks compromising the message through
the knowing presentation of falsehood, while failing to do the latter risks rendering the message
impotent in the face of lived player experiences and needs. There are three aspects I wish to address
for the effective use of authenticity in games: ethicality, context, and identity.
2.3.1 ETHICALITY
As I have touched on elsewhere, game designers have a responsibility over their designs
and the impact of those designs on their players. Game designers should strive to secretly improve
their players’ lives by taking the time to think about the lasting effects of play (Schell, 2014).
Designers owe it to their players to at least ensure that the identifications they encourage are
attempted responsibly. This means that any abstracted game space should encourage meaningful
interactions that enrich the lives of players, rather than encouraging continued play via unhealthy
methods like addiction or compulsion (Melody, 2014). Designers may not be able to guarantee
that all game interactions are realistic, but they can at least guarantee that interactions remain
authentic to their understanding of the world and to their own ideals. Alexander (2014), for
example, urges game designers to create more diverse characters that derive from their own
subjective experiences. Anthropy (2012) similarly pushes for a recognition of the power of the
personal to enhance a game’s meaning. Incorporating such experiences makes the game resonant
more with the designers who made them, which in turn may enhance resonance with players. When
carried out authentically, abstracted spaces can enable positive interactions that drive players
towards identification. Of course, capturing a sense of authenticity also requires attending to the
player by considering the game in relation to the context in which it is played and the identities it
helps construct.
2.3.2 CONTEXT
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In order for an experience to be authentic, it must recognize and consider the context in
which it will be played. Part of that context can be derived from the game itself and the systems it
uses to present itself to the player. Jorgensen (2013), for example, argues that game UI is
contextually critical to driving more meaningful interactions in players. Context is also dependent
on the player and whether they find the presented experience authentic to their own life
experiences. Petraglia (2009) recognizes the key role authenticity plays in meaning construction
when he calls for acknowledging it as a critical component of rhetoric, arguing that the authentic
experiences of students should be harnessed to encourage identification with the worldviews
presented by teachers. Doing so helps forge a connection between the past experiences of the
students and the new experiences the teachers are trying to convey, which in turn makes the
students more amenable to trying to understand them. Arnseth (2006) similarly argues that
designers must look at how players create meaning in order to understand and contextualize their
play based on what it meant to them. Game design can thus be greatly enhanced by leveraging
existing player passion, anticipating what players care about and trying to tie that into the game.
Bissell’s (2011) lived accounts of his own experiences with games corroborate this focus on the
uniquely powerful impact a given game can have on players based on its resonance with them,
changing them for better or for worse.
Finally, context might instead be considered in terms of the larger material, social, and
cultural contexts in which the game is being played. In game studies, this context is often defined
in terms of a “magic circle” separating the moment of play from the rest of the world. Although
the term itself is drawn from the work of Huizinga (2016), the contemporary concept is really
derived from the work of Salen & Zimmerman (2003), who describe the magic circle as “a space
both limited and limitless…a finite space with infinite possibility” (p. 107). The idea of an isolated
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play act contained within a magic circle is often derided as a false separation, with scholars such
as Consalvo (2009) insisting that games should instead be understood as dynamic negotiations
between developers and players within broader cultural and social contexts. Other scholars like
Juul (2008), however, argue that the magic circle is intended to be seen more as a puzzle piece
whose boundaries and uses may vary, so long as it is recognized that “a game must be integrated
into a context in order to be experienced as separate from that context” (p. 65). Zimmerman (2012)
himself agrees with this assessment, pointing out that “games are a context from which meaning
can emerge,” and arguing that the concept of the magic circle was meant to capture how
relationships and meanings shift as a result of the current game session, not to utterly divorce the
game from real life (p. 3). Regardless of whether context is defined in terms of a magic circle, that
context certainly plays a role in determining if players find the experience authentic, since it is
impossible to understand the player experience without also attending to any outside factors that
inevitably influenced it.
Therefore, it is important that designers do what they can to account for context in
meaningful ways. For Galloway (2004), this kind of authenticity isn’t about being true to reality,
but about embedding a sense of current social issues within the design. Flanagan (2005) similarly
argues for a participatory exchange of ideas based on the subversion of expectations and the
application of real-world contexts. Jenkins, Ito, & boyd (2016) agree, pointing to a need for more
meaningful participation of players via a rhetoric of resistance, which they claim “raises
expectations and often forms the basis of more active resistance to constraints that might have
seemed acceptable under other circumstances” (p. 186). Such views emphasize enabling players
to better themselves based on recognizing and accommodating their needs. It is for this reason that
G. Crawford (2012) argues games should be studied as social texts and recognized as embodied
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cultural artifacts for particular groups that become part of everyday life through repeated use. For
example, Heron & Belford (2014) champion an emphasis on external morality over internal
morality, arguing that games should make players reflect on their own circumstances as opposed
to just those circumstances manifested within a game through its mechanics. By acknowledging
the context in which a game will be played, designers can harness that context towards enhancing
the believability and authenticity of their work.
2.3.3 PLAYER IDENTITY
Much of the strength of authenticity comes from the ways in which it defines and shapes
player identities. G Crawford (2012) recognizes the role that media can play in identity
construction and performance, with in-game identities overlapping and interplaying with real life
identities as players move among different social groups. Building off the work of Goffman
(1959), G. Crawford (2012) claims that the act of play should be understood in terms of
performance, with players altering their behavior based on their negotiation of different frames of
reference. Cremin (2012) similarly views the relationship between the designer and player as a
kind of identity collaboration, where “the video game is only alive through the manipulations of
the player and in turn how the player is affected by those manipulations” (p. 77). As a result, he
claims that gameplay should be judged based on “the manner of the collaboration between the two
artists and the assemblages they form” (Cremin, 2012, p. 77). Koster (2004) agrees with the
relevance of games for identity construction when he says that “games do need to illuminate
aspects of ourselves that we did not understand fully” (p. 186). The success of this kind of identity
collaboration is largely based on how it aligns with player experiences.
Authentically handling issues of identity can be difficult since players may identify
differently with the same thing or value distinct aspects of how their identity groups are represented
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in games (Shaw, 2014). It is for this reason that Shaw (2014) points to a tension between the drive
to produce games for a more diverse audience, and the danger of making assumptions about which
audience sub-groups to privilege or what needs to be done on their behalf. Ultimately, including
realistic depictions of identity in games is less important than using those representations
responsibly, focusing on them when they matter and avoiding tokenism based solely on the
perceived need for diversity. As Shaw (2014) notes, in-game representations may appeal to players
when they occur, especially unexpectedly, but they are not always a critical component of player
engagement. This kind of identification is also not dependent just on representation: players are
capable of identifying with characters even if they seemingly have nothing in common (Shaw,
2014). Nevertheless, attending to how one’s design represents diverse identities and appeals to or
shapes player identities can greatly enhance a game’s perceived authenticity, driving positive
interactions with its message.
2.3.4 SUMMARY
Rather than defining authenticity in terms of realism, I define it in terms of the
responsibility designers have to be true to their own values and those of their players. On the one
hand, designers should strive to ensure the possibility spaces they create are authentic to make sure
they are ethical and believable. Presenting an experience that either is inauthentic or that feels
inauthentic weakens the experience while also increasing the possibility of unintentional
consequences on players. On the other hand, designs should be authentic to enable and enhance
player agency by making the game feel more connected to player real-life experiences and needs.
Designs can be made more connected to player experiences by either attending to the external
context of the game and the environment in which it is played, or by attending to the internal
context of the player and the ways in which the play experience constructs and is subsequently
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constructed by the player’s sense of identity. Doing so not only helps ensure the proper impact is
coded for identification within the abstraction, but also enhances player feelings of agency by
making the experience feel more personal, tied to their understanding of how the world works. Just
as the designer must seek to capture a truth about how they see the world, they must at the same
time recognize and embed that truth in a way that will resonate with the player and their
understanding of the world.

2.4 AFFECTIVITY
One primary way engagement can take place is through the creation of emotions. It is
common to think of the emotions generated in games primarily through the lens of what will be
“fun” or pleasurable for the player. While there are many competing definitions of fun, Koster
(2004) asserts that “games are exceptionally tasty patterns to eat up,” and it is the hunt to recognize
and understand these patterns that players enjoy (p. 14). This is similar to claims made by Iglesias
(2005), who said that curiosity, identification, and reaction are central to the generation of reader
emotions in narrative. In one of the more famous studies of emotion in games, Lazzaro (2004)
performed a field study of 30 adults playing their favorite games to identify the most common
emotions they displayed. She found that wonder and surprise, as well as pride in their
accomplishments and those of others, were among the top demonstrated emotions. Players
naturally want to decipher how the game works, and once they have mastered the puzzle presented
to them by the game, their motivation to play lessens. Conversely, designers typically seek to
develop complex challenges that will hold player interest long enough for them to complete the
game experience. As Suits (1990) recognized, play can be conceived as “the voluntary attempt to
overcome unnecessary obstacles,” where the rules explicitly try to make passage through the game
less efficient (p. 190). This engenders an inherent tension between players, who naturally seek the
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easiest path to game mastery, and designers, who often feel compelled to prolong the search to
keep players invested in the game (Koster, 2005).
Fun thus need not be easy or even necessarily in agreement with what the player thinks
they want. McGonigal (2011) and Lorentz (2014), for example, both advocate for fun failure by
giving players the tools they need to learn what they are missing and thus eventually come to
triumph over adversity. McGonigal (2011) notes that failure can be made an entertaining reward,
and “in many cases, that hope of success is more exciting than success itself” (p. 68). In other
words, like reading a good book, it is the journey that is perhaps most pleasurable, not the eventual
destination. Other difficult emotions, such as fear or disgust, can also be used in games to
significant effect, and are actually among the most prevalent emotions felt by players (Lazzaro,
2004). Even such seemingly negative emotions can be used to engender excitement or drive player
investment in the experience. What matters most isn’t that the game is fun per se, but that the
player’s emotions are used to connect them to the work such that they are inspired to further ingame interactions, leading eventually to impact through identification. There are three avenues
through which I want to examine issues of affectivity: by looking at traditional frameworks for
understanding emotion, by looking at the deeper potential of more personal emotional involvement
through intrinsic motivation, and by examining the seeming contradiction presented by the need
for dissonance to reduce affectivity for the sake of critical reflection.
2.4.1 EMOTIONAL FRAMEWORKS
Many scholars recognize the influence of player emotions on the play experience, offering
a variety of frameworks for categorizing them. From her study of player emotion, Lazzaro (2004)
composed a breakdown of fun into hard fun (e.g., beating a difficult challenge), easy fun (e.g.,
exploring a mysterious temple), altered states (e.g., scaring the player), and the people factor (e.g.,
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playing with a friend). LeBlanc (2005) proposed his own taxonomy of game pleasures, with
sensation, fantasy, narrative, challenge, fellowship, discovery, expression, and submission among
the most important. He believed that such emotions encourage the creation of climactic struggles,
focused on the development and eventual resolution of a satisfying dramatic arc (LeBlanc, 2005).
This emphasis on understanding affectivity based on player action is common in games, where
their interactive potential is often stressed. Bartle (2005), for example, sought to define
engagement based on the type of activity players found most enticing: killers who act on players,
achievers who act on the world, socializers who interact with players, and explorers who interact
with the world. Conversely, Frome (2007) classified emotion based on both the context in which
the emotion arose (i.e., ecological, narrative, game, or artifact), and the player’s role (i.e., observer
or actor) within that context. A brief comparison of these various frameworks and their main
concerns can be found in Table 2.1. In general, they tend to broadly fit into four categories, with
much overlap among them: emotion derived from the gameplay itself, emotion derived from
aesthetic concerns such as narrative, emotion derived from player reflection and reaction outside
the game, and emotion derived from the context in which the game is experienced such as the play
environment or the presence of other players. Player enjoyment is thus not only derived from a
game’s mechanics, but also from the interaction of those mechanics with the game’s aesthetic and
narrative qualities within a broader context of play that potentially inspires the player to further
thought or reflection.
Regardless of what framework is used, affectivity drives the play experience. Fullerton
(2014) defines five effects of emotions: 1) to create enjoyment of sensations; 2) to focus attention;
3) to aid in decision making; 4) to affect performance; and 5) to reward and motivate learning
(Fullerton, 2014). Player emotion can often be deeply personal, affected by their interpretation of
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Table 2.1: Comparison of frameworks for emotion in games

the game and its relationship to their own experiences. Schubert (2014) defines this in terms of
resonance: when a player recognizes something based on their understanding of the world,
engagement can be enhanced via that recognition. To better understand the creation of
engagement, Herodotou, Winters, & Kambouri (2015) developed a Model of Game Motivation
focused on capturing what drives people to play games as part of their daily lives. They found that
“gaming becomes an engaging activity when gamers’ individual characteristics and preferences of
play align with certain game design characteristics… [and] is further reinforced and maintained
through social interaction” (Herodotou, Winters, & Kambouri, 2015, p. 261). Whether through
visceral fun or the forging of emotional resonance, designers can rely on player affectivity to
engage players with the game and enhance their sense of agency over it. This, in turn, helps drive
their impression that the space within which they are interacting is personally relevant, making
them more amenable to identification with what that space is trying to convey.
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Figure 2.1: Maslow's hierarchy of needs (Burton, 2012)

2.4.2 INTRINSIC MOTIVATION
Intrinsic motivation offers an alternative approach to understanding affectivity in games,
focused on what appeals to players on a deeper level. One way designers have tried this approach
with Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, which claims that human beings generally attend to lower
level needs such as eating or breathing first, only worrying about the next tier of needs once those
lower level needs have been achieved (Schell, 2014; Totten, 2014). These needs are divided into
five tiers, starting from the bottom and working up: Physical needs, Security needs, Social needs,
Ego needs, and finally Self-Actualization needs (see Figure 2.1). By considering ways in which
their game might appeal to lower-level needs experienced by players, designers can potentially
enhance their game’s appeal. Intrinsic motivation can also be understood through the process of
flow. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) defines flow as the achievement of a perfect state of focused
attention where someone is operating at peak performance, and claims it is vital to the creation of
meaning. Ma & Zheng (2014) extend this notion, highlighting how games can be adaptive to
individual player needs to achieve flow by balancing frustration with triviality. Over the course of
43

three studies, Jin (2012) found that successful performance and user playfulness both help enhance
the player’s state of flow, as does the player’s sense of spatial, physical, and self-presence. Greater
challenge can also lead to greater flow, but only if the player is skilled enough to meet those
challenges (Jin, 2012). McGonigal (2011) recognizes the power of flow but argues that such a state
cannot be maintained indefinitely and is thus only one part of sustained happiness. To supplement
flow, she proposes four types of intrinsic rewards that are “all ways of engaging deeply with the
world around us”: more satisfying work; the experience/hope of being successful; social
connection; and the feeling of being part of something greater than ourselves (McGonigal, 2011,
p. 50).
Self-determination theory offers a related approach, postulating that games can enhance
intrinsic motivation in players by fostering feelings of autonomy, competence, and relatedness
(Gee, 2007). First, autonomy is a sense of control over an activity such that players feel like they
can do what they want in accordance with their values and beliefs. This can sometimes be thought
of in terms of player empowerment and the desire of players to escape reality and enact their
fantasies (Feil & Scattergood, 2005). Autonomy in games, however, is more than this kind of
empowerment; it also gets at the heart of game interactivity and the ability of games to permit a
variety of actions and provide multiple solutions to a single problem. Autonomy is thus closely
tied to player agency. Players experience autonomy when they think they have the opportunity to
carry out an act. Second, competence is a sense of mastery, a feeling of having effectively dealt
with a problem in the external environment. This pride over accomplishment is a key element of
what often makes games more engaging than real life, where complex dilemmas may lack clear
solutions or quick feedback (McGonigal, 2011). Players experience competence when they think
they have the ability to be successful at an attempted act. Finally, relatedness is both a desire for
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social connection with others, and a desire to make a difference or accomplish a higher purpose.
Games are designed to feel meaningful, both socially and personally (Squire, 2011). Even games
that do not encourage players to battle against one another or cooperate to take on a particularly
hard challenge most likely have multiple websites or forums devoted to them that help foster a
sense of community among players (Gee, 2007). As McGonigal (2011) notes, “Games make us a
part of something bigger and give epic meaning to our actions” by framing them in terms of a
narrative or integrating them with a set of larger goals (p. 98). Players experience relatedness when
they think that their act possesses meaning. Anticipating what players want or need can lead to
deeper positive emotions which are not only beneficial to the player’s wellbeing, but also to their
engagement with the game and its ideas.
2.4.3 DISSONANCE
While affectivity primarily draws the player more deeply into the game to enhance agentive
engagement, dissonance serves as a necessary counterbalance, engaging the player with the
designer’s ideas. It is from the creation of dissonance that much of the impact in games arises.
Bogost (2010) defined a simulation gap common in games between what players think and what
the simulation shows them. When these two align, players remain immersed within the experience
and continue playing the game; however, when the vision of the world presented by the game
contrasts with their own internal vision of the world, the player experiences cognitive dissonance.
This jars them out of the experience, forcing them to reflect on that difference and try to reconcile
it. It is from this reconciliation that new meaning is created, and identification is achieved. Bogost
(2010) warns, however, that designers can’t simply show players some new vision of the world
and expect them to instantly comprehend and accept it; rather, players must be allowed to interact
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with the system so that they can work through its meaning. While this allows the potential for
misunderstandings to arise, it also makes any conclusions more meaningful to players.
Resolving dissonance also requires encouraging an appropriate amount of distance to allow
for reflection; if the player is too immersed in the experience, they won’t take the time to think
about what’s happening. There are a number of potential ways to help players achieve critical
distance. Building off Laurel’s (1993) metaphor of the computer interface as a shared stage for
action, Evans (2014) proposes three alternative approaches from theatre that might be applied to
games to allow space for critical reflection. The first, Brecht’s epic theatre, tries to distract the
audience with minor interruptions; the second, absurdist theatre, tries to signify that it is out of
sync with reality; and the third, Grotowski’s poor theatre, tries to strip away as much as possible
so that the audience interacts directly with the actors (Evans, 2014). In each case, the goal becomes
finding a way to break the illusion of engagement within Aristotelian drama. Schrank (2014) as
well stresses the idea of reflection through active disengagement with the game, thereby granting
players enough distance that they can pause and reflect. Critical distance is perhaps best achieved
by defying player expectations. For example, Kostelnick & Hassett (2003) view conventions as
negotiations between the designer and user that make each of their lives easier while they hold,
but which might then be creatively broken for particular effect. Breaking an expected convention
can thus both create dissonance that needs to be resolved and encourage the critical distance needed
to resolve it.
Of course, dissonance is not always positive. Gach (2013), for example, describes “ludonarrative dissonance” as a problem in many games where the game mechanics and story are
mismatched, most often due to poor writing, inappropriate game mechanics, or limitations of
current technology. He further describes “gameisms” as common conventions in games that are
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unrealistic or plot-defying; while these are fine when they are clearly defined and understood,
inappropriate use can inadvertently weaken the player’s experience. Gach (2013) concludes that
the subversion of conventions or expectations must thus be done carefully, with consideration to
the likely impact it will have on the player. Just because a convention can be broken doesn’t
necessarily mean that it should. Defying expectations can also make it more difficult for the game
to be critically examined. Scholars and players alike are often all too eager to criticize a game they
don’t understand or that defies their narrow idea of what a game should be, rather than judging the
game on its own merits and whether it accomplished its specific goals (Lifschitz, 2014). The
creation of dissonance is thus a powerful tool for encouraging engagement with the designer’s
ideas, but one that must be cautiously balanced against the other demands of player affectivity.
2.4.4 SUMMARY
Concerns of affectivity focus on the ways in which emotions drive engagement. Although
there are many ways of categorizing the emotions elicited by games, these breakdowns tend to
recognize the ways in which emotion arises based on the actions players take and the context in
which they take them. Emotion in games is often characterized in terms of player enjoyment, such
as the fun of mastering a new challenge or playing out a power fantasy; however, players can be
invested in other types of deeper emotion as well. Intrinsic motivation is one such example of the
ways in which games might meet the deeper needs of players rather than appealing to a fleeting
desire. Despite the necessity of affective engagement, dissonance proves that it is not always
beneficial to seek player engagement with the game, since designers must also seek player
engagement with their ideas. By creating cognitive dissonance in players to draw them out of the
experience, designers can encourage increased reflection on the game’s simulated systems. This
tension between affectivity and dissonance is an example of the ever-present tension between
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problems of abstraction and agency, and the ways in which developers must find ways to reconcile
the player’s needs with their own.

2.5 AMBIGUITY
All games are ambiguous in the sense that they remain fundamentally incomplete until the
moment of play. Players literally assist in the constructed performance of the game so that it can
become a finished product; until players decide to interact with the game, all the game artifact can
do is sit and wait. Nitsche (2008) describes this in terms of “evocative narrative elements” which
he claims lead to the creation of player-driven narratives as the designer and player collaborate to
create shared stories. By attending to a game’s presentation and functionality, the designer can
seek to make “the game worlds accessible through interactive options and [shape] their mediation
in specific ways,” driving player interaction instead of arising solely from them (Nitsche, 2008, p.
9). The designer presents a rule-based system, and the player then brings that system to life. It is
for this reason that Salen & Zimmerman (2003) define play as “free movement within a more rigid
structure” (p. 304). McLuhan (1994) similarly identifies what he calls hot media and cold media,
with cold media inviting audiences to participate more directly in their construction so that they
can fill in the gaps in content themselves. Based on this understanding of ambiguity, there are
several topics I wish to address in relation to the use of ambiguity to invite identification and
subsequent impact. First, I discuss the role narrative closure can play in encouraging player
creation of meaning. I then extend this conversation to look more specifically at player complicity,
since play and subsequent identification is impossible without player willingness to engage. After
that, I explore ambiguity in the game itself more fully in terms of its interactivity and how it
encourages participation with its systems. Finally, I conclude my examination of ambiguity by
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briefly touching on immersion and presence and their relationship to interactivity as driving forces
of player investment.
2.5.1 CLOSURE
While traditional stories usually provide a concrete sense of closure—the reader learns
what happened by the end of the novel—this is not necessarily an ideal characteristic for games.
Interactive media plays with traditional ideas of closure in at least two distinct ways. The first way
is through the use of ambiguous or emergent structure. Boal (1974/1993) recognized the problems
of adhering to a strict Aristotelian approach to dramatic tragedy that stresses the need for closure.
Aristotelian drama typically follows an expected structure: there is conflict between a character
and society, followed by the establishment of empathy between spectators and the character, such
that spectators feel a blow with regards to the character’s fate, recognize the error of their ways,
and then achieve purification of the presented antisocial characteristics via catharsis (Boal,
1974/1993). This in turn serves to subtly control people by positing for them what is and isn’t
virtuous behavior. Boal (1974/1993) sought to combat this by advocating for a radical new theatre
that breaks with reality and embraces abstraction, rather than limiting possibilities only to whatever
is already known in support of the status quo. Boal (1974/1993) recognized that “the theatre is a
weapon and it is the people who should wield it” (p. 122). He thus sought to transform passive
spectators into actors capable of affecting the dramatic action through better control of their bodies.
Frasca (2004) extended Boal’s ideas specifically for games by focusing on simulation and
reflection over narrative certainty or immersion. He argued that “the potential of simulation is not
as a conveyor of values, but as a way to explore the mechanics of dynamic systems” (Frasca, 2004,
n.p.). This is similar as well to the distinction made in film studies between the montage tradition,
which relied on artificial construction of the film to direct viewer impressions and the mise-en-
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scene tradition, which instead emphasized the creation of a space for viewers to explore in search
of their own meanings from the resulting ambiguity (Bazin, 2005).
In other words, the process of meaning construction can be as important as the meaning
itself. Laurel (1993) seeks her own understanding of interactive media by approaching computers
through the lens of dramatic performance. She argues that unpredictable users require attention to
dramatic probability, where the designer establishes a setting that tries to make and then meet
audience expectations through the use of tools such as discovery, surprise, and reversal (Laurel,
1993). The goal of designers should thus be to enhance the structure of a work rather than its
content, such that established constraints and dramatic techniques help restrain what the user
can/wants to do in a way conducive to the elicitation of user emotion (Laurel, 1993). Improvisation,
for example, is based on emergent play with a freely associated structure that then extracts meaning
out of initially ambiguous content (Johnstone, 2015). The improv artists build off each other and
off audience suggestions to collectively fit together pieces and work towards a satisfying
conclusion. Memes are similarly constructed to encourage viewer assistance in their dissemination
via remixing, relying on characteristics such as their poor quality, humor, simplicity, and
repetitiveness to invite viewers to play with the provided structure (Shifman, 2014). In both these
cases, a purposefully ambiguous structure leaves room for audience co-production, which helps
invest them more in the end artifact. Game structure is no different. To some extent, the very act
of playing a game requires players to seek their own closure constantly at each moment of play,
since every game is fundamentally incomplete until it has a player to interact with it.
In addition to playing with structure, closure can also be manipulated through ambiguous
meaning, where users seek to fill in purposeful gaps in the content in order to make sense of it.
Comics offer a good illustration of this type of ambiguous closure: comics are divided into panels
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with gaps (called gutters) in-between, which readers are then required to fill in with their
imaginations as they read (McCloud, 1993). Much of the action takes place off-panel, often with
large jumps in time or location from one panel to the next, so careful planning is required to give
readers enough structure to correctly infer what has been left unseen or unsaid. Of course, to a
lesser extent this kind of reader-generated closure happens all the time in more traditional media
as well, such as when the reader must infer something about a character’s past or fate that isn’t
explicitly outlined on the page. When interacting with media of any kind, users are constantly
required to think and interpret, which in turn influences the meaning they derive. What changes is
the degree of ambiguity allowed by a particular experience based on the constraints of its narrative,
technology, and other systems. This is no different for games, and while all games are thus
ambiguous to some extent in both their structure and content, purposefully harnessing that
ambiguity can encourage players to strive to find their own meaning, enhancing their sense of
identification with it once they do.
2.5.2 COMPLICITY
Ambiguity and lack of closure demand increased player effort to reach a conclusion, thus
making players more complicit in the production of meaning. Atzmon (2011), for example,
recognizes the use of ambiguous meaning as a rhetorical strategy capable of enhancing persuasion.
The idea of making the user work to uncover their own meaning is common across interactive
narrative, where it is often classified as ergodic literature (Aarseth, 1997). Such works endeavor
to inspire the player to actively engage with them, seeking to piece together information on their
own to come to a satisfying conclusion. Players must thus be made complicit in the act of
discovery, since their concerted effort is required if they are to complete an ambiguous structure
and become co-producers of the final work (Sicart, 2014). Consequently, they have just as much
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emphasis on the journey as they do the eventual destination, since users enjoy figuring out how
things work (Koster, 2005; Montfort, 2003). Other scholars have come up with their own
metaphors to describe this process, such as Douglas (2000) who thought of interactive fiction as a
maze of discovery, or Montfort (2003), who advanced the idea of the narrative as a pleasurable
riddle for players to solve. Hagebolling (2004) recognized the reader as co-author of the story in
much interactive narrative because of their role in constructing meaning from the experience.
Atzmon (2011) extends this concept to visual rhetoric, where he argues one must recognize the
role of user interpretation in the creation of meaning. Cavallaro (2010) and Flanagan (2013)
similarly see games as ambiguous sites of negotiation which must balance story construction with
player immersion and allow for critical play that encourages player participation. Such
participation is a crucial component of making gameplay experiences meaningful to the players,
leading to more dynamic and engaging experiences.
2.5.3 INTERACTIVITY
Interactivity arises largely due to the ambiguous nature of games and is a product of
complicit player participation within the game system, playing a crucial role in developing player
agency. It is thus helpful to look at how interactivity is discussed and some of the ways in which
it can be strengthened to further enhance player engagement with both the game and the designer’s
message. Simply defined, interactivity is the ability for the player to affect the game and for the
game to affect the player. As Murray (1997) argues, feelings of agency are strongly tied into how
interactive the media form feels. C. Crawford (2012) and Meadows (2003) acknowledge this with
regards to the creation of emergent narrative possibilities based on the complex relationship
between the designer and reader. While such interactivity can require additional work to design
and makes it harder to control the message, it can also increase persuasiveness by constraining and
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directing player effort (Adams & Dormans, 2012). This investment of effort binds players to the
final artifact and helps prime them to be receptive to identification, since their navigation of its
ambiguous structure helped jointly produce the final experience. Of course, designing for
interactivity is not as simple as giving the player more control over the experience. Salter (2014)
encourages those working with interactivity to consider the wide range of forms it might take, both
in games and in other media. Miller (2004/2014) identifies six types of interactivity: stimulus and
response, navigation, control over objects, communication, exchange of information, and
acquisition. These forms each represent a unique way in which the user might be allowed to act
upon their environment or the overall game system. Galloway (2006), meanwhile, interprets
interactivity as “gamic action.” He identifies four types of gamic action based on whether they are
performed by the player or by the code, and whether they are diegetic or nondiegetic (Galloway,
2006). Such approaches to interactivity tend to be action-oriented, focused on what the player can
do within the game environment as they navigate its ambiguous structure.
This means that attending to interactivity concerns the effective design of the possibility
space of the game to permit certain kinds of action while disallowing others. Even when
purposefully seeking to create an ambiguous situation requiring player resolution, designers must
be careful to encourage player navigation of that space in such a way that their goals will be met.
Nitsche (2008) identifies five conceptual phases of space: the rule-based space (i.e., the game’s
mechanics), the mediated space (i.e., what the player sees on the screen), the fictional space (i.e.,
what the player imagines), the play space (i.e., the interactions between the player and the system),
and the social space (i.e., the interactions between the player and others). Attending to these
different spaces helps position players into the various perspectives desired by the designer. Hayles
(2012) similarly argues that attending to perception and attention helps designers shape spaces to
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control user attention, which in turn influences how they interact with objects. Bronack, Cheney,
Riedl, & Tashner (2008) identify three components of effectively designed space: the thematic
design of the space to make it feel real; the promotion of presence to draw players into the
experience; and the awareness of unique issues like context or appearance that will affect how
players interpret the space.
Players must be able to understand a space in order to be capable of interpretation and
action. Dormans (2006), for example, asserts that agency can be enhanced by making it easier for
players to interact with the game environment through increased transparency in the rules, either
because they are realistic and intuitive or because they are easier to understand and apply. Schell
(2014) likewise offers six methods designers can use to indirectly control player actions:
constraints, goals, interface, visual design, characters, and music. By carefully influencing player
interactions within a space, designers constrain the bounds of play so that players will hopefully
identify with the intended message. Fullerton (2014) finds that designing effective spaces requires
the creation of choices that players will find personally interesting, whether based on the creation
of appropriate challenge or on the allure of an enticing narrative. In the end, what is most important
is that the designer remains conscious of how their choices will affect player resolution of
ambiguity within the given space.
2.5.4 IMMERSION AND PRESENCE
Designers must be careful not to think about players solely in terms of the actions they can
take; they must also be understood within the broader contexts of their thoughts and emotions as
the game space acts upon them in turn. Player interpretation of a space is vital to how they address
the presented ambiguity of the game system as they try to decide which actions to take. Beirne
(2014) worries that game critics too often prioritize interactivity while ignoring players as real
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people, capable of having meaningful moments outside of the game but still related to their
experience playing it. Immersion and presence are two concepts often discussed in relation to
interactivity that help capture the sense in which interactivity flips from being about players
exerting an influence on the game to the game exerting an influence on the players. I define
immersion as the extent to which the player is invested in the experience and presence as the extent
to which the player feels like part of the experience. While clearly related, immersion is focused
more on simple player involvement. Ryan (2015), for example, emphasizes interactivity in terms
of the user’s reactions to different aspects of the story, defining three types of narrative
involvement: spatial immersion (response to setting), temporal immersion (response to plot), and
emotional immersion (or response to character). Conversely, presence is a corollary to immersion
that attends to how the player feels, but specifically with regards to their sense of actually
occupying the constructed space, rather than just caring about it. Madigan (2015), for example,
defines spatial presence as occurring when players stop paying attention to the technology linking
them with the game space, which he claims can be facilitated by making the game model more
vivid, detailed, and familiar based on both technology and design choices.
Much work has been done to better understand how immersion and presence might be
practically utilized within games. Rogers (2014) claims that level design should make it a goal to
emphasize immersing the player within the created environment such that they come to genuinely
care about it. Bryant & Giglio (2015) make a similar argument with respect to game narratives,
viewing such stories as based on immersive action that must be balanced with the emotional arc
of the story in order to lend player actions more meaning. Lavender’s (2008) case study of a game
about homelessness supports these ideas: the more realistic players found the scenario depicted by
the game, the more impactful the game was on them. As Lavender (2008) says, in order to be
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persuasive, games need to convince players to become absorbed enough in the game world to
assimilate its values and logic. Looking at immersion and presence in VR, Kuntz (2013) confirms
this finding and notes that consistency plays a large part in believability so as to not break the
player out of the experience. Similarly, Ravaja et al. (2004) found that player responses to presence
were based on a combination of player traits like self-forgetfulness and sensation-seeking, and
characteristics of the game such as higher difficulty, that work to create the illusion that the space
is real by leading players to ignore cues to the contrary. This fits with Nitsche’s (2008)
understanding of presence as a “perceptual illusion” where players feel they are actually inhabiting
a space after becoming immersed in either the game space created by its narrative or the game
system created by its mechanics (p. 203). Immersion and presence help drive interactivity by
engaging players with the experience, motivating them to put in the effort required to navigate the
space and resolve its ambiguity.
As with any aspect of game design, it is important to take care in how the power of
immersion and presence are used to ensure appropriate player impact. Flanagan & Nissenbaum
(2014) emphasize teaching players good values via immersion and player agency. They define
values as “properties of things and states of affairs that we care about and strive to attain,” and
stress the importance of carefully crafted possibility spaces that express the values held by the
designer and help players uncover those values (Flanagan & Nissenbaum, 2014, p. 5). Haskins &
Hubbell (2016) also acknowledge the importance of immersion in games but argue that it needs to
be done properly or not at all; immersion serves no real purpose if done thoughtlessly just for its
own sake. Keogh (2014) similarly contradicts existing understanding of immersion by arguing for
a need to attend to what players are trying not to be aware of as a kind of anti-immersion. Not all
immersion is necessarily desirable, and at times less immersion may actually be beneficial, such
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as when trying to encourage enough critical distance for player reflection. Calleja (2011) identifies
several problems with the terms “immersion” and “presence,” including how they are commonly
conflated and how the terms often mean different things at different times to different scholars. In
response, Calleja (2011) proposes a switch from immersion to incorporation, which he defines as
a “sense of virtual environment habitation,” wherein the player incorporates the environment into
their consciousness while simultaneously being incorporated into the environment via their avatar
(p. 169). His player involvement model offers six dimensions of involvement, which can be
thought of at both the micro and macro levels: kinesthetic involvement, spatial involvement, shared
involvement, narrative involvement, affective involvement, and ludic involvement (Calleja, 2011).
Interactivity is thus a combination of giving players actions to do and enhancing their sense of
immersion and presence such that they care about those actions and the environment upon which
they are acting. Put differently, players influence the environment as that environment influences
them. This in turn helps channel player agency towards particular play outcomes as players
maneuver through the abstracted space of the game. Ambiguity may be necessary for inspiring
player complicity and enabling player agency, but that ambiguity shouldn’t come at the cost of the
intended identification opportunity.
2.5.5 SUMMARY
Ambiguity questions the traditional notion of closure in media and can refer to either the
structure or the meaning of the work. In the former case, an ambiguous structure demands player
action to navigate through it, while in the latter, an ambiguous meaning requires player
interpretation to make sense of it. In both cases, ambiguity results in what is commonly referred
to as interactivity, which concerns the relationship between the player and game environment.
First, interactivity concerns the player’s ability to act upon their environment, making meaningful
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choices that affect the game in meaningful ways. This kind of interactivity is akin to the common
definition of agency. Second, interactivity concerns the game’s ability to act upon the players. This
is often accomplished through the dual senses of immersion and presence, wherein players become
tied to the environment in which they are acting. Thus, where ambiguity is concerned, problems
of abstraction and agency are largely aligned in the need for ambiguity to make a space more
interactive and open to player interpretation. Through ambiguity, the designer strives to empower
players to seek their own answers, drawing them into the experience to make them complicit in
the construction of meaning for identification.

2.6 A FRAMEWORK FOR IMPACT
I have spent this chapter seeking to elaborate in greater detail how abstraction and agency
operate. To that end, I delineated what I see as three primary concerns relevant to addressing
problems of abstraction and agency: authenticity, affectivity, and ambiguity. All three of these
concerns are related to the need to invest players in the message being presented through the
creation of player engagement with both the game and the message. Authenticity requires that
experiences be true to both the designer and the player as much as possible, capturing what the
designer wants about the world while remaining relevant enough to players that they may find
value in the ideas being presented. Doing so often requires attending to the context in which the
game will be played, and the identity of the player as it is shaped by the experience. Affectivity
requires that experiences be emotionally compelling to players, drawing them in and offering them
incentive to continue playing. Intrinsic motivation offers one example of the potential for forging
deep and meaningful connections in players. However, sometimes such engagement must be
sacrificed for the sake of reflection through dissonance and critical distance. Without such
reflection, players may be willing to identify with the designer, but identify with the wrong thing
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or miss the opportunity for identification altogether. Finally, ambiguity requires players be denied
easy closure so that they are encouraged to uncover their own meanings as they directly partake in
an experience. By relying on player effort, players can be made complicit in the production of the
final game artifact. Interactivity describes player actions in terms of their effects on the game
environment, while immersion and presence remind us that it is just as important to consider the
impact of the environment on the player.
Although I have presented them here as discrete entities, it is also helpful to think of
authenticity, affectivity, and ambiguity in terms of their points of intersection. For example,
authenticity is so effective because of its ability to generate strong emotions and construct
meaningful game interactions. Immersion and presence are largely based on making an experience
feel authentic to players such that it draws them in, while dissonance demands purposeful breaks
with authenticity to pull players out. Affectivity and ambiguity thus rely on authenticity to
function. Similarly, it is because of their emotional reactions that authenticity or ambiguity possess
any influence over players, just as it is the interactive potential of ambiguous spaces that provides
opportunities for the emotional elicitation of affectivity or the identity construction of authenticity.
Much like abstraction and agency themselves, authenticity, affectivity, and ambiguity can only
accomplish their work when they are operating in unison; thus, while their separation presents a
helpful heuristic, in practice, designers could approach identification first through any of the three,
building off it as a starting point for discussing the other two.
My initial framework for impact design begins then with the core points raised here on
authenticity, affectivity, and ambiguity. Successfully designing for impact requires considering
how all three concerns will function in the game experience, and how that will affect the
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subsequent attempt at identification. While I have presented numerous ways to conceptualize each
of these concerns, here are some initial questions through which they might be approached:


Authenticity: How does the design accurately portray the designer’s worldview? How
does the design consider the context in which the game will be played? How does the
design take into account the player’s experiences and identity? How does the design
ensure that player identity construction will occur responsibly?



Affectivity: What emotions does the design elicit? How will those emotions engage the
player with both the game and the message? Does the design inspire intrinsic motivation
or other deep feelings of investment? How does the design enable dissonance for player
reflection? Does the design appropriately balance affectivity with dissonance?



Ambiguity: How does the design make players work to uncover their own closure? How
does the design convince players to become complicit in the construction of meaning?
What actions drive the player experience through interactivity, immersion, and presence?
Does the designed space appropriately limit and direct player navigation through it?

These questions offer the beginning of my toolkit for impact design. In the next two chapters, I
expand on this theoretical base by drawing upon interviews with respected scholars and designers
for impact and exploring several case studies of games that have sought to create impact in their
players. Through these chapters, I approach identification in game design more practically, with
an eye for developing specific strategies from these concepts that designers might use to address
the problems of abstraction and agency highlighted in this chapter.
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3. INTERVIEWS ON DESIGNING FOR IMPACT
In this chapter, I extend on my preliminary impact framework through interviews with two
prominent designers of impact: Tracy Fullerton and Jesse Schell. While they represent but a small
sample of the many designers and scholars performing work related to impact, they are both wellrespected for their contributions to our understanding of games, and their respective books on
game design are among the most influential to developers. Their insights thus offer a worthy
starting part for the creation of any impact framework, with future research expanding upon these
initial views to incorporate a more diverse array of voices in the field. I begin by briefly describing
my interview methodology and presenting backgrounds on Fullerton and Schell. I then summarize
the main ideas raised in their interviews, divided into a series of topics that incorporate each
scholar’s perspective and place them in conversation with one another. Finally, I conclude by
summarizing what I see as the main takeaways from these interviews for better understanding and
approaching the design of impact through identification, based on how they can further enhance
our understanding of authenticity, affectivity, and ambiguity.

3.1 METHODOLOGY
I relied primarily on Kvale & Brinkmann (2009) to guide my methodological approach.
My interviews were semi-structured, using an initial set of questions as a starting point but
deviating from them throughout the interview based on what was brought up and what seemed
most relevant to the developing conversation. A complete list of my questions can be found in
Appendix B, but the questions were focused on two main areas. First, I sought to clarify how the
interviewee thought about and defined impact in general and in their own work. I hoped this would
help set the stage for a deeper examination of how impact from identification operates. Second, I
sought to better understand the interviewee’s process when they approached designing for impact.
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From this, I hoped to glean some more practical insights to assist in the development of my
framework. Each interview was conducted in a single session lasting about one hour. The
interviews took place via online video chat using Skype and were recorded for future transcription
and analysis using Evaer Skype Recorder. Drawing upon Saldana (2009) to guide my
understanding of coding, I completed an exploratory analysis of the interviews focused on
identifying themes raised around the core ideas of authenticity, affectivity, and ambiguity. I then
used focused coding to categorize interviewee responses based around those themes, looking for
relevant concepts that might be of use to my understanding of impact through identification. Full
transcripts of both interviews, lightly edited for clarity, can be found in Appendix A. In the
following sections, I highlight the main topics of discussion from my interviews, placing Fullerton
and Schell’s responses into conversation with one another to highlight similarities and differences
in their respective approaches to creating impact.

3.2 INTERVIEWEE BACKGROUNDS
3.2.1 BACKGROUND – TRACY FULLERTON
Tracy Fullerton is a well-known American game designer and scholar. She went to school
in California, where she graduated with her BA in Theater Arts and MFA in Cinema-Television
Production. After graduation, she designed and directed a variety of interactive game and film
projects before becoming a Professor at the USC School of Cinematic Arts, where she is currently
Director of the USC Games program and formerly Chair of the Interactive Media & Games
Division (Fullerton, 2017c). She is also Director of the Game Innovation Lab at USC, which
describes its mission as “pursu[ing] experimental design of games in cultural realms including art,
science, politics and learning” (Game Innovation Lab, 2016). Her book, Game Design Workshop:
A Playcentric Approach to Creating Innovative Games, is one of the top books on game design,
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emphasizing the need for an iterative process relying on constant player feedback (Fullerton,
2014). She describes her approach as “playcentric,” in that it recognizes the entire experience as
centering around the player, necessitating that the designer become a kind of advocate on their
behalf (Fullerton, 2014). While her book remains practical in nature, stressing the skills that
aspiring designers will need to succeed in the industry, Fullerton (2014) offers as well a variety of
designer perspectives on the unique potential for games and the myriad of opportunities they
present for the creation of meaningful experiences.
Fullerton’s most recent game, Walden, a game, has been critically acclaimed, winning
Game of the Year at Games for Change 2017. In a talk at that festival, she described the game as
a calmer, open-ended experience meant to encourage reflection (Fullerton, 2017a). Her game
Walden, a game, which puts the player in Henry David Thoreau’s shoes as they attempt to make a
life for themselves out in the woods, is one example of this approach that I unpack further
throughout our interview. She offered four strategies that could be used to encourage reflection in
games: 1) slower pacing that gives the player time to think; 2) simpler common game systems that
avoid distracting players; 3) exciting moments that players can navigate; and 4) freedom to explore
(Fullerton, 2017a). These same strategies are highlighted throughout our interview. Fullerton
(2017b) claims that “the meaning that players may glean from playing a game often lays between
what they must do and what they can do, what they desire and what they discover.” Fullerton
(2017b) describes the result of such design as “reflective play,” where designers purposefully
construct a space to slow down the action and create an environment that prioritizes thinking rather
than winning. As she describes it, “I strive to make games that attempt to provoke, and respect,
the inner lives of players, to create a playful space in which to reflect on the ongoing narratives
that we are all so busy creating as we engage with life” (Fullerton, 2017b).
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3.2.2 BACKGROUND – JESSE SCHELL
Like Fullerton, Jesse Schell is a prominent figure in game design both in and out of the
classroom. Schell received his BS in Computer Science from Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute and
his MS in Information Networking from Carnegie Mellon University, where he is now a Professor
of Practice at the Entertainment Technology Center. He spent his early career primarily working
for Walt Disney Imagineering on theme park rides and attractions for DisneyQuest. While working
for Disney, he also helped design Toontown Online, which was the “first massively multiplayer
game for kids” (Schell Games, 2018a). Eventually, Schell left Disney to start his own game
company, Schell Games, which describes itself as “the largest full-service education and
entertainment game development company in the United States” (Schell Games, 2018b). Their
work is primarily contracted by outside clients, although they do develop and publish their own
titles when appropriate. Schell is also the author of The Art of Game Design: A Book of Lenses
(Schell, 2014). In this seminal volume on game design, Schell (2014) defines game design in terms
of the end user experience, where a game is just “a problem-solving activity, approached with a
playful attitude” (p. 37). He presents his ideas as a series of lenses which designers can use to view
their design from a multitude of different perspectives, based on their current area of emphasis.
In a session at the 2017 Games for Change Festival, Schell & Chamberlin (2017) advocated
for a transformational game design that follows a 3-step design process:
1) Define the changes you want to see in the learner.
2) Define the activities you think will lead to those changes.
3) Define the specific gameplay elements you think will facilitate those activities.
This approach fits with the Transformational Framework that Schell Games has presented at
various academic conferences as the methodology their design teams rely on when working on a
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Figure 3.1: Transformational framework from Schell Games (Games for Change, 2017)

new project (see Figure 3.1). Like the lenses from Schell’s book, this methodology describes eight
different areas of concern that should be addressed when planning out a design, offering multiple
directions from which the problem might be tackled. Schell is currently working on further
expanding the idea of transformational game design in a book categorizing the types of activities
people might engage in as part of a game. This general approach and its emphasis on achieving
transformation is evident throughout the ideas espoused by Schell during our interview.

3.3 GENERAL APPROACHES TO IMPACT
3.3.1 FULLERTON – E XPRESSIVE GAME DESIGN
Fullerton claimed that her understanding of impact is more generalized than other common
definitions since she focuses on impact as the emotional effect a game has on its players. This view
casts impact as both personal and reader-oriented, understandable only in terms of what will be
meaningful to a given player. As a result, Fullerton is interested in games primarily for their
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expressive potential rather than their “operationalization” of a system towards solving a problem.
This is not to say that she disapproves of designing games with the intention of achieving a certain
type of impact; rather, she simply believes that if designers focus on making a game more
expressive of the intended idea or feeling, then the deeper impact they seek will naturally follow.
Fullerton’s approach might thus be considered expressive game design. She admitted that some
goals like the creation of empathy differ from other operational goals in that the goal is effectively
the creation of a deep emotional state in players, so they already require thinking more artistically
and expressively in order to create “reflective situations where we can see ourselves in another.”
Fullerton believes that any effort at impact must first begin with developing a kind of
dialogue between the player and developer based on the player’s responses to the developer’s
design. It is up to the developer to set up a possibility space within which impact might occur. This
means that “games are not efficient” in that they are more than textbooks containing a collection
of perusable facts because of the player’s ability to interact with the constructed game system.
While this interactivity allows for eliciting emotion in players, it also comes with an increased risk
of player failure to find the intended message. As Fullerton put it, “there has to be the opportunity
for misunderstanding in order for there to also be a potential for a deep understanding to occur.”
It is through the process of discovery that players gain an appreciation for their new knowledge.
Fullerton argued that “what’s interesting about games is that they have to allow us the opportunity
to fail, to not find, to not discover, in order that our discovery process be a real process.” This risk
of failure, though it may feel less than ideal for designers, is thus necessary for impact to reach its
true potential: without player agency to forge their own path through a game, the game’s impact
can become severely lessened. For this reason, designers should approach their design of impact
indirectly. Fullerton said that in her own work, “rather than thinking ‘I want to hit this nail on the
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head,’ I think about backing up and creating this situation where the nail actually might get hit on
the head.” This positions the designer more as a facilitator of impact, establishing the conditions
necessary for it to occur within a given game system rather than assuming complete control over
the impact process.
3.3.2 SCHELL – TRANSFORMATIONAL GAME DESIGN
Conversely, Schell placed the focus of impact on transformation; on emphasizing what
change the game will bring about in the player that will, in turn, solve an identified problem. He
said that a useful way to think about this process is to consider the transformation in the player as
a key that will unlock the impact needed to actually accomplish the designer’s goal. As an example,
Schell described a hypothetical game for math which has the desired impact of getting more
children to pursue careers in STEM but approaches that impact indirectly by transforming teachers
who play it into better educators. In this sense, transformation is required regardless of the type of
impact, since it is only through some kind of change in the player that the impact can be achieved.
Schell reiterated the three phases of what he calls transformational game design: 1) Clearly define
the problem you are solving; 2) Figure out what activities will change the player in a way that will
solve the problem; and 3) Figure out what game structures will motivate the player to engage in
the transformational activities. These three phases are all interconnected and thus must be thought
of in relation to one another. For example, a game might include activities that are hypothetically
transformational if performed by the player, but if the game structures don’t properly motivate
players to do those activities, then transformation won’t occur.
Schell stressed that successful transformation depends most on designers taking the time
and effort to clearly define the problem they are trying to solve. Only then can an appropriate goal
be set with which the success or failure of the game can be assessed. For example, affecting only

67

one out of a million players might be deemed acceptable if the designer believed that the one
person affected might then go on to cure cancer. Schell believes that while there isn’t necessarily
a wrong way for a player to experience a game, the game has failed if it doesn’t manage to achieve
its impact as defined by the designer. Thus, success or failure is entirely dependent on what the
designer says they are going to do, and whether or not the game then reaches that established
benchmark. This does not mean that the player experience can be ignored; indeed, attending to
that experience remains crucial to ensure that it leads players down the desired path. Because of
the way a game’s goals must necessarily shape the transformation set to occur, Schell noted that
designers must be honest with themselves about the genuine impact of their game, instead of
deceiving themselves about what it can accomplish. While full comprehension of the game’s
problem may be impossible, if designers don’t have a clear idea of the problem they want to solve
and what their game can do towards that end, then they are essentially guaranteeing that their game
will fail before it has even begun.
3.3.3 DISCUSSION
Fullerton’s expressive game design places the player at the center of the design process,
emphasizing the creation of a compelling experience as central to the game’s design goals. She
posits that impact will naturally arise if the designer creates an expressive situation evoking player
emotions, but that such impact can never be guaranteed. Indeed, she goes so far as to assert the
necessity of risk to the creation of impact: if players don’t have a chance to fail to attain the impact,
then the act of them reaching that impact on their own loses much of its weight. Schell agrees
about the central role of the player and the need to achieve impact based on first creating a powerful
experience for the player; however, while Fullerton emphasizes the player’s actions in terms of
open discovery and exploration, Schell seems to favor their actions as a more direct means to the
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end of transformation. In this sense, Schell’s approach is more operationalized: the designer uses
the design as a tool to leverage the desired impact, with the success or failure of the endeavor
predicated on the goals set forth by the designer. Fullerton and Schell’s respective approaches each
arrive at the same endpoint: encouraging players to participate in a possibility space that drives
them towards the intended impact. Where they differ is in their conceptualization of the process
through which that goal is achieved; for Fullerton, risk may be a necessary step to enable player
discovery, but for Schell, risk should be mitigated as much as possible to ensure an optimal
outcome. Fullerton’s approach thus seems to privilege the player, while Schell’s approach seems
to privilege the designer.

3.4 DESIGN DIFFICULTIES AND LESSONS LEARNED
3.4.1 FULLERTON – W ORKING WITH COLLABORATORS AND STAKEHOLDERS
When asked to discuss some lessons learned from her past experiences designing for
impact in games, the first thing that came to mind for Fullerton was a set of math games she’d
helped develop in collaboration with a group of user researchers. While she doesn’t consider these
games failures—they accomplished the research the project was meant to carry out—she felt like
the design process highlighted difficulties inherent to this type of work. The structure of the project
essentially consisted of a hierarchy, with researchers who dictated what they wanted to math
content experts, who then oversaw the game designers’ efforts to capture those demands in a game
system. This meant that the designers were often forced to replicate how math is traditionally
taught in the classroom, which gave up what Fullerton sees as the core strength of games: their
ability to create opportunities for discovery. Fullerton claimed that “games are not a content-driven
medium and they can’t be structurally designed as a system where the content is the master of the
experience.” Trying to map a “mastery of subject matter mode” directly onto a game essentially
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destroys “this sense of discovery and creativity and self-efficacy” that makes games powerful
learning tools in the first place. For example, Fullerton talked about one instance where the content
experts discovered that students had developed a creative solution to a problem and demanded that
the designers remove that solution since they were afraid it would teach students bad habits.
Fullerton worried that the game suffered as a result of such decisions since they viewed games
with a textbook mentality, rather than “using the opportunity of the game to create a playspace, a
possibility space where people might discover math.”
Fullerton believes that this experience highlights how it’s critical to have a deep integration
between the game design experience goals and the content situation to ensure that the design
reflects any necessary knowledge without allowing that knowledge to take precedence over the
player experience. This is why, when working on Walden, a game, Fullerton elected to become a
subject matter expert herself, although she noted that such a step may not always be practical.
Fullerton asserted that such practical concerns are among the biggest challenges in designing for
impact. Most design processes aren’t pure because of the varied demands placed on them, from
budget restraints to stakeholder oversight. For example, if an organization is funding a game for a
particular purpose, they often want to approach that impact head-on with a clear, observable
implementation. This precludes any possibility of a more expressive approach that builds gradually
towards impact by fleshing out the player experience. The best games often require deeper design
decisions than such a structure allows, resulting in sub-optimal games that are not given a chance
to live up to their full expressive potential.
3.4.2 SCHELL – MARKETABILITY
Schell also identified the practical implementation of a game’s design as among the most
problematic concerns for creating impact. The first issue he emphasized was the difficulty inherent
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in assessing a game’s effectiveness at achieving its desired impact. Part of this problem rests on
establishing potential solutions to problems through iteration on a design. Since designers can’t
reliably predict what will work, iteration is the key to finding something with meaningful impact.
Schell lamented that many new designers of impact are terrible at playtesting properly; he
suggested that if there’s any one thing designers can do to improve the quality of their games, it is
to become better at playtesting so they get an earlier sense of what’s working and what isn’t. In
addition to playtesting solutions, Schell argued that designers also need to become better at
assessing the impact of their game. Accurately measuring the impact of a game can be incredibly
difficult or even impossible, based on the impact the designer claimed they wanted to see. For
example, the metrics required to assess whether a game had an immediate effect on players are
very different from those required to assess whether a game’s effects remain ten years later. For
this reason, designers should be careful about the claims they make for their game’s impact: even
if they set a realistic goal for their game and craft a design they think will match it, they may have
no way of determining if they’re right. That said, Schell admitted that it is an unfortunate truth that
there is often very little incentive for designers to accurately measure their game’s real impact
since, from a business perspective, what usually matters most is whether the people buying the
game believe it will accomplish its impact. Because of these difficulties in assessing impact, Schell
tends to focus on effectiveness (i.e., the estimated or anticipated impact of a given game) over
strict measurability when determining the success of a design. While measurability may be
required in some situations, such as a game created as part of a scientific study, it can often fall
beyond the purview of a typical game for impact. Even effectiveness, however, can be difficult to
judge for many games, especially games for education.

71

The second issue Schell mentioned was what he terms the “sustainability” problem: a lack
of good marketplaces for these kinds of games. As a result, it is often difficult to finance and create
the kinds of powerful experiences that are potentially possible, and games for impact that do
manage to be created are often produced and sold at a fraction of what they should be, potentially
limiting their quality. Schell compared games for impact to college textbooks, arguing that since
they take more time and energy to produce than a standard game, they should be priced more
expensively and set apart within a separate marketplace. Schell worried that without such a
marketplace and the expectations it would engender, it is difficult to convince people to pay
dramatically more for one game than they’d pay for any other. Schell Games does its best to
navigate this dilemma by relying on outside contracting to remain profitable, but Schell
acknowledged that this is really just shifting the problem of making money to someone else. Until
designers of impact find a better way to do business, Schell believes that sustainability will
continue to limit the potential of impact in games, constraining their work to only what proves
profitable given existing market structures.
3.4.3 DISCUSSION
Fullerton and Schell largely agree on the limitations that practical design considerations
can exercise on games for impact. Fullerton points this out in terms of the omnipresent need to
appease a client who has a strict idea of the kind of change they want to see in players. Because of
their demand for immediate results and short-term gains, the result is often a weakening of the
overall game since there is no time or interest for experimentation with deeper emotional
resonance. Schell, meanwhile, sees practical difficulties primarily in the expectations of players
and in the lack of a clearly defined market for games for impact, which can make it difficult to
justify the effort and expense. His focus is on the complex task of developing a goal that is both
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realistic and marketable to create a sustainable industry for such games. Both of these viewpoints
highlight the tension between the role of capitalism in driving game production and the inherent
mission of games for change, which are often designed to point out or contest the very ideological
systems of power underpinning their potential market.
Scholars such as Bogost (2010) or Dyer-Witheford & de Peuter (2009) have recognized
this tension before, arguing that games have the potential not only to uphold these dominant
structures, but also to critique them and allow others to do the same. Bogost (2010) distinguished
his favored persuasive games from what he calls serious games, claiming that “seriousness implies
actions that support the goals and progress of these institutions,” while persuasive games “can also
make claims that speak past or against the fixed worldviews of institutions like governments or
corporations” (p. 57). This distinction perhaps exists as well in the types of games Fullerton and
Schell are thinking about when they make their respective points, with Fullerton privileging the
expressiveness of persuasive games that subvert the expected order while Schell instead privileges
the marketability of serious games that uphold corporate goals. For Fullerton, the stakeholder
considerations she identifies are problematic because they risk compromising the player
experience, but for Schell, the problems he sees in measuring and marketing a game’s impact are
most problematic because of how they can affect the business of making and selling such games.

3.5 EXAMPLES OF IMPACT DESIGN
3.5.1 FULLERTON –JOURNEY ET AL.; REALITY ENDS HERE; WALDEN, A GAME
My discussion with Fullerton touched on a number of different games for impact. At
several points throughout our interview, she cited Journey as one of her favorite examples of a
game with expressive qualities, even if many people wouldn’t classify it as a game for impact.
Journey was a critically-acclaimed third-person exploration game, full of beautiful visuals and
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music and self-described as an “anonymous adventure where you travel on a life’s passage, with
the chance to connect with companions along the way” (thatgamecompany, 2018). Fullerton cited
the game specifically as an example of an expressive game that succeeds at forging an emotional
connection between two players by making them similar and encouraging them to work together,
yet then maintaining their distance by limiting their ability to communicate (in the game, other
players can join and help guide a player, but the only way the players have to “talk” to each other
is by emitting a single melodious note).
Two other games briefly mentioned by Fullerton were Papers, Please and Gone Home.
Papers, Please is a 2D puzzle game set in a fictional parallel of East/West Berlin, where the player
assumes the role of an immigration officer assigned to review the passports of returning citizens
and decide whether or not they should be allowed into the country based on a set of guidelines. At
the end of each day, players receive pay based on how well they do, which they must use to try to
support their struggling family; however, if they are caught making mistakes in who they let in, it
can lead to dire consequences and moral dilemmas. Fullerton praised the game for the way it forces
players to self-reflect on how they live by placing them in an extreme but relatable situation where
they can see parallels between the presented scenario and their own lives, thinking about how
they’d react. Gone Home is a first-person exploration game where the player wanders around an
abandoned house to unlock journal entries and learn what happened there. Fullerton was impressed
by its subtler design, which she feels does a good job of defying player expectations to surprise
them along the way for emotional impact. For Fullerton, each of these games finds a way to
resonate with players by evoking deep emotions in a way that fits with its theme.
Fullerton also cited Reality Ends Here, an alternate-reality game (ARG) made for USC
Cinematic Arts students, as a prime example of good impact design. In the game, new cinematic
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arts students collect and combine cards hidden around campus to build creative prompts for
cooperative projects. Fullerton believes that the success of the game lies in how it enables students
to do something they already want to do, “giving students the permission to act in a particular
manner that we would like to see.” Rather than trying to shape the player in the designer’s image,
it helps the player shape themselves as they see fit in a way conducive to the designer’s goal.
Fullerton viewed the assumption that a game can inspire students to new aspirations as one of the
core failings of many games for impact, especially games for learning. While it’s possible that a
chemistry game will make a student who hates chemistry suddenly decide they want to be a
chemist, it’s far from a guaranteed reaction. Instead, she argued that designers should make their
games “design-forward,” leveraging the player’s emotional beat at each moment of the experience
to encourage them to unlock their hidden potential. This means that designers should approach
their actual impact goal by first considering the mind of the player and the expressive situation that
they can build to bridge the two. Fullerton follows this process in her own work: after first
establishing the arcs of the experience goal and mapping out each emotional beat, the rest is all
about playtesting with stakeholders until something sticks. In the end, designers should be asking
themselves how they can create a possibility space that enables player ambition to be a better
person, and then transition from that to the desired impact.
Finally, we spent the most time discussing Fullerton’s recent game Walden, a game as an
example of her approach to designing for impact. Walden, a game is an open-world exploration
game based on Henry David Thoreau’s book by the same name. In Walden, a game, the player is
left to live in and explore the woods, much like Thoreau himself. While the game presents a
number of optional goals or implied objectives, it is up to the player to decide on their own
priorities. According to Fullerton, the game tries to make the real reward for playing the expressive
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situation it simulates, rather than relying on the traditional game grind for in-game advancement.
In this way, it privileges primarily intrinsic over extrinsic rewards. This implementation echoes
the key points I mentioned above in relation to Fullerton’s concept of reflective play as Walden, a
game tries to encourage players to simply stop and enjoy life. In addition to the use of an open
world, there are several other tactics Fullerton and her team implemented to that effect. First, they
sought to provide subtle narrative hints about what Thoreau himself had done or would do to
encourage players to consider emulating him. Even if players opted to act differently, Fullerton
hoped that the presentation of such a role model would encourage reflection on their diverging
choice. Second, they tried to play with the typical reward structures common in games. One
example Fullerton provided was the allure of a fancy fishing pole players could save up to buy that
had a high chance to break after only a few uses, highlighting the fleeting nature of such material
pleasures. Finally, they tried to capture the impact player actions had on the game world, asking
players to live with those consequences whether good or bad. For example, one quest chain
presented players with the opportunity to help or refuse to help an escaped slave via the
underground railroad. While there were no material rewards or punishments for either choice, the
player would eventually receive a letter detailing what happened to the runaways based on their
decision, offering the opportunity for an intrinsic reward if they were happy with the outcome.
Despite these in-game attempts at encouraging the intended impact, Fullerton
acknowledged that some amount of failure is inevitable. In her experience, some players really
seem to get Walden, a game, while others miss the point despite their best efforts. Fullerton
stressed, however, that failure of a gameplay session doesn’t necessarily indicate failure of the
game’s message. As with any artistic interaction, players will often continue thinking about the
game even after they’ve stopped playing and despite how they might have felt about the game in
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the moment, reflecting on their past experiences in order to garner new insights. It is thus possible
to “win” a game like Walden, a game without actually doing well in the game, so long as players
eventually resolve the experience in their minds. There is nothing wrong with this kind of delayed
player success; Fullerton said that “even if they succeed at the very last moment, the game succeeds
in my mind.” When asked if there was anything she wished she could go back and change in
Walden, a game, Fullerton said she felt like they had succeeded at capturing the player experience
she desired. There’s always more content you wish you could add, but she feels they prioritized
the quests that best raised the questions she wanted players asking. At a certain point, there’s a
diminishing return for adding more content once most players won’t be able to experience it all in
a single playthrough. Early on in development, they had also worried that they would need to be
more directive given the open-world nature of their game; however, they were surprised to find
that players seemed content with the loose guidance they already had in place.
3.5.2 SCHELL – PLAY FORWARD; PEACEMAKER
Schell and I discussed two games in particular that he saw as good exemplars of games for
impact. The first was PlayForward, a series of games Schell Games has been developing since
2013 through a partnership with Yale to “improve the decision-making abilities of players…on
issues involving HIV/AIDS, smoking, cancer and heart disease prevention” (Schell Games,
2018c). Schell believed that this series demonstrates his approach to designing for transformation.
Rather than relying on a single transformational activity, PlayForward implements around eight
different activities throughout the experience, each designed to encourage transformation in the
player. Schell referred to this as the “attack-from-all-directions” approach. He argued that, by
including multiple transformational activities, designers can increase the odds that at least one of
those activities will appeal to any given player. This highlights the importance of remembering
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that every implemented mechanic is experimental: most likely, the designer will have little idea
what will achieve their intended impact and what won’t without trial and error, and perhaps not
even then. Thus, sometimes the best designers can do is hedge their bets to appeal to as broad a
range of players as possible.
Second, Schell cited PeaceMaker as one of his go-to examples of a well-crafted game for
impact. In PeaceMaker, players become the leader of either Israel and Palestine and must make
decisions towards peace based on the unique needs of their selected side, trying to manage the
various stakeholders and special interests involved. This strategic gameplay is interspersed with
actual photos and video footage taken from the conflict, lending it additional real-world weight.
Schell believes that the game works well as an engaging fantasy that keeps players motivated by
putting them in a position where they have the power to act. He speculated that at least part of the
reason the game is so successful is because the designers went in knowing exactly the sort of player
transformation they wanted and recognized what kinds of problem-solving activities would be
likely to bring about that transformation. Rather than try to offer a solution to the conflict, they
instead focused on capturing the complexity of the problem in a way that captures the essence of
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Schell argued that this is what games are best at: “provoking you
to think about things and to understand relationships and to understand complexity.” By creating
a well-honed system that captures player imaginations, PeaceMaker both encourages players to
view the conflict in a new light, while offering potential paths towards peace.
3.5.3 DISCUSSION
Based on the games she elected to discuss and the qualities of them she chose to highlight,
Fullerton seems to support a more Brechtian approach to game design that emphasizes player selfreflection by defying their expectations (Evans, 2014). Multiple times throughout our discussion,
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she stressed how a game like Journey or Gone Home achieves a powerfully evocative moment at
least in part because of how it can surprise and delight players, presenting them with an unexpected
narrative or an unanticipated twist. Walden, a game similarly uses subverted game mechanics and
other tactics to inspire reflection in players when something happens in the game that they did not
expect. Such an approach feels consistent with the concept of risk Fullerton espoused as part of
her expressive game design: such moments represent unpredictable instances of surprised
discovery for players, giving their experience enhanced meaning while ideally driving them
towards identification with the designer’s intended impact. This emphasis on reflection carries
over into how Fullerton views in-game rewards and player responses. Rather than focusing on
typical extrinsic game rewards such as the accumulation of wealth or power, Fullerton advocates
in favor of intrinsic rewards driven by how the game makes players feel and how those feelings
might translate into real-world benefits. In discussing Reality Ends Here, for example, Fullerton
noted the importance of recognizing player ambitions and the player’s drive to better themselves,
leveraging that drive in service of impact. Players can be inspired to reflection even after they’ve
stopped playing, but what will make the reflection stick is if it can appeal to who players already
want to be, meeting their intrinsic needs in a deeper, more meaningful way.
While I spent less time discussing examples of games for impact with Schell, those
examples he did bring up once again emphasized a more instrumental approach to games based on
their system design. Unlike Fullerton, who wanted to defy player expectations, Schell instead
seemed to want to find ways to meet those expectations to draw players in and give them what
they want so that they are driven to play and experience the intended transformation. His “attackfrom-all-directions” approach is emblematic of his broader philosophy surrounding
transformational game design: mitigate risk as much as possible to be certain of the impact
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outcome. These differing examples and how they are construed helps solidify the distinction
already evident between Fullerton’s and Schell’s respective approaches to impact. Both agree that
impact arises by evoking changes in players, whether such change is considered in terms of
expression or transformation. Where their views diverge is in how they frame the change taking
place in players. Fullerton envisions expressive spaces as enabling players to improve themselves,
emphasizing the player’s desire to change in such a way that impact is achieved. This casts impact
less as a direct design goal and more as the fortuitous result of design decisions and game systems
when left in the hands of players. Conversely, Schell sees transformative spaces as enacting their
changes upon the player in order to drive them towards the impact goal. In other words, expressive
game design privileges the player acting upon themselves with the help of the designer’s system,
while transformative game design privileges the designer’s system acting upon the player. Of
course, in both instances the goal is for the design to create an abstracted possibility spaces within
which players can find meaningful experiences.
This subtle difference in approaches is visible as well in how the two scholars
conceptualize a game’s success. Fullerton defines success in terms of the designer’s responsibility
to enable people to better themselves as they see fit. She views it as impossible to expect all players
to experience the intended impact, arguing that some may experience it during the course of
gameplay, others during future reflection, and still others not at all. Based on her view, the best
designers can do is give players who want it the opportunity to change in ways they consider
beneficial. Conversely, Schell believes that what constitutes a successful design lies solely in the
hands of the designer and how they define their goals for the project. If the designer says their goal
is to affect all players, then not affecting even a single player becomes a failure. It is this mindset
that prompts him to advocate for tactics like the attack-from-all-directions approach that seek to
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cover as wide a spread of players as possible. However, despite Schell’s more designer-oriented
perspective, both Schell and Fullerton fundamentally agree on the need to leverage player attention
to get players to willingly do things that will then lead to the moment of impact.

3.6 EXTENDING MY FRAMEWORK FOR IMPACT
In Chapter 2, I outlined how problems of abstraction and agency consist of three primary
concerns: authenticity, affectivity, and ambiguity. First, the game should feel authentic to both the
designer’s and player’s experiences, matching up with the context in which it will be played and
responsibly assisting in player identity construction that occurs during the process of identification.
Second, the game should be affective, carefully harnessing player emotions both fleeting and deep
to drive player agency, without sacrificing the critical distance needed for successful dissonance.
Finally, the game should be ambiguous, relying on player effort to navigate the game’s interactive
possibility space and eventually accept or reject the attempt at identification. Taken together,
authenticity, affectivity, and ambiguity drive player engagement with both the game and the
designer’s message, increasing the odds of successful identification so that impact can take place.
To conclude this chapter, I tie the key points raised by Fullerton and Schell in their respective
interviews back to these three concerns to extend my understanding of how they operate, compiling
the insights most relevant to my impact framework.
3.6.1 AUTHENTICITY
My discussions with Fullerton and Schell raise three key points for attending to
authenticity. First, successful designs require receptive players; that is, players must be willing to
engage with the design and have a meaningful experience that will drive them towards the intended
impact. Fullerton embodies this viewpoint in her emphasis on inspiring players to do what they
already want to do, enabling existing player needs rather than fabricating new ones. She points out
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that since games can’t guarantee they will make players aspire to something new, a better goal for
designers is to focus on unlocking hidden player potential, structuring a space so that it can meet
the needs players bring to it and use the fulfillment of those needs to inspire identification and
subsequent impact. Encouraging identification could thus be framed in terms of how it will meet
player needs, not in terms of how it will force players to meet designer’s needs. Conversely, Schell
views transformation in players as predominately driven by the designer’s construction of an
enticing possibility space that convinces players to do activities that will result in the intended
impact. This view of transformation still requires determining what will motivate the player to
participate, but shifts the emphasis away from player needs, more explicitly viewing them as
subservient to the needs of the designers. In either case, the trick is figuring out how to tie the
intended impact to something the player wanted to do anyway: the question is whether this impact
is a side effect of players achieving changes they already wanted to see in themselves, or the
primary motivator driving those changes in the first place.
Second, designers should be realistic in the goals and expectations they set for their game.
Fullerton cautions against an over-operationalization of games that misuses the power of games
for expression by too directly approaching the intended impact as the game’s goal, restricting
possibilities for deeper meaning. As a result of this view, she identifies the potential for failure as
a natural component enabling impact. Schell similarly stresses the need for designers to be honest
with themselves about the capabilities of their game and to set clear, achievable goals. The
importance of measuring outcomes in games for impact is a hotly contested topic in the field, with
proponents claiming that measurability is needed to quantify a game’s success or failure to know
whether the strategy is working, and opponents arguing that too strong a belief in measurability
restricts what is considered a legitimate game for impact, privileging only those games that can
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have a measurable outcome (Stokes et al., 2015). While Schell seems to fall more in this latter
group due to his emphasis on effectiveness over measurability when possible, he does caution that
an impossible or poorly defined goal can doom a game before its design has even really begun.
This means that even if measurability isn’t deemed necessary, it can still be important to clearly
define what the designer would deem successful. It is the responsibility of designers to
acknowledge and understand the capabilities of their game, whether through measurability,
effectiveness, expressiveness, or some other means.
Finally, practical constraints of game production often limit possibilities for effective
design. Fullerton and Schell each identify different challenges inherent in the design process that
can restrict or limit the design in ways detrimental to the creation of impact. Schell discusses what
he sees as a sustainability problem in the genre of games for change that makes it difficult to market
and sell such games. It is an unfortunate truth that many games for change simply do not have a
clear path towards profitability, which can limit their production values or the amount of effort
that can be spent on developing them. Because of the role these games play in contesting dominant
ideological structures and the subsequent hesitation such structures might have to endorse or fund
them, this is a limitation that is unlikely to ever fully go away. Nevertheless, as Schell suggests,
there may potentially be as-yet untapped strategies for more effectively disseminating games for
change to a wider audience in a way that makes their production more practical. At the very least,
it is worth acknowledging this limitation and how it might make certain designs less feasible.
Fullerton identified a similar set of challenges that might restrict design, not with the
market itself but rather with the potential for conflict between the design goals and stakeholder or
collaborator expectations. When possible, designers should do their best to reconcile such
concerns, much like Fullerton did for Walden, a game by becoming a content expert herself.
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However, attending appropriately to these kinds of issues isn’t always feasible for designers, and
it is all too possible for design choices to become restricted based on the demands of others
involved directly or indirectly with the game design process. In such cases, designers might strive
to present their viewpoint and advocate for a collaborative environment that will be receptive to
their concerns. When all else fails, however, the best thing designers can do is acknowledge any
design limitations, taking them into account when establishing the goals of their game as they seek
to present an experience that will feel authentic.
3.6.2 AFFECTIVITY
Fullerton and Schell agree that designers should structure their impact design based on the
emotional effect it will have on players. As they often have elsewhere however, they differ on how
they conceptualize and approach the creation of that emotion. Fullerton believes that designs
should appeal to deeper player emotions, finding ways to meet their needs and provide intrinsic
motivation. She claims that a good design, like Journey, anticipates player emotional beats,
planning for how they’ll react at each moment of the experience by leveraging techniques such as
the subversion of player expectations to elicit surprise or wonder. Fullerton notes as well how
sometimes, impact can be achieved in roundabout, unobvious ways by carefully constructing the
experience to lead the player along a particular emotional journey. Given her emphasis on player
needs, intrinsic motivation becomes an integral part of expressive game design based on how it
can assist players in bettering themselves.
Schell similarly advocates attending to player emotions to ensure that players remain
engaged; however, he seems to find it less important that the game enables deeper player needs
than that it entices player participation in the experience to allow the potential for transformation.
He cites Peacemaker as an example of a game that uses motivating fantasy and engaging activities

84

to keep players involved so that the intended transformation can occur. For Schell, mapping out a
game’s emotional beats is a necessary endeavor since engagement is what keeps players interested
long enough to achieve the desired impact, but for Fullerton, the emotion itself is largely the point.
Ultimately, both Schell and Fullerton reaffirm the importance of attending to affectivity in the
design, whether for driving deeper changes in players based on their engagement with the message
or for encouraging continued participation based on their engagement with the game.
3.6.3 AMBIGUITY
Fullerton and Schell seem to differ on their general approaches to ambiguity. Fullerton
notes that in order to achieve the kind of authentic attending to internal player needs for which she
advocates, it is important to set up a possibility space that is capable of enabling genuine discovery.
She believes that a critical part of meaning production comes from allowing players to succeed or
fail on their own if their accomplishments and game activities are to carry any real weight. Without
the risk of failure presented by ambiguity, impact will not exert much of a grip on players since
they may or may not have reached that impact on their own or even understand what it is enough
to identify with it. Fullerton cites Walden, a game as an example of such a space. Walden, a game
relies on several techniques to encourage player discovery, such as the removal of traditional game
elements to encourage reflection through slower gameplay. This highlights the possibility for
games to dramatically alter their expected structures in service of more reflective spaces.
Schell also recognizes the importance of a well-constructed possibility space for player
action; however, his approach seems more focused on reducing risk and ambiguity to create a
better honed tool for player transformation. In this vein, he advocates for the “attack-from-alldirections” approach: given the need to appeal to the player and the difficulty of figuring out how
to best do that for all players with different needs, he proposes simply including a wider variety of
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activities and ways of getting at the message, in the hope that one or more will hit home. Game
interactivity can thus be seen as utilizing the appeal of discovery to drive player participation
within the game’s possibility space, either with the aim of reducing risk as an avoidable obstacle
or harnessing risk as a necessary part of the discovery process.
3.6.4 SUMMARY
Fullerton and Schell are both proven creators of games for impact with impressive track
records, lending their respective design approaches additional weight. I would like to stress that
much of my analysis in this chapter is based on my interpretation of their comments during our
interviews; I encourage anyone interested in further pursuing either of their design approaches to
read my complete interviews in Appendix A, or to explore their respective books on game design.
That said, I personally find Fullerton’s expressive game design to be more in line with my own
approach to impact design, with its focus on developing an evocative player experience that
enables players to engage in the risky discovery process needed to achieve their personal goals for
self-betterment, and through that process indirectly connect with the impact intended by the
designer. Nevertheless, I still find many useful takeaways in Schell’s perhaps more imminently
practical transformational game design, with its focus on setting specific impact goals, determining
which activities will cause the change in players needed to achieve those goals, and then
implementing design decisions that will encourage those activities. Below is a summary of what I
see as the main takeaways from the interviews for my impact framework:


Set realistic goals for the game that fit with the desired impact so that identification has
the chance to occur. These goals might be defined and evaluated formally or informally
as part of a chosen metric based on the needs of the designer, such as the game’s proven
measurability, emotional expressiveness, or believed effectiveness.
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Mitigate design constraints such as marketability and stakeholder/collaborator conflict as
much as possible. When constraints are inevitable, acknowledge them when establishing
design goals to ensure appropriate expectations are set for the potential for identification.



Understand and plan for the player’s emotional journey through the game’s possibility
space so that players remain receptive to identification when it occurs. Player receptivity
might be enhanced either by engaging the player internally with what they want and tying
those needs to the moment of identification, or by engaging the player externally with
game activities that will push the player towards identification.



Appropriately utilize risk as a component of interactivity by deciding whether to embrace
risk to encourage identification through player discovery, or to mitigate risk to reduce the
likelihood of a failed attempt at identification.

In the next chapter, I continue to expand my framework for impact, this time through the
exploration of three case studies meant to identify specific strategies used by designers with respect
to evoking impact through identification via authenticity, affectivity, and ambiguity.
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4. CASE STUDIES OF GAMES FOR EMPATHY
I have used the previous two chapters to begin fleshing out an approach to impact through
identification in games based on recognizing major design concerns which game designers might
address in their own work. In this chapter, I seek to extend this framework by interrogating specific
design strategies that existing games for impact have utilized. While the last two chapters have
been primarily about establishing what matters for evoking player identification with the
designer’s message, this chapter endeavors to show more concretely how designers might
hypothetically address those concerns in practice. I approach this task by presenting case studies
of three particular games for impact: Undertale, That Dragon, Cancer, and Papo & Yo. I view
each of these games as focusing on empathy as an intended form of impact, although each game
varies in the extent to which it implicitly and explicitly pursues that goal. While these are but a
tiny sampling of the multitude of forms which games for impact can take, it is my hope that the
techniques they utilize to encourage player identification as part of their creation of impact will
provide meaningful lessons for designers of impact regardless of the particular type of impact they
are pursuing.
In the following chapter, I will delve a bit more deeply into the research surrounding
empathy in games to help explain how I approached the creation of empathy in my own game for
impact. For now, what is most relevant to my case studies is to acknowledge the depth of the
debate concerning empathy and the breadth of definitions that might be used to classify it. In
calling my three selected games “games for empathy,” I simply mean to suggest that they are
games that ask their players to develop a deep appreciation for the presented characters and to
critically reflect upon the impact player actions have on those characters and the world they inhabit.
They might thus be considered “expressive games,” in that unlike serious games that try to teach
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and inform, or persuasive games that seek to relay a political message or procedurally represent a
system, they are focused on encouraging identification with in-game solutions and player
exploration of scenarios in search of their own conclusions (Trepanier-Jobin, 2016). In the sections
that follow, I present rhetorical analyses of Undertale, That Dragon, Cancer, and Papo & Yo.
These analyses each present a brief background about the game in question and then step through
a series of topics I identified as most relevant to understanding how they drew upon their
mechanics, aesthetics, and narrative to attend to abstraction and agency as manifested through
issues of authenticity, affectivity, and ambiguity. For this analysis, I draw not only upon my own
experience playing the game, but also the reactions and reflections of other fans and critics. After
the third and final case study, I conclude this chapter with a final summary of key takeaways for
designers of impact.

4.1 CASE STUDY #1: UNDERTALE
4.1.1 BACKGROUND
Undertale is an Indie RPG designed and developed primarily by Toby Fox. It was
originally marketed under the tagline “the friendly RPG where nobody has to die”
(FwugRadiation, 2015) and is now described on its Steam Store page as “the RPG game where
you don’t have to destroy anyone” (“Undertale,” 2015). The game launched initially for PC and
Mac, although it is now also available on Linux, PS4, and Vita, with a port announced for the
Nintendo Switch. Undertale has been well-received by most fans and critics, and currently holds
a 95% approval rating on Steam, along with a 92 Metacritic score (“Undertale,” 2015). While it is
primarily intended for entertainment, Undertale is considered an example of how games can
encourage self-reflection and reach for deeper, more expressive experiences. As one reviewer
describes it, Undertale is “a whispered reminder that great games can do more than impress with
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Figure 4.1: Screenshot from Undertale (Bogos, 2013)

sheer complexity and breadth, they can also draw us in close to them as to engage with our
humanity” (Walker, 2015). Another reviewer goes even further, claiming that, “Much better than
perfect, this is a creative game, an expansive and loving game, a game that changes our
understanding of what a game is and can be” (Problem Machine, 2016b).
The story begins by establishing that there was a war between humans and monsters that
left the monsters banished to live underground when they lost. Assuming control of an unnamed
human girl on the surface, the player falls through a hole and becomes trapped with the monsters
underground. The player character does not speak so their motivations are left entirely up to the
assumptions of other in-game characters and player interpretations of their own actions; however,
one way or another the player is set on a course to face off against the king of the monsters, Asgore,
in search of a way out of the underground prison. Like many games, while the main path through
the game remains immutable, the player experience and their eventual ending varies based on how
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they elect to interact with the other characters they encounter. These encounters are primarily
driven by a unique combat mechanic where players can elect to either fight monsters, slaying them
for experience points and currency if defeated, or to talk to the monsters and try to peacefully
resolve the combat, receiving currency if successful, but no experience points, limiting the
progression of their character’s strength.
There are two primary paths through the game, usually referred to as the Pacifist route and
the Genocide route respectively based on whether the player elects to spare all monsters or kill all
monsters they encounter; however, Fox has made it clear in interviews that he prefers to call the
Genocide route the “No Mercy” route, so that is the terminology I will be using throughout my
analysis (Lutz, 2015). For the sake of clarity, I will also be referring to the Pacifist route as the
“Mercy” route. There is an additional third “Neutral” route that involves a mix of sparing and
killing enemies and that must be completed before the Mercy route can be unlocked. For my own
playthrough, I completed the Neutral and Mercy routes to witness what is often considered by fans
to be the game’s true ending. I did not complete a No Mercy playthrough of the game, electing to
instead watch videos of others completing it. Additionally, I watched several other playthroughs
of the Mercy route to gain a better understanding of player reactions and of things I might have
missed. My analysis throughout this section is thus based on a combination of my own personal
experiences playing the game, my experiences watching others play the game, and a compilation
of reviews and critiques of the game. In the sections that follow, I breakdown my analysis of
Undertale into several different sections focusing on different design considerations or elements
that I felt relevant to understanding its impact.
4.1.2 FIGHT/SPARE: INNOVATING AN EVOCATIVE COMBAT MECHANIC
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In my opinion, the single most effective innovation Undertale makes that lends it enhanced
expressivity is its unique approach to combat. This approach blends gameplay and story together,
with player choices reflected in the consequences they see portrayed in the world around them
(Karabinus, 2017; Zavinski, 2016). Part of the reason the game’s approach to morality works so
well is that it constitutes a truer choice than in games like Spec Ops: The Line that claim to pose a
similar dilemma but offer no alternative to the player other than to stop playing (Problem Machine,
2016b). Conversely, Undertale offers the Act/Spare mechanic as a clear decision that grants
players the choice in most situations to solve their conflicts nonviolently. Essentially all enemies
in the game, including bosses, have unique options for talking to them during combat. In some
cases, doing so might weaken an enemy or defeat them entirely, while in other cases, it might
simply result in a memorable line of dialogue cued to that particular action. Talking to enemies
can be difficult since it is not always as simple as selecting the right option from a series of choices:
some enemies may require executing a series of actions in the right order or performing certain
actions only after another condition has been met in the course of the battle. Once an enemy has
been satisfied via communication, the player may then elect to Spare them, ending the combat
without any loss of life.
The Act/Spare system generally enhances the game’s sense of interactivity by providing a
unique approach to every character based on that particular character and their place within the
world (Hays, 2016). It also allows players to make a choice about how they wish to behave toward
those around them: do they strike down their enemies for experience points and increased power
or do they try to help their enemies in the hope of befriending them and forging a better world?
The ability to decide whether or not each character becomes a friend or an enemy is part of what
makes the characters feel so memorable and three-dimensional, since their inner lives are much
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more developed than those of most video game enemies (Problem Machine, 2016b; Zavinski,
2016). This system, however, is not without its issues. Fox (2015) himself has acknowledged that
he worries the Act/Spare system too often devolves into trial and error, despite his efforts to keep
it feeling fresh through entertaining dialogue and a variety of different monsters. Regardless, at
the very least the Act/Spare system offers a compelling alternative to traditional violence.
The Act/Spare system is not the only unique feature of Undertale’s approach to combat;
the representation of the combat itself is also noteworthy in that it emphasizes defense over offense.
Each round, a heart-shaped representation of the player’s life is placed within a walled arena (see
Figure 1). They must then move their heart around within that space to dodge attacks sent at them
by enemies. After evading—or at least surviving—an enemy’s attack pattern, they are given the
chance to Fight or Act in return. Fox (2015) claims that his idea for the game began with this battle
system, and that it’s bullet-battle style is the primary thing he sees keeping the game fun. This
suggests that Fox saw the inclusion of a solid gameplay mechanic for player engagement as crucial
for the expressivity that follows, providing a foundation upon which that expressivity might be
built. What makes this system so powerful for expression is the way in which its emphasis on
defending against the enemy allows the game to draw more attention to the enemy and their attacks
rather than the player’s own. Each enemy has a unique attack pattern or set of patterns that often
reveal a lot about that particular character. For example, one early fight features a depressed ghost
who literally attacks with falling tears. These attacks can also be used to cleverly convey
information to the player about the enemy’s current mental state (Zeferino, 2016). For example,
when fighting the first boss Toriel, her attacks at first seem brutally punishing and difficult to
dodge; however, when the player gets to low health, Toriel will change her attack pattern so that
her attacks can never hit the player, demonstrating her reluctance to fight. It is largely because of
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this system that Undertale boss fights are often praised for their memorability, since they are so
focused on revealing hidden motivations and developing relationships with the player even as they
engage in combat (Moss, 2017). Each fight is thus not just an opportunity to prove yourself better
than your foe, but a chance to understand why they fight in the first place.
4.1.3 MERCY VS. NO MERCY : PRESENTING A MEANINGFUL CHOICE
Tied to Undertale’s unique combat system is its approach to morality based on whether
players choose to Fight or to Spare their foes. While there are some additional subtle variations,
there are three primary ending types based on how players progress through the game. The first is
the Neutral ending, which is achieved essentially whenever the player has not met the conditions
for either of the other two endings. This ending is typically not considered a true ending, but rather
a stepping stone used to encourage players to commit to either of the other two paths. Messages
presented to the player at the end of the Neutral ending essentially say as much, encouraging
players to decide which path they wish to follow and remain consistent with that goal on their next
playthrough. The first puzzle of the game offers a quote that seems intended to capture this
sentiment: “Only the fearless may proceed. Brave ones, foolish ones. Both walk not the middle
road” (Problem Machine, 2016b). This represents an interesting conundrum, since the Neutral
ending is thus both the least satisfying ending and the ending which the most players will see,
especially since the other two endings each possess different barriers to entry unless players have
previously completed the game or have outside knowledge from other players (Snoman Gaming,
2015). While this is likely intended to motivate players to strive for the remaining endings, it may
also risk alienating players who do not realize how much they are potentially missing on their first
playthrough.
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The other two paths are the Mercy and No Mercy endings The Mercy route requires that
players go through the entire game without killing a single enemy and befriend each of the main
characters. It also requires first achieving the Neutral ending before being sent back to a previous
save to explore a hidden area to reveal additional backstory and uncover the identity of the true
antagonist. Conversely, the No Mercy route requires killing every enemy in the game. This means
not only killing each major boss or enemy you find, but also grinding random encounters in each
game zone until a counter is met and enemies stop spawning. The changes between the Mercy and
No Mercy route are not simply reflected in the endings—each possesses a different final boss fight
and different ending sequence—but in every aspect of the game, capturing the impact of player
decisions on the world around them to present two very different play experiences. The Mercy
route tends to emphasize the story and characters, rewarding players with a greater understanding
of each main character and the game’s backstory. This ultimately makes the world feel much more
alive, thus resulting in a generally more satisfying experience where the player releases all
monsters from the underground and helps them return to the surface in peace. Conversely, the No
Mercy route fundamentally alters the player’s relationship with each of the other characters as they
are systematically eradicated. This ultimately results in a somewhat disturbing experience
navigating a world that grows increasingly emptier with each vanquished denizen. For example,
when you reach the first town in the Mercy route, you find a bustling community full of interesting
people you can talk to amidst a happy musical jingle; when you reach it in the No Mercy route,
you find the town abandoned while ominous music rumbles disquietingly in the background.
This sense of emptiness is prevalent all throughout the world after that point, with most of
the game’s puzzles and narrative—and by extension, its charm—stripped away. In this sense, the
game does a good job capturing the truth of violence: it leaves the world an emptier place (Problem
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Machine, 2016a). By the end of the No Mercy route, the player has lost control of even their own
avatar, which slowly takes on a life of its own and begins to speak and move without player input
as a symbolic representation of players losing themselves to bloodlust and the videogame grind
for more power. In many ways, Undertale is more violent than other games because of this choice,
since it is entirely up to the player whether they wish to commit violence, rather than being forced
into violence as part of the expected gameplay (1Up Culture, 2016). As a result, this experience of
violence becomes much more personal, setting “up a framework for the player to explore their
own feelings about it” based on the presented consequences violence might have on those around
them, such as the feeling of “an absence where someone used to be” (Couture, 2015).
Mechanically, the Mercy route is much more difficult in the beginning than the No Mercy
route due to its strict rules against killing. Since you can never level up, you have less health and
receive far less money to spend than in the No Mercy route. You must also constantly struggle to
discover the correct ways to Act on and Spare your enemies, rather than always resorting to the
simplicity of violence. However, this dynamic shifts throughout the course of the game. In the
Mercy route, you become the destined hero, with other characters offering you encouragement and
aid. For example, it is impossible to lose the fight against the true final boss as your friends will
continuously help revive you. But in the No Mercy route, you become the feared villain, with other
characters rising up and doing all they can to stop you. For example, while most of the typical
bosses are pushovers in this route due to your increased relative strength and items, two new bosses
appear that are much more difficult than the standard bosses, driven by their resolve to stop you
from hurting anyone else. Thus, the game seems to be suggesting that although the path of Mercy
may initially seem daunting, it is ultimately more rewarding. This in turn suggests the importance
of respecting and helping others in the pursuit of collective social good, rather than a more
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individualistic pursuit of power at the cost of others. While traditional RPG systems often support
shooting first and asking questions later, Undertale implies that adopting that mindset in life can
only get one so far, and often comes at the cost of what makes the world worth inhabiting in the
first place.
This conclusion is supported as well by the general experiences of players who undergo
each route; while the Mercy route rewards players with a pleasant aesthetic experience, the No
Mercy route requires tedious, repetitive grinding in order to proceed. Further, the No Mercy route
punishes players even beyond that particular playthrough; once a player has completed the No
Mercy route, they are required to give up their soul to their avatar in exchange for a reset of the
world. After that point, if they ever complete the game, subtle changes will be in their new ending
that mar their sense of victory. To some extent, these endings seem to juxtapose the mechanics
with the narrative. On the one hand, the No Mercy route follows a more traditional RPG
progression, offering increased challenge and boss fights but at the cost of the aesthetic and
narrative pay-off of the Mercy route. It may start off easy, but it quickly becomes monotonous and
lonely to continue progressing. On the other hand, the Mercy route lacks a traditional sense of
progression in character power, forcing the player to initially struggle to survive weak within a
hostile world; however, by the end their experience becomes easier and easier as they make friends
who are able to come to their aid. In a way, it might be considered a struggle of delayed vs. instant
gratification (Karabinus, 2017). Games often emphasis instant gratification—immediate feedback
for player actions that provides a satisfying feeling of accomplishment so that they continue
playing. McGonigal (2011), for example cites the capacity of games to provide more satisfying
work as one of their greatest strengths, claiming that work in the real world should similarly
“present us with clear, immediately actionable goals as well as direct, vivid feedback” (p. 60).
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However, as McGonigal (2011) herself notes, this is only one part of the problem: an overemphasis
on quick satisfaction must also be paired with deeper, intrinsic meaning. Pursuing instant
gratification solely for the sake of that gratification, whether in a game or in real life, ultimately
rings hollow. The variety of trade-offs, both narratively and mechanically, between the Mercy and
No Mercy routes in Undertale exemplify this dilemma, capturing the value of investing in the
prolonged pursuit of a more lasting happiness as opposed to selfish advancement. As a result, these
opposed approaches similarly amplify the power of the player’s moral choice, lending it additional
weight.
While there is a general sense of players being discouraged from pursuing the No Mercy
route due to the presented consequences of their actions, this is somewhat undermined by the
inclusion of unique rewards and additional backstory available in this route. As a result, the three
different stories presented by the different routes don’t necessarily mesh together particularly well
(Lutz, 2015). Additionally, the morality presented by Undertale is to some extent oversimplified
as killing is bad and not killing is good. While the game’s approach to morality may do better than
many other moral choice systems at presenting the consequences of player actions, it nevertheless
still restricts those actions in a way that makes it difficult to respond to more nuanced or complex
issues, such as Alphys’ perceived self-destructive behavior (Dinicola, 2016). This problem is
perhaps related to the way the game sometimes forces players to transgress and act in particular
ways, such as making them disobey Toriel to explore the ruins, attack Napstablook to move past
him, or the requirement to defeat Asgore in combat rather than talking to him. Such moments likely
exist out of a perceived design necessity to maintain a sense of progression and keep the player
moving forward along the designated game route; however, they may also inadvertently take away
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some of the power of the player’s agency to choose their own course of action, weakening the
message as a result due to this lack of consistency.
4.1.4 NOSTALGIA, SIMPLICITY, AND CONVENTIONS: SUBVERTING EXPECTATIONS
Undertale uses nostalgia, simplicity, and game conventions to create emotional attachment
in the player through a sense of recognition and understanding that make the game feel more
relatable. The game then consistently seeks to subvert this feeling of comfortable understanding
through its narrative, mechanics, and aesthetics so that the player is encouraged to critically reflect
on the resulting dissonance in the experience. Elements of nostalgia are primarily evident in the
retro music and graphics, as well as some scattered references in the narrative to older games and
pop culture. Before working on Undertale, Fox was involved in the EarthBound community, and
Undertale has been seen as serving homage to EarthBound and other old 16-bit platforms
(Zavinski, 2016). Like EarthBound, Undertale points out the “beauty in mundanity,” creating
compelling experiences that often feel greater than the sum of their parts (Walker, 2015). Fox may
have also drawn inspiration from Shin Megami Tensei, which allowed players to talk to monsters
and experience their personalities (Couture, 2015). The basic narrative premise of the war between
humans and monsters helps to immediately draw the player in, as do the simplistic graphics and
music reminiscent of older video game experiences.
All of these components, however, are made more complicated as the player progresses
through the game. The music, for example, always retains its retro style, but over time presents
increasingly complex tunes that build upon themselves in ever more complicated riffs and linked
melodies as you progress through the game, mixing and remixing different songs based on their
connection to characters, locations, and themes (Problem Machine, 2016b; Yu, 2016a; Yu, 2016b).
The simple graphics are similarly subverted throughout the game, breaking established
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conventions such as graphical style in order to convey information to the player. For example, the
game uses text boxes to display character dialogue; however, these textboxes frequently alter
characteristics such as font, color, text size, and speed at which the text appears on the screen to
distinguish one character from another or to establish more about that particular character’s mood.
At certain points, the UI is even subverted by the game’s mechanics to draw attention to a particular
enemy’s style of attack. Enemy attacks typically take place within a small square space, where the
player must dodge a series of projectiles by moving around them. However, as the player
progresses, the particular combat space for different enemies may alter, becoming larger or smaller
based on that enemy’s attacks, and may even temporarily breakdown entirely. For example, one
boss fight destroys the box to let the player move around a portion of the screen, while another
actively spawns attacks outside the box that affect the UI, requiring the player to carefully switch
between different options in the menu without getting hit.
This rejection of simplicity is also evident in the game’s story. While the narrative seems
straightforward at first, the player quickly begins to learn that the monsters may not be as evil as
they might have expected, and that it is likely the humans who started the war with the monsters
in the first place due to their fear of the monsters’ ability to take their souls. The narrative is also
complicated by the more nuanced portrayals of different characters over time. For example, Asgore
is presented at the beginning of the game as the main antagonist who wants to claim the player’s
soul to escape the underworld and wage war on the humans; however, by the end, the player learns
that Asgore has been stricken with grief by the death of his son at human hands and is only doing
what he thinks he has to for the betterment of all monsters. Similarly, other characters like Alphys
or Flowey are initially portrayed one way, only to have their hidden backstories and motivations
eventually unmasked. Through such depictions, the game teaches players to set aside their initial
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expectations and get to know others before determining how to act. For example, the first character
the player meets, Flowey, presents what appears to be a typical tutorial sequence on the game;
however, vaguely sinister music and dialogue hint at the truth: that Flowey is actually trying to
hurt you and that you should not listen to him. This subversion of the expected starting tutorial
sequence continues when you meet the kind monster Toriel who guides you through the game’s
starting area. Because of her concern for your well-being, this quickly turns into a kind of tutorial
parody, with Toriel interrupting combats and deactivating puzzles to ensure you feel protected.
For example, there is a point where Toriel asks the player to walk across a room on their own. As
the player does so, tense music plays and the expectation of something happening rises until they
reach the end, only to have Toriel reveal that she’d been hiding and watching over you the whole
time.
Ultimately, this subversion of the tutorial sequence is just one example or a broader effort
to subvert player expectations about how such an RPG can or should be played. Another obvious
example is the combat system itself, which continues to encourage increased reflection on the
hidden motivations of enemies by allowing players the opportunity to talk to them and determine
what they really want, instead of forcing players to resolve their conflict with violence. Beyond
this, other traditional RPG mechanics are also subverted to draw attention to them and encourage
player critical reflection. For example, if you try to sell your extra goods to shopkeepers, they’ll
ask why you think they’d buy items with no obvious value. As another example, the game has
much less emphasis on the common forms of progression in RPGs, such as EXP (experience) or
LVL (level). While these statistics do still exist and may be earned, they are reimagined as
execution points and level of violence respectively since they can only be earned by choosing to
kill monsters instead of sparing them. These various tactics work to make the game recognizable
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and relatable to players to invest them in the experience and enhance the impact of subversion
when it eventually occurs.
4.1.5 CONSISTENCY: ANTICIPATING PLAYER ACTIONS
Part of the reason that subversion of player expectations works so effectively is the game’s
overall attention to consistency, which makes any breaks in that consistency all the more
noticeable. This general sense of consistency can be found throughout the game’s graphical
representations, musical motifs, and use of established mechanics, as already touched on above.
The music, for example, ties specific riffs to each character and location, with major songs
combining those riffs as appropriate. This means that the music remains consistent throughout
with whatever action is occurring, often referring back to previous related encounters (Yu, 2016a;
Yu, 2016b). This helps subtly tie the entire experience together by forging connections among its
various components. However, this sense of consistency also stretches into other aspects of the
game, such as providing a series of running jokes or references throughout that help create a shared
experience. For example, the game makes frequent references to the character’s determination
whenever they save their progress, sometimes seriously, other times humorously. Many of these
save points in the game feature a mousehole and a table with cheese somehow kept from the mouse,
with text that refers to the determination of the mouse in forever trying to reach the cheese. Such
occurrences may not have a grand effect on the overall gameplay, but they nevertheless help evoke
a sense of a world with (mostly) consistent rules. Another particularly poignant example occurs at
the end of the game, when you reach Asgore’s castle only to find a home echoing that of Toriel
who helped you at the beginning of the game. While most games would present you with a series
of escalating difficult encounters at the end, Undertale instead has you come full circle to where
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you began, presenting a parade of past characters who speak to the player as they prepare for their
final encounter with Asgore.
This sense of a consistent, persistent world is further enhanced by the general way in which
the game remembers player actions and tries to lend them additional weight by altering the world
and/or dialogue to fit them. Many of these examples are more traditional, such as a character you
meet responding differently based on whether you chose to kill or spare their friend earlier in the
game. However, these moments often stretch beyond such simple, binary choices to create a more
permanent and all-encompassing sense of the impact of player actions. One way the game does
this is by frequently remembering not just those actions you’ve chosen in a particular playthrough,
but past actions from previous playthroughs as well. This provides an interesting twist on
replayability, suggesting that returning to the same game world inevitably leaves its mark since
the player can only start from a completely clean slate once. For example, the first boss you must
fight is Toriel, who tries to protect you by stopping you from leaving the ruins. Although I didn’t
particularly want to kill her, I could not figure out how to spare her, so I reluctantly defeated her
and moved on. Not long after, I encountered the true main antagonist Flowey, who taunted me
about having murdered someone who loved me. I felt guilty enough that I reloaded my previous
save and figured out how to spare Toriel instead. Feeling much better about my decision, I once
again reached Flowey, expecting him to have altered his dialogue to reflect my new choice. While
he did indeed have new dialogue, that dialogue now mocked me for feeling bad about my previous
actions, assuring me that rewriting history didn’t erase what I had done. Such moments have the
potential to elicit powerful reactions in players—it certainly did for me—by anticipating possible
behaviors players might exhibit and incorporating unique responses. As one reviewer noted, “the
consistency and levelness of this responsiveness, combined with a lack of overt value judgment

103

on the results, creates the reflective effect” through its feedback (Problem Machine, 2016b). This,
in turn, makes morality feel more genuine and permanent since actions gain increased weight when
you realize that even resetting your save won’t be able to completely undo what you have done,
causing players to be even more conscious of each decision they make and its potential
ramifications (Snoman Gaming, 2015). Consistency thus not only helps to subvert player
expectations and draw them out; it also helps draw players more into the world being created to
increase their investment with that space.
4.1.6 MEMORABLE MOMENTS: INCREASING PLAYER IMMERSION
The game also relies on little moments of agency or narrative to build player investment
with the world. Despite its relatively short playtime, such moments can help make the game feel
more expressive than many much longer and more developed AAA titles (Lido, 2016). Sometimes,
these moments are based on forcing the player to act, even in ways that may seem mostly
insignificant. For example, the game begins with requiring the player to press a button to wake up
as a simple expression of agency and assuming control, a move that is echoed later on when the
player falls unconscious (Pears, 2016). The player is also given the option to name the fallen human
so that they feel more connected to the character. Other times, the little moments take the form of
narrative vignettes that makes the world feel like a richer place by virtue of existing. Such moments
are prevalent throughout the game, often requiring exploration off the main path or returning to
previous characters and locations to revisit them. One notable example is a snowman you can find
early on who will ask you to bring a piece of him with you on your journey and be delighted at the
end of the game if you still have it with you. Another example is the game of Thundersnail, where
the player must race their snail against the others to earn additional in-game currency. The player
is required to encourage their snail to get it to move faster if they want to win, but if they encourage
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it too much, it’ll freeze up under the pressure, presenting a memorable twist on classic buttonmashing mini-games. Such moments contribute to Undertale’s overall meta-commentary on
common game tropes and playstyles that encourage quickly killing everything without
consequence, subverting expectations of quick advancement in favor of a slower, more reflective
kind of play similar to that encouraged by Walden, a game.
These moments may also be focused on hidden possibilities that have the potential to make
player actions feel more impactful. For example, players have the decision early on to save up
some money and buy a spider donut as part of a spider bake sale; if they do and keep that item in
their inventory until almost the end of the game, they are able to use it to completely skip a difficult
boss fight. Other times, these moments may be entirely outside of the player’s control, yet resonate
emotionally with what is happening in the game. For example, Toriel’s affection for the player is
shown through tiny gestures like tousling the character’s hair or pausing to look quickly back at
the character before hurrying off. Such moments may not require any input from the player, but
their addition nevertheless helps flesh out the emotional experience. As one reviewer describes it,
“If Undertale can be said to have a moral or an ethic, it might be this: extracting joy from the
littlest, stupidest things—especially those things—can be a strategy for enriching our lives,
refining our ability to relate to others, and cultivating resilience in the face of loneliness” (Lido,
2016). By incorporating such moments, Fox makes the world feel more alive, capturing a sense of
acting upon the world even as the world acts upon you.
4.1.7 JUDGEMENT: PROMOTING PLAYER INTERPRETATION AND REFLECTION
Undertale has continued to have a lasting impact on a substantial community. It can be
difficult to define exactly what has resulted in Undertale’s massive popularity. Frank (2015)
acknowledges this when she refers to Undertale as a “game of the heart” whose power comes from
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the resonance of its unique approach to morality. This power may also come in part from the sense
in which the game’s message seems to echo powerfully in the real world. Lido (2016), for example,
postulates that one could interpret the theme of the game as being about finding little ways to
enrich our lives through meaningful connections with others, while Lutz (2015) claims that the
game places you into a network of friends and then judges you on how open and friendly you were
to them. There is some disagreement in the community over the extent to which the game actively
judges the player’s morality as opposed to simply noting the hypothetical impact of their actions
and then allowing for player interpretation of the consequences. Whether it is considered active
judgment or a more passive encouragement to search for meaning, Undertale utilizes several
different techniques to encourage critical reflection in players. One such technique is the
abstraction of language or ideas into seemingly simple concepts that then leave them open to player
interpretation (Problem Machine, 2016b). For example, the combat system has the player moving
around their heart to dodge attacks as a symbolic representation of their attempts to communicate
with another. This technique is similar to my discussion in Chapter 2 of the concept of closure,
and the possibility of increasing player investment by encouraging them to work to uncover their
own meanings. Another technique, reminiscent of Fullerton’s discussion of slowing down
gameplay, is to intersperse long moments of walking or backtracking that provide a temporary
reprieve from the action and give players an opportunity to pause and reflect.
At other times, Undertale encourages reflection by blurring the boundaries between the
game and the real-world (Problem Machine, 2016b). By remembering actions across saves or
occasionally breaking the fourth wall, the game draws attention to its artifice and creates a feeling
of it leaking out into the real world. For example, near the end of the Neutral Path when Flowey is
revealed as the true antagonist, he literally breaks the game, making it crash and requiring the
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player to restart the program. When they do, the game starts playing the typical cinematic intro,
only to quickly break as Flowey assumes control of the program and forces the player out of the
game systems that have defined the experience thus far. Actions like this help make the experience
feel more personally meaningful to the player, casting the game as more than an isolated moment
of play. This strategy, as well as some of Undertale’s art style, may have been inspired by the
“creepypasta” tradition forging short online horror stories and images that are cast as being real
(Problem Machine, 2016b). Similarly, at times the theme of judgment seems more explicitly
directed at the player, such as a moment late in the game when the character Sans judges the player
based on the degree to which they have followed the Mercy or No Mercy routes.
This connection to the real world and sense of self-awareness ties into a definite theme of
fandom present throughout the game. While the game seems to support the right for players to
personally care about something they find meaningful even if it isn’t seen as meaningful to others,
it simultaneously urges an avoidance of unhealthy attachment (hbomberguy, 2016). A quote from
the No Mercy route directed at the player’s desire to undo the destruction they’ve wrought captures
the essence of this thought nicely: “You are wracked with a perverted sentimentality.” Other
characters express a similar thought, if framed less maliciously: at a certain point, all games or
experiences must end, and that ending should come before unhealthy attachment has tainted the
experience. This helps push players towards a “healthy” way of playing, since it “lets you dig
deeper when you want to and rewards you for following your heart instead of your consumptive
id,” recognizing that “curiosity isn’t about completion, it’s about compassion, and joy isn’t about
progress, but presence” (Walker, 2015). For example, if players complete the Mercy route and
then try to go back and start the game over, Flowey will appear, questioning their decision to
rewrite their friends’ happy endings and make them go through everything all over again. The
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character of Alphys represents another negative depiction of unhealthy fandom through her
obsessive attachment to various anime and pop culture items, which is tied to her sense of lack of
self-worth. These depictions of fandom may also represent a kind of meta-commentary on gaming
addiction that can arise from unhealthy attachment, drawing increased player attention to how they
themselves approach playing games.
Together, such warnings express a need for finality in games based not just on playing for
a sense of progress or completion, but for the expression of a satisfying conclusion (hbomberguy,
2016). Ironically, toxic fandom has been a noted problem with the game, with some fans harassing
streamers who attempt to play the No-Mercy route, decrying them as horrible people (Spencer,
2017). There is a general sense in the community that the Mercy route is the only right way to play
the game and unlock the true ending, which the game mostly supports itself based on how it
presents and handles the two different routes. Part of this problem may be based on the game’s
surprising popularity, which Fox has noted as both remarkable and a constant source of stress
(Wawro, 2016). Such drama raises a potential question about the extent to which players should
be expected to enter a game experience blind and the degree to which their play might be
influenced by the existing community and popular reaction to the game. To some extent, player
agency must necessarily be understood as constrained and shaped by these exterior forces: play
will never exist in a vacuum, and various social or cultural forces will inevitably cause many
players to choose one action over another. Thus, while players may be free to experience the game
in any way they want, that does not mean that all routes will be created equally.
An additional component of reflection is tied to the game’s difficulty, which I sometimes
found pulling me out of the experience and focusing me on the artifice of the game rather than on
the experience it was trying to convey. For example, it was difficult when repeating a challenging
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boss fight to maintain my same level of interest in morality rather than becoming caught up in my
frustration. Even worse was when my confusion over an unclear mechanic would pull me out of
the experience entirely, granting me the distance needed for reflection but without anything to
reflect on beyond my frustration. The most common cause of this for me was the Spare mechanic,
which often lacked clear feedback. Lutz (2015) had a similar complaint about the sparing
mechanic’s ability to clearly telegraph the consequences of a choice, while Muncy (n.d.) cited the
option to Spare Toriel as a particularly egregious example. I mentioned earlier that in my
playthrough of the game, I first killed Toriel before reverting back to a previous save; this was
mainly because I didn’t realize that in order to spare Toriel, you must be willing to select the Spare
option over a dozen different times, with nothing but subtly changing dialogue and a vague clue
from earlier in the game to indicate that you are on the correct path.
This kind of scenario can make the player feel forced into responding a certain way not
because they are making an ethical choice, but simply a mechanical one due to a lack of options
(Muncy, n.d.). Even Fox (2015) himself confessed that the Spare system had turned out to be less
fun or fair than he had originally intended since it often devolves into a lot of trial and error. Of
course, an argument could be made that this poor telegraphing of consequences is part of the
game’s broader strategy to interrogate player choices by requiring them to sometimes make
difficult choices potentially at great cost to themselves or when they have uncertain outcomes.
After all, it can be challenging in many real-life scenarios to figure out how to respond peacefully
to your opponents and find ways to appropriately show mercy. Read this way, the difficulty of
sparing Toriel might instead be seen as a demonstration of the lengths that doing the right thing
might sometimes require (Snoman Gaming, 2015). This analysis, however, raises further questions
about the need to balance message with gameplay: in this case, it is possible that what could be
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construed as a more realistic depiction of mercy nevertheless unintentionally robs the experience
of some of its emotional weight.

4.2 CASE STUDY #2: THAT DRAGON, CANCER

Figure 4.2: Screenshot from That Dragon, Cancer ("That Dragon, Cancer," 2018)

4.2.1 BACKGROUND
That Dragon, Cancer describes itself as “an immersive, narrative videogame” (“That
Dragon, Cancer,” 2016). It was developed by Numinous Games for Ouya, PC, and MAC, and has
since been released as well for iOS. Most of the game was created by a small team led by Ryan
and Amy Green, with Josh Larson assisting with much of the programming. This autobiographical
game was originally designed to chronicle the Greens’ struggle to care for their young son Joel as
he struggled with terminal cancer; however, during development their son died, and they reworked
much of the game to instead serve as a kind of memorial for him (Zouhali-Worrall & Osit, 2015).
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Players occupy different viewpoints as they experience a series of short vignettes, each focused
around a different moment in the Greens’ lives related to their experience. Dialogue is displayed
as text worked directly into the environment, and player control is limited to only a few possible
interactions with their environment at any one time. The game is less interested in its gameplay
than it is in taking the player along for a poetic, experiential ride.
One reviewer described the game as “both that moment of held breath and the anticipation
of what comes after the exhale, a conflicted and complicated story in a bright and simple package”
(MacLeod, 2016). Despite its dark subject matter and often heartbreaking narrative, the game
ultimately has a message of hope rather than despair (Errant Signal, 2016). This fits with what the
Greens themselves have said about the game, and their desire to capture moments of joy rising
from within the grief (Zouhali-Worrall & Osit, 2015). The game has received general praise from
critics, and currently has a 90% approval rating on Steam, and a score of 78 on Metacritic (“That
Dragon, Cancer,” 2016; Metacritic, 2016). I completed a playthrough of the game myself, and then
watched several other playthroughs to get a sense of how others reacted to it and to see if there
was anything I’d missed. As with Undertale, I also draw upon a series of reviews and other
discussions focused around the game or relevant concepts throughout my analysis. My analysis is
presented below, divided into a series of relevant topics.
4.2.2 MEMORY : MAKING IT PERSONAL
The game generally seeks to emulate the sense of stepping through linked memories tied
to the experiences of Ryan and Amy Green. Part of this is accomplished by the simplistic, often
surreal graphics. Certain depictions, such as the use of black tentacled masses to symbolize the
spreading cancer, are striking despite their relative simplicity, conveying power via symbolism.
The Greens acknowledged that their goal with this type of abstraction was to emphasize emotion
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over realism; in addition to technical concerns, this was part of why they elected to leave the faces
of all characters depicted in the game blank and half-formed (Zouhali-Worrall & Osit, 2015). They
felt that it was not the details themselves that mattered, but the feeling of the experience and
determining ways they could convey that experience to others. Ryan Green realized in the course
of development that the game would only work if players got a sense of who the Greens were and
why they loved each other, especially Joel (Conditt, 2014). For example, Ryan Green related to
Conditt (2014) that during development, one metric they often used to determine whether or not a
scene was working was whether he thought that scene would make players love Joel more; if not,
then it would be cut. It is for this reason that they tried to capture Joel’s actual sounds and
movements for the audio and modelling in the game, so that they could make Joel’s representation
as true as possible. That said, the Greens ultimately elected to include Joel’s laugh as a sound effect
within the game, but not his cry since they wanted to memorialize their love of Joel, not their pain
(Zouhali-Worrall & Osit, 2015). In this sense then, there is a tension present between the game as
documentary and the game as memoir: while it strives to present the Greens’ lived experiences,
those experiences are filtered based on the Greens’ goals and the particular aspects of their
experience they wished to emphasize. It thus functions as a kind of selective memory, focused not
on presenting their reality, but rather on their interpretation of what is most relevant about that
reality.
Emphasizing emotion through abstraction also furthers the sense of walking through a
memory, where certain details may be incomplete or half-forgotten. The player receives only quick
glimpses and bursts of feeling, much in the way a particularly vivid encounter might stick in your
memory long after the intervening moments have started to blur together. This, in turn, can help
capture the sense of confusion and numbness felt by the family during this time (Schott, 2017).
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The ambient music and sound effects only serve to enhance this sensation. The dialogue, for
example, is all recorded with a slight distortion that makes me think once again of the fading of
memory due to degrading quality. This sense of walking through incomplete memories is further
advanced by the general structure of the experience, which splits the game up into a series of
fourteen separate vignettes with often abstract names like “The Temple of Man.” Amy Green
generally supported this view of the game as linked memories, praising the ability of games to
capture singular moments that can offer glimpses into the lives of those involved (Zouhali-Worrall
& Osit, 2015). Likewise, Ryan Green approved of how games can help players linger in the spaces
between moments, giving them a chance to reflect there (Schott, 2017). To encourage this exact
sort of lingering, the game has no distinct win states for many of its scenes beyond experiencing
them for a certain amount of time and often provides little motivation to progress past a particular
scene. Haggis (2016) argued that this means That Dragon, Cancer might be better considered a
playable interactive narrative experience (PINE) due to its reliance on building a sense of
interactivity primarily through immersion in the Greens’ lives.
Haggis (2016) and Suellentrop (2016) both consider the game to be an example of magical
realism: a style of story in which a generally realistic view of the world is portrayed in a fantastical
way, driving reader interest through that seemingly contradictory juxtaposition of the familiar with
the unfamiliar. This comes through in the cheerfulness of the art style—reminiscent of children’s
blocks—which belies its dark, serious subject (MacLeod, 2016). It is almost like being in a dream,
a sensation enhanced still further by the game’s multiple perspective shifts, which sometimes go
unspecified until the player has a chance to move around the environment and infer their newly
assumed identity via context clues. During the course of the various vignettes, the player mainly
seems to inhabit the body of Ryan Green, although they are also sometimes Amy or Joel, at times
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an unnamed friend of the family, and occasionally even a duck or seagull watching the proceedings
from afar. While I personally found these shifts in perspective to be somewhat disorienting, Stuart
(2016) argued that they could help provide some needed distance from what becomes a deeply sad
and moving story by letting players step away from the Greens for a moment, while MacLeod
(2016) saw these complicated shifts in perspective as a potential way to help offset the game’s
more simplistic mechanics. Regardless, these various techniques serve to make the player feel
more connected with the Greens, lending their experiences an enhanced sense of meaning due to
their personal relevance.
4.2.3 PLAYER CONTROL: BALANCING DEMANDS OF INTERACTIVITY
The main gameplay consists of a kind of twist on a typical interactive novel where text
corresponding to the spoken dialogue is overlaid onto the world, shifting slightly in size and
emphasis based on its current tone. Users interact with the 3D world in a limited fashion by clicking
to perform certain actions. This includes the ability to click at certain locations on the screen to
move their avatar there, altering their perspective. This form of node interaction allows designers
to take full advantage of the player’s point of view since they know where it will be, better
controlling their emotions and also making the game more accessible to more people who may not
be familiar with how to navigate a 3D world (Errant Signal, 2016). The game also provides limited
opportunities for simplistic interaction with the world, likely due to the designer feeling pressured
to invest players in what’s happening, forging a connection between players and in-game events
due to their limited participation within them. More often, however, I found these moments to feel
somewhat pointless or arbitrary and the lack of further interactivity to feel restrictive, almost like
filler that is meant to give the player something to do while they sit and listen to the dialogue. For
example, in one such moment you are clicking repetitively to give bread to Joel to feed to ducks
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and then eating the bread by clicking on the duck; however, this entire interaction could be skipped
if the player wanted since progression isn’t queued to the player’s actions, but rather to an internal
timer tied to the dialogue being displayed while this sequence occurs.
In other instances, such as playing with a series of projected constellations in “The Temple
of Man,” the experience can become still more frustrating since there is not even dialogue to listen
to while the player waits. In such moments, I wished that there was a way to manually advance,
rather than being forced into passive reflection by the game that for me at least was more often
spent thinking about my irritation than about the game’s message. I felt similarly frustrated when
I was forced to interact with the piano in “The Temple of God” since I did not get a clear sense of
what I was supposed to do in order to progress. I later learned that Ryan Green had intended this
as a representation of the player accepting what was happening or trying to work against it in
dissonance; that message, however, was lost on me (Zouhali-Worrall & Osit, 2015). Instead,
moments like this can often feel disempowering for the player, greatly limiting their sense of
agency within the world (Tanz, 2016). O’Brien (2016) described this feeling as the player “not so
much controlling the experience as being allowed into it, in whatever form that may take.” Others
acknowledge that this disempowerment is likely intentional, both to convey feelings of
helplessness and despair felt by the Greens and to encourage exploration of the environment in
search of solutions, much as the Greens themselves did while grappling with their predicament
(Parkin, 2013; Schott, 2017; Suellentrop, 2016).
However, despite the limited opportunities for agency, there are three particularly
successful moments where the simplistic interactions worked well for me. The first example was
from “On Hospital Time,” as the player is occupying Ryan Green’s perspective and a hospital
monitor begins to beep an alarm from beside the chair you’re sitting in. The monitor is full of
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different buttons and switches and all the player can do is start randomly pressing them, hoping to
find the right one to disable the alarm without any disastrous consequences. I thought this
successfully captured how overwhelmed Ryan must have felt when dealing with his son’s constant
symptoms and emergencies. The second example was from “I’m Sorry Guys, It’s not Good.” The
player begins as Joel playing with a spinning wheel game that lets them select different animals.
As the scene progresses, the images on the wheel morph into the faces of the doctors and the
Greens as they are informed that Joel’s cancer has returned. By fast-forwarding or rewinding time
and selecting from among the different perspectives at each moment, players can watch the
traumatic moment again and again, seeing it through new eyes to get a sense of what each character
is thinking. This represents a powerful metaphor of the way bad news can sometimes replay in
someone’s head over and over. Finally, in the last scene of the game “Picnic at the Edge,” you play
as Ryan Green imagining having a picnic with Joel after he has passed. The moment is
purposefully surreal and dream-like, and as the conversation continues, you start to drift away from
the picnic, leaving Joel behind. However, if you click on Joel, you are able to arrest that movement
temporarily, pulling yourself back down before you once again resume rising. In this way, the
moment seeks to capture the notion of clinging to a lost loved one before eventually letting go in
order to move on. In each of these cases, the restricted agency works well for a specific purpose:
to place the player into a difficult situation experienced by the Greens and metaphorically capture
the essence of that moment in a way that encourages player reflection by tightly tying performative
action to narrative. While such restrictive agency carries a risk of defying cultural expectations
and gaming conventions encouraging player freedom and control, these examples prove that even
limited opportunities for interaction can be emotionally evocative if implemented appropriately.
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In addition to the limited interaction present for much of the experience, the game also
features a handful of segments more reminiscent of a traditional game, which temporarily give
players increased control over a character to accomplish some specific task. For example, near the
end of “End of Treatment Party,” the player controls Joel in the equivalent of a go-kart racing
game, moving around a looping hospital track to complete three laps. As they do, they collect
various power-ups and are able to see the passage of time as years go by on the clock. At the end
of the sequence, it’s revealed that each of the power-ups they collected was actually a different pill
or treatment given to Joel in those intervening years. While I appreciated the morbid twist revealed
at the end, the entire sequence felt a bit too on-the-nose compared to some of the subtler
interactions that take place throughout the game. Other reviewers tended to agree, feeling that
these more game-like moments distracted from the main interactivity with the story that occurs
elsewhere, coming across as out of place and potentially even bordering on self-parody (Errant
Signal, 2016; O’Brien, 2016). I feel that in general, this may have been at least in part due to the
abrupt and confusing nature of these segments; in each case, the rules are different than in the rest
of the game, and it can be jarring to suddenly have increased control without expecting it or entirely
knowing what to do with it. Of course, as with the limited interactivity found elsewhere in the
game, this frustration might have been intentional, designed to mirror the Greens’ own frustration
over not knowing what to do (O’Brien, 2016).
What these examples highlight is that it is not the game’s mechanics per se that make That
Dragon, Cancer a powerful experience, but rather the ways in which it forges an emotional
connection with the Greens. Rogers, Woolley, Sherrick, Bowman, & Oliver (2017) analyzed 575
reviews of gaming experiences deemed by participants to be either the “most fun” or “most
meaningful.” What they found was that fun tended to be tied most often to gameplay mechanics,
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while meaning was more often associated with connections forged between players and in-game
characters. Of course, this doesn’t mean that meaning only comes from the narrative itself, since
it is interactivity and player agency that often allow such connections to be forged (Rogers et al.,
2017). Rogers et al. (2017) conclude that “these meaningful outcomes seem to be tied to
experiences of richly textured gameworlds, complex and provocative narratives, and carefully
drawn characters” (p. 76). This fits as well with Mitchell’s (2016) conception of poetic gameplay,
which he claims can be created by undermining player expectations for control, disrupting the
chronological flow of time, or blurring the boundaries of the form to inspire reflection. Ironically,
it is That Dragon, Cancer’s limited interactivity that both seems to strengthen the experience by
providing carefully honed opportunities to empathize with the Greens while simultaneously
weakening the experience by causing player frustration. As the game’s limited success with its
most interactive moments demonstrates, however, there is no simple answer to the appropriate
degree of interactivity and player agency. Instead, what seems to matter most is that the game’s
interactivity is used to thoughtfully enhance the player’s experience by anticipating their reactions
and harnessing those reactions appropriately.
4.2.4 EMOTIONAL RESONANCE: KEEPING IT REAL
I believe that is largely those segments of That Dragon, Cancer that feel personal or
grounded in realism that resonate the most emotionally. As one reviewer framed it, the game is
“pitilessly, heartbreakingly mundane,” which often makes the dialogue or interactions feel more
natural and thus carry more emotional weight (Short, 2016). Other reviewers agreed,
complimenting the game for its honesty (Dixon, 2016); its earnestness, intimacy, and specificity
(Errant Signal, 2016); and its “visceral” nature (Satchbag’s Goods, 2016). While the game’s
inherent melancholy could have come across as manipulative, it manages to instead feel largely
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authentic (Kriss, n.d.). Because the game is so well-grounded in the experiences of the Greens and
does its best to accurately depict what they went through, it is able to carry much greater impact.
As Campbell (2016) said, “It shares through words, pictures, sounds and actions. The actions give
us a sense of the pain of others. They show, rather than tell.” If specific moments grounded in the
reality of the Greens’ experience served to effectively anchor the player in the emotional
gamespace, the opposite appears to be true as well; more abstracted or poetically diffuse moments
often seemed to detract from the emotion rather than enhance it. This opinion is echoed by some
critics, who found that too much abstraction detracted from the parts of the game that felt more
natural (Addcox, 2016; Errant Signal, 2016).
The dialogue is a good example of this tension between abstraction and verisimilitude.
Much of the text often veers towards the overly poetic, presenting grand reflections on the nature
of death or hope that loses its sense of connection to the Greens. For example, in one memorable
early line, Ryan Green rails against his feeling of helplessness before the spreading cancer in his
son: “Fear is cancer’s preservative. Cancer’s embalming oil. And you, oh Accuser, are fear’s oil
salesman. You’re a snake. A serpent. A dragon with snuffed out coal on his breath. Molting, talons
broken from the struggle to free yourself of your own skin.” While such moments may be striking
to players, their lack of grounding in the lives of the Greens also stripped them of much of their
emotional weight, leaving players with flowery language that offers little in the way of a
meaningful referent. In my own playthrough, lines like the one quoted above initially grabbed my
attention, but quickly faded and were diffused by similarly poetic language a few moments later.
Without anything to latch onto, this kind of language accidentally removes players from what is
occurring in the narrative rather than binding them to it, adding another layer of separation that
makes the experience feel less viscerally real.
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I wonder if the symbolic abstractions the Greens were attempting may have gotten away
from them a bit, at the cost of a more streamlined experience that could better direct player
attention and ensure more meaningful player actions via feedback. Short (2016) agrees in general
with this assessment, critiquing the weakness she sees in the game’s more philosophical moments;
however, she notes that to some extent, these musings may themselves offer a glimpse into how
the Greens struggled internally to come up with language to describe what was happening to them.
Perhaps the game so often feels like a cacophony of voices and mixed metaphors because the
Greens were trying desperately to find some way of conveying a fundamentally chaotic moment
and found their poetic skills frequently not up to the task (MacLeod, 2016). Similarly, perhaps the
reason the game shifts from being more grounded to more abstract as it progresses was due to a
necessary shift in the Greens as their grief intensified and they struggled to gain some distance
themselves (Kriss, n.d.). In general, it was segments such as “Adrift” or “Drowning” that have the
player as a seagull witness abstracted moments of struggle where I found the dialogue the least
moving, largely because of their amateur poetic nature and the subsequent distracting effect.
The moments I found most moving instead focused specifically around connecting the
player to the Greens’ situation and evoking a deeper sense of what they must have felt, relying on
abstraction only in so far as it utilized a specific metaphor to capture that moment. In addition to
the moments of interaction I discussed earlier, three other moments stood out for me due to their
emotional resonance. The first moment is a speech Amy Green gives during “Waking Up” as she
reflects on the dreams she has for Joel in a hypothetical reality where he survives:
This terrible routine, watching you. Waiting for you to wake. Hoping you will never
remember these days of illness and treatment. One day, I'll bring you here; show you your
tiny handprints on the wall, and, you'll be annoyed that we all think of you as some big

120

miracle. Cancer, will be such a small part of all you could grow to be. You will tire of
hearing about it. You won't want to see the cards and notes I saved, and I won't mind at all.
I'll hold the memories of this hard day. You just leave it behind.
This particular scene opens with Amy humming as she rocks Joel in a chair at the hospital,
overlaying words onto the scene as the spoken dialogue plays. The player has no control over their
character as their perspective slowly shifts from Amy to a wall with Joel’s handprints taken over
the years before finally relinquishing control back to the player once the speech is over. This is but
one example of a number of powerful speeches Amy gives throughout the game, including one
during “I’m Sorry Guys, It’s not Good” where she worries how others might view her unannounced
pregnancy as a replacement for Joel, and one during “End of Treatment Party” where she grapples
with the realization that she will never get an end of treatment party for Joel since his treatment
will never be over. None of these moments feature any interactions or even any real visuals beyond
the current environment. Instead, these moments all work so well because they provide direct
glimpses into the Greens’ minds, with Amy Green’s narration capturing her raw emotion in her
delivery of the lines and the dialogue providing additional context for the considerations people
thrust into such a terrible situation might have.
The other two moments I wanted to touch on are less about dialogue or player interactions
and more about the overall experience these moments convey simply by the presence of players
within a particular environment. In the first of these, the player is allowed to walk around a
previously-explored hospital corridor during “Waking Up” that has now been filled with hundreds
of colored cards that dangle from strings, hang from the walls, and are propped up on every
available surface. As players walk around and read the cards, they realize that each of them is from
a different person who either struggled with cancer themselves or lost a loved one to cancer. This
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surreal experience serves to expand the game into a powerful multiplication of suffering (Errant
Signal, 2016). In the second moment, the player experiences Joel’s pained sobbing and Ryan
Green’s increasingly desperate attempts to soothe him in “Dehydration.” There is essentially
nothing the player can do but wander around the space and hope along with Ryan that the crying
will eventually stop. Everything in the scene, especially the repeated crying, works together well
to create a sense of hopelessness at the player’s inability to help, followed by relief mirroring
Ryan’s own when Joel finally falls asleep. These two moments both derive their power from the
connections they forge between the Greens and the player, providing echoes of their own suffering
that they hope will resonate with players and ring true. Whether through dialogue that reveals the
Greens’ private inner lives or such moments that seek to experientially capture what they felt, the
game works best when it as at its most raw, divorced from its overly poetic filler or weaker
moments of forced interaction.
4.2.5 EVALUATION: RECOGNIZING CONTEXT AND FRAMING
It is difficult to imagine many players picking up such a game without at least some
recognition of the context in which it was made and the subject matter it portrays, given that it was
so much a part of how the game was marketed and framed. For example, during at least one demo
of the game, the Greens brought photos of Joel with the rest of their family and set them out around
the game booth (Zouhali-Worrall & Osit, 2015). This additional context inevitably has at least
some effect on the willingness of players to identify with the message being presented, investing
them more in the experience. Werning (2017) finds the game’s autobiographical nature to be
among its most intriguing aspects; he argues that That Dragon, Cancer is not actually all that
interesting formally as a game, but that the player’s ability to read so deeply into the developer’s
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story and motivation helps shift the player’s goal away from the act of play itself and more towards
the creation of a connection with the developer by identifying with their point of view.
In many ways, the experience presented by That Dragon, Cancer seems less about the
player than it is about the developer. Through the creation of this game, the Greens are struggling
to work out their own grief and portray how they dealt with loss, leaving players to decide what
they can take away from that experience based on their own personal context (Kriss, n.d.). Larson,
for example, said that playing a game is like having a developer’s worldview pushed on you: the
player asks a question and then receives an answer from the game (Wawro, 2014). That Dragon,
Cancer could thus be thought of as “a game with many doors” and captured moments (Satchbag’s
Goods, 2016). Parkin (2013) agrees, citing designer Larson who claimed that they focused more
on themes than mechanics because they hoped that would help inspire more discussion
surrounding the game. Suellentrop (2016) similarly argues that it’s reductionist to expect this kind
of memoir game to give players a tidy sense of closure at the end, since such closure is missing
from the designers themselves. Interestingly, the plan to inspire discussion around the game may
have at least partially backfired; Ryan Green later lamented poor sales for the game and at least
partially blamed various Let’s Play videos for capturing the essence of the game for fans, removing
the need for them to purchase the game themselves (Higgins, 2016). This can be especially
problematic for a game like That Dragon, Cancer that purposefully eschews its mechanics in favor
of increased expressivity since it makes the experience less dependent on being the one to play the
game yourself. This, in turn, raises questions about the nature of Let’s Play videos in general and
the role they can/should play in providing a representation of gameplay to others, especially when
those games veer away from traditional conceptions of interactivity in the medium.
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A similar dilemma is raised with regards to game criticism: perhaps because of the
fledgling nature of games as a medium and certain expectations game critics have for what
constitutes a typical play experience, That Dragon, Cancer’s unique nature also made it difficult
for reviewers to figure out how to rate it. Many found the game to be a more personal experience
than most traditional games, and thus trickier to evaluate from the perspective of the player and
whether it should be recommended to others to play. Amy Green, for example, said that “it would
have to be love itself and not love of Joel that makes this game work” (Zouhali-Worrall & Osit,
2015). Ryan Green furthered this sentiment, framing the game by posing the question, “What
happens when mechanics fail?” (Zouhali-Worrall & Osit, 2015). The game isn’t about presenting
interesting mechanics or even necessarily a fun experience; instead, it is about tackling some of
the tragic things that make us human in an effort to achieve the kind of deep emotion that eludes
many other games. One reviewer noted that any response short of an emotional one felt like it was
thus missing the point (Satchbag’s Goods, 2016), while another went so far as to say it seemed
“grotesque” to give the game a regular score since doing so risked judging the game on all the
wrong metrics (Campbell, 2016). This is because the game is “an attempt to convey the sheer
confusion and bewilderment of [grief] through a series of surreal, often silly and seemingly
pointless moments” rather than the traditional interactive elements found in games (Stuart, 2016).
Of course, this isn’t necessarily problematic. Serrels (2016), for example, described his experience
playing That Dragon, Cancer as a father and argued that there is nothing wrong with Ryan Green
making a game just for himself to help him work through the grief of his son’s death. Regardless,
the contextual situation surrounding That Dragon, Cancer raises some intriguing questions about
how games can and/or should be evaluated based on their established goals and how they have
contextualized those goals to others.
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4.2.6 FAITH: CAPTURING DEVELOPER BELIEFS
Given the prevalence of religion to the Greens and to their portrayal of their experience
throughout the game, it is worth delving a bit more deeply into how they chose to represent faith.
Personally, I found the game sections that relied predominately on faith to be among the weaker
parts due to their more abstract nature and my own beliefs; however, that does not mean that the
role of faith should simply be ignored. Wang (2016) bemoaned the tendency of reviewers to do
just that, setting aside the issue of faith to instead focus entirely on the game’s portrayal of grief.
Doing so risks missing a primary theme of That Dragon, Cancer: the nature of grace and the idea
that the feeling of a moment can be more meaningful than the sum of its parts (Wawro, 2014).
Indeed, Parkin (2013) acknowledged that the game’s view of morality is one that is based on the
fundamental idea of grace—of freely given love—as opposed to the focus many games place on
the violent acquisition of power, the subjugation of others, or a gamified nod to morality through
oversimplified morality mechanics like a karma meter. This potentially renders the game’s
morality both more complex and more nuanced than it would be otherwise. For example, the
Greens strive to juxtapose life and death or grief and enjoyment, mixing moments of laughter in
with those of tears to ensure the representation of their life did not feel one-dimensional and left
players with a message of hope rather than despair (Addcox, 2016; LeRay, 2016).
MacLeod (2016) praises the game for representing a wide range of faith rather than one
particular interpretation. This is perhaps most memorably captured in a sequence of scenes
between Ryan and Amy Green contrasting their own approaches to faith as they struggle to
reconcile themselves to their son’s impending death. While Ryan adopts a more pragmatic
approach that is also plagued by doubts, Amy remains certain in a miracle, not because she knows
it will happen, but because she hopes it will and uses her faith to give her strength. A late scene

125

during “The Temple of God” that takes place within a chapel as the player struggles to keep candles
lit is perhaps symbolic of the Greens’ struggle to keep their faith (Short, 2016). Similarly, the game
beginning and ending in garden-like spaces offers a kind of religious symmetry central to Christian
faith that potentially raises questions about the afterlife (Addcox, 2016). In the end, the game can
largely be interpreted as about how the Greens use their faith to help them overcome this obstacle
in their lives (Errant Signal, 2016). Green (2013) himself wrote about the importance of grace in
games, based on the ideals of love and understanding that can be developed between player and
developer through the conversation engendered by the game. The game offers faith as a lens of
unity in our humanity (Satchbag’s Goods, 2016). As such, it is yet another component of what
makes the Greens’ depiction of their lives resonate as real and true to their experiences, perhaps
lending the game’s message increased weight even for those players who may disagree with this
particular aspect of the Greens’ lives.

4.3 CASE STUDY #3: PAPO & Y O
4.3.1 BACKGROUND
Papo & Yo is a 3D, third-person puzzle platformer developed by Minority Media Inc. and
designed by Vander Caballero. It was first released for the Playstation 3, and has since been
released as well for PC, Mac, and Linux. The game tells the story of a boy named Quico as he
navigates through a depiction of a South American town on a quest to find a cure for his monster
companion. The gameplay features a variety of platforming and related puzzles that involve
altering the environment in unique ways. Progressing also requires dealing with the monster,
who must be guided along by the player, occasionally helping them and sometimes trying to hurt
them in a murderous rage. The entire game is an allegory for Caballero’s troubled childhood and
his experience growing up with an alcoholic, abusive father (depicted here as a monster addicted
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Figure 4.3: Screenshot from Papo & Yo ("Papo & Yo," 2018)

to poisonous frogs). The game was generally well-received by players and critics, who praised its
aesthetics and message, but often found the gameplay lacking. It currently holds a 95% approval
rating on Steam and a score of 70 on Metacritic (“Papo & Yo,” 2018).
Caballero has urged game designers to redefine themselves as storytellers and focus on
making games that help their players cope with life instead of escape it; with Papo & Yo, it was
his intention to make a meaningful game based around the core emotion he wanted players to feel
(Leone, 2012). Unfortunately, while this helped give the game a unifying vision, it may also have
led to too grandiose of an approach. The reality of their scope required them to ultimately cut a lot
of intended content from the game while stretching what they had out enough to tell the story they
wanted to tell, sometimes at the cost of polish (Miller, 2013). As with Undertale and That Dragon,
Cancer, I first completed a playthrough of the game myself in Steam before then watching
playthroughs by others to learn more about the experience and what I might have missed. In the
analysis that follows, I breakdown my discussion into a series of relevant topics based on my
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understanding of the game and bolstered by what other critics and scholars have written about the
game.
4.3.2 EXPRESSIVENESS VS. GAMEPLAY: MANAGING PLAYER E XPECTATIONS
As with That Dragon, Cancer, the autobiographical nature of Papo & Yo was wellpublicized to players before its release and perhaps reflects our culture’s long-standing obsession
with the idea of reality media. Caballero himself stressed the importance of labelling for this kind
of game, wishing to establish his game as an “empathy game” so that player expectations would
be appropriately set (Graft, 2014). Some criticized the game because of this relatively heavyhanded approach, believing that it leaned too far into its allegory to make up for its subpar
gameplay (Leone, 2012). Swain (2012) reluctantly agreed; while he said he understands that the
game must be approached emotionally not intellectually, and he can tell what it is trying to do, he
found the allegory lacked the weight it needed to move him. In a talk given at GDC 2013, Heir
(2015) disagreed, finding that the game resonated with him because of how it made him reflect on
his own tragedies through its presentation of Caballero’s personal trauma. Narcisse (2012) shared
this viewpoint, claiming that “Papo & Yo is about using your imagination as a coping mechanism
and coupling that with the courage to grapple with your past. You don’t have to have suffered
through a bad childhood to feel this game’s impact.” Personally, I found this game to be the least
engaging of my three case studies. While I certainly approve of its message and feel it succeeds in
spots at envisioning and presenting the intended allegory, I also believe that it is weakened overall
by its gameplay. As Grayson (2013) framed it, “Papo & Yo ends up a series of brilliantly,
beautifully, devastatingly evocative moments alternatively buoyed up and anchored down by an
only sometimes successful game.” Other game critics, however, argue that an autobiographical
game like this is best judged by what it says about the world, not by how good of a game it is since
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the mechanics should exist entirely to promote the meaning (Dixon, 2012; Parkin, 2012). It is thus
possible that critics may be misguidedly overemphasizing a traditional sense of fun rather than
impact as core to the experience.
There are many parallels between this debate and that surrounding That Dragon, Cancer
as an autobiographical game similarly criticized for its gameplay but lauded for its message. I
believe that where they differ is at least in part in the genre expectations players had for the
experience. Despite Caballero’s point about managing player expectations, the very nature of Papo
& Yo’s presented mechanics may serve to engender expectations that then cannot be met, since it
in many ways is presented as a more traditional game focused on 3D navigation around an
environment filled with platforming and puzzles. Rather than strengthening the experience, this
may actually open the game up to additional critique as an only ok traditional game that also has
a compelling message. In contrast, while That Dragon, Cancer is not immune to criticism
concerning its gameplay, its clear framing as a more artistic experience may make those failings
seem more forgivable without detracting as much from its core message. In both cases, game critics
seem somewhat more forgiving of the games’ failings due to the perception that what matters more
is the quality of the game’s message. This perhaps, at least in part, reflects an increasing awareness
in the games industry of the importance of striving for deeper emotions above and beyond the
concept of enjoyment.
4.3.3 DREAM: EMPOWERING WITHOUT FRUSTRATING
Like That Dragon, Cancer, Papo & Yo also relies on an approach reminiscent of magical
realism that works to make the experience feel more dream-like, adding a fantastical quality to the
otherwise realistic landscape. For example, entire buildings can be shifted and moved around by
picking up blocks, and wheels or other objects appear sticking out of the walls that can be pressed
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or turned or pulled in order to alter the world around the player in impossible ways. Narcisse (2012)
found that this magical realism helps inspire player imaginations, giving the game a kind of lyrical
beauty. One example of this aesthetic is the hint system; hints are presented at various points as
cardboard boxes lying around the environment that can be picked up and placed on top of your
head to allow you to see the world in a different way. The use of cardboard boxes serves as a good
exemplar of the general sense in which the game tries to capture the feeling of experimentation
and imaginative play with one’s environment common to childhood play experiences. Another
example of visual metaphor is when the entire level reorients to face sideways as a representation
of Quico’s sense of disorientation upon envisioning a world without his monster (Carlton, 2013).
As the player progresses, the levels seem to become increasingly more abstract and dream-like,
perhaps to represent Quico’s increasingly more troubled and confused mind. Such mechanics help
capture a sense of the impossible made possible. As Montgomery (2012) described it, “The
composition of the real and the whimsical solidifies the feeling of seeing the world through a
child’s vantage point.” The music itself aids in this sensation, bringing the world to life with its
acoustic Latin American roots, but also feeling playful in the way it is composed (Montgomery,
2012). The ability to interact with the environment in fantastical ways is certainly one of the most
memorable aspects of the game. For example, there is an early moment referred to by many critics
where you pick up a box in the environment and realize that it is somehow tied to the world around
you so that as you move the box around, an entire nearby building moves along with it. Such
moments contribute to the game’s dream-like state while simultaneously empowering the player
with a sense of supernatural control over their environment.
Unfortunately, by the end of the game, this dream-like quality can start to feel repetitive
and stretched too thinly over the existing content (Grayson, 2013). Rather than drawing the player
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more into the experience, it risks frustrating and drawing them back out. For example, while the
hints are an interesting idea, their actual implementation often leaves them vague and unhelpful
(Narcisse, 2012). Cowan (2012) similarly found that while there is a consistent sense of awe due
to the game’s vibrant and imaginative art, the mechanics fail to live up to the power of the game’s
emotional beats, eliciting frustration or otherwise distracting from the experience. As Dyer (2013)
said, “Metaphorical manifestation is a terrific reason to present interesting ideas to the player, but
it is ultimately used as a crutch to create inconsistent and arbitrary events.” In other words, visual
metaphor is less effective when the fantastical landscapes seem to be shifting and changing solely
for the express purpose of creating yet another lever to press or new stair to climb. The game’s
puzzles are a good example of this: the transformative effects that interacting with a new button or
lever has on the environment help make those moments feel more meaningful, but over time, that
meaning begins to wane as the player is forced to repeat essentially the same procedural puzzle
(e.g., jump across platforms to hit a switch) over and over (Cowan, 2012). The message may be
there, but it becomes lost in the tedium of the activity and thus starts to feel divorced from its
meaning. This increasing sense of tedium can be seen as well in the levels themselves, which
initially feel large and sprawling, but eventually begin to feel constrained and identical to one
another. It is possible that, as with the Greens’ sense of helplessness in That Dragon, Cancer, this
is meant to capture the limitations of imaginative escape from the horror of caring for an alcoholic
parent as a child; however, if so, that connection could have been more clearly signified in a way
that fused the gameplay with the message without sacrificing the former for the latter. Because of
this perceived gameplay weakness, some critics have questioned the game’s length, hypothesizing
that the experience might have been strengthened had the puzzles and narrative not been stretched
out in order to justify a longer playtime (Montgomery, 2012; Dyer, 2013). It is therefore possible
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that the game’s use of dream-like imagery was not itself at fault, but simply needed to be part of a
shorter, less diluted experience in order to appreciate the full effect.
4.3.4 RITUAL OF PERFORMANCE: ALLEGORY THROUGH PLAYER COMPLICITY
Travis (2013) claimed that the ways in which the game asks players to act forces immersion
as identification, making players feel complicit in Quico’s actions. Quico, in turn, is established
as being at least somewhat complicit in the monster’s actions (Heir, 2015). Throughout the game,
Quico supplies the monster with frogs, using them to enrage or calm the monster in order to
navigate past a variety of obstacles. This is perhaps meant to encourage players to reflect on the
ways in which they may have some degree of control over the conditions of their suffering, even
if change seems unthinkable. It also ties into the overall depiction of the monster, which I found
to be one of the stronger elements of the game. From the first moment the monster is introduced
by requiring the player to bounce on his belly while he is sleeping to reach a platform, the player
gets a sense of his menace, which is only heightened when he awakens, towering over the player
as he shakes the world with each step. This sense of latent threat is eventually made manifest as
players progress through the game and are exposed to frogs that will make the monster glow red
and become far more aggressive. The monster’s ferocity, however, is somewhat balanced out by
other game moments where he demonstrates a more caring side. For example, at one point there’s
a soccer ball the player can kick; if they do so, it leads to a surprising moment where the monster
will catch the ball and return it, effectively instigating an impromptu game of catch until the player
grows bored. Later in the game, there is another moment where the player falls into a fatal puzzle
believing they have failed, only to have the monster catch and save them from certain death
(Grayson, 2013). Such moments led Montgomery (2012) to claim that the monster appropriately
fused cuddly with dangerous in a thought-provoking amalgam. From this, players can be naturally
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encouraged to reflect on the complicated relationship between Quico and the monster, adding an
additional layer of depth to the conflict and enhancing the tragic allegory that relationship is
depicting.
Interestingly, even when the monster is at his most aggressive, he will never kill the player;
instead, if he catches them, he will simply pick them up and toss them violently to the ground,
continuing to do so until they are able to escape his grasp or calm him down. Carlton (2013) saw
the impossibility of death as capturing a sense of no escape that works well to demonstrate the
insidious nature of abuse. In many ways, it turns the monster into an environmental hazard more
than an actual enemy since there is no solution you can ever find beyond altering your own
behavior to try to avoid a situation where you will be beaten (Carlton, 2013). This shifts the feeling
of blame for the beating from the monster to the player, since it is their slip up that caused it,
encouraging reflection on the ways in which abused people will often blame themselves for that
abuse. Conversely, Grayson (2013) thought that the monster’s nonlethal punishment worked on a
metaphorical level but didn’t translate well to actual gameplay since it artificially lengthened the
game and became more annoying than threatening. As a result, Grayson (2013) worried that the
monster began to feel more like a tool of the game system than like an actual abusive father,
robbing the allegory of some of its potential impact.
Nevertheless, the monster remains largely effective because of the extent to which it
disempowers the player. Parkin (2012) argued that true impact comes from disempowerment, not
dominance. As such, character development throughout the game generally is about breaking
down barriers and opening yourself up as you go, becoming more vulnerable rather than reducing
your vulnerability by leveling up and unlocking new powers (Leone, 2012; Sheffield, 2013). For
example, early on the player receives a Lua robot that they can use to activate distant switches,

133

boost their jumps, and hover as they fall, allowing them to reach areas they couldn’t before.
However, at a certain point in the game, the monster smashes the robot, removing it as a mechanic
for the remainder of the experience. Your companion, Alejandra, similarly helps guide you early
in the game but is eventually killed by the monster. By having the monster strip the player of their
tools as they go, the game enhances the mutual co-dependence between the player and the monster,
making them more reliant on the monster for aid.
The game’s allegory is driven home by the final sequence of the game, which is framed as
finding a shaman the player has been searching for to help cure the monster. During this sequence,
the layers of allegory are stripped away, revealing images of what the game has been signifying,
such as Quico’s father beating him with a belt or sleeping surrounded by empty alcohol bottles.
To make this point even more salient, there’s a moment where the player must drop a beer bottle
down the shaft to the monster and watch as it emerges as one of the frogs from the rest of the game.
I found that these vignettes heightened the emotional stakes for me, provoking critical reflection
on each game moment that had come before and what that in-game moment had correlated to in
the real world. It reminded me of what the game was about, driving home its message in a more
visceral way than many of the allegories before it had managed. Following this succession of
scenes, the game ultimately ends with the player putting the monster to sleep and dumping him off
the edge of the world as a representation of Quico letting go of all the pain and fear he’s been
carrying with him as a result of his abuse. There is no attempt at offering a solution to such abuse;
instead, the game simply chronicles the struggle to deal with that abuse and survive the reality of
it (Farr, 2012). The ending thus returns to the need to acknowledge Quico’s role in extending his
father’s violence. Travis (2013) framed this well: “The repetitive nature of the mechanic, together
with the symbolic significance just before on the mountaintop, and the game’s exegetic references
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to ritual purification, transform the player into a participant in the game’s ritual, within which
Caballero enacts a version of his passage out of his father’s influence.” It is through this allegory
when it is most clearly presented to players by the game’s mechanics and at the game’s end that
the game’s message resonates most powerfully due to its sense of connection to Caballero’s own
lived struggles.

4.4 LESSONS FOR IMPACT DESIGN
These three case studies, taken together, raise a number of points worth consideration with
regards to designing for impact by encouraging identification. To varying degrees, all three of
these games have certainly left their mark on players and are considered generally successful at
their goal of generating empathy. Undertale stands as an example of how a game primarily made
to entertain can still innovate on existing systems and conventions in order to create a more
expressive play experience. By using an evocative combat mechanic that emphasizes defense over
offense and by presenting a moral choice to players with ramifications spanning the entire game
and even potentially into future playthroughs, Undertale ensures that player actions carry weight
and feel meaningful. Undertale is then left free to subvert player expectations and anticipate their
actions in order to surprise players and inspire them to critical reflection on the impact their actions
had. The use of memorable moments to increase immersion and the presentation of both explicit
and implicit opportunities for judging player actions that stretch into the real world only further
such reflection by increasing player attachment to the game world, so long as such experiences do
not become distracting or frustrating.
Both That Dragon, Cancer and Papo & Yo share an emphasis on the personal lives of their
developers, presenting autobiographical representations of traumatic experiences in their lives. In
the case of That Dragon, Cancer, this representation focuses on balancing grief with hope,
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presenting moments of limited interaction as memories players can experience grounded in the
developers’ faith. For Papo & Yo, the developer instead sought to capture the feeling of a dream,
structuring the experience as a kind of allegory for dealing with childhood trauma and abuse. Both
games recognize the importance of framing the play experience and acknowledging the context
players will bring to it; in some ways, these games are less about players and more about the
developers seeking their own form of catharsis that can then be left open to players. Additionally,
both games struggle with striking a balance between game interactivity and the messages they
wish to express as they try to present possibility spaces that will both meet player expectations and
engage players with their respective messages. While That Dragon, Cancer presents itself mostly
as an artistic game (i.e., a game defined by its unique aesthetic and/or message over typical
entertaining gameplay), Papo & Yo tries with limited success to fuse its allegory with traditional
platforming and puzzling. In both cases, however, the parts of each game that are most successful
are those that most clearly tie back to the developers’ own experiences, gaining increased strength
from their visceral sense of realness. They thus demonstrate the importance of fusing interactivity
with the game’s message in such a way that players can see how the provided metaphors reflect
the lived realities of their designers.
To close out this chapter, I’d like to present a list of what I see as the core design principles
utilized by one or more of these games that may be relevant to designers of impact. This is not
meant to be an exhaustive list; I expect a number of other takeaways could be drawn from my case
studies. Likewise, I do not intend for this to be a laundry list of tactics that should be present in
every successful game for impact. Instead, I simply intend this list as a starting point for thinking
about concrete strategies that may in some instances help designers of impact encourage
identification with their chosen message.
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1. Create expressive mechanics that tightly couple message with interaction metaphor
to provide meaningful experiences. Such mechanics should focus on providing
meaningful experiences tied to the game’s driving purpose, rather than prioritizing
convention or extrinsic motivation. Undertale’s Fight/Act/Spare system and Papo & Yo’s
monster each represent a good example of how this can be done, developing game
systems that embody the ramifications of player decisions on others and player
dependency on the monster respectively. This, in turn, naturally inspires players to
engage and identity with the game’s impact.
2. Balance accessibility and defamiliarization, anticipating and subverting player
expectations to encourage player investment in and subsequent reflection about
their experience. The game should use tactics such as nostalgia, simplicity, and game
conventions to understand what players will likely expect from the experience, relying on
this just enough to make the experience feel familiar to players. Additional tactics, such
as ensuring the experience remains consistent and predicting common player reactions to
key moments, can further enhance this sense of understanding. If players feel more
personally connected to the game, any subsequent attempts to go against or counter what
they expect will seem more acceptable and carry greater weight. Undertale utilizes this
strategy particularly well throughout its design.
3. Design for the expected play context to ensure that the game appropriately frames
and develops its message. That Dragon, Cancer, Papo & Yo, and to a lesser extent
Undertale all clearly stated their intended purpose when marketing their game to
prospective players. It can be critical to properly frame the experience so that players
have some idea of what to expect. As Papo & Yo shows, this effort is not foolproof, and
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even when such contextual framing is attempted, it is still possible for players to be
disappointed. Similarly, as Undertale’s passionate community demonstrates, it is very
possible for community feedback or fan content to influence the player experience. It is
thus up to designers to anticipate what role such exterior forces will likely play in how
others interact with their game, embracing or counteracting these influences accordingly.
4. Limit interactivity to focus only on important moments and to purposefully
disempower players based on the intended experience. This principle might be
considered in relation to my first principle: not all interactivity is good and reducing the
degree of agency players have can draw attention to what interactivity remains to them,
focusing them more on those particular moments. In other words, the fewer actions
player have to perform, the more meaningful each of those actions may feel. This can be
seen in That Dragon, Cancer where many of the most interactive moments came across
as unnecessary and distracting, or in Papo & Yo where continuing to present more
puzzles to solve felt monotonous. Simply giving the player more things to do doesn’t
always lead to increased engagement with the message if those activities frustrate the
player or otherwise discourage them from identifying with the designer’s point. Reduced
options for interactivity can also serve a secondary psychological purpose if the intended
experience is one of player disempowerment. That Dragon, Cancer and Papo & Yo, for
example, both seek at different points to capture a sensation of helplessness paralleling
that felt by the designer(s) during the experience they are trying to convey.
5. Avoid frustration or confusion that could distract from the game’s message and
remove player motivation to pursue identification with that message. This represents
a corollary to my previous point. To varying degrees, all three games I looked at were
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guilty of this particular sin. For Undertale, it was primarily unclear feedback with the
Act/Spare system and the difficulty of some of the fights that risked drawing me out of
the experience. Conversely, for That Dragon, Cancer and Papo & Yo, it was more often
moments that either felt too interactive and thus less connected to the intended message,
or not interactive enough to the point where it became frustrating trying to act while
restricted. One commonly cited way to address this type of issue would be to playtest
early and often to get a sense of how the game feels in practice. Frustration might also be
reduced in the design by more carefully considering what types of mechanical, narrative,
and aesthetic pattern would most closely align with the given identification effort; in
most instances, when this problem occurred it primarily seemed to be because of one or
more of the game’s systems interfering with the development of impact.
6. Provide small but memorable moments to catch player attention and enhance their
immersion within the game system. Undertale utilized this tactic particularly well,
presenting a series of both interactive and non-interactive moments that proved
surprisingly compelling despite their relative unimportance within the broader game
structure. Such moments, regardless of how quick or fleeting, help to flesh out the game
system, making players feel more attached to that system and thus more willing to engage
with the game and the designer’s message. Though perhaps not as prevalent, such
moments can be found in That Dragon, Cancer and Papo & Yo as well, such as when the
player starts an impromptu game of catch with the monster. As I noted above with
Undertale, these moments need not involve any player actions to still feel meaningful to
the experience. What matters is that they provide a moment of unexpected enjoyment or
meaning to players, further investing them in the rest of the experience.
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7. Make it personal and keep it real so that players are able to forge a connection with
developers based on their presented experiences. Both That Dragon, Cancer and Papo
& Yo are at their strongest when they feel the most viscerally connected to the
developers’ own experiences. Conversely, they are often at their weakest when they
succumb too much to the temptation of over-abstraction. While utilizing amateurish
poetic language or hackneyed symbolic imagery to depict ideas may seem like a more
emotionally powerful way to capture a feeling, when deployed poorly these tactics can
actually cloud or confuse the point developers are trying to make, distracting from the
message in a way that may inspire thought but that often lacks the motivation to engage
with that thought. Depending on the particular goals of the game or the poetic expertise
of the game writers, it may thus be more beneficial to strip away as much of the game’s
metaphorical material as possible to let the core of the idea shine through on its own.
8. Encourage explicit or implicit opportunities for player interpretation and reflection
such that players are inspired to judge themselves and reach their own conclusions.
This strategy is largely opposed to the previous one in that player interpretation can often
best be encouraged through the use of abstraction that leaves room for players to fill in
gaps and provide their own closure to complete an unfinished metaphor or idea.
Undertale accomplishes this through its use of simplistic graphics, as well as metaphors
like the use of a heart within the combat system. That Dragon, Cancer and Papo & Yo
similarly demonstrate this tactic through their use of magical realism, employing their
aesthetics to evoke wonder through the feeling of traversing a memory or dream. This, in
turn, helps put players in the frame of mind for critical reflection. When done
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appropriately, incorporating this kind of symbolic artifice can be as successful as
stripping the artifice away.
I return to a consideration of specific design strategies arising from these case studies in the final
chapter. In the next chapter, I pivot from looking at previously designed games for impact as
examples to instead relate my own experience designing and creating a game to increase empathy
for people with ADHD.
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5. MAKING A GAME FOR EMPATHY
5.1 INTRODUCTION
This chapter chronicles my attempt to design and develop a game for impact focused on
increasing empathy for people with Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). Unlike the
previous chapters that sought to extrapolate design principles from existing scholarship, designers,
and games, this chapter is simply intended to contextualize my own personal experience designing
for impact. As such, it emphasizes the inspiration for my design, the evolution of that design over
time, and the reasoning behind specific design decisions. This game is not meant to serve as a test
of my framework for impact in action since the game and my framework were developed in
tandem, with my research informing my design and vice versa. Rather, it is my hope that my trials
and tribulations might serve as a useful exemplar to others seeking to design for impact, while
simultaneously informing my impact framework through my increased practical understanding of
the design process. Additionally, I intend to continue developing this game further so that it can
be released as a game for impact following the conclusion of my research.
I begin by providing a brief overview of my project and its goals. I then describe my
developmental journey as I sought to design and create my game, with sections expanding on my
approach to empathy, describing background research into ADHD, and outlining a series of
iterative designs I discarded before arriving at the current one. After that, I turn to the design itself,
describing the game systems that make up my prototype. Throughout this discussion, I try to not
just capture what the system does, but also why I chose to design it that way and how I see that
system relating to my larger project goals. Finally, I conclude by reflecting on my experience and
tying my game back to my impact framework. While I do not claim that this game is the
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culmination of that framework—I was developing the game simultaneously with my other research
avenues—I believe that the two are able to inform one another in potentially enlightening ways.

5.2 PROJECT OVERVIEW
I was inspired to pursue this project by a conversation I had several years ago with a friend
who has ADHD. He expressed frustration over how often he felt like even those closest to him
misunderstood his actions and saw his ADHD as an excuse he used to be lazy or irresponsible
rather than as a medical disorder. Knowing my interest in game design, he mentioned offhandedly
that someone should find a way to make a game to help players better appreciate what it feels like
to have ADHD so that they would be more understanding of its impact on everyday activities. I
agreed with him and resolved to develop such a game. To that end, I had two primary design goals
for this project:


Goal #1: To capture and somehow represent the experience of having ADHD in order to
increase empathy for people with the disorder



Goal #2: To provide a realistic depiction of ADHD in order to correct a number of
misconceptions and stereotypes about the disorder

I intended my game to be primarily directed at people without ADHD, especially those who
perhaps have a friend, family member, or co-worker with the condition and are thus personally
invested in better understanding it. I hoped that these players would walk away with both a greater
understanding of how their previous thoughts or actions might have impacted someone with
ADHD and a greater appreciation for the difficulties such people face. Work on this project began
several years ago as part of a directed study emphasizing the link between game design theory and
practice. During that study, I developed a series of design prototypes based around different
theoretical approaches, but never settled on a final design. More recently, I returned to this project
143

as part of my dissertation research so that I might complete a design and build a full prototype.
While I have not yet undertaken a formal playtest, I have had friends and colleagues informally
test my designs along the way and have incorporated their feedback. Additionally, I have exhibited
various iterations of the game at public events for feedback, including an early paper prototype
and a more recent digital prototype of my game’s final version. In the sections that follow, I
describe in more detail how I conceptualized this endeavor and the steps I went through to reach a
final prototype design.

5.3 APPROACH TO EMPATHY
Before outlining the evolution of my design, it is worth taking a moment to address the
scholarship surrounding the idea of “empathy” in order to better clarify the role it plays in my own
work. Empathy has long been a hotly debated topic in many fields, and its popularity has only
grown, driven by a modern culture which many scholars lament is plagued by a deficit of empathy
(Nelems, 2017). According to Nelems, the common-sense definition of empathy perceives it as
“’the capacity to take another’s perspective by standing in their shoes’” (p. 24). She argued,
however, that such an approach privileges a mindset built on the tenets of individualism and risks
presuming that all forms of empathy are equally desirable or good simply by virtue of constituting
an attempt at understanding. Fairbairn (2017) similarly cautioned against overemphasizing
empathy’s positive attributes, pointing out that there are a number of instances where empathy
might be used to harm another. For example, a torturer demonstrates a twisted sense of empathy
when they anticipate what will most break their captive and select that particular method as
punishment. Both Nelems and Fairbairn believed that the idea of empathy as inhabiting someone
else’s shoes oversimplifies the problem, since it assumes that if one person is placed into the same
situation as another, they will react similarly. In reality, that person is more likely than not to draw
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upon their own understanding and experiences to make sense of their new situation, fundamentally
altering their reaction. As Nelems warned, it is to some extent arrogant to expect that inhabiting
someone’s shoes for a brief moment will allow you deeper insight into what it actually feels like
to be there permanently.
Given these difficulties, both Nelems (2017) and Fairbairn (2017) proposed their own
definitions for empathy. Nelems chose to emphasize the variety of approaches to empathy,
recognizing it as a “multi-dimensional, ethical and social construct” that often says more about the
people claiming to do the empathizing than anything else (p. 20). Fairbairn, conversely, defined
empathy simply as “the ability to gain some understanding of what another person is experiencing”
(p. 61). For one potential reconceptualization of empathy, Nelems extended upon the work of
Megan Boler (1997) to distinguish between passive empathy and transformative empathy. She
summarized the main difference between the two as follows: “In contrast to passive empathy,
where one believes it is possible to stand in an Other’s shoes and know their experience, in
transformative empathy, the Self strives to understand the Other by only knowing that they can
never fully know the Other’s experience” (Nelems, 2017, p. 27). Passive empathy is generally
fleeting and involves imagining what it would be like to live in someone else’s shoes but filtered
through the lens of your own personal experience. On the other hand, transformative empathy
requires engaging in critical self-reflection driven by a willingness to listen to someone else and
approach a situation as best as possible through their frame of reference while recognizing your
own limitations.
The study of empathy has been no less prevalent in relation to games for change. Games
are often perceived as uniquely positioned for the creation of empathy due to their immersive
qualities (Bogost, 2011; Flanagan & Nissenbaum, 2014; Papoutsi & Drigas, 2016). Often, this
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drive for empathy is defined in terms of player connections to the game’s characters, paralleling
what Iglesias (2005) found for narrative in general when she listed increased identification with
characters as a key way to enhance reader empathy. Schell (2014), for example, considered
empathy in terms of the player’s mental experience based on the game’s ability to project the
player completely into a character, while Fullerton (2014) similarly conceptualized empathy at one
point as a representation of traditional narrative and character control over player control. Papoutsi
& Drigas (2016) approached empathy as a product of the process of identification, claiming
“empathy may be further developed when a player not only takes the perspective of another but
also begins to identify with the character represented” (p. 36). Woodward (2003) similarly
acknowledged empathy as a fundamental aspect of humans, strongly linked to the idea of
identification.
This link between empathy and identification is part of the reason I chose to focus on
empathy as a form of impact here and in my case studies within the previous chapter. Belman &
Flanagan (2010) thought empathy was one of the leading goals of games for good, claiming that
“games are well-suited to this because they allow players to inhabit the roles of other people in a
uniquely immersive way” (p. 5). In a broad summary of literature on empathy, Belman & Flanagan
(2010) distinguished between two categories of empathy, both of which they saw as potentially
useful to game design: cognitive empathy which involves intentionally taking on another’s point
of view to gain understanding, and emotional empathy which involves a gut reaction to another’s
emotional state. They further split emotional empathy into either parallel empathy, or the vicarious
experience of another’s emotional state, and reactive empathy, or an emotional response to
another’s experience that is different from their own (Belman & Flanagan, 2010). Papoutsi &
Drigas (2016) likewise approached empathy in games based on its affective and cognitive
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dimensions, arguing that players must be able to both have an emotional response to the feelings
of others and the capacity to understand and act upon those feelings. Based on their examination
of empathy, Belman & Flanagan proposed four design principles for designers interested in
evoking empathy in players (p. 9-11):
-

Principle 1: Do something early on to put players in the right frame of mind to empathize,
since empathy typically requires conscious effort.

-

Principle 2: Indicate how the player can respond to the problems presented in the game so
that they have a definitive outlet for their empathy.

-

Principle 3: Use cognitive empathy in addition to emotional empathy if looking for a
deeper shift in players beyond their initial beliefs.

-

Principle 4: Point out how players are similar to the entity being presented as long as
players won’t resent the comparison.

These four principles suggest that a game for empathy should ideally encourage players to want to
empathize and demonstrate what players can do as a result of their empathy. In other words, the
designer must properly attend to player agency, letting players make their own decision to identify
with the designer’s message while giving them clear power to act should they choose to accept it.
Additionally, these principles suggest two ways designers might encourage this initial
identification: through presenting raw emotional moments or through drawing connections
between a character and the player.
In my game, I do my best to consider these lessons on empathy as I strive to create a
possibility space that provides players with opportunities for identification without forcing it. I
also try to consider the various perspectives on empathy and some of the common pitfalls designers
might fall into, ensuring that my game encourages a deeper empathy that, like Nelems’ (2017)
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conception of transformative empathy, encourages critical self-reflection through conversation,
and that will hopefully persist beyond the game experience itself. Based on my understanding of
this collected research, I define empathy for my own work as the attempt to identify with another
in order to better understand them through the lens of one’s own experience. This definition is
most similar to that of Fairbairn (2017), although it draws inspiration from Nelems’ (2017)
conception of transformative empathy and the importance of critical reflection. It also recognizes
what I see as the pivotal role played by identification in the empathetic act, where empathy arises
from a willingness to seek understanding of someone else’s worldview. While my discussion
below highlights in more detail some of the strategies and tactics I found most applicable to
designing for empathy, my general design approach was characterized by searching for core
elements of someone else’s experience I wanted to convey and then combining those elements in
a compelling representation of a character with whom players could interact. I believed that, by
interacting with that character rather than directly embodying that character, players could more
readily engage in the necessary act of empathy.

5.4 RESEARCH ON ADHD
Before making a game portraying ADHD, I knew I would need a firmer grasp of the
condition myself. I began my research by informally interviewing my friend who had inspired the
project, seeking to clarify what he envisioned for the game and how he would like to see ADHD
portrayed. He emphasized how symptoms are always present to varying degrees, and how
medication can help reduce those symptoms but is not curative. He also noted the trouble he
normally has seeing past the big picture to the specific steps needed to get there, as well as the
nonlinear way he often approaches reading or test-taking. For the game, he specifically wanted it
to address the misconception that ADHD is just a lack of discipline and that all it takes to correct
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it is to develop a routine. His interview helped me gain a more personal perspective on the disorder
and how it should be presented; further, it provided me with ideas for specific scenarios to consider
including in the game.
I then turned to a general survey of online resources intended for people dealing with
ADHD either directly or indirectly, including the National Resource on ADHD (2018), the
National Institute of Mental Health (2016), the CDC (2018), and the DSM V entry for ADHD
(ADHD Institute, 2017). These overviews helped paint a broader picture of the disorder and of the
most recent advances made in relation to understanding, diagnosing, and treating it. Most
helpfully, these sites identified a number of misconceptions surrounding ADHD, such as that the
disorder affects more men than women or that it is primarily found in children. Like my initial
interview, this research also led to more specific situations that might arise in relation to ADHD,
with the presented facts serving as a kind of catalyst for creative thought. As Fullerton said in my
interview with her, having the liberty to engage in this kind of background research yourself can
help inspire more integrated designs. I concluded my initial research into ADHD with the views
of Dr. Ari Tuckman (2007), a psychologist known for his emphasis on ADHD research. His work
was primarily directed at clinicians and therapists who would be treating patients with ADHD and
consisted of four main parts: a discussion of the symptoms of ADHD and how it can be diagnosed;
a discussion of the neurology behind the disorder; a discussion of how ADHD affects executive
functions; and a presentation of a four-part integrative model that can be used to treat ADHD,
consisting of education, medication, coaching, and psychotherapy. It is from this work that I
derived most of the initial game systems present in my early designs. Similarly, it has proven
enormously helpful at maintaining the accuracy of my game and its presentation of the disorder
by offering a solid theoretical framework from which to build.
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Based on this combined research, I was able to arrive at a general understanding of ADHD
as difficulty managing executive functions related to three symptoms: inattention, hyperactivity,
and impulsivity. Inattention manifests in difficulty staying focused and a tendency for the mind to
wander, especially when an activity is not engaging. Hyperactivity is most common in younger
children as an inability to sit still and a need to be constantly up and moving, although it can still
manifest in adults as restlessness or a tendency to fidget. Finally, impulsivity relates to the
tendency to make split-second decisions without fully thinking through the possible ramifications,
such as saying whatever is on one’s mind without the application of a filter. According to Tuckman
(2007), these core symptoms can be further broken down into a series of affected executive
functions, the most common of which include the following: working memory (i.e., attention),
sense of time (i.e., keeping track of how much time has passed and planning accordingly),
prospective memory (i.e., remembering to remember something), emotional self-control (i.e.,
initial tendency to react spontaneously and strongly), activation and persistence (i.e., starting
something and then actually finishing it), and hindsight and forethought (i.e., using past lessons or
future projections to guide present actions). I rely upon these two related models of the disorder
throughout my various designs to help capture the essence of what it feels like to have ADHD.
One thought in particular about ADHD, attributed initially to Russell Barkley, has stuck with me
and even briefly inspired an alternative title to my project: “ADHD is not a disorder of knowing
what to do, but a disorder of doing what you know” (Weiss, 2015, p. 43).

5.5 OVERVIEW OF DESIGN PROCESS
Over the last two years, this project went through a series of seven main iterations before
reaching its current design. The first six iterations were part of the initial directed study where this
project began and were each based upon a particular approach/set of approaches to game design,
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while the last took place during my dissertation itself. While no formal playtesting was performed
on any of these iterations, they were tested informally for their accuracy and effectiveness both by
individuals with ADHD and by the public at events where iterations were presented. Player
feedback was incorporated into my design and is referenced when relevant. Below, I provide brief
summaries of each design explaining the core premise, outlining how it sought to portray ADHD
and encourage empathy, and evaluating its relative strengths and limitations.
5.5.1 ITERATION #1: MODIFIED VISUAL NOVEL

Figure 5.1: Screenshots from a digital prototype made in Ren'Py for Iteration #1

PREMISE: My first design was a modified visual novel that drew most readily upon the ideas
expressed in Game Design Workshop by Tracy Fullerton. The player played as a girl with ADHD
and completed different sections corresponding to important moments in her life from childhood
to adulthood. The gameplay mixed dialogue-driven segments where the player decided from a
selection of available responses with more action-oriented segments where the player completed
memory puzzles to accomplish specific tasks.
APPROACH TO GOAL: Both types of gameplay embedded the three primary symptoms of ADHD
(i.e., inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsivity) within the main game systems, forcing players to
directly confront them as additional obstacles. For example, while making dialogue decisions,
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players had to struggle to drag around indicators matching each symptom in specific ways; if they
failed to do so, then that symptom would manifest, such as by impulsivity driving the game to
randomly select a dialogue option for the player before they were ready. With this design, I wanted
to add a new twist onto a familiar genre, drawing inspiration from the portrayal of mental disorders
in games like Quinn’s Depression Quest, where depression is symbolized through the player’s
ability to see but not select certain options as their mental state worsens.
EVALUATION: I liked how this design fused its various systems together to create an engaging
experience, but ultimately worried that it trivialized ADHD by granting players too much agency
in mitigating its effects. Thus, ADHD became more of a temporary annoyance to the player rather
than a real, lasting disability. Despite this weakness, this design remained my favorite throughout
my various iterations until my final design returned to capture some of its essence.
5.5.2 ITERATION #2: CASUAL PUZZLE GAME

Figure 5.2: Photograph of paper playtesting materials for Iteration #2
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PREMISE: My second design, inspired by Graeme Kirkpatrick’s Aesthetic Theory and the Video
Game, stripped away most of the emphasis on narrative to instead expand upon the action-oriented
segments of the first design. Players were initially shown a series of goals corresponding to
different tasks in the life of the character. In order to complete those tasks, players had to flip over
hidden symbols laid out in a grid, matching the order of the symbols shown for the selected task.
Each symbol varied in color, shape, and number of shapes on it, and would remain in place
throughout a round, requiring the player to remember where it was located when they needed it.
After a set amount of time, the round would end, and players would be judged based on the number
of tasks they finished.
APPROACH TO GOAL: ADHD was once again represented as an underlying system based on
inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsivity that sought to make the player’s task more difficult.
Based on how well players had been doing and the relative engagement level of their selected task,
hidden ADHD markers would spawn underneath symbols at random. If the player flipped over a
symbol with hidden markers, then they would have to resolve the associated negative effects before
they could continue. For example, if an impulsivity marker was revealed, a new symbol would be
flipped over at random, potentially causing the current goal to reset if it did not match, while a
hyperactivity marker would secretly swap the locations of two random symbols for the rest of the
round so that they were no longer where the player had learned to expect them.
EVALUATION: I appreciated the relative simplicity and subsequent replayability of this design,
believing it had more potential to be engaging as an actual puzzle game. Unlike my first design, I
also liked how its shifted the representation of ADHD away from an influenceable mechanic to a
hazard that simply had to be avoided or mitigated as best players could. That said, its simplicity
may have also been to its detriment since some early playtesting suggested that the design may
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have become too abstract, losing a clear connection to ADHD. It thus succeeded at engaging
players as a puzzle game, but too heavily gamified ADHD in a way that sacrificed its message.
5.5.3 ITERATION #3: AVANT-GARDE ART

Figure 5.3: Interface mock-up and photograph of paper prototype for Iteration #3

PREMISE: My third design represented less a complete game than an interactive experience. The
player began at one end of a maze full of various obstacles and in order to win, they had to navigate
their character to the end of the maze before they ran out of time. This maze was intended as a
metaphorical representation of an unspecified task they were trying to complete. To move, players
had to pick one of the four cardinal directions, attempting to move into that space; however, each
time they tried to move, there was a chance that they would instead shift in a random direction
based on their current frustration. Every time they moved how they wanted to, their frustration
went down, while every time they were randomly shifted, their frustration rose. Instead of making
a move, players could also give up their turn for a round to take a break, resetting their frustration
to its base level.
APPROACH TO GOAL: With this design, I really wanted to capture the core frustration loop often
at the heart of ADHD by giving players a clear goal with a seemingly straightforward course to
get there, but then having the system itself feel like it was actively trying to thwart their efforts.
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The frustration mechanic plays into this: the more the player fails, the more likely they are to keep
failing in the future. To make matters even worse, I had the player begin next to another character
representing their brother who moved each turn when they did; however, because he did not have
ADHD, his moves were always successful, and he would inevitably reach the goal first. The entire
time, dialogue snippets from the player’s parents would occasionally appear praising their brother
while denigrating their own lack of progress.
EVALUATION: This design continued the trend I began in my second design of stripping down
the narrative to use mostly as a way of bookending and explaining player actions symbolically.
For the most part, initial playtesting suggested that this seemed to work to draw increased attention
to the core gameplay loop, lending additional weight to what narrative did exist. The experience
also seemed just as frustrating as I meant it to be, making ADHD feel much more intrusive upon
the player’s ability to act. Unfortunately, this came largely at the cost of the game’s engagement:
that same frustration often ended up translated to the game itself, making the experience fairly
unpleasant with little character investment. This problem was made still worse by the mechanics
still feeling too abstracted; while it was clearly focused on ADHD, many players were confused
about what the real-world referents to the individual components were. Thus, players might walk
away with an intellectual acknowledgement of the game’s message without feeling invested
enough to give that message any empathetic thought.
5.5.4 ITERATION #4: ROLE-S WITCHING MULTIPLAYER CARD GAME
PREMISE: My fourth design shifted to a multiplayer card game for three players that had each
player assume a different role through which they could explore common scenarios related to the
disorder: a character with ADHD, a member of that character’s support network, and a
personification of the ADHD itself. Play took place over a series of rounds, with each round
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Figure 5.4: Interface mock-up for Iteration #4

involving a new task. While the first two players worked together to draw cards to complete the
given task, the third player used their cards to actively disrupt that effort. Each card was flavored
around a relevant helpful or hurtful occurrence; for example, one of the support player’s cards
might remind the player with ADHD about an upcoming deadline. Points were awarded to the first
two players if the task was successfully completed by the end of the round, or to the final player if
the task remained undone. Players swapped roles at the end of each round, and after the final round,
the player with the most points won.
APPROACH TO GOAL: While still light on a developed narrative, this design sought to make its
references to ADHD more concrete to enhance player understanding of the symbolic significance
of their actions. I hoped that separating the character from their ADHD might help increase
empathy for them as a person, while more appropriately directing frustration at the embodiment
of the ADHD itself as a malevolent force of will. I also thought that the adopting of multiple
perspectives might engender productive conversations among the players, prompting critical
reflection as they felt what it was like to occupy each role.
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EVALUATION: I never thought this design was as fully developed as some of my others. While I
think it solved some of the initial problems I had encountered, the inclusion of multiplayer
introduced an entirely new set of problems by placing too much of the burden for constructing
meaning on players, increasing the risk of the experience being derailed. It also placed more
limitations on the ability for the game to reach a broader audience since it would require gathering
together exactly three people, preferably all in the same location to encourage increased discussion.
This type of design might represent an interesting direction to take a game about ADHD, but I
ultimately decided it was not the direction I wanted for this project.
5.5.5 ITERATION #5: E XQUISITE CORPSE COLLABORATIVE STORYTELLING

Figure 5.5: Interface mock-up for Iteration #5

PREMISE: My fifth design continued down the train of thought established in the fourth design
by expanding on the idea of experiencing a collaboratively constructed story together. Two to ten
players collectively controlled a character with ADHD. At the start of each round, they revealed
cards detailing a problem the character needed to solve (e.g., getting a work report done) and some
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adjective describing how the scenario itself should feel (e.g., thoughtful). Each player selected a
card from their hand that described either a possible distraction, supportive act, or treatment the
character might experience, coupled with real-life anecdotes related to it. Once all cards had been
selected, they were shuffled, randomly ordered, and flipped over one at a time. The first player to
go established the initial story by tying what was on the first card into the scenario for the round,
with each subsequent player integrating their card as they saw fit, and the last player somehow
concluding the story. Afterward, the players talked about the story, reflecting on what happened
and explaining why they told the story the way that they did.
APPROACH TO GOAL: This game effectively doubled down on the strategy of the previous
design, seeking to develop a creative environment even better suited for enabling players to tell
their own stories related to ADHD. Here, as in the fourth design, ADHD was represented only in
terms of the cards made available to players that helped establish certain common scenarios or key
issues; beyond that, it was the players themselves who collectively decided how ADHD should be
portrayed.
EVALUATION: While I appreciated the performative aspects of this design that enabled the
creation of emergent narrative and critical introspection, I still felt as though it lacked enough of a
concrete foundation to consistently function for my intended audience. Providing this level of
freedom might work well for people already familiar with ADHD, but it could also lead to
accidentally reinforcing the very stereotypes and misconceptions I am trying to counteract. Again,
as with the fourth design, this direction did not seem to match my goals and expectations for the
project, and I decided to focus more on single player designs.
5.5.6 ITERATION #6: SYNTHESIS OF PREVIOUS DESIGNS
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Figure 5.6: Interface mock-up and screenshot of digital prototype for Iteration #6

PREMISE: For this sixth design and the last design I completed as part of my directed study, I
sought to combine what I had learned from the previous five designs to create one final design. I
veered away from the multiplayer elements of my most recent designs, and returned to my favorite
design, the very first one, as a starting point. I decided that a more developed narrative framework
helped to connect the player more closely to the character, unlike the pared back narratives of my
second and third designs, or the collaboratively constructed narratives of my fourth and fifth.
However, I also wanted to incorporate a more dynamic view of ADHD than I had in my first design
that captured the core frustration loop and did not overly simplify the condition’s impact while
still presenting an interesting possibility space with which players could engage. To this end, my
sixth design took place in a series of rounds, with each round representing an hour in the character’s
life. Every round, players received a narrative summary of what happened to the character the
previous hour and then had to select from a series of choices how they wanted to spend the
following hour. Each choice morphed the player’s story in sometimes subtle, sometimes dramatic
ways so that by the end of the game, each playthrough would feel like a unique narrative jointly
constructed by the player and the game system.
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APPROACH TO GOAL: To make the evolution of this narrative more complex and to represent
the impact of ADHD on the character, the outcome of each player choice was based not just on
the choice itself, but also on how that choice interacted with an internal set of metrics representing
the various symptoms of ADHD. For example, whether or not the character successfully completed
a task in the given hour might depend on a combination of not only how the player decided to
approach the problem, but also factors outside the player’s control, such as how frustrated the
character was feeling based on what had happened that day thus far. To make this system feel more
dynamic, I decided to rely on the more complete list of commonly affected executive functions:
working

memory,

sense

of

time,

prospective

memory,

emotional

self-control,

activation/persistence, and hindsight/forethought. For example, if the character became more
engaged in a task then their sense of time might go down, leading them to forget to switch to
something else they were supposed to do, while if the character became frustrated, their working
memory might decrease, leading them to get less done during a certain chunk of time.
EVALUATION: At the conclusion of my directed study, I was satisfied with this design, and when
I returned to this project for my dissertation, I initially intended to implement it. However, as I
worked to develop and flesh out the idea, I found that I liked the underlying system’s portrayal of
ADHD, but not the player interactions themselves. In some ways, this design straddled the line
between my various approaches, and the core gameplay of selecting a series of choices managed
to feel underdeveloped both narratively and mechanically. Because of how opaque the underlying
ADHD system was and how abbreviated the narrative summaries were, there was often little
feedback to guide player decisions and little with which players could engage. In this sense, it was
similar to my third design, portraying ADHD in a way that might encourage limited reflection on
the disorder, but without any motivation to participate in that reflection.
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5.5.7 ITERATION #7: A MORE INTERACTIVE SYSTEM

Figure 5.7: Screenshots of digital prototypes made in Unity for Iteration #7

PREMISE: My seventh design evolved directly from my concerns with the sixth design. While the
game still took place over a single day in the character’s life as the player struggled to complete a
series of tasks, it sought to develop the mechanics in a way that would allow for more interesting
player decision-making. One such design envisioned each task as a circle that players could click
on to focus. How much progress they made towards that selected task was calculated each round
based on internal characteristics, such as how engaging or frustrating it was. A second design
evolved from this one that altered the circles so that, instead of simply clicking once to switch
from one task to another, players selected a task and then had to interact with it in different ways
to progress, such as keeping their finger over it or clicking repeatedly when it lit up.
APPROACH TO GOAL: My representation of ADHD in this design remained basically unchanged
from the sixth design, still viewing it as an internal set of metrics based around affected executive
functions. This design differed only in how players interacted with tasks and how the system
presented feedback to the players, trying to flesh that interaction loop out beyond simply selecting
from one out of four options each round.
EVALUATION: After exploring these variations, I felt like I was falling down the same trap I did
with my first design, capturing ADHD in an appropriate representation but then stripping that
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representation of the accompanying context that would give player actions a deeper meaning. I
realized that much of what I liked about the first design had little to do with the ADHD itself, and
more to do with how the character interactions allowed players to develop a deeper bond. It was
at this point that I decided on the approach to empathy I wanted for this project: one focused on
encouraging identification based on transformative empathy arising from prolonged, meaningful
exposure to someone else’s worldview. I wanted players to really have a chance to talk to someone
with ADHD, hearing how they felt about various issues, getting a sense of how the disorder might
affect them, and seeing how they might react if placed in different situations. As a result of this
decision, I opted for a design that enabled player interactions with a character who has ADHD,
rather than play as such a character him/herself. In turn, I hoped this would encourage players to
develop a deeper connection with the character so that they were encouraged to invest more time
and energy in understanding them. This led to the creation of my current design, outlined in detail
below.

5.6 RESEARCH ON GAME GENRE: LIFELINE
As I described above, my final design opted to focus on presenting a compelling interaction
between the player and a character with ADHD, centered on their relationship. I was largely
inspired in this approach by Three Minute Games’ Lifeline series of text-based adventure mobile
games, where players communicate with a single character through an interface reminiscent of
texting. The player receives messages with short delays between to signify the character taking
time to compose their next response, as well as longer breaks where the character is busy and will
not respond for anywhere from a few seconds to a few hours of real time. Occasionally, the player
is presented with a set of two choices on how to respond to what the character has said or asked.
Many of these decisions are purely cosmetic, altering a dialogue response without majorly
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Figure 5.8: Screenshots from Lifeline, Lifeline 2, and Lifeline: Flatline

affecting how the game proceeds; however, other choices might set the character onto different
story paths that end in death or defeat and require the player to start over. While the character’s
experiences may not be felt directly by the player, the player is nevertheless made to feel an
intrinsic part of their adventure. Because of the way this type of game forges a close connection
between the player and a single character through its mimicking of an unfolding conversation, it
seemed like the perfect form to adapt for my own design emphasizing a single close relationship.
To better understand how this type of game operated, I spent some time performing mini-case
studies of the Lifeline series based both on my own play experience and a few reviews from critics.
From this research, I learned several lessons about this type of game that I sought to implement in
my own design.
5.6.1 LESSON #1: ROLE OF PLAYER RELATIONSHIP TO CHARACTER
First, interactions with the character should feel believable enough that players can be
drawn into them and find them meaningful. This means that there must be an initial conceit to
explain why this character would want to talk to you in the first place. This reason might be pure
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coincidence (e.g., Lifeline), accidental (e.g., Lifeline 2: Bloodlines), or tied to a larger mystery
(e.g., Lifeline: Flatline), but it need not be completely unassailable. Short (2015a), for example,
thought the original Lifeline did a good job early on at getting players to accept the conceit of
talking to someone else, which makes up for moments later in the game when the character’s
ability to respond in certain situations begins to strain credulity. Still more important than the initial
conceit for talking to the player is that that the player feels valuable to the character’s endeavors:
that the player feels as though the character cares about their input and desires their aid such that
what the player says has meaning. This style of game is almost entirely based on building an
emotional bond between the player and character; if such a bond fails to exist, then the structure
falters. Short (2015a) argued that the plot in this style of game seems largely incidental to the real
work of guiding the player on an emotional journey paralleling that of the character in question.
As Thrower (2016) acknowledged, the likeability of the character from the original Lifeline is one
of the reasons the game was so successful: the character’s reliance on the player’s help, as well as
their generally sympathetic portrayal via the writing, left players more invested in that character’s
fate.
Conversely, Short (2015b) criticized Lifeline 2 largely because of “the sense of antiagency, of actual futility, in some of the options you’re given” due to the main character often
seeming to sarcastically disregard player input because they are more familiar with the game
world. Suellentrop (2015) similarly thought that where Lifeline 2 floundered was in its failure of
plausibility by attempting to “[take] a promising model for a new kind of video game and [trying]
to impose it on a story that doesn’t fit the genre” due to an unlikeable main character who
frequently tells the player how useless they are but then keeps asking for advice anyway. Part of
the distinction between these games might be due to narrative framing: the character in Lifeline is
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stranded alone on an alien world and the player is the only person they can reach, while the
character in Lifeline 2 is on Earth and simply chooses to talk to the player after accidentally
contacting them. Regardless of the reason, these examples show the importance of connecting the
character’s fate to the player and investing them in their unfolding dialogue.
5.6.2 LESSON #2: NARRATIVE STRUCTURE
Second, the conversation with the character itself should feel natural and authentic to
enhance player immersion. I found that dialogue generally worked better when it felt more
appropriate for the texting interface the UI seeks to emulate, relying on smaller chunks of text that
can be more easily digested by players. Other elements of the conversation system, such as
sometimes having to argue with the character to convince them to do an action they don’t initially
want to do, also increases the feeling of having a natural conversation, requiring player effort and
subsequent investment in the outcome (Short, 2015a). While the brief delays between individual
messages did aid in the sensation of waiting for another person to compose an answer and respond,
it’s the longer breaks between sections that I feel truly add to the experience by giving the character
an added sense of agency as a real person. Suellentrop (2015) acknowledged these breaks as one
of the key strengths of the original Lifeline, where each new bit of dialogue became an entertaining
interruption to the player’s life. The use of notifications on the player’s phone to indicate when the
character had returned only heightens this powerful effect, suggesting a new mystery waiting to
be unraveled. That said, where these breaks faltered was often in their length and implementation.
The breaks seemed to work best when they were long enough that the player had likely closed out
of the game and started doing something else for awhile and would welcome the interruption;
when they became too short (e.g., throughout Lifeline: Flatline where they often lasted only a few
minutes) the interruptions instead started to feel frustrating rather than lending themselves more
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naturally to an unfolding dialogue. Both Thrower (2016) and Short (2015c) similarly found the
use of shorter breaks in this style of game to feel unnecessary and annoying when overused,
breaking the sense of immersive tension rather than enhancing it. The wait times and breaks need
not be realistic in terms of their exact length; what matters is that they work to seamlessly immerse
the player into the character’s journey.
5.6.3 LESSON #3: IMPACT OF PLAYER ACTIONS
Third, the choices players make as part of their ongoing conversation should feel
meaningful to the character and to the outcome of their collective story. Drawing on Ashwell’s
(2015) breakdown of design patterns for this type of interactive narrative, Short (2015b) suggests
that the Lifeline series generally follows a gauntlet pattern, with short branches off a mostly linear
experience that quickly either end in death or rejoin back into the main storyline. This provides a
main thread to link the experience together while still allowing opportunities for player decisions
to influence their relationships with the character. While the majority of these choices are largely
cosmetic, Short (2015b) argues that this is less of a problem than it might be with other interactive
narratives because of the emphasis on creating a conversation; when the goal is simply to talk to
someone else, cosmetic choices that influence that person’s response gain additional weight.
Typically, there is relatively little time between player choices to keep players more directly
involved in the action; Short (2016) views this as a wise choice, criticizing Lifeline: Silent Night
in particular because of its frequent use of long strings of non-interactive messages that detract
from the sense of having a back-and-forth dialogue. Short (2015c) further cautioned that if a choice
is going to be presented as meaningful, it should actually be meaningful. For example, she
criticizes Lifeline: Silent Night for occasional issues of narrative contrivance, where it feels like
something was going to happen in the game world regardless of the player’s choice, thus stripping
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that choice of any resonance. Equally frustrating was when a choice felt like it carried too much
weight by leading to a quick character death and the need to restart. While the Lifeline games
generally offer a way to speed past previously viewed dialogue, it still quickly becomes tedious
having to backtrack. Short (2015a) believed that the dangers of instant death were fundamentally
at odd with “many of the things [the game] does to increase believability and investment,” thus
reducing player agency and their experience of the narrative. Even more vexing is when the impact
of a decision is delayed, such that it is only later after hours of additional breaks and delays that
the player realizes a past decision had doomed them in ways they could have never predicted at
the time (Short, 2015b). Player choices should carry emotional and/or narrative weight to their
interactions with the character, but not in a way that replaces dramatic tension with frustration
instead.
5.6.4 LESSON #4: MINIMALIST APPROACH
Finally, the fourth lesson I learned was the need for simplicity in the game’s systems to
emphasize the core conversation loop with minimal distractions. While little details and the theme
might change from game to game, the Lifeline series has generally stuck to the same simplistic UI
style, mimicking a texting interface that provides a series of messages to and from the player,
buttons that appear when the player needs to make a choice, and some sort of visual indicator for
when the character is responding or is on break (see Figure 5.8). While other mechanics can
certainly be integrated into this design, it is at the risk of making them feel unnecessary or
potentially even detrimental to interactions with the character. For example, Short (2016) took
umbrage with a ship schematic available in Lifeline: Silent Night that was supposed to show the
character’s location as they moved about but was often left empty as the character moved through
one side passage or another. Other potential innovations have included the ability to send
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photographs as messages in One Button Travel (Short, 2015c); and a somewhat tedious maze
sequence in Lifeline 2 that required a lot of repetition to attempt to solve (Short, 2015b). That said,
one mechanic that did work well was the use of real-world research in the original Lifeline, when
the character asks the player to look up whether they would be safe sleeping near a certain amount
of radiation to stay warm at night. While this moment theoretically worked well because of how it
lent the player additional authority over the character’s actions, unfortunately its effectiveness was
lessened somewhat by the main search for the question pointing to a forum post containing spoilers
from the game (Short, 2015a). Additional mechanics thus may have potential if they are wellintegrated into the core conversation loop, but what ultimately matters most is connecting the
player with the character in a meaningful way, not inundating them with complex or flashy
mechanics.
My final game, titled A Day Half-Done owes much of its general design to these lessons
from the Lifeline series. In the next section, I first provide an overview of my game before then
exploring each of its core systems in greater depth.

5.7 GAME OVERVIEW: A DAY HALF-DONE
A Day Half-Done embodies the same general style as the Lifeline games, placing the player
into an ongoing dialogue with Violet, a college-aged woman who has ADHD. Through interactions
with Violet, the player works through various situations commonly encountered by people with
ADHD as they offer her advice and guidance throughout a day in her life. Like in Lifeline, this
dialogue is set up to resemble a text conversation and incorporates both short waits to indicate
natural pauses in conversation, as well as longer breaks when Violet is busy and does not wish to
talk. As the player speaks to Violet, they not only learn more about her, but are also increasingly
exposed to representations of her ADHD and the impact it has on her life. I intend the final
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experience to be released for Android mobile devices and take the player approximately two days
of playtime (including the required breaks) to complete, with limited replayability. In the sections

Figure 5.9: Screenshots from final prototype, A Day Half-Done, made in Unity

that follow, I break down my design into its various core concerns, addressing each in turn.
5.7.1

BUILDING THE GAME
I built the game in Unity with C#. The dialogue is all handled by a custom parser I made

that allows me to write out the text and various related commands directly into a text file (see
Figure 5.10). For example, a line of dialogue for Violet would be written something like “Violet|Hi
there.” While creating the game in this way made it more difficult to get an overall sense of the
narrative structure, it was much easier to make sweeping changes to the dialogue without having
to restructure everything. Whenever I needed to add a new command, it was easily extendable
without altering any of the existing code structure. Additionally, I added a series of unit tests
through Unity to automatically check certain conditions and ensure no obvious errors had been
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made. While this won’t catch typos in the dialogue itself, it will catch any typos that might result
in a game-breaking command.

Figure 5.10: Screenshot showing the first scene written for my text parser

5.7.2 NARRATIVE STRUCTURE
While the main goal of the game is simply to have the player speaking with Violet, I opted
to base this conversation around a day in Violet’s life to offer a concrete plot thread around which
players could become invested. I opted for this setting as opposed to the more fanciful settings of
the Lifeline games because I did not want my message to get muddled in perceived fantasy, but
rather for the interactions with Violet to feel as authentic and genuine as possible. Play begins on
a Thursday night with Violet accidentally texting the player, thinking she is texting her friend.
Then on Friday morning, Violet wakes up to find that she inexplicably now has a telepathic link
with the player’s phone, receiving and sending texts directly from her head. While the conceit may
feel a bit fantastical, I wanted an excuse to provide a deeper insight into Violet’s psyche than she
might normally give to a complete stranger, as well as a reason for her to keep talking to the player
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even if she dislikes them based on their dialogue responses. The majority of the game takes place
throughout that Friday, from Violet waking up, to doing coursework and dealing with college
classes, to heading to work after class, and finally to evening plans based on the player’s input. On
Saturday morning, the game ends with Violet waking up to find the mysterious psychic link gone
and texting the player one final time to recap how their interactions went the previous day and
inspire reflection on their actions. A more detailed breakdown of the narrative is as follows:


Scene 1: Violet accidentally texts the player Thursday night, thinking they are her friend
Mel. While talking to the player, she complains about her dad suddenly reaching out to
her after five years, not knowing how to react, and potentially has a conversation with the
player about some aspect of her life. The main goal of this section is to give the player a
chance to get to know Violet a bit better.



Scene 2: Violet wakes up Friday morning and discovers the telepathic connection she
now has with the player. She spends some time discussing this new development with the
player before realizing she is late to class and leaves to go get ready.



Scene 3: Violet is taking a test for one of her classes and daydreaming about Liz, a
classmate she has a crush on. She asks the player to help her with the test, although if
they do, it quickly becomes apparent that she didn’t really need their help after all.



Scene 4: After class, Violet is struggling to get a paper done just before it is due. She tells
the player that Liz invited her to a party that night after class and asks the player to help
remind her when the paper deadline is approaching to make sure she doesn’t miss it.



Scene 5: Violet meets her mother for lunch and becomes angry when it’s clear her mom
is reaching out on behalf of her dad, who wants to have dinner with her that night. Violet
ends up storming off to head into work.
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Scene 6: On her way to work, Violet remembers that she still needs to take her afternoon
ADHD medication and asks the player’s advice on whether she should take it at this point
to help her work but potentially disrupt her sleep schedule.



Scene 7: Violet works at her mother’s office doing IT; today, she is installing server
upgrades. She becomes distracted when something goes wrong, but eventually returns
and asks the player for advice on what she should do that night.



Scene 8: Depending on the player’s choice, Violet either spends the evening/night having
dinner with her father, going to the party with Liz, working late at her mom’s office, or
relaxing and doing some chores at home. This is the greatest moment of divergence in the
otherwise mostly linear plot.



Scene 9: The final act takes place Saturday morning, when Violet wakes up to find the
mental link with the player has been severed. Texting the player, Violet offers some
closure to her experiences with the player the previous day. This section is meant to serve
as a recap and moment of reflection for the player on their past actions.

The entire narrative is largely a gauntlet pattern, with the player progressing through the various
acts regardless of decisions they make; however, how they experience each act can vary
dramatically based on their choices.
Throughout this experience, I tried to build in four separate-but-related story threads. The
first has to do with Violet’s work at her mom’s office and at school as she struggles with being
perpetually behind. Violet isn’t particularly happy with the trajectory of her life, starting to feel
trapped and losing much of her self-confidence because she repeatedly feels like a failure. The
second, related story thread has to deal with Violet herself: her hopes and dreams, as well as her
perpetual self-doubt, interrogating her as a person amidst all of her various responsibilities. The
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third and fourth story threads both pertain to Violet’s social life and are meant to highlight the
impact ADHD can have on social interactions, exploring both friend and family dynamics. The
third thread focuses on Violet’s attempts to work up enough courage to approach and talk to Liz,
a crush she has in one of her classes. The fourth and final thread centers around Violet’s estranged
dad, who Violet hasn’t spoken to in five years. Unbeknownst to Violet, he was recently diagnosed
with a terminal illness and thus has decided he wants to reach out and try to mend their relationship,
which deteriorated largely due to his lack of understanding for ADHD. With the exception of a
choice players make near the end of the game, these four story threads are all interwoven together
as aspects of Violet’s life that she tries to keep balanced, and with which the player can lend their
advice and aid.
5.7.3 UI AND SOUND
The UI is minimal, relying on a simple dark background with a slight gradient. Dialogue
appears in a descending column for both the player and Violet, with offset red and blue boxes used
to replicate the aesthetic of texting. Additional text elements are displayed above the messages
where the person’s name would normally go to indicate section headings, and beneath the
messages to let the player know when Violet is responding or is currently away. The very bottom
of the screen contains a simple sprite mimicking the response box and send button of a messaging
app, which is replaced by choice buttons when needed. These buttons contain text corresponding
to the player’s precise typed response should they select that option. Sound design in the game is
similarly minimalistic, assuming that many mobile users will likely play with the sound muted and
wanting to avoid unnecessary distractions from the story even if they don’t. Beeps are used
whenever a new message appears to further the illusion of texting, and thematic background music
plays in a peaceful melody to provide some ambience. With both the UI and sound design, my
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goal was to create the illusion of having a text conversation with another person, and not detracting
from that core experience with flashy or extraneous design elements.
5.7.4 DIALOGUE SYSTEM
The dialogue system itself is similarly focused around the central idea of texting with
someone on a mobile device, relying largely on the same delay and break mechanics utilized by
the Lifeline series. Although each message from Violet appears in its entirety when it is sent, there
is a default wait time of a couple seconds between each message, which is extended proportionally
to the size of the message so that players have more time to read longer messages. Certain messages
are also set to have additional wait times to indicate that Violet is having difficulty responding,
either because it is an emotional topic or because she is distracted. In addition to these shorter wait
times between messages, Violet will also sometimes take a longer break, representing a pause in
the game where players can switch to doing something else until she returns. While players are
notified when Violet is on break to ensure there is no confusion about the game potentially
breaking, they are not told exactly how long she will be gone so that her return will feel more
natural and elicit surprise and excitement. Drawing from some of the responses to Lifeline, I
generally kept these longer pauses no shorter than 30 minutes and no longer than 2 hours, except
when I am purposefully trying to elicit a feeling of annoyance at the disruption caused by Violet’s
sudden return or delayed absence. I also generally try to have at least one player choice as part of
each dialogue segment before a new break, both to give the player a chance to catch up without
the game continuing to present text, and to promote a structure where the player engages with the
game in a short series of bursts.
Player decisions are presented regularly, and unlike the Lifeline series which generally only
has two options at a time, can have between one and four options for the player to select. Since my

174

narrative follows a gauntlet pattern, the majority of these choices are largely cosmetic, breaking
off onto their own path to immediately alter a couple lines of dialogue, only to then return to the
main narrative after one or two branches. That said, many of these choices nevertheless exercise
an influence on gameplay in one of three ways. First, a particular choice might be reflected in a
future line of dialogue. This serves as a form of callback to what the player said, making the player
feel like their choice impacted Violet even if the only consequence is a single line of
acknowledgement. Second, a choice might seem mostly cosmetic when it occurs, but secretly
influence Violet’s internal attitude towards the player. This attitude is a form of player reputation
that determines whether Violet likes, dislikes, or feels neutral towards the player. At some points,
this reputation may not matter, but at others, it can influence how Violet responds to the player’s
presence at that moment. For example, if Violet dislikes the player, she may start questioning their
decisions or avoiding interactions with them entirely. Like the decision to follow the No Mercy
route in Undertale, players who decide to be mean may find their experience feeling increasingly
emptier. Finally, some choices, such as deciding whether Violet should take her medicine or
advising Violet on what she should do Friday evening, are not cosmetic at all and can dramatically
alter future moments of gameplay, either by directly influencing multiple lines of dialogue and
character actions, or by placing the player onto an entirely new path. While this strategy is used
sparingly in comparison to the other two, it offers the most dramatic demonstration of player
agency over their interactions with Violet.
5.7.5 CAPTURING ADHD
Unlike most of my earlier designs, this design does not seek to replicate ADHD through a
series of mechanics that the player must manage; instead, it seeks to embody common symptoms
and scenarios related to ADHD in Violet’s character and the overall narrative experience. Broadly
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speaking, there are two general strategies I use to this end. The first is more story-driven, focused
on presenting scenarios relevant to understanding someone with ADHD. Through my four
different story threads, I sought to incorporate aspects of Violet’s personal, social, and professional
lives in ways that would allow me to address issues prevalent to each of them. Such issues include
things like Violet doubting her own intelligence and asking the player for help on a test even when
she doesn’t need it, the stress and guilt Violet feels over being perpetually behind at work, and the
strain that her ADHD can put on her relationships with her friends or family members. Similarly,
I tried to build in player dialogue options that predicted common reactions players might have in
that situation. This included trying to represent common negative responses one might have to
someone with ADHD, such as chiding Violet for not working hard enough. This in turn gave Violet
a chance to respond so that she could hopefully offer some insight to players who might say
something similar during their everyday interactions without realizing its impact. In summary, I
tried to add narrative weight to player decisions, making Violet self-aware and reflective about her
condition so that she could better relate her viewpoint to the player in a way that might be
dangerous or unrealistic for a member of a marginalized group to do in real life.
The second main strategy I used to represent ADHD was more mechanic-driven, focused
on the underlying systems determining Violet’s behavior. I tried to structure her conversation
responses and interactions in such a way that they embodied the primary symptoms of ADHD. For
example, throughout the game there are moments where Violet can become distracted temporarily
from the conversation, draw attention to her restlessness or fidgeting, or blurt out something
impulsively that she immediately regrets. These interactions also play into the construction of other
moments related to Violet’s symptoms that help capture issues related to the disorder. For example,
in one sequence Violet asks the player to remind her to do something in one hour, paralleling the
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way that people with ADHD might rely on others to offer outside aid. In another, Violet gets
caught up in what she’s doing and forgets that the player is waiting for her, eventually returning
after a short break. Taken together, my first and second strategies seek a more organic approach
to presenting ADHD that simultaneously tries to come across as more real and authentic. This
portrayal of ADHD may not be as complete as a system that embodies the impact of ADHD on
each executive function, but hopefully it nevertheless captures the essence of the disorder in a way
that will ring familiar to players and that will allow them to connect more with Violet as they seek
to better understand and empathize with her.

5.8 REFLECTIONS
Overall, I was happy with this experience and with how my final game turned out. Initial
reactions from playtesting a prototype of A Day Half-Done at a local game showcase were
overwhelmingly positive, praising how they felt like they were having a conversation with a real
person who shared recognizable characteristics with other people in their lives. I believe that the
strength of my game lies primarily in this portrayal of Violet and the way the game structure helps
forge a close connection between Violet and the player due to the conceit of talking with someone
over time. By relying on a style of game similar to the Lifeline series that makes the dialogue feel
more like an ongoing conversation, players become perhaps even more invested in the narrative
experience than they would in a more traditional interactive narrative. The simplicity of this design
worked on a practical level to allow me, as a one-man team with limited time and resources, to
complete the project. Beyond that, the simplicity also helped create a razor focus on the
relationship between Violet and the player, mirroring similar real-life relationships between the
player and other people they might know who have ADHD. By focusing on fleshing out Violet’s
character through her dialogue, I was able to situate and contextualize my understanding of ADHD
177

in a way where it can be portrayed more naturally to players. I hope that this portrayal is given
additional weight by ringing true to their own experiences interacting with people who have
ADHD, capturing at least some of the nuances of those interactions and of the struggles commonly
felt by people with ADHD. I ultimately feel that, at least for this particular project and its goals
and constraints, my chosen emphasis on portraying ADHD indirectly through interactions with
another character made more sense than trying to convey the often-frustrating experience of having
the disorder themselves. I wanted a depiction that felt real, forging a visceral connection with
players in the way that That Dragon, Cancer or Papo & Yo did when at their most successful.
After all, as Fairbairn (2017) and Nelems (2017) caution, one can never truly understand what it
feels like to walk in someone else’s shoes. Instead, what one can do is seek a deeper understanding
of someone else’s situation, and through that understanding, perhaps begin to at least gain a better
appreciation for what living in that situation might feel like. I hope that if nothing else, my game
gives players who want it the opportunity for this insight.
With further resources and time, I would like to explore various means of mechanically
representing ADHD for the player in a way that does not frustrate them. I believe games like
Quinn’s Depression Quest demonstrate how simple tweaks to existing mechanics can provide
powerful messages about what it feels like to suffer different mental disorders. For example, in
Depression Quest the player essentially goes through an interactive fiction, seeing displayed
narrative and then picking from among several options; however, to show how depression can
limit one’s feelings of agency, many of these options become greyed out as the player becomes
more depressed. Thus, the game captures a feeling of helplessness by showing how one might
know exactly what the healthy thing to do is, yet not be able to actually do it because of the impact
of their condition. I believe that similar mechanics could be explored for ADHD and view it as a
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ripe area for future game projects: to my knowledge, my game is the first to attempt a direct
portrayal of ADHD, although I expect it will not be the last. Similarly, in future research I would
like to continue expanding on my narrative to embody more potential scenarios, fleshing out
Violet’s character and giving players a wider variety of choices and decision paths through which
to interact with her. For example, in one of my earlier designs, I envisioned having narrative
segments spanning Violet’s life to help capture how ADHD might manifest in children, young
adults, and adults respectively. Incorporating similar splits in time either on that grand scale or on
a smaller scale so that the narrative unfolds over more than a single day might have added increased
depth and replayability to the experience. As it is now, replayability is relatively light; the player
can make different choices and experience slightly different dialogue along the way, but major
story events remain largely linear. Thus, I imagine that after a couple of playthroughs at most, the
majority of players will feel like they have experienced enough of what the game has to offer.
Were I to continue working on this project, another obvious next step would be to conduct more
formal playtesting and evaluation on the design to gather additional player feedback on the
design’s efficacy, as well as reaching out to the ADHD community for their expertise.
5.8.1 RELEVANCE TO MY IMPACT FRAMEWORK
Developing this game in tandem with my research has given me an opportunity to reflect
on the potential implications of my impact framework for extending my understanding of
authenticity, affectivity, and ambiguity. With regards to authenticity, I certainly tried to evaluate
my practical constraints and establish realistic goals of representing ADHD accurately and in a
way that could inspire players to increased empathy. I do not expect my game to dramatically alter
people’s perceptions of ADHD, nor do I expect it to change the mind of someone who is not
receptive to having their mind changed. As was acknowledged by Fullerton in my interview with

179

her and by others throughout my research, player complicity is a key aspect of identification.
Instead, I sought to cater my game to people like myself who know one or more people in their
lives with ADHD they care about, but who struggle sometimes to understand those people. If
players walk away with even a single reflective moment about their own behavior and what they
might do differently to better interact with those people they care about, then I would consider the
game a success. Along those lines, I focused my efforts on remaining mindful of my understanding
of ADHD and portraying Violet’s ADHD in a way I believed would resonate with others. I wanted
this portrayal to be as realistic and authentic as possible, matching my own views on ADHD while
also ringing true to the experiences of players. Finally, I sought to be mindful of the play context,
utilizing the Lifeline model to create a compelling mobile game that drew upon the expectations
of that platform with its use of shorter play segments divided by breaks to replicate texting.
With regards to affectivity, my game sought to invest the player into the experience by
building up their relationship with Violet. I tried to come up with a variety of choices for players
that felt varied yet interesting and relevant to the types of behaviors players might want to exhibit.
This effort to draw the player into Violet’s world and bind them to her is core to the entire game
experience; if it fails, then so does the game itself. I was also hopeful that the structure of the
game’s narrative and how it cast the player as a supportive presence for Violet would help
intrinsically motivate the player, binding them to the experience not because they were seeking
more power, but because they came to care about Violet as a “real” person and wanted to see how
her story turned out. If my design was weak anywhere, it was with regards to dissonance: in
general, I provided very few opportunities for reflection to balance out player investment with the
exception of the very end. That said, I do include numerous representations of ADHD throughout,
the frustration of which might serve to somewhat break players out of the experience and give
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them some distance to reflect. Similarly, the use of breaks naturally allows for pauses in the
gameplay, during which players can digest what’s been happening. Some of my plot points, such
as Violet’s estrangement with her father, might provoke a certain amount of reflection due simply
to their traumatic or unexpected nature.
With regards to ambiguity, my game sought its possibility space within the narrative itself
through the options it allowed players as they engaged in an ongoing conversation with Violet.
Since it is only through their choices that this conversation can occur and their choices direct what
Violet says next, players become complicit in the creation of impact. Unfortunately, their agency
is limited in that they have very little control over the direction of the plot itself, merely its flavor
as it unfolds. Nevertheless, through various tactics I sought to make it feel like player choices
mattered in both the short-term and long-term, having an effect on Violet and her behavior towards
the player. Players are encouraged to participate in the game space and become immersed in the
experience of talking to someone else, feeling like the person they are communicating with could
be a real person, reflective of real world concerns and an accurate portrayal of ADHD.
Opportunities for misidentification certainly do exist; at no point do I preach to the player about
ADHD or clearly say that there is a right answer or a wrong one. Indeed, at many points, such as
with the debate surrounding how Violet should spend her Friday evening or whether she should
take her medicine late, I wanted to capture a sense of the difficult decisions that can arise without
a clear solution, simply multiple trade-offs. That said, through Violet’s handling of player choices
like how they responded to Violet’s inattention or how supportive they were of her, I sought to
show the consequences of their actions, and in so doing, mirror the potential reactions of others
with ADHD to similar responses.
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In addition to confirming some of the difficulties I already knew, such as the need to work
around any constraints on the design, I believe the core insight I gleaned relates back to my internal
argument over the best way to represent ADHD to players in a way that would inspire empathy.
From this experience, I learned several things. First, there is no one perfect way to accomplish
impact. This revelation may seem obvious, and indeed has been implied at other points in my
research, such as in my discussion with Schell and his insistence on things like the attack-fromall-directions approach that recognize how little designers usually know about what will actually
work when they begin their efforts, but it still seems worth reiterating. I wasted a lot of time seeking
the right way to represent ADHD before finally realizing that there was no such thing and I just
needed to pick a design I thought would work and go with it to try to figure out if it actually did.
Second, I began to see more clearly the interplay between authenticity, affectivity, and ambiguity
as I worked to complete my design. To some extent, these divisions serve to mislead, suggesting
that there are three independent measures by which a design should be judged when in reality, all
three are irrevocably interwoven. This was at the heart of my debate between a design that sought
to directly capture the experience of having ADHD for the player and one that indirectly related
that experience to the player through their interactions with another character. In the end, I went
with the design I thought best brought all three concerns together, creating an expressive, authentic
possibility space that would allow players a chance to identify with my message concerning
ADHD and understand the world a bit better through Violet’s eyes.
With regards to my design tips from the previous chapter (see Figure 5.11), I believe my
design most embodies Principle 1 in its emphasis on expression through a still-relatively new game
style that focuses on allowing conversation with another; Principle 2 in its choice of a mundane,
relatable setting that may help players connect more with what Violet is experiencing; Principle 3
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Figure 5.11: Summary of design principles from Chapter 4

in its embrace of the mobile platform, masking itself as a texting app with breaks and notifications
consistent with that play context; Principle 4 through its limited interactivity that serves to focus
player attention solely on the act of communication with Violet during certain key moments in her
day; Principle 5 in its rejection of my previous more inherently frustrating designs and its attempts
to get rid of annoyance points in this style of game like player deaths or too-short breaks that can
frustrate players; Principle 6 in the little details revealed by Violet and in some of the small
moments of interaction built into the larger scenes that offer a deeper look into her life or mind;
Principle 7 in the intimacy of the player’s connection with Violet and the rawness of some of the
more powerful moments, particularly those surrounding Violet’s relationship with her estranged
father; and Principle 8 in the use of dialogue options meant to capture typical unhelpful responses
someone might make and the more explicit recap and opportunity for reflection presented by
Violet at the end. This is not to suggest that my game perfectly embodies all eight of the design
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principles I previously laid out in Chapter 4; it could certainly still be improved in many of these
areas, and there are doubtless other design principles from which it might also be strengthened.
However, it does show how these principles influenced my design, with my final prototype
offering yet another example of these principles put into action and the forms they might take.
In the next and last chapter, I present my finalized framework for evoking impact through
identification in games, summarizing the findings of this and the previous chapters to offer a set
of design strategies directed at designers of impact.
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6. A FRAMEWORK FOR IMPACT THROUGH IDENTIFICATION
In this final chapter, I consolidate the ideas I have developed throughout each of the
previous chapters into a framework for creating impact through identification. I stated my two
main research questions in Chapter 1 as the following:
1) How can a designer structure their game’s possibility spaces to encourage
appropriate player identification with the designer’s purpose?
2) How can a designer manage player agency within their game such that players are
encouraged to willingly participate in the established act of identification?
My impact design framework provides my best answers to these dual problems of engaging players
with the message and with the game in such a way that the likelihood of successful identification
is maximized. In so doing, this framework accomplishes two related purposes. First, it offers a
solid theoretical base for delineating the key concerns of impact design and the relationships of
these concerns to one another. While most of these ideas are already well-known and discussed
throughout the literature on games, here they are looked at and defined specifically with regards
to the role they play in encouraging impact. Second, in establishing this theoretical base, my
framework also begins to consider related design strategies for implementing these ideas within
an actual game. While there are innumerable possibilities for enacting each of these strategies, my
framework offers a concrete place to begin when considering how best to construct a game’s
mechanics, aesthetics, and narrative for the goal of identification. I spend the majority of this
chapter describing my framework for impact, breaking it down into an analysis of each of its
individual components and how they are interrelated. I then briefly outline what I see as the most
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Figure 6.1: Framework for impact design

notable limitations of this project as well as the most promising avenues for future research, before
concluding with a few last remarks on the potential of games for impact.

6.1 OUTLINING MY FRAMEWORK FOR IMPACT DESIGN
My Framework for Impact Design (see Figure 6.1) presents a single, unified view of what
my research suggests about how impact is created through identification. There are essentially
three levels to how I have represented it: the endpoint, where identification results in impact; the
outer edges, where abstraction and agency inform this process on a general scale; and the center
triangle, where authenticity, affectivity, and ambiguity combine to collectively shape and
determine identification. In this section, I examine each of these three levels in turn, summarizing
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how I have come to define those terms and the particular role they play in the overall process of
encouraging impact from identification between the player and designer.
6.1.1 ENDPOINT: IMPACT THROUGH IDENTIFICATION
My goal with this project began as an attempt to better understand the creation of impact
in games. Towards that end, I adopted a rhetorical approach to games focused on the concept of
identification as a lens for understanding how impact in games is realized. I presented several
different views of identification throughout my discussion, but in the context of games, I defined
my rhetorical approach to identification in Chapter 1 as the symbolic abstraction of a system into
a possibility space for player action that encourages identification between the player and the
designer’s worldview such that the player is persistently and intentionally changed. Based on this
definition of rhetoric, I also understood impact to be the extent to which the designer successfully
turns a symbolic abstraction of a system into a possibility space for player action that encourages
identification between the player and the designer such that the player is persistently and
intentionally changed. This means that I am focusing only on impact that is persistent (i.e., lasts
beyond the play experience) and intentional (i.e., planned for by the designer). It is only through
this process of identification, where the player engages with and accepts the designer’s message,
that subsequent change via impact can occur. Because of the importance of identification, I elected
to place it, and not impact, at the center of my framework; impact may be the ultimate result of
designers’ efforts, but identification is the tool they use to get there.
6.1.2 OUTER EDGES: PROBLEMS OF ABSTRACTION AND AGENCY
This process of encouraging impact through identification begins on the outskirts of my
diagram with the dual concepts of abstraction and agency. As indicated on the diagram, abstraction
and agency are inextricably linked together, intersecting with and giving birth to the other, more
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specific concerns at the framework’s core. In Chapter 1, I defined abstraction as the ability for a
constructed possibility space to capture and present its impact, and agency as the ability for the
player to have a personally meaningful experience. These two concepts each represent their own
distinct problem for designers since they require that the designer both creates a possibility space
that allows for identification and encourages players to participate within that space so that
identification can occur. In a sense then, abstraction can be considered in terms of engagement
with the designer’s message, while agency can be considered in terms of engagement with the
game space itself. Problems of abstraction and agency may often seem in direct conflict—deciding
between meeting the needs of the developer or those of the player—but in reality, both are a
product of their intersections and without either, identification and impact would cease to function.
6.1.3 CENTER TRIANGLE: AUTHENTICITY, AFFECTIVITY, AND AMBIGUITY
From the generalized principles of abstraction and agency, I derived three related concerns,
each containing a mixture of both ideas. I see these three concerns as constituting the heart of
designing for impact through identification; hence, I have placed them at the center of the diagram,
surrounding and enabling identification. Each is one of three linked points in a triangle to indicate
their codependency since the majority of design decisions could really be considered a mixture of
all three to varying extents. These three concerns are authenticity, affectivity, and ambiguity. I
have relied frequently on these terms throughout my dissertation given their prevalence and have
focused most of my research efforts around expanding my understanding of how these concepts
should be defined and how they might be strategically addressed through game design. In Chapter
2, I defined authenticity as the degree to which a game captures the subjective truth of the person
who made it and the person who plays it. On the one hand, authenticity requires that the developer
remain true to their own views and beliefs to ensure both the strength and integrity of their
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message. On the other hand, authenticity refers to the player and their lived experiences as those
experiences are brought to bear on how they interpret and experience the game. I used affectivity
to refer to the creation of emotions in games through the game’s various systems to drive player
engagement with those systems. While these emotions are often categorized in terms of player
enjoyment, games can also provide players with a deeper sense of fulfillment based on principles
of intrinsic motivation. By attending to player needs, designers can potentially forge more
meaningful connections between players and the game. Of course, engagement is not the sole goal
of affectivity: sometimes, engagement must be reduced or eschewed entirely in favor of dissonance
that will break the player out of the moment, giving them time to reflect on ideas presented by the
designer. Finally, I defined ambiguity in terms of the need for players to construct a finished game
experience. All games are incomplete without the interactions of a player; through those
interactions, the player develops meaning by way of closure. Encouraging player effort and work
to find their own meaning can subsequently increase player involvement and immersion within
the interactive system. All three of these topics are fundamentally concerned with ensuring the
play experience remains meaningful to both players and designers: by attending to concerns of
authenticity, affectivity, and ambiguity, designers can solve problems of abstraction and agency to
effectively encourage identification with their message. In the next section, I present more detailed
summaries of authenticity, affectivity, and ambiguity as they relate to design strategies for impact.

6.2 DESIGN STRATEGIES FOR ENCOURAGING IMPACT
Based on this theoretical framework and the research I have presented so far, I want to
close by highlighting three general strategies that can potentially help designers structure their
games to better inspire player identification with their message. While I present here the takeaways
I personally found most salient, I look forward to continued conversation with the broader games
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research community on these topics. These strategies also do not necessarily belong to a single
category although I have organized them as such; many of them bridge the divide between
authenticity, affectivity, and ambiguity, drawing upon a combination of ideas in how they
approach eliciting impact. For each of these strategies, I summarize the idea behind its use, as well
as how it might be practically implemented.
6.2.1 AUTHENTICITY : STRUCTURE THE DESIGN FOR BOTH DESIGN AND PLAY CONTEXTS
I recognized the importance of context when describing authenticity in Chapter 2, and my
interviews and case studies only confirmed this point. On the one hand, it is essential that any
design constraints on the project are recognized, such as stakeholder concerns or limited time,
knowledge, and/or resources. There is ultimately little that designers can do in most situations to
remove these constraints when they are imposed; however, it is their responsibility to do what is
in their power to mitigate their effect on the final design and strive for a more meaningful play
experience. For example, a designer might perform their own research into a topic so that they can
better integrate relevant subject matter concerns with their design concerns and ensure the message
is better paired with the gameplay. Beyond such practical constraints, however, the designer should
also recognize their context with regards to their particular impact goals. While my framework
focuses on identification as generally important regardless of the chosen type of impact, the
designer’s goals will inevitably influence the rest of the design, including how identification
should best be approached. For example, That Dragon, Cancer’s general style and narrative
presentation work well in part because of the Greens’ broader goal of expressing how they felt
going through a harrowing experience so that others could relate. Part of attending to goals also
involves recognizing how those goals will be measured. This could be through more formal
assessment, through simple metrics of believed efficacy, or in terms of the game’s expressivity, so

190

long as it fits the goal. What matters most is that designers have clear expectations for what their
game should accomplish: if the designer has only a vague idea of what their message is, how can
they expect players to consistently identify with it?
On the other hand, designers should acknowledge the play context as well to ensure that
they properly design their game to take advantage of how they expect players to engage. This, of
course, involves the various contextual concerns I outlined previously for authenticity, such as the
broader social and cultural contexts in which the game is played and internal characteristics of
players; however, it also involves player expectations. Sometimes, these expectations come from
players’ own past experience playing games of a similar genre or utilizing similar mechanics. The
degree to which the design matches or subverts those expectations can potentially enhance or harm
the design. Undertale, for example, subverts many traditional RPG tropes and mechanics to great
effect, surprising and delighting players while breathing new life into an old game form.
Conversely, Papo & Yo’s reliance on platforming as a primary mechanic may have actually
lessened the experience when that platforming was perceived as largely unrelated to the game’s
core message and as not living up to the expected standard for the genre. It is far from necessary
to always meet player expectations; indeed, games like Undertale are proof that subverting
expectations to a degree can result in engaging moments. However, failure to meet player
expectations should be an intentional decision, chosen for a design purpose such as inspiring
reflection through dissonance or drawing attention to a specific mechanic.
Player expectations can also come from the broader game community. Many games, like
Undertale, develop a devoted fan following which serves as an extension of the game itself, giving
players a chance to continue experiencing the game through their interactions with other players.
When possible, it may be useful to try to anticipate player responses or desires and design with
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these communities in mind, but when doing so proves impossible or impractical, it can at least be
helpful to learn from community responses to improve future design. With Undertale, for example,
the community’s general embracing of the Mercy route over the No Mercy route led to the exertion
of pressure on streamers to privilege one particular way of playing the game. With Lifeline, a good
idea for a puzzle involving real world research was less effective than hoped because of a fluke in
search display results causing potential spoilers. Regardless of the actual effect, the influence of a
game’s community should not be underestimated. Similarly, marketing and how a particular game
is framed to the players can also exert a large influence on how they experience it. For example,
That Dragon, Cancer is undoubtedly a very different game for a player who already knows the
tragic inspiration behind the game as opposed to a player who does not. Managing player
expectations entirely can be impossible but doing so to some extent can at least help set the stage
for identification and ensure that players enter the experience ready to participate.
6.2.2 AFFECTIVITY: MAKE THE EXPERIENCE EMOTIONALLY REAL
This point became most evident in my case studies when looking at That Dragon, Cancer
and at Papo & Yo, although variants of it arose as well earlier in my research. Like the previous
design strategy, this one also comes in two parts, directed at the designer and player respectively.
First, the design should ring true to the designer’s experience. Beyond concerns over ethics and
the designer’s responsibility to present a representation of the world true to their beliefs, doing so
can result in powerfully emotional experiences because of their resonance with the designer’s lived
reality. This resonance can be critical for identification, where the central premise is to find a way
to get players to engage with the designer’s views by engaging with the game. As I already
mentioned, both That Dragon, Cancer and to a slightly less successful extent, Papo & Yo, utilize
this tactic in their quest for empathy. This does not necessarily mean that the content of the game
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must follow the same pattern as these examples to capture a feeling of emotional realism, nor does
it mean that a game can only result in successful identification if it is to some extent
autobiographical. It might be this same quality of emotional resonance that drives so many critics
to recognize Undertale as a game with a heart that encourages players to bond with its characters.
Similarly, it could be this sense of emotional realism that so immerses players into the character’s
story in Lifeline and games like it. My research into empathy, while focused specifically on that
type of impact, suggested strong initial emotions and forging connections with characters as two
tactics for helping to encourage initial identification with a game. Regardless of the chosen game
form, what matters is that the designer’s emotion comes through in the game’s design, particularly
its narrative. This is why an overreliance on abstraction often seemed to detract from the game’s
message: while abstraction of the designer’s message can work to couch it in more metaphorical
terms or disguise it as an additional layer undergirding the more traditional gameplay, it can also
dilute the experience by distracting from its emotional sense of realism.
Second, the design should ring true to the player’s experiences and emotions. As Fullerton
recognized in our interview, it can be immensely helpful to seek an understanding of what players
are looking for in a game so that the design can be made to appeal more directly to them. This ties
back as well to the point I made in Chapter 2 concerning intrinsic motivation: while extrinsic
motivation like rewards can keep players engaged to a point, games are often at their most powerful
when they enable players to meet their intrinsic needs so that the experience becomes personally
rewarding in and off itself. Identification works best not by convincing players to want to identify
with what the designer has presented, but by couching that message in terms that players can relate
to so that no convincing is required. Fullerton argued in our interview that games should help
people see the changes they wanted to see in themselves. Thus, the best games enable people to
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do what they already wanted to do and expect that identification will naturally follow as a result.
Tactics such as the use of simplicity or nostalgia that help focus and direct player attention can aid
in this endeavor; however, such tactics also risk taking advantage of players if used irresponsibly
to disguise insidious motives. Here as always, it is critical that designers recognize the power
inherent in identification and ensure to the best of their ability that the beliefs, attitudes, and
behaviors they enable in players are constructive ones.
6.2.3 AMBIGUITY: AVOID SUCCUMBING TO THE TEMPTATION FOR OVERINTERACTIVITY
Beginning with Chapter 1, I sought to stress the importance of player complicity within the
play act, and this point has arisen again and again. Without the player’s commitment to participate
in identification, little else matters. One portion of this participation comes down to the
interactivity they are given to explore a game’s possibility space in search of their own answers to
the questions posed by the game. Identification works best when players are able to achieve it on
their own terms, making it their decision whether to accept or reject the message. Thus, the more
freedom players have to investigate and interpret the game’s possibility space, the more likely they
are to be open to the moment of identification when it arrives. Unfortunately, as both Fullerton
and Schell acknowledged, this player freedom also enhances the risk of failure since it presents
more opportunities for players to either fail to uncover the expected identification or to derive their
own message from the game separate from that intended by the designer. Every game must seek
its own balance of risk based on the designer’s goals and on the particular needs of the project, but
regardless of the project, some risk seems inevitable if identification is to occur. Even in largely
passive experiences, players retain a surprising degree of agency and control over how they
interpret that experience, and this capacity for creative thought is crucial to the act of identification.
Instead of ignoring or minimizing player opportunities for interpretation, designers may be better
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served by seeking such moments out as prime opportunities for implementing impact. Indeed, as
my research into empathy in Chapter 5 points out, it may be important to not just leave players
free to make their own decisions, but to also give them the ability to act on that decision once it
has been made. In many instances, allowing players to immediately act upon the designer’s
message may not be possible nor desirable, but even when it’s not, this points to the broader tactic
of anticipating player actions in order to include appropriate responses, mitigating the risk of
players engaging in unexpected behaviors. As Schell pointed out with his attack-from-alldirections approach, the more contingencies the designer allows for reaching a given message, the
more likely it will be for players to naturally uncover it in the course of gameplay.
Risk of failure might also be partially mitigated by better understanding and attending to
the player’s emotional journey through the game, planning out each beat so that they are better
encouraged to continue to the moment of identification. As I pointed out in Chapter 2,
identification can be seen or unseen and often thrives on first impressions, meaning that its
implementation into the game can involve a combination of tactics the player is aware of as well
as subtler encouragement of the player to act a certain way. The importance of the player’s
emotional journey leads to a related point about the danger of getting too caught up in mechanics
or in procedurally representing a system that the message becomes lost or diluted. As I described
in Chapter 5, this was what almost happened to me when I was working on my own game: rather
than designing for expressivity, I was more focused on trying to develop a procedural
representation of ADHD that often resulted in a more accurate but ultimately less compelling
experience. Privileging procedurality above all else misses other opportunities for identification.
For example, Undertale demonstrated how small, memorable moments can have an outsized
impact on the player by evoking little interactions or story moments that help bind the rest of the
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experience together. Similarly, Undertale demonstrated the potential for putting unique twists on
existing mechanics with its Fight/Act system. This system worked so well because of how it
integrated the message with the design, tweaking traditional RPG combat to better emphasize
defense and the inner motivations of enemies. It is important to anticipate the player’s emotional
journey so that the possibility space can guide them to the designer’s message while avoiding
frustration or confusion that might detract from the moment of identification.

6.3 LIMITATIONS AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
The primary limitation of this project lies with its scope: understanding impact is an
interdisciplinary endeavor, spanning across a variety of diverse fields from psychology to game
design to communication. This means that no single project can hope to offer a definitive approach
to impact, especially given the wide array of forms that impact might take, each with its own
unique concerns. My project thus makes one more contribution to the mosaic of this
research landscape, drawing from the fields of game studies, rhetoric, and interactive narrative and
restricting impact specifically to develop a rhetorical construct of identification between the player
and designer. More research is needed into alternative definitions of impact and how those
definitions might shift how impact design is approached or considered. Additionally, future
research should draw upon other fields beyond those I selected, working to integrate their ideas on
the topic. While I find the notion of impact through identification a promising way to conceptualize
the design of impact, alternative approaches may prove equally or more valuable to scholars and
designers of impact seeking practical tools for their craft.
A second, related limitation of this project was the lack of any demonstration of my
framework’s efficacy as a generative design tool. While much of what I have compiled here
represents conventional design knowledge, more research is needed to determine the strengths and
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limitations of this knowledge for the practical creation of impact so that the framework might be
revised and improved over time. It has always been my intention with this project to offer
assistance not just to scholars seeking to understand impact, but also to designers looking to
implement it within their games. Thus, it is critical that the framework is evaluated with regards
to both its theoretical base and its practical applications. Playtesting and other design projects
utilizing my framework are one obvious area to start assessing where my framework rings true and
where it falters. Along those lines, additional research might seek to extend upon this framework
in any number of ways. For example, research could be done to further develop the existing
framework by drawing upon more literature, interviews, game case studies, or design projects.
While many of these may simply corroborate my existing points, there is value in that act alone
and it is likely that new design strategies or variations on existing strategies will also be uncovered.
This is especially true when looking for specific examples of how different games have sought to
apply basic principles of impact through their use of mechanics, aesthetics, or narrative. This
research might compare games, or categories of game, such as across game genres or types of
impact. Likewise, compiling more designer interviews could offer unique insight into strategies
already in use by designers of impact, placing their perspectives into conversation with another.
Finally, further research might be done into the various tensions identified in my
dissertation. For example, one tension might be seen in the divide between games for entertainment
and games for impact. While I focused more explicitly on the latter, many of the points I’ve made
might be just as relevant for the design of games more broadly. This application warrants further
investigation since it potentially suggests that my framework may be more far-reaching than
initially thought. Another tension might be seen in the pairing of rhetorical theory with game
design practice and the ways in which their methods and preconceptions may differ or align,
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particularly with regards to how they conceptualize audience and the communication of ideas.
Given many of the ideals expressed in my framework, such as the need for designers to seek an
understanding of their own values as well as those of their players, more research might also be
done into the implications this could have for how game design is considered and taught. One
possible avenue to pursue would be the fusing of Humanities-oriented approaches with
traditionally technical approaches to game design that might broaden designer perspectives in
ways appropriate for understanding and designing for impact. Regardless of the specific avenue
chosen, it is clear that there are numerous opportunities to expand upon my existing framework
for impact, to critique it and suggest ways it could be altered and improved, or to reject it entirely
in favor of a newly proposed alternative.

6.4 CLOSING THOUGHTS
With an ever-increasing emphasis on designing and producing more meaningful game
experiences, it falls to game designers and scholars to collectively pool their knowledge as they
strive to better understand the complex task of eliciting impact. This dissertation represents but an
initial step towards that larger purpose. Throughout the preceding pages, I have sought to outline
one approach to creating impact through the lens of rhetorical identification. I hope that my work
consolidating and expanding upon existing knowledge of game design with an explicit emphasis
on responding to concerns of authenticity, affectivity, and ambiguity will prove useful to other
scholars developing their own understanding of impact. Similarly, I hope that the design strategies
and examples I have provided based on these three concerns will prove useful to game designers
as they seek a greater understanding of what they can do to enhance the effectiveness of their
impact efforts within their own games. We live now in what might be described as a golden age
of propaganda, with fake or dishonest news assailing us from all sides. My rhetorical approach to
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designing impact has the potential for misuse that could further contribute to this crisis. I have
tried to counter this danger throughout my work by continually referring to the need to consider
not only the developer’s own needs but the needs of the player as well. Now more than ever, it is
vital that game designers ensure they wield their power for good (as defined not just by them but
by their peers, their communities, and their players) over ill. It is only through a continued
commitment to forging connections between the theory and practice of game design for impact
that we as a community of scholars and developers can jointly improve our craft and ultimately
make the world a better place through games.
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APPENDICES
APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTIONS
A.1

TRANSCRIPT OF I NTERVIEW WITH TRACY FULLERTON

[Lightly edited for clarity and understanding]
Eric: Hi! Thank you for taking the time to talk to me.
Tracy: Sure, no problem.
Eric: I really appreciate the chance to pick your brain and get some insights from you.
Tracy: [laugh] Alright, well, hopefully it’s helpful.
Eric: Just to give you a little bit of context, like I said in the email, I’m working on my dissertation
project right now, where I’m trying to combine a literature review, these interviews with you and
other designers, and case studies I’ve done of Undertale, That Dragon, Cancer, and Papo & Yo
focused on empathy as a form of impact. From that, I’m going to try to work on developing some
strategies or some sort of framework or a set of tools that designers might find helpful in working
to create their own games for impact.
Tracy: Ok, so this is from a design point of view I’m assuming, rather than from a measurement
or assessment point of view?
Eric: Right, right. So, I’m sure I’ll need to touch on those sides of it during my dissertation: the
issues of trying to define what kind of impact you’re going for and how to measure it or determine
its effectiveness. But what I’m going for is less that part of it and more based on the existing
knowledge that we have from literature, and from designers’ experiences, and just from looking at
some games and looking at what seems to have worked and what seems to have not. Where’s kind
of a starting point for designing to more effectively communicate ideas to the player?
Tracy: Ok, so that’s great. I just want to make you are aware of the work Games for Change has
done coming up with a typology on assessing serious games at gameimpact.net. That’s the draft
of what they’re working on. So, it’s different than what you’re doing, but you might want to just
take a look at it because it’s some interesting work.
Eric: Right, I’m aware of it. I haven’t looked too closely at it. I think the last time I looked at it
was a while ago so I’m sure they’ve had more come out, so I’ll definitely make it a point.
Tracy: Yeah, it looks like the latest update was last year: April 2016. But, it’s an interesting
project.
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Eric: Yeah, definitely. It’ll definitely be a nice supplement to bring in for the other side I’m not
talking about as much.
Tracy: Ok, sounds great.
Eric: So, I have those rough questions I sent you, so I’ll be starting there for our discussion, but
they aren’t really hard and set, so if there’s any other things you want to talk about as we’re going,
don’t worry about interrupting or bringing us off track. If we don’t get to all the questions, then
we don’t. I’d rather have an interesting discussion then hit all the questions.
Tracy: Ok, sounds fine; sounds good.
Eric: Ok, so where I thought we might start then is maybe just talking more generally about how
you look at impact in games and in your own work. So, I don’t know if you have a working
definition of what you would think of as impact; I know some designers might differentiate the
kind of impact that happens in games for change from education as a form of impact. So, I’m
curious to hear how you think about it.
Tracy: I was looking over your questions and I was thinking about that. You know, I come from
a media background, so for me, I think of impact very generally. I know a lot of people are
interested in very targeted impact, like you mentioned education: that’s a very targeted impact. So
is behavioral change or games that address particular social crises, for example. I am a little more
interested in thinking about games as an expressive medium, and therefore understanding and
allowing for a kind of emotional impact that’s more personal and reading-oriented.
That’s what I’m interested in. And if that also lends itself to things like education or behavior
change, then that becomes interesting to me, but I’m not super interested in what I’ll call
“operationalizing games,” which is having them become like a hammer to solve a particular
technical problem. “We want people to learn more about math; therefore, we want to use a hammer
of a game to pound math into them.” I’m not particularly interested in that. As a designer, I AM
interested in finding a broader set of tools for myself and for the other people I work with that we
can use to make our games more expressive. By extrapolation on that, if a game is more expressive
of particular ideas and feelings, then it is going to have a deeper impact on people.
Eric: Right. So, would you separate then the somewhat operational goal of creating empathy in
players about a particular issue from some of those other operational goals you were talking about?
Tracy: Empathy’s a funny one, because empathy is a very deep emotional state and so it’s difficult
to call that an operational goal. In order to get to a goal like that, you actually have to think
artistically and expressively. You can’t think “Ok, here we are in level one and we’re going to give
them this content.” That’s not going to work. You actually have to create a reflective situation
where we can see ourselves in another. That’s the genesis of empathy. So, for example, one of the
most interesting examples of that in a game that I know of is Journey. I think Journey does a really
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interesting job creating that kind of reflection of oneself in another that creates a sense of empathy
and also of emotional connection between two strangers. I find that really interesting.
And one of the ways it does it is having very little differentiation between you and the other by
making the other similar to you and yet utterly mysterious. You know nothing about that person,
you don’t converse with them in any way except for that note that sings out. So, in creating a visual
similarity but also a sense of distance, there’s this really interesting design situation that points you
towards feeling for a person, wanting to communicate with them, but not really being able to. So,
that’s an example of a game that obviously has at its roots an emotional expressive design goal
that has an impact on its players.
Eric: Right. But what you’re saying is that it’s best to kind of start from that point of expression,
of looking at the interaction in terms of this communication or dialogue between the player and
developer and trying to develop that first?
Tracy: Yeah, rather than thinking “I want to hit this nail on the head,” I think about backing up
and creating this situation where the nail actually might get hit on the head.
Eric: Right, it’s kind of just setting up the possibility space to allow for that impact?
Tracy: Precisely. And sometimes it doesn’t. Sometimes people play that game, for example, and
they think it’s an AI. And they never have that sense I’m talking about because they misunderstand
the situation. And because it isn’t hammered in, it’s very subtle and it is just a possibility space. It
isn’t an actuality, we don’t enforce it on you.
Eric: Right, there kind of has to be that opportunity for the misunderstanding in order for the
understanding to actually be meaningful.
Tracy: Which is one of the wonderful things about games. That’s a very good way of putting it:
there has to be the opportunity for misunderstanding in order for there to also be a potential for a
deep understanding to occur. And that’s one of the really specific things about games for any kind
of design that you’re talking about: they are not efficient. Games are not efficient. So, just as an
example, if you take learning games, in a textbook one might say, “List out the Pythagorean
theorem” or “Ok, now today we’re going to learn this children.” Boom, now it’s there. Now we
learn it, now we do exercises about it, etc.
But a game wouldn’t do that. That delivery method wouldn’t make any sense. What you want to
do is have a universe in which that theorem exists and which we might discover it, we could play
with it. But if we just put it out there in front of you, that wouldn’t be a game; it would be a fact.
And what’s interesting about games is that they have to allow us the opportunity to fail, to not find,
to not discover, in order that our discovery process be a real process.
Eric: Right, that’s going to keep that player interactivity at the core.
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Tracy: Yeah, so they have to risk failure.
Eric: So, I know when you were talking about Walden, you talked about reflective play: would
you consider that to be kind of the same idea?
Tracy: Yeah, I mean a lot of people misunderstand Walden; I find it really fascinating. But then
there are people who really get it. So, at the core of the game is a simulation that enforces a different
view of the universe than we usually expect in games, a different kind of reward situation. More
is not better in this game. A certain amount is better, but eventually you don’t want to keep
upgrading your life; you need to focus on other aspects.
Eric: You actually need to enjoy your life.
Tracy: Yeah. So, there’s this thing where the universe acts to a certain extent like a gamer expects
it to. “I will grind away and get money and buy things. I will upgrade my tools and therefore be
stronger and more efficient.” To a certain extent, it acts that way: it supports that underlying world
view, that sort of capitalist, production-oriented worldview that we’re all so familiar with. But past
a certain point, it does not support that any longer, and in fact supports an entirely different
worldview where one has to continue to maintain oneself, yes, but also explore all these other ways
of enriching one’s life. And a lot of people never get to that; they just focus on the grind, and it’s
weird because it IS life, that is how life is: some people will always lead an unexamined life.
Eric: Yeah, you get so caught up in that grind…
Tracy: And they find it sort of satisfying and enjoyable as we all do, but they never take their head
up out of the bean field or whatever it is they’ve determined to grind on, and so they miss all of
the rest of the game, which in my mind is the actual reward. But, like I said, you have to leave
people the opportunity to fail because even if they succeed at the very last moment, the game
succeeds in my mind. So even if they go through all the dead of winter grinding away to try and
survive, but when spring comes and things get much easier they finally see a hummingbird and
they start to realize, “Oh my god, this is about something else,” then the game can be successful.
Now, there are also a lot of other game tropes that we use throughout to tell a story about Thoreau.
There is a kind of advanced level of play for players who actually get this or have read what we
are talking about and understand what this is about from the beginning. We didn’t want to leave
them out of that discovery process. There actually is a narrative arc that follows through the game
and if you do follow it through, it can bring you to an even deeper level of revelation. I’ve seen
some players, some people who post videos and stuff, where you actually hear them kind of go,
“Oh, oh my god, I get this here.”
In the end, this is a game about a guy who went and did something kind of weird: he went out to
the woods and put himself in a state of solitude and said he wanted to really understand what living
was so that when he came to die, he would not realize that he had not lived. And that’s a really
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interesting thing. And you start realizing where he’s coming from, like what actually happened in
his life before he went to the woods that made him put it just that way: about facing life so that
when we came to face death, which he had, we would have some understanding of life. A lot of
times, we just think about it as a metaphor: it’s not. He’s being very literal. He had faced death
very harshly and painfully, and this retreat in a way at the end of the book, this sort of reconnection
to life, was a real thing. It wasn’t just a philosophical thing; it was a real thing to him. So, the game
is not just about philosophy; it’s also about the person.
Eric: Right, which you try to capture through the narrative arc.
Tracy: Yeah.
Eric: So, returning to our previous discussion…
Tracy: The theoretical discussion, yeah.
Eric: So, going back to our discussion about the need to let the player fail, would you consider it
a problem then if players are playing the game and not having that revelation you want them to
have, or is it kind of like a necessary failing, or would you not even consider it a failure at all if
that’s just how the player chooses to play the game?
Tracy: I don’t really consider it a failure because you also have to remember that you can play the
game and leave the game and still think about the game, and you might actually understand what
the game was trying to tell you even if you failed it. That’s one of the reasons you can leave a
game and then think about how you didn’t succeed. I mean, this happens all the time in games:
“Oh my god, it’s like 2 in the morning; I can’t do this, I can’t beat this boss.” Then, thinking about
it later, and why it’s the way it is, you might go, “Oh, ok, I get it; I get what the game is trying to
tell me”: in an action game, what it’s trying to tell you to do, or in a more philosophical game, how
it’s trying to tell you to play. For example, I actually think there are a lot of ways to win a game
like Walden, and not all of them require doing well in the game.
Eric: Now, are there things you try to build into the game that might be more directed at those
players who might be tempted to just continue with the grind to try to get them to think?
Tracy: Yeah, I mean there are a lot of hints by the way. In all the storyline interactions, people are
talking to you about what you’re doing out there in the woods. That should give you some idea
about how Thoreau might live. There are also a lot of temptations that, should you take them,
maybe don’t turn out as well as you think. So like, if you buy a really fancy fishing rod for example,
that fishing rod is going to be great and you’ll catch a lot of fish with it initially, but it’s fragile, so
there’s always a chance every time you use it that it’s going to break, and then you might have
spent a lot of money on a very fancy piece of equipment that was a little bit fragile.
Eric: I can imagine that could be very traumatizing to the player if they buy it and go to use it and
the first time…
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Tracy: I mean luckily, we try to not be too harsh, so if you break your fancy fishing rod , you
actually still have your sapling: you can still fish, we don’t take away fishing from you. But you
start to realize that these sorts of luxuries that you might purchase are—
Eric: Maybe a bit more fleeting than you might have thought at first.
Tracy: They’re very fleeting. Exactly. And you know, there’s a lot of other things like that. So, in
a lot of questlines, you have to consider why you’re doing them. Things like you’re corresponding
with your editor in New York who is publishing your articles and he keeps promising you a lot of
money, but not right away. And so you have to keep investing in that particular timeline – I mean
in that particular quest – and eventually, he’ll pay you—maybe not as much as you think—but like
with any kind of ambitious storyline, there’s a lot of dues to be paid in that one, and you have to
ask yourself: “Is this the kind of writing that I want to be doing?” Because you’re essentially
writing for the magazines and he keeps writing you for a lot of short little articles. He says – and
this is a direct quote from Horace Greeley the actual person – he says, “Write faster than you can
think.” Just very short and just send them to me quickly and I’ll publish them, basically. So, that’s
an ambition questline, that’s a story of ambition, which Thoreau must have had: he is a person of
note that we remember. He can’t possibly have had no ambition. But you have to ask yourself, “At
what point am I taking away from my more spiritual experiment if I’m focusing on that?”
And there are different questlines. For example, you can follow a questline of being a surveyor,
which he also was and he enjoyed very much, which will take you all over the world of the game.
But it has you, for example, surveying first some of the more commercial areas of the woods and
then beginning to actually start to survey some of the more precious areas of the woods, more
beautiful hidden areas of the woods for development. And you have to sort of ask yourself, “Am I
part of the problem here?” And you get some reinforcement: Emerson writes you some letters
asking about that, although ironically, he was a client of Thoreau as a surveyor.
So, the way we sort of try to construct all of these kinds of questlines and storylines is that they
may begin innocently enough, but at a certain point, if you kind of just grind away at them the way
you might in a GTA for example, you actually have to begin to question the impact of your own
actions on the game world. And some of those you get very little from. So, for example, in the
questline around helping fugitive slaves on a railroad, you get nothing: you actually literally get
nothing from doing it. But again, you have to ask yourself, “Maybe it’s still the right thing to do.”
And those stories that you reveal of those particular people, those people that are escaping and on
the run: you will find out what happens to them if you don’t help.
Eric: Right, whereas you miss out on that experience if you…
Tracy: Yeah, and so we very carefully made those kind of reward neutral in the sense that you
don’t get any money, you don’t get any inspiration for doing them, but you know that you didn’t
help and you hear about what happened to these people’s lives since you didn’t help. So, some of
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the questlines get you money, some of them get you a certain kind of inspiration, and some of them
are literally moral choices that we purposefully did not make reward-centered.
Eric: So, having seen how Walden turned out, is there anything you wish you could go back and
change or do differently?
Tracy: Well, no actually. Honestly, there are always things you would want to add if it was
different. Like, there’s things that obviously in the end didn’t’ mean anything. Like, there’s a
Christmas tree quest because we thought it would be fun that he goes out and finds the best
Christmas tree. Which he did: he was the guy who knew how to go find the best tree in the woods,
right? There was a lot of different kinds of quests that we wanted to do over the years that we just
didn’t do, just didn’t have the time to do. But in the end, one of the reasons we stopped and didn’t
do a lot of those was because, when playtesting, we realized that there’s actually quite a lot to do
in the game. You can’t do all the quests and all the activities, you can’t do all those things; there’s
just not enough time in the in-game year to accomplish all that. So, it was kind of diminishing
returns to add content to the game. And I think that the quests that we chose were the most
important ones for the kinds of questions we wanted people to be asking.
So yeah, I think we chose the right ones. I think in a lot of ways, the reason the game took ten
years is because we didn’t miss the things we really wanted to do. I mean, we made a fully open
world game where we don’t tell you where to go, you can walk anywhere in the world. Originally,
technology was such that we thought we were going to have to put you on paths and we were going
to have to have a little thing that would be much more directed, but that didn’t happen. So, I think
we’re really happy with the fact that we were able to offer this full, free-ranging world that you
can explore on your own terms. So, like I said, there’s always things you can add—you know, we
want this sound or that sound or whatever—but we got pretty much everything in terms of the
experience that we wanted.
Eric: Yeah, I can imagine that if you had infinite time, there’s always more things you can add.
Tracy: Yeah, at a certain point it’s diminishing returns: you’re not actually adding to the
experience. And so that’s why I think we were pretty excited and happy that even if it took us ten
years, we built the experience that we meant to build.
Eric: Well, congratulations on finishing it. It looks like it’s doing well. I haven’t had the chance
to actually play it myself, I’ve just done some research on it, but I will definitely make sure to
check it out.
Tracy: Sounds great; yeah, it is. You probably saw that we won the Game of the Year at Games
for Change. So that was exciting and unexpected. You know, being up against some pretty amazing
other games, that was a pretty emotional experience.
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Eric: So, in terms of other games you’ve worked on then, can you think of any interesting failures,
or not even necessarily failures per se, but lessons you’ve learned about creating for impact?
Tracy: Right, so obviously every game gives you particular lessons. There’s no game that you
don’t learn from; even if it’s a success, the process has ups and downs that you learn from. One of
the games for learning that I worked on very early on that I learned a very particular lesson from
was a set of math games that we did in collaboration with UCLA. They have the CRESST Center,
which measures impact. And the way that the project was set up, the people who measure impact
were in charge of the production rather than the designers, so we were sort of designing for the
research study rather than designing for the players because the people who were telling us what
to do were the researchers. And I found that to be a particularly poor structure for creating great
games. In the end, they were super happy with the end result of these little math games that they
then used to run quite a few studies, but I felt the games themselves suffered from the structure.
So, the way the structure was, the researchers were the head of the project; then, they hired the
math content experts; and then the designers were below that. So, it’s not just because we were at
the bottom of that hierarchy, which really should have been more of a flat team: it’s that the content
experts were teachers of math, and they are very used to teaching math a particular way. And we
all know that there are problems with the way that we teach math. And so what was happening is
the problems with the way we teach math were getting replicated in the games because they wanted
to teach math the way math is taught, rather than using the opportunity of the game to create a
playspace, a possibility space where people might discover math. So, they wanted math to be
essentially told: there was only one way for people to solve the problem and it had to be the right
way. And they wanted players penalized for solving math problems in unique ways.
So, we had created this kind of platforming system with fractions, and sometimes kids would come
up with these super creative ways of working the platform system because it’s a game, but that
wasn’t the ‘correct’ way to solve the math problem. So, the math experts were saying, “No, you
have to stop the game from allowing that because they’re going to learn bad habits.” And the
assessors were like, “That’s correct, do what they say.” So, it was a particularly bad situation
because when I use the metaphor of a hammer, that’s exactly what I’m talking about: essentially,
making a very fine point on the hammer to hit one particular nail and saying, “Ok, learn the math
this way. Ok, level two, learn the math that way,” rather than creating this math world, allowing
the students to find their own way through it, and believing that at some point they would have a
revelation about more efficient ways. Maybe they start out less efficient, but as they progress they
might actually find or discover that there are more efficient, more correct ways to solve math
problems. So, I found that interesting learning because I’ve never put myself in that situation again.
Like, ok, I get the problem here now: that games are not a content-driven medium and they can’t
be structurally designed as a system where the content is the master of the experience.
Eric: Right. So, would you say then that those kind of more content-driven impact, that having
those kinds of goals just doesn’t really work with games?
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Tracy: I think it destroys what games… We can’t say that games are, for example, better at
creating learning environments or these kinds of impactful environments than, say a textbook is or
a flyer or a website. We can’t say that, we don’t have any authority to say that. We have an inkling
that they might be very good environments for learning. I’m not going to say that they’re better or
worse, but we have an inkling that they might be very good. That inkling comes from each of our
native experiences where we have learned something or had an epiphany during gameplay where
we literally felt our brains click into a new perspective – which is learning – and say, “Aha, now I
understand how that works, now I can see better!” Since we have that inkling, since we all know…
Games are interesting because they have all this sense of discovery and creativity and self-efficacy
and all these great things that learning should have. Therefore, we can map all the learning we
want people to do onto games. So, this is where the problem occurs. It would be my opinion that
at that moment, games are essentially being destroyed because you’re trying to enforce one way
of learning, which is a kind of mastery of subject matter mode, onto a discovery/creativity/selfefficacy mode. And you can’t do that. Now I do think, by the way, that you can bring them together
gracefully.
Eric: Try to kind of translate the one into the other?
Tracy: One of the things I discovered while doing Walden by the way is that I collaborated with
scholars, but I did not have a full-time Thoreau scholar on the game telling me we’ve got to do it
this way. Rather, I spent the time to essentially become a Thoreau scholar of a certain level by
reading and researching and working with scholars and absorbing all of the information I could
possibly learn into myself so that my design would reflect that knowledge, but not take precedent
over the game design.
Eric: Right, the player experience kind of has to remain central to it regardless of the goals. You
have to try to translate the goals into a way that fits.
Tracy: Exactly. And not every project has that luxury by the way. I took a lot of time with this
project, specifically several years up front where all I did was research. And not every
project…like the math project I was talking about where we were being told what to do by the
math experts, you know it wasn’t feasible for a game designer to become a math expert, but I
suspect that had we been in a situation where we could have worked more closely and
collaboratively with someone who was a math teacher who was maybe more open-minded about
the process, we might have had a better result.
So anyways, you asked about failure in learning, so I would say that one of the biggest things for
me, just to put a lid on this, is the importance of integration of the game design experience goals
with the sort of situation or content situation, whatever it is that you’re trying to make an impact
around. There has to be a kind of deep integration in the same way that games, for example, that
try to tell stories are always better when there’s a deep integration between the mechanics and
stories. It’s the same way with learning games and the deep integration of the mechanics and
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learning goals. Sometimes, that means it’s the same person, and sometimes that means that it’s
just a deep respect and dialogue that’s occurring in the process. So, for me, learning that that had
to take place was super critical actually. And it came out of a pretty not great situation. I don’t call
it a failure, but I will say it was not a great situation.
Eric: What would you say is the best or one of the best games for impact that you’ve seen?
Tracy: So, that is such a hard question.
Eric: There’s so many different types.
Tracy: Exactly! It’s like comparing not even apples to oranges because those are both fruits; it’s
comparing apples to pine nuts or something. It’s so different! I actually already mentioned
Journey: I think that’s one of the most interesting games. It wouldn’t be defined necessarily as a
game for impact, but I think it could be.
Eric: Because of it’s kind of expressive quality?
Tracy: Right. Exactly. One of the other ones – this is going to be a little selfish but since I was
only the co-designer, I’ll say its ok – but actually one of the best, longest-running games I’ve seen
is the reality game Reality Ends Here that Jeff Watson, Simon Wiscombe, and myself designed.
This is a game for incoming students at the School of Cinematic Arts. I’ve seen it change people’s
lives. Now, we’ve been doing it for seven years. And it’s an alternate reality game, so it’s fairly
secret.
Eric: I think I’ve read a little bit about that: is that where you have the different goals or things
you can find of films to make?
Tracy: Well, we don’t set the goals, that’s actually part of what makes it work.
Eric: There’re like topics?
Tracy: No, they’re cards. And they use the cards, they can trade the cards, they can find the cards;
they use the cards to build a creative prompt for themselves or as many people as they want to
involve. So, they wind up making projects and building teams and crossing media genres kind of
from the first day they arrive in the school. They’re kind of taught – taught isn’t really – they’re
prompted by the game to be experimental, to form strong bonds with each other across various
disciplines, to be sort of team builders and to be sort of fearless and kind of DIY in their mediamaking. And I’ve seen people who have literally found each other in this game go on to form
companies together and make award-winning projects. And since we now have like several years
of graduates, no one who comes to the school has not played the game because after four years it
became like a tradition. It’s now this very interesting – and we created a fake history for it. So, it
seems like everyone’s played this game going back to like George Lucas or all sorts of other
people.
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So, to me that’s really interesting. One of the things it does and one of the reasons it works is that,
unlike a lot of learning games, it doesn’t attempt to create an aspiration in the players. Like it
doesn’t say—let’s just go back to the math game, it’s going to be an easy target for me—it doesn’t
attempt to say, “We will make players love math even though they never have.” What it does is
say, “Ok we’re going to unlock a goal you already have and we’re going to give you permission
to strive after that goal.” It’s permission-giving: it’s not trying to make something seem cool
through a game, it’s not trying to create an aspiration where none exists. It is simply giving students
the permission to act in a particular manner that we would like to see.
And it’s interesting because it came out of a discussion: we thought that the kids who were coming
in were feeling too much like students, in the sense that they came in, they went into big classes
with lots of books, they sat in the classes, and they learned. And we were like, this isn’t the recipe
for becoming a media-maker. You come to college from high school, where kids are taught to sit
down and be quiet, and that continues in a larger sense. The lecture halls get bigger, the books get
more expensive, but they’re taught to continue to be students. And we were like, “No, these kids
have self-selected that they want to be media-makers,” and we know that being a media-maker is
kind of the antithesis of being a student. You have to be an active learner of life and be actively
engaged in life, and you have to be self-motivated. So, we wanted to essentially use the game as a
key to unlock the aspirations that were already in the players and give them permission to act on
those aspirations. And to me, that’s one of the things that the game does that a lot of learning games
don’t do: they actually assume that the game itself is going to deliver the aspiration.
Eric: Right, that the student is just going to pick it up and play it and adopt the goal that they had
in mind.
Tracy: “It will be so neat because they will have never thought of being scientists before, but
suddenly they will be inspired because of the game.” Now, that can happen, by the way!
Eric: Right, but a better goal might be to instead think of it as enabling the students who already
wanted to be scientists or felt that way to do that, or enable other students to do other things.
Tracy: Exactly, exactly. Find some way to unlock hidden potentials I guess.
Eric: Right; basically the player’s own internal goals or internal motivations.
Tracy: Allow them to explore those and to actualize those. So, that’s just something that I think
about. So, that’s one I think is particularly good because it’s one of the longest running alternate
reality educational games so far as I know. I think–I don’t really want to say this because I have
mixed feelings–that Papers, Please is a really interesting game. It’s a game you kind of hate; like
I played this game and the more I played it, the more I hated myself. I could be a petty bureaucratic
tyrant. This game unlocks these sorts of potentials for petty, bad actions. Not really petty, petty’s
not the right word: but personally motivated bad actions. And that stayed with me, that stayed with
me a long time. Not in a good way, but to watch out because we’re all punching papers at a certain
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level. And we’re all taking care of our needs at home and are we all really making the right
decisions? The game is a lot more focused, you’re right on the line of disaster all the time. You’re
probably not taking bribes or anything like that at home for real. But are you making safe choices,
are you standing up for your values? These are questions that we don’t have to ask ourselves all
the time, but the game kind of forces you to act on that.
So, that was interesting. I also–I guess this is kind of an obvious one—but Gone Home I think is a
particularly great example of a game that really rides the line…you know, it promises you a kind
of mystery-adventure scenario and then it gives you a socially-mindful, emotionally-impactful
horror story of a different kind. And I think that was really deftly done, really nicely done.
Eric: So, what do you think it is that makes some of these games have such a lasting impact for
you? Do you think it’s because you’re able to find those kinds of personal connections in them?
Tracy: It’s design. I just have to say, overall what it is is these are games that clearly had a strong
design hand behind them. Yeah, there’s just no question in my mind that they are games that are
what I’ll call “design-forward.” They understand very clearly the player’s emotional state beat to
beat throughout their experience, and they’re focused on that entirely. So, that’s what I’ll say:
design-forward.
Eric: What do you think are some of the biggest challenges in designing for impact in games? I
know we’ve kind of touched on this throughout but…
Tracy: Yeah, there’s a big one, and that’s that most design processes are not pure. Most of them
– I’ll say all of them – are done in some kind of financial or other concerns.
Eric: Practical concerns?
Tracy: Practical concerns. They’re set in corporate structures or other kinds of financial structures
that inform how that team will be able to make decisions. So, let’s just take a game that’s directly
funded by say a group that has particular goals. They’re going to want to go straight at those goals.
They’re going to want to say, “We want to solve this problem in society. Therefore, designers:
these are the goals you’re going to focus on right now, immediately, head on, strong.”
Just as an example, if Gone Home had been made under that kind of scenario, then the kind of
subtle play that I was talking about where you think it’s a horror story, you think it’s a mystery or
possibly thriller, and it turns out to be uncovering this sort of more modern, social issue story: that
would never have been done if it was directly sponsored by some sort of group, for example,
wanting to talk about the needs of LGBT teenagers. Let’s just imagine that they’d sponsored that;
you know then they’d want to hit it directly on. But instead, it was done independently and it was
done by people who cared about the story and how the story was told and that was the design
context for them.
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So, I think a really interesting structural problem is that a lot of these games for impact do get
funded by people who want you to directly address a particular social problem. And so, I’m talking
about that hammer and that nail: banging on them, banging on them. Rather than saying, “Ok, let’s
come at this with a really interesting design intent and we may get there, we may flow to their
place, but it may not be in the first ten minutes or in the first half hour.” Like in the case of Walden,
you really have to play like five or six hours before you really get what it’s about. No one would
have allowed me to make that game if it was directly sponsored for a particular purpose.
Eric: Right, even though it kind of makes it more impactful than perhaps the game that is just
hammering in the point. Even if the point is more obvious and clear to the player, that doesn’t
make it more effective?
Tracy: Yeah. So, I mean, my game is a game about solitude, and you can’t experience solitude
unless you’ve first experienced the opposite. Solitude is a condition of loss. Things fall away
whether you’ve intentionally made them so or they have happened. And so that’s a pretty subtle
thing that they have to build up to. It’s not something you can just present in the first five minutes.
So again, I think one of the biggest challenges – just to again put a finer point on it – for people
making games for impact is that they are often in a structure – maybe financial or corporate- that
disallows them from making the kind of really deep design decisions that need to be made to make
this kind of work at its best.
Eric: Right, to actually kind of engage in a meaningful discussion/conversation with the player
through the design.
Tracy: Yeah, exactly, and to make enriched design decisions, design decisions that have subtlety
and depth and that are hard to make. So, very few of these kinds of games are made in a situation
that has that very pure design process.
Eric: Alright, well I don’t want to take too much of your time, so I’ll go ahead and start wrapping
up. So, I guess one final question is if you had to start designing a game right now to tackle some
sort of contemporary social issue, and I guess assuming that you aren’t being constrained by these
other practical concerns we were just talking about, how would you kind of approach that design?
Tracy: Well, I have a very particular design process. What I do is I basically work from the
experience goal. So, I spend time defining what the experience I wanted the players to have was.
Setting time defining that goal—and it’s not just one goal; its actually sort of an arc of an
experience, so there are beats of an experience goal—setting that goal is the most important part
of my process. And the rest of it is all about making prototypes and working with players and
working with stakeholders to poke around and find potential solutions until you find one that sort
of resonates with a number of players and with the stakeholders.

231

Eric: Right, well that’s interesting to me because that sounds very different from approaching it
with kind of the initial mindset of picking out the goals you want to accomplish with the game and
starting there.
Tracy: Yeah, so I think that’s exactly the key difference is that rather than saying I want to, I don’t
know, challenge teenage obesity, I want to say, “Well ok, what is it we want the player to
experience that is actually going to help them in their lives make good decisions around eating and
exercising and medication and all the things that could play into achieving that goal?” So, once
you start discussing it from the player’s point of view, from a person’s being affected point of
view… Well, again I go back to when I said unlocking an ambition: most people would prefer to
be healthy. So, somewhere in that player’s heart and mind is a person who would like to make
good choices. There are things that are stopping them – things that are stopping all of us from
being healthy.
So, now let’s start to talk about those things. What is the experience of not making choices that are
good for you every day like for a person? Where can we intervene in that process to help divert
even just a percentage of those choices to good, healthy ones? You can see we’re not far afield
from the goals of the supporter, but all of sudden we’re in the mind of the player. And if wanted
to follow this further, we would probably in this case go talk to people; talk to them about their
daily experience making these choices, and see if there was a kind of playful experience that might
help them make better choices. So, that’s the kind of process I would go through. That is literally
just skimming the surface; I mean, that’s why a lot of our games at the Game Innovation Lab take
so long.
Eric: Because of that process of really trying to dive into the player mindset and player experience?
Tracy: Yup. And then we don’t finalize: we make paper prototypes, we may make dozens and
dozens of paper prototypes, we may make rough digital prototypes, until we begin to settle on a
solution for something. And then we would begin to really define it as a piece of software or analog
product of some kind.
Eric: Well, thank you very much for your time.
A.2

TRANSCRIPT OF I NTERVIEW WITH JESSE SCHELL

[Lightly edited for clarity and understanding]
Eric: So, first just let me give you a little background to refresh your memory. So, I’m working
on my dissertation right now, and for that, I’m looking to combine some designer interviews with
case studies. I’m looking in particular at some games for empathy, but I’m really interested in
games that work to create any kind of impact in the player. And then I’m also combining that with
a literature review of game design and game studies scholarship to try to approach this question of
how games can be designed to better or more effectively communicate ideas to the player.
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Jesse: Ok.
Eric: So, that’s kind of the lens that I’m approaching this from. So, I really appreciate you taking
the time to talk to me and lend your design expertise because that’s really the part of the whole
thing that I want to focus on. I’m less interested in this project on how to measure the impact that
comes out of a game or on the production process and more really on the design side of it: how to
create game mechanics or how to approach the design of the actual game artifact in different ways.
Jesse: Ok, well how can I be helpful?
Eric: So, I sent those questions, so I’ll just kind of start with those as an initial point and kind of
step through those to try to get your opinion on how you approach impact in your games and in
your design work, and how you think about it.
But I do want to say that these questions are kind of more of a guideline for me than anything else,
so if at any point you want to kind of talk about something else or bring something else up, don’t
worry about bringing us off track. If we don’t get to all of my questions, then that’s fine; I’d rather
just make sure we have an interesting conversation.
Jesse: Ok.
Eric: So, to get started then, I guess the first question I had was I was curious how you define or
think about impact in games. What does impact in games mean to you?
Jesse: The phrase we generally use is “transformation” because the thing we focus on is what
change does this bring about in the player because generally the goal is to change the player in
some way. So, we always begin with the question of what problem we’re solving and in general,
it’s some problem we believe can be solved by changing the player.
Eric: So, would you consider then transformation to be synonymous with impact in general?
Jesse: It’s kind of like a key in a lock: it’s a problem and a solution. So, for example if you wanted
to make a game that would reduce the incidence of HIV, if you’re successful, then the impact is
that HIV is reduced, but your game was only able to do that by making a change to the players in
some way. And it’s fine to talk about what impact you want to have: we want cleaner water, we
want reduced disease, we want smarter children. That’s all fine, but the question is what is the
transformation in the player.
So, for example, I might make a game that helps teachers teach math better, but the impact I’m
trying to have is to have more kids gets into STEM careers, and so the impact is more kids in
STEM careers, but the transformation that we made was the transformation in the minds of the
teachers. Does that make sense?
Eric: Yeah.
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Jesse: So that would be why I would separate impact versus transformation.
Eric: Right, so it’s kind of like the transformation leads to the impact, the transformation based
on the player experience?
Jesse: That’s correct, yes.
Eric: Ok, that makes sense. Now, do you find that the term impact is too broad? Do you think it’s
more useful to kind of break it down by different types of impact when you’re looking at how to
approach transformation?
Jesse: No, I think it’s fine.
Eric: Ok. I guess you’d consider yourself more a transformational designer then a designer for
impact then if you had to kind of classify the work that you do then, or are they all kind of the
same thing since the one leads to the other?
Jesse: I don’t know, that’s just…I mean, the phrase we tend to use is transformational games just
because we want to focus on what is the transformation, but really it’s just words. I don’t know
that it matters.
Eric: Gotcha, yeah that makes sense. How do you kind of approach in that kind of transformational
design trying to reconcile the player experience with those designers’ goals? Is that something you
think about or do you kind of think about that if you approach it from that standpoint of
transformation of the player that it will get to the point of impact?
Jesse: Well, no, so there’s 3 phases, all transformational game design has 3 phases. The first phase
is a clear definition of what problem I am solving. The second phase is to figure out what changes
are we going to bring about. And of course, all changes happen through activity. So first you figure
out what problem you’re solving, then you figure out what activities – and we’re not really talking
about games yet, we’re talking about activities – what activities are going to change the player in
the way that we desire. And then the third phase is what game structures are going to motivate the
player to engage in the transformational activity. Does that make sense?
Eric: Yeah.
Jesse: And so, you have to think of all of those things. It’s sort of nested, but you can’t think of
one without the other because there could be activities that would definitely be transformational,
but if nobody wants to do them, then they don’t happen. So ultimately, you have to think about the
whole package together.
Eric: Are there any recent projects you’re working on that you think would be relevant to bring
up in our discussion of impact in talking about how they’re approaching transformation of the
player?
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Jesse: Oh, I dunno; we work on lots of different projects. One that I gave a talk about is a game
called Play Forward that does a good job exemplifying…One of the approaches we often use is
the “attack from all directions approach,” the idea being that if you just focus on one
transformational activity and it doesn’t work, then you’ve got nothing. But if you can make a game
that includes multiple different transformational activities, then you have a much greater chance
of succeeding. And so, I’m definitely a big fan of that approach. And Play Forward, which is a
game we created with Yale University, exemplifies that fairly well. It has about eight different
activities that all work towards the same ultimate impact, but that was…I mentioned the idea of
reducing HIV, that’s exactly what that game was about. And it tries to do it eight different ways.
And that kind of many parallel approaches mode, we often find is a good way to go. The thing is,
the thing that we can’t kid ourselves about is when we do these things, they’re almost always
experimental. You don’t really know if it’s going to work. There’s SO much that can go wrong
between here and there. And so, the more things you try, the more likely something will work.
Eric: Right, the more likely that an individual player will find something that works for them?
Jesse: Yeah.
Eric: Ok. So, in the course of your career as a designer and a game designer, are there any
interesting failures or learning opportunities you’ve encountered that you think might be useful to
kind of bring up here that might help me better understand designing for impact in games based
on lessons that you’ve learned?
Jesse: Well, I mean that’s a super broad question. I mean, I will say that most of the mistakes and
failures come from not clearly defining the problem and then not prototyping and iterating early
enough. I mean, there’s so many ways to go wrong on this stuff, there’s so many things that might
not work, but if you keep iterating, if you leave yourself enough time to iterate, you’ll usually get
to something that has some meaningful impact.
Eric: Right… So, given that you’re kind of focused on the player experience, do you think that
there’s a wrong way for a given player to play the game? Like for example, if a player plays a
game that you’ve designed and walks away with an experience but not the intended experience,
do you think that that means that something’s gone wrong in the design or do you think that you
can’t necessarily affect every player with the design?
Jesse: I’m not sure I understand; if you’re saying that I made a game and that it doesn’t work, then
yeah that’s bad. I’m not really sure where you’re getting with this. If I create a thing and it doesn’t
have any impact, then yeah that’s bad.
Eric: Sorry, I guess let me try to clarify. I guess what I’m trying to ask is, do you think it’s possible
or should be the goal for the game to have the desired impact on every player?
Jesse: That’s up to the designer.
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Eric: And on what they set their goal on you would say?
Jesse: Yeah, I mean maybe you say this needs to affect everybody, maybe you say as long as it
affects one out of a million people that’s enough. If I had a game where I know that if one out of
a million people played it, that person would cure cancer and on the rest of them it would have
zero effect, that would be a game totally worth making. You just have to decide what you want,
right? Because there’s nothing wrong with having a thing that people enjoy and only some people
get the vitamins out of it, but of course that’s up to you as the designer. If you think that’s good,
then that’s fine. What’s NOT good is the situation where you’re lying to yourself about the benefit
that something has. Which often tends to be the case. There’s a lot of sort of wishful thinking that
happens in this space.
Eric: Where you kind of say you want to make a game to do a certain thing and then kind of just
hope that it does that thing?
Jesse: Yeah, that’s exactly right. There’s not a lot of follow up because the problem with all of
education is that impact is really hard to measure. “I’m going to teach science to third graders with
the hope that it helps their overall science education and is meaningful in their life like twenty
years later.” Well, get ready to wait twenty years because that’s how long it’s going to take to find
out if it had any impact or not. So, in education in general, measuring impact is very difficult, and
just the way the educational games business is, there’s not a lot of incentive for the game makers
to actually measure that impact. I’m not going to say it never happens because it does happen
sometimes, but it’s rare.
Eric: Do you think some of that blame might be on setting too lofty of goals for what the game
should accomplish? Do you think designers should try to set more realistic or measurable goals?
Jesse: No, I don’t think so. It all comes down to the question of what people are trying to do and
what they’re held accountable for. If you’re making it a business to sell educational products,
whether it actually educates is not as important as whether people think it does. That’s just the
nature of business. On the other hand, if you’re doing science, if you’re actually doing a scientific
study, what’s important is whether it works and it’s not important whether it looks like it works.
And so, you have different things created in different contexts. So, the majority of educational
games that get created are created for business purposes and not for science purposes and so the
majority of them are not going to be well-studied and have deep analysis of their effectiveness,
and that’s just the nature of education.
Eric: Would you say that the majority of the transformational games you focus on are educational
or do you do a wider variety?
Jesse: I would say most of the transformational games we do are educational, but not all of them.
We have had ones that are designed to do other things. Some of them are designed to change habits
or things like that, but I would say like 80% of them are educational.
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Eric: Given that setting the goals and measuring them is so important, is there a particular way
that you go about in your games trying to measure the effectiveness of their impact? Do you try to
like build that into the design or try to come up with ways afterwards to measure kind of on a case
to case basis, or is it not really something that you worry about?
Jesse: We tend to focus more on effectiveness than measurability. If you let measurability limit
you, then you kind of… Part of the problem is there’s a lot of effectiveness that’s just not
measurable. And that’s hard for some people to accept I think, people coming from a more science
background, but it’s true. And so, we tend to focus on what we think is really going to have the
most impact, and then we look at it and go, “Ok, what can we actually measure?” And we try not
to let the measuring constrain the effectiveness, if that makes sense.
Eric: Right. You were talking before about the transformational framework with its different steps.
And I believe the second and third steps, after defining the goals as the first step, were trying to
identify the activities that you wanted to do, and then the specific game mechanics and other
aspects of the game that would lead to those activities. Is that correct?
Jesse: Yeah, that’s right. The first step is to figure out what your problem is. The second step is to
figure out what activities will lead to a transformation that solves that problem. And then the third
step is to develop a game structure that makes players want to engage in those activities.
Eric: So, this may be a difficult or impossible question to answer then, but in your experience,
have you found any particular types of activities or activities that you find to be more prominent
or useful across a wide range…like are there particular types of activities that you use more than
others?
Jesse: Um, well we have a taxonomy of activities…let me just go get my sheet here…We have
this taxonomy of activities that we sometimes use. I’m working on a book about this right now.
We kind of have 9 major categories of activities with subactivities in them. But it’s interesting,
because it is fairly broad, but seems like a finite number of activities that actually cause change in
human beings. Now of course in practice, it’s often kind of a blend of these things that actually
makes the difference, but…
Eric: Kind of a broad range of activities that you find yourself coming back to?
Jesse: Yeah, I mean there’s some that come up a lot, some come up more than others I suppose.
But there are a lot. I mean, some of them more cognitive-oriented, some of them are more practiceoriented, some of them are more socially-oriented. Barb Chamberlain and I are working on a book
about this right now, and it is interesting to me that I cannot find anyone else that has attempted to
do this, that has attempted to make a taxonomy of the human activities that change a person. Which
is kind of funny; I don’t know why this hasn’t been done, but it generally hasn’t. And so, we’re
just kind of pulling it together. Some of it is obvious stuff from learning theory, but others are
things we’re just sort of integrating from all over the place.
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Eric: I think it’s pretty interesting that you’re finding that there IS this kind of finite amount of
them, because just thinking about human activity and the possibilities, it seems like it would be a
very broad set.
Jess: Yeah, but it falls into categories. People don’t do that many things really; there’s only so
many categories of things that we do, and then there’s only so many categories of things that
change us in any meaningful way.
Eric: Yeah, that makes sense. So, what is one of your favorite or one of the best games for impact
that you can think of, if you had to name a good example of a game that works well?
Jesse: Oh geez, there’s so many. Let me think…obvious exemplars…
Eric: It doesn’t necessarily have to be the best generally, maybe just one of your favorites or one
of the best to you.
Jesse: Well, one that’s always been a go to for me is Peacemaker. This is a game that was designed
to help people better understand the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. It was designed very much to be
played by people who live in Israel and Palestine. And the part that’s interesting about it is it’s not
really about the facts of the situation, nor is it about trying to persuade anybody to take on a
particular point of view, but instead, it’s a game that forces you to understand the complexity of
the situation. So, what the designers had observed is people who live in Israel or Palestine, if you
ask them why does this conflict not end, very often their answer was, “Oh, those guys on the other
side; they’re just being jerks and if they would cut it out this would all be over.” And so, what the
game says is, “Ok, now you get to be them on the other side; try and stop it.”
And they go and try to stop it, and they say, “Oh my god; this is more complicated than I thought.
I didn’t realize all the factors that have to be dealt with.” This is not an easy thing to stop. And it
builds a kind of empathy for the other side and an appreciation for the complexity of the situation.
And for me, that game was kind of exemplary because it was doing what games are…first of all,
it’s taking on a task that seems to be impossible. You know, this conflict has been going on a
thousand years. So, it’s taking on an impossible task that can’t possibly be simulated with 100%
accuracy, but taking an approach that actually does what games are good at, which is provoking
you to think about things and to understand relationships and to understand complexity. So that’s
one of the reasons I’ve always liked Peacemaker as kind of a go-to example because it does what
games are actually good at: it solves a problem that would be hard to solve any other way.
Eric: Right; it does a good job with its game systems creating a player experience that leads to the
desired transformation?
Jesse: Yeah, right. And part of what’s important is the designers went in knowing that the
transformation they were looking for was not to inform the player about the right thing to do, but
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instead to enlighten the player to the complexities of the topic. And knowing that going in, they
made sure to design the game…
Eric: To fit their particular goal?
Jesse: Yeah. And they recognized that the activity that would make people best appreciate that
would be to go through and try to solve problems that involved trying to work the many
relationships that are involved in this. And of course, the game is naturally appealing because this
is a problem people really want to solve, and the idea of being president of a country is an
interesting fantasy. So, it’s got good motivation and good challenge; it’s got a lot of really great
aspects.
Eric: So, what would you say…we’ve already touched on this perhaps a bit. But what would you
say are some of the biggest challenges you find in trying to design for transformation or impact in
the games that you make? Are there particular problems you find yourself having to confront
often?
Jesse: The biggest problem is the business problem, or you could call it the sustainability problem.
Games are expensive to make and there is no good marketplace for educational and
transformational games right now. So, here we have a medium of incredible power, but the power
is vastly underutilized because we don’t have a good way to pay to get the experiences created.
And that’s usually the biggest problem we face in most cases is how are you going to pay for this?
Eric: So, do you find yourself doing mostly contracting for your games?
Jesse: Well, we do a lot of contracting, yeah, certainly we do a lot of contracting.
Eric: As one way of trying to at least partially solve that problem?
Jesse: Oh, well that just means someone is taking on that financial risk when you contract. The
risk is still being taken, but now it’s somebody else’s risk. Or it’s possibly someone who’s already
found the money and doesn’t care about profitability. But yeah, for us contracting is definitely a
big piece of that because there are a lot of people who are interested in making games like this but
they don’t have the expertise, and so contracting is a good way to sustain your studio.
Eric: I mean, can you see any potential ways to try to make that model better or to find more
profitability in these kinds of games? Do you think it’s a problem that’s getting worse over time
or staying the same?
Jesse: It’s been pretty much staying the same. People keep trying ways to…There was a lot of
hope that when the app store appeared and we were broken away from retail channels and now
had downloadable games it would be easier to get things directly to people, but that hasn’t really
helped. In some ways, it’s made things worse because now people have an expectation that
software should be free. It’s sort of like, you know how a college bookstore is separate from a
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regular bookstore because the books are so high-priced? And the books have to be high-priced
because they sell so few of them. Making an advanced biology textbook and selling it for $19 just
doesn’t work, you can’t afford to do it. You have to sell it at $150 or whatever if you’re going to
make it worth actually creating.
But you can’t sell those books in Barnes and Noble because people would freak out, they’d be like,
“I don’t understand; these two books are side by side, they’re made out of the same amount of
paper. Why is this one $19 and this one’s $150?” The same, of course, is true of game content, but
we don’t have a college bookstore; we don’t have anything like that. So that’s what we need: we
need a place where people are going to be willing to pay a higher price for more advanced content.
But this just hasn’t happened yet because it’s not clear how to do it. A few different groups have
tried: Glass Labs gave it a try. There was another group not too long ago that gave it a go, but no
one’s quite making it work. So, the problem of not having a market is the biggest limiter on design,
the biggest constraint by far.
Eric: So, kind of as a follow-up to that: are there any particular things that you yourself would
find most helpful in some sort of framework or toolbox to help guide designers? So, that’s kind of
what I’m striving towards with my dissertation is trying to get at some sort of advice or conclusions
about some potential ways to more effectively communicate ideas at the level of design, and say
some things that work and some things that don’t, and in that kind of project, I’m interested in if
there’s anything in particular like types of answers or types of strategies or types of things that you
yourself would find most useful in your work?
Jesse: Yeah, I dunno. We have a lot of templates and strategies and techniques that we use already
that we find to be fairly successful. I would say probably the thing that most people who are new
to this struggle with is probably playtesting, and I would think that anything you could provide
that would help people understand how to do good and effective and useful playtesting is…that
would be probably my main suggestion about where most designers, particularly people who are
new to this kind of design, could benefit.
Eric: Ok. Alright, well I think that kind of covers all of my main questions, so I don’t know if
there’s anything in particular I haven’t touched on that you’d like to bring up or discuss that you
think might be relevant for me in my examination of impact in games, but if there is I want to give
you the chance to…
Jesse: No, nothing I can think of right now.

240

APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
1. How would you define "impact" in games?
2. Do you consider yourself a designer for impact? If so, how do you think about "impact" as it
relates to your own work? If not, how would you classify your work instead?
3. Could you talk a little bit more in depth about any current projects you're working on that you
think are relevant to a discussion of impact in games?
4. In your opinion, what is the best game for impact you've seen? Why?
5. Have you had any interesting failures in your work? If so, what happened and what did you
learn?
6. What do you think are some of the biggest challenges in trying to design for impact?
7. What do you think a framework made to help design for better impact would/should look like?
8. Think about a contemporary social issue that matters to you. If you had to design a game to
tackle that issue, how would you approach the design?
9. Is there anything else you'd like to discuss?
10. Were there any questions I asked that you think could be improved, or questions you wish I
had asked but didn't?
11. Is there anyone else you think I should contact with an interview request? If so, would you be
willing to help me get in touch with them?
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