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Video Games and Mental Health 

Introduction 

Federico Alvarez Igarzábal, Chad Comeau, Emmanuel Guardiola, Carmen Johann and 
Katharina Tillmanns 

In recent years, mental health and well-being have emerged as key concerns in the 
global games industry. Academic interest in this topic has also increased, address

ing open questions as to how video games affect our mental health, both positively 
and negatively (Ballou et al., 2025). While collaborations between the industry and 
academia are still rare, they are crucial to develop a full understanding of the impact 
that video games are having on players (Johannes et al., 2021). The impact of video 
games has been historically understood to be negative, with claims of games caus

ing violence or addiction—the former has been fully debunked (Markey & Ferguson, 
2017), while the second remains an open question.1 More recent research has shown, 
contrary to popular belief, that video games can improve our mental health (Kowal 
et al., 2021; Kowert et al., 2021). 

The COVID-19 pandemic made questions concerning the impact of video games 
in our mental well-being even more urgent, with many seeking support in enter

tainment media and online communities (Dunlap, 2022). As people around the 
world faced isolation, uncertainty, and stress, they turned to games for connection, 
safety, and emotional relief. In this context, the World Health Organization (WHO) 
teamed up with gaming industry leaders to launch the campaign #PlayApartTo

gether (2020) on social media. This campaign promoted the use of WHO’s health 
guidelines while encouraging people to stay connected through games during pe

riods where social distancing was required. In a survey by DiFrancisco-Donoghue 
and colleagues (2023), 74.6% of participants reported playing more video games 
during the beginning of the pandemic. A further study by Barr & Copeland-Stewart 
(2022) showed that the numbers of people gaming during the pandemic increased, 

1 Some scholars contend that games are addictive and others that the evidence is still insuf
ficient to reach a conclusion (see Zastrow, 2017). Scholars in the latter group have also ex
pressed concerns that the inclusion of the “Gaming Disorder” diagnosis in the WHO’s Inter
national Classification of Diseases-11 is premature, potentially doing more harm than good 
(Van Rooij et al., 2018). 
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and that people played more on average. The study also showed that gaming dur

ing the pandemic had overall positive effects on mental health. This has led to an 
increase in the demand for games that address mental health (Kowal et al., 2021), 
which can be addressed both by applied games and entertainment games. 

Applied games are created with a specific purpose beyond having fun—such 
as education, training, or therapy. In the context of psychology, applied games are 
often informed by knowledge from clinical research, digital health tools, therapy 
methods, and self-help practices. These games aim to provide accessible and in

novative ways for users to understand and manage their mental health. Some are 
developed as tools to diagnose psychological conditions, help treat mental illnesses, 
or train specific emotional skills. Others are used by researchers and clinicians 
to study behavior, assess personality traits, or simulate social and emotional re

sponses. These games combine psychology and technology to create useful tools for 
health professionals and individuals alike. Some notable examples in this category 
are Project Sparx (see Merry et al., 2012), Endeavor XR (Kollins et al., 2020, 2021), 
and the work of Isabela Granic and coworkers at the GEMH (Games for Emotional 
and Mental Health) Lab (see for instance Tsui et al., 2021). And research projects like 
VIRTUALTIMES (2019–2023) are producing valuable insights into how to develop 
video games and virtual environments for therapeutic purposes.2 

The entertainment games industry, while still being primarily in the business 
of creating tools for escapism, is also showing an increased concern with mental 
health. Many indie game developers today are creating personal and emotionally 
rich experiences that reflect their own stories or the stories of people close to them. 
Following the tradition of games d’auteur, the vision and voice of a single creator or 
a small group of creators are at the center of these titles. Such games often include 
characters who experience depression, anxiety, or trauma, helping players explore 
complex emotions and situations from a personal point of view. By engaging with 
these experiences, players can also learn more about mental health, develop em

pathy, and feel part of a shared conversation. These games may not aim to “fix” 
problems, but they offer meaningful stories that can reduce stigma and help players 
feel seen and understood. A video game in this vein that garnered much attention 
in the press and academia is Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice (Ninja Theory, 2017), 
which features a main character who suffers from psychosis. The development team 
sought counsel from neuroscientists to create an accurate representation of its phe

nomenology (Brierley, 2021). Sébastien Genvo’s Expressive Game Lab specializes 
in delivering this sort of experience. This volume includes a chapter authored by 
Genvo on Lie in My Heart (Expressive Gamestudio 2019), a game through which 
the author expressed and processed his grief after his wife, who suffered from 

2 Full disclosure: Federico Alvarez Igarzábal, co-editor of this volume, was involved in the VIR
TUALTIMES project. 
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bipolar disorder, took her own life. Another title discussed in this anthology’s pages 
is Duru (Twisted Ramble Games UG, 2023; see Kerstin Schütt’s chapter Colorful 
Depression), which tells a personal story of battling with depression. In the realm 
of acade-mia, the project Understanding Video Game Play and Mental Health 
(2023–2025) stands out as a successful cooperation between scholars and the indus

try that produced insightful research on the effects of commercial video games on 
player well-being. 

The volume in your hands examines current trends and future directions at the 
intersection of game design and mental health. It is divided into three parts: Positive 
Impact, Representation, and Designer Perspectives. 

Positive impact 

The first section of the book looks at the positive effects that video games can have on 
mental health and well-being. It shows how games can help improve players’ emo

tions, encourage personal growth, and promote healthy behaviors. Nicholas D. Bow

man, Jordan King, Tim Wulf, and Sarah Hodge explore the positive impact of nos

talgia in video gaming. Maude Bonenfant, Élisa Vial, and Clara Lhotellier analyze 
the social phenomenon of peer support in online gaming communities. Marco Rüth 
offers an insightful overview of the research on how video games and gamified apps 
can promote healthy and pro-environmental behavior. And Richy Srirachanikorn ex

amines how a game like Hikikomori Life (Micro Team Games, 2022) can help play

ers understand social isolation. 

Representation 

The second section focuses on how video games represent different psychological 
and social issues. It examines how games handle serious topics like loss, addiction, 
and mental illness, and how these portrayals can help players understand and 
empathize with those going through such situations. Kelli Dunlap and Christopher 
Leech offer a descriptive analysis of different ways in which video games can rep

resent the experience of grief and offer important insights into this psychological 
state produced by significant loss (especially of a loved one). Danielle Kelly and 
Bethany Thomas examine the representation of female protagonists in video games 
through the lens of stereotype theory. Tero Kerttula analyzes the representation of 
alcoholism in Psychonauts 2. And Stefan Simond looks into the use of sanity as 
a resource in horror video games and the representations of madness thar ensue 
when this resource depletes. 
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Design perspectives 

The third section presents game-design approaches to dealing with mental health 
themes. It explores how designers create games that talk about serious topics like 
depression, suicide, and resilience. It also discusses how games can be used to raise 
awareness and help players better understand mental health. By sharing the views 
of game creators who intentionally include mental health topics in their work, this 
section offers a sample of texts that illustrate the growing role that psychopathol

ogy plays in the game industry, highlighting the responsibility that designers have 
to approach these themes thoughtfully and compassionately. Sébastien Genvo dis

cusses the development of Lie in My Heart, a deeply personal game about suicide 
and grief. Kerstin Schütt offers insights into the design of Duru – About Mole Rats 
and Depression and offers a step-by-step guide on how to create games that deal 
with serious topics. And Samantha Accettulli examines how Disco Elysium (ZA/ 
UM, 2019) deals with dissociative disorder and can help players cope with their own 
mental health struggles. Through these insights, the section shows how games can 
be a tool for personal reflection and emotional growth. 

By bringing together an array of international perspectives from different dis

ciplines, Video Games and Mental Health shows how the leading entertainment 
medium of our time is used in innovative ways to engage with personal and social 
issues that impact psychological well-being. It includes a wide range of case studies, 
theoretical discussions, empirical research, game design approaches, and practical 
applications. By looking at both applied and entertainment games, its chapters offer 
a wide-ranging perspective on how games can support mental health and offer psy

chological insights. Contributions stem from academic research, industry projects, 
and interdisciplinary collaborations between these two worlds. The ultimate goal of 
this volume is to connect ideas and experiences across fields, and to help readers 
understand how games can be used to explore the human mind, promote emotional 
well-being, and support mental health in creative and meaningful ways. 
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“Take Eight Bits and Call Me in the Morning” 

Video Games, Well-Being, and the Psychology of Nostalgia 

Nicholas D. Bowman, Tim Wulf, Jordan King and Sarah Hodge 

For nearly 60 years, video games have arrested the attention of players, inviting us 
to interact and interface with on-screen content. More than just short-term enter

tainment experiences, video games are part of a broader cultural milieu—they are 
the most profitable media entertainment sector (global revenues nearly $400 billion 
USD in 2023) with more than 3.5 billion players globally (Clement, 2023). Similar 
to other entertainment media, some video game intellectual properties have tran

scended generations and, in many cases, grown beyond the medium itself: common 
cultural touchstones include Super Mario Bros. and Sonic the Hedgehog, along 
with seemingly endless subcultures of devoted fans of specific games and gaming 
properties (Jenkins, 2006). Unique from other entertainment media, video games 
present as “digital time machines” that allow players to directly revisit personally 
relevant and highly familiar worlds from the past in which those worlds remain un

changed (Robinson & Bowman, 2021; Wulf et al., 2018). 
Among the many outcomes of this revisiting is nostalgia, understood broadly as 

a past-oriented, idiosyncratic, social, and bittersweet-but-overall-positive emotion 
that spans cultures (Sedikides & Wildschut, 2022). From a media psychological per

spective, video game-induced nostalgia is especially compelling insofar as nostalgia 
can have therapeutic and analgesic properties—a comforting experience that has 
psychological and potentially even physical well-being benefits (Sedikides & Wild

schut, 2018; Kersten et al., 2023). 
The current chapter will provide an overview of the emerging psychological 

scholarship on nostalgia as induced by video games. Accordingly, much of the 
theory and research presented here is rooted in media psychology and mass com

munication scholarship, as these perspectives comprise our expertise and inform 
our understanding of nostalgia in video games. First, we provide a brief discussion 
of how one defines and specifies the types of games expected to elicit nostalgia 
(such as defining retrogames, Aycock, 2016; BBC, n.d.) as well as a summary of 
cultural and economic forces involved in gaming nostalgia (such as the preservation 
and/or remanufacture of seemingly classic games, Allen, 2021; Dyson, 2017). Next, 
we define nostalgia and discuss more specific definitions of nostalgia, such as the 
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distinction between personal nostalgia (for one’s own autobiographical memories) 
and historical nostalgia (as an impression or a sensemaking of prior eras; Nat

terer, 2014) and how this relates to nostalgia as a meaningful mediated experience 
(Bowman et al., 2023b; Daneels et al., 2021). Following, we present evidence from 
scholarship on the correlations between nostalgic video game experiences and 
short-term subjective well-being (summarized in Bowman & Wulf, 2023), and 
identify areas of future research and development necessary to further explore the 
robustness and stability of these relationships. We conclude with a discussion about 
the myriad psychological implications of gaming-induced nostalgia, from boosting 
entertainment as well as for improving subjective well-being. We extract from this 
research implications for game design—both on how to purposefully elicit nostalgia 
for current gaming experiences, and for how current gaming experiences might be 
expected to foster nostalgia far into the future. 

A brief note on defining retrogames 

As noted in the introduction, video games have been a popular form of entertain

ment media since at least the mid-20th century. That said, defining what we con

sider what is or is not a retrogame is not so straightforward, given that the notion 
of “retro” is always relative to a point in time. As Gee (2019) argued: 

Does a game become retro after a certain number of years are passed? Is it when 
the game’s hardware is no longer supported or produced? Or is it when its aesthet
ics are no longer mainstream? (p. 57). 

Aycock (2018) further argues that another barrier to defining retrogames is that 
gaming technologies coexist and overlap with each other—we can see this for 
example in the release dates of home gaming consoles, such as the so-called 4th 
generation of consoles (e.g., Super Famicom/SNES and Sega Mega Drive/Genesis) 
surviving well into the 1990s, while 5th generation consoles (e.g., Sony’s PlayStation) 
already released as of 1995 (BBC, n.d.). The shift from cartridge-based to CD-based 
game software brought with it fundamental shifts in the gaming experience, yet on 
consoles for which gamers of the time would have had equal access to. 

That said, Gee (2019) provides a useful framework for considering retrogaming 
in terms of specific markers that could typify bygone gaming experiences. Exam

ples could be games providing “three lives and health bar” and “high score” displays, 
both mechanics held over from coin-operated arcade games (also see Bowman et al., 
2023b). In a similar vein, we can turn to Lewin’s (2023) reporting that as of this writ

ing, as many as 89% of all video games ever developed can no longer be played in their 
original form, thus suggesting that retrogames could be those that are endangered 
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or even extinct. As it will become apparent later in this chapter, modern incarna

tions of retrogames might engage a “pastness” or flavor of these former experiences 
(see Grainge, 2000), perhaps as a way to preserve their essence, or to celebrate their 
unique mechanics when contrasted with modern gaming experiences. 

All said, there is clear interest in retrogaming experiences–from the more than 
30 million subscribers to the Nintendo Switch Online service that allows gamers 
access to historical games from the Nintendo catalogue (Allen, 2021) to the recent 
re-release of the Atari 2600+ game console capable of paying original Atari game 
cartridges (Atari, 2023). Others such as Dyson (2017) write about ongoing efforts to 
collect and preserve electronic games—perhaps as an effort to engage with a cultural 
memory of and appreciation for video games (Bowman et al., 2023b; Seremetakis, 
1994). 

Nostalgia as a psychological phenomenon 

Definitions of nostalgia are manifold and closely connected to the perspective that 
deals with the phenomenon. Etymologically, the word nostalgia derives from the 
Greek words for homecoming (νόστος; nostos) and pain (άλγος; algos). Most promi

nently, Homer’s Odysseus was suffering ten years on his Odyssey to get home to his 
wife Penelope after the Trojan War. His memories of his wife, son, and homeland 
Ithaka, however, motivated him to keep fighting and continuing his journey to fi

nally return home. From the perspective of (media) psychology, the definition of nos

talgia derived by social psychologists appears essential for its application on gam

ing and (potential) well-being effects. In fact, Sedikides and colleagues (2015) define 
nostalgia as a “self-conscious, bittersweet but predominantly positive and funda

mentally social emotion” (p. 190) that is triggered by reflection of fond memories.1 
Social psychological research following Sedikides and colleagues’ (2015) definition of 

1 Note that some theorists suggest the bittersweet nature reflects a negative consequence of 
nostalgia. For example, Impert and Rubin (2011) demonstrated a correlation between nostal
gia and grief when remembering someone who has passed. However, others have shown how 
nostalgia can support the grieving process, suggesting the complexity of nostalgia as some
thing that can be both positive and negative (Reid et al., 2021). Specific to video games, Yang 
& Liu (2017) found that escapism and nostalgia were negatively correlated with subjective 
well-being, which could be related to companion scholarship on time perspective in which 
past negative individuals could see nostalgic reverie as a painful experience (in contrast to 
past positive people; see Jankowski et al., 2020). Finally, from a sociological perspective, there 
is a tradition of scholarship on the negative and politically insidious implications of nostal
gia–for example, those invoking a nostalgic mood (Grainge, 2000) to glorify the past (such 
as Making [Thing] Great Again). An overview of these arguments applied to media scholarship 
is presented in Kalinina (2016). 
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nostalgia has uncovered its manifold functions since the early 2000s. Thereby, this 
view entails a paradigm shift, as nostalgia was previously dismissed for a long time 
as a predominantly neg-ative state, as kind of “homesickness,” and was even classi

fied as a disease in the 17th century (Hofer, 1688/1934; Sedikides et al., 2004). 
Nostalgia is a so-called mixed emotion. While on the one hand, people look 

through symbolic rose-tinted glasses and valorize the memories as particularly 
positive, they also experience a certain melancholy in the certainty that things 
will never be the same again. Following Frijda’s (2007) classification of emotions, 
Hepper and colleagues (2012) therefore argue that nostalgia should be understood 
as a mixed emotion due to the co-activation of positive and negative affect. Another 
comparable mixed emotion is poignancy, an emotional response to personally sig

nificant events (e.g., Ersner-Hershfield et al., 2008). Finally, Hepper and colleagues 
conduct a prototype analysis. In a series of seven studies in total, they ask partici

pants about the features of nostalgia, categorize them, rank the importance of the 
features, and finally recategorize the features into central and peripheral features 
of nostalgia. Core features of nostalgia are personally meaningful memories of 
places, things, and people; positive affect such as happiness, and (rather peripheral) 
negative affect such as loss and fear. This prototype was validated across various 
cultural backgrounds (Hepper et al., 2014). 

Existing research on nostalgia as a psychological phenomenon and mixed emo

tion has uncovered three fundamental psychological functions (cf. Sedikides et al., 
2015): First, nostalgia takes on a meaning-making function (also referred to as exis

tential function). Nostalgic people perceive more meaningfulness in their own lives 
and, at the same time, search less for meaning in their own lives (Routledge et al., 
2011; 2012). In a 2010 study, Juhl and colleagues show that nostalgia can reduce the 
existential threat that is triggered when confronted with one’s own mortality in the 
context of terror management theory.2 Second, nostalgia fulfils a self-oriented func

tion that supports the self. Nostalgic people have better access to their intrinsic self- 
concept, and have a better idea of what they are really like (Baldwin et al., 2015). They 
are more optimistic (Cheung et al., 2013), more confident, and more aware of their 
positive attributes (Baldwin & Landau, 2014, Vess et al., 2012). Finally, nostalgia’s so

cial function is mirrored in research suggesting that nostalgic people feel more con

nected to other people in their lives and, overall, less lonely (Wildschut et al., 2006; 
Zhou et al., 2008). 

Most of the studies demonstrating these three functions of nostalgia have been 
researched using the so-called Event Reflection Task (ERT, Sedikides et al., 2015). 

2 Terror management theory (Greenberg et al., 1986) argues that when people are made aware 
of their own mortality, they cope with this anxiety by engaging and sustaining cultural be
liefs, and finding other ways to boost self-esteem. Nostalgia could function as a buffer by 
reminding people of their broader life’s meaning (also see Greenberg & Arndt, 2012). 
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Following this approach, there are two experimental groups: While one group is 
asked to write an essay about a common everyday situation, the other is instructed 
to recall an experience that makes them nostalgic. While ERT is a methodologically 
clean way to investigate these kinds of effects, nostalgia in everyday life is rarely trig

gered via such an artificial instruction. Thus, Wulf and colleagues (2018) argue that 
media content that reminds people of individual and fond memories can trigger 
similar effects. Such media can be, for example, specific songs that were playing at a 
certain, meaningful event (a wedding, anniversary, graduation party, first kiss, etc.) 
or movies that are connected to meaningful memories (the first movie you went to 
with parents, a franchise of beloved superheroes or cartoon characters from one’s 
childhood). Indeed, many studies attest that a wide range of (media) stimuli can 
trigger nostalgia, ranging from visual (photos and objects, Holbrook & Schindler, 
1996) and auditory (songs; Barrett et al., 2010), olfactory (smells; Reid, Green, Wild

schut, & Sedikides, 2014) and gustatory stimuli (tastes; Supski, 2013). Initial studies 
have also attempted to elicit nostalgia via haptic stimuli, such as the specific shape 
of video game controllers (Bowman et al., 2023a; 2023b). 

Video games, nostalgia, and well-being 

Through a rose-tinted heads-up display, video games, like other forms of media 
content, have the propensity to trigger nostalgia (Neimeyer, 2014) by transporting 
gamers back in time, serving as “[digital] time machines” (Wulf et al., 2018, p. 61). 
Literature has identified ways in which nostalgia can be triggered through video 
games. One way nostalgia can be triggered is through recall of an individual’s own 
memories. This can be prompted after watching a video game trailer from one’s 
childhood (Natterer, 2014), or writing about a memorable gaming experience from 
a bygone era (Wulf et al. 2020). Research has also demonstrated that nostalgia can 
be triggered through game play of either a modern version of nostalgic content 
(e.g., playing Pokémon GO (Niantic, 2016); Bonus et al., 2018) or nostalgia can 
be induced by playing older nostalgic content (e.g., playing Super Mario Bros. 
(Nintendo, 1985) on the NES Classic; Bowman et al., 2023a). The prior citations 
are examples of an individual’s own personal (nostalgic) experiences (Bowman et 
al., 2023b); and playing nostalgic content allows individuals to connect with their 
past and play games from their childhood (Harborth & Pape, 2020). However, other 
forms of nostalgic memories may not be linked to an individual’s personal lived 
experiences, rather a preference for media of a certain historical (nostalgic) time 
period (Natterer, 2014). 

Historical nostalgia may be induced by referring to the culture and media of 
a different time period. This concept is represented in a variety of video game ti

tles, where the design and narrative captures these bygone eras. The Beatles: Rock 
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Band (Harmonix, 2009) is one example of a documentary type game, which refer

ences the romanticized pop culture of the 1960s (Hodson, 2012). Others include Far 
Cry 3: Blood Dragon (Ubisoft Montreal, 2013), which borrows a “nostalgic mode” 
from 1980s science fiction action films (Sloan, 2015), and Gone Home (The Fullbright 
Company, 2013), set in the 1990s in the US and using with period-accurate foods, 
soda cans, and clothing (Sloan, 2015). Video games offer a unique opportunity for 
individuals with no prior gameplay experience to feel a part of a prior generation 
(Bowman et al., 2022). This illustrates the diversity in which developers utilize nos

talgia, as it can be used as a tool to reach a wider audience (Pearce, 2008). Using 
Super Mario Bros. as an example, individuals will dedicate their resources to the 
demanding nature of video games (Bowman, 2018; 2021) to reconnect with their past 
(personal nostalgia) or to connect with a prior generation of gamers (historical nos

talgia). 
A synonymous finding between the aforementioned literature on personal and 

historical nostalgia is the positive influence that nostalgic content has on an individ

ual, with regard to psychological well-being and subjective well-being. These posi

tive effects on well-being are highlighted in the media-induced nostalgic contribu

tions to the well-being model (MINCoW; Wulf et al., 2018) which stipulates that: 

- Nostalgia has a direct influence on media experiences and outcomes, such as 
enjoyment and appreciation 

- Nostalgia contributes directly to well-being through self-oriented, existential, 
and social functions 

- Entertainment outcomes mediate the indirect effect nostalgia has on well-being 

Video games research has tested some assumptions presented in the MINCoW 
model. Addressing the first assumption, Yang and Liu (2017) found a significant 
correlation between game play and enjoyment in Pokémon Go. Ghazali et al. 
(2018) also discovered that enjoyment of Pokémon GO influenced continued play. 
Research by Bonus et al. (2018) found that playing Pokémon GO was associated 
with nostalgic feelings as well as friendship formation and intensification, which 
addresses the second assumption. Regarding the third assumption, research found 
that playing a nostalgic video game, such as Pokémon Go, predicted eudaemonic 
(personally meaningful) entertainment experiences, which had an indirect effect 
on psychological well-being (such as personal flourishing; Wulf & Baldwin, 2020). 

Previous research has identified a strong association between gaming-induced 
nostalgia and social connectedness. It has been found that individuals who played 
with guild members in World of Warcraft (Blizzard, 2004), would experience 
less loneliness and social anxiety online compared to the real world (Martončik & 
Lokša, 2016). Furthermore, individuals who played World of Warcraft Classic 
had stronger feelings of nostalgia when they felt a higher sense of social presence 
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(Robinson & Bowman, 2021), which demonstrates the social role that nostalgia 
plays. Wulf et al. (2020) found that when participants recalled a personally nos

talgic video gaming experience, memories often included time spent with family 
members or friends, which resulted in higher levels of optimism, self-esteem, and 
vitality. This demonstrated the positive effect of past social gaming memories, 
which increased levels of nostalgia, which in turn resulted in higher psychological 
and subjective well-being. 

Designing games with nostalgia in mind 

To date, research into nostalgia in video games is comparatively light when we con

sider the 60-plus year history of the gaming medium, and the wealth of anecdotal 
evidence suggesting the cultural and economic appeal of retrogaming. Intuitively, 
it is clear that the audience for video games has aged along with the medium, and 
we can find a combination of seasoned gamers eager to replay their boards, screens, 
and worlds of yesterday. Just as well, we see newer gamers equally as eager to en

gage those seemingly bygone gaming experiences–to get a sense for earlier “eras” 
of video games as a way to more deeply engage with and experience the medium. 
From this nascent body of scholarship, we can already see paths forward that have 
implications for how games are imagined, engaged, experienced and enjoyed. 

Nostalgic mode and retrogaming design 

Conversations around nostalgia in video games tend to focus solely on either by

gone games and gaming technologies (such as the aforementioned NES home game 
console) or on releases of familiar and established gaming properties (such as the 
aforementioned Pokémon and Super Mario Bros.). These intellectual properties 
and trademarks have followings stemming from decades of gaming experience, 
and their re-releases serve as proxy indicators of their legacies–both for video 
games and for pop culture broadly. That said, there are numerous releases that 
engage with various features and attributes of older video games, while being 
based on entirely new characters, narratives, and intellectual properties. Grainge 
(2000) involves the notion of nostalgic mode—borrowing from Jameson’s (1991) notes 
on postmodernism—to explain an aesthetic engagement with nostalgic content. 
Here, it is possible for the “look and feel” of older video games to be engaged by 
recreating elements common to the medium. Schrey (2014) talks specifically about 
how media cultures might celebrate the uniqueness of engaging with the limita

tions of media technologies–in older video games, this might include pixel art and 
animation (Makai, 2018) as well as chiptune music from 8-bit and 16-bit processors 
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(Driscoll & Diaz, 2009). Such animations and sounds were standard for their eras, 
but when used in modern video games evoke a sense of “pastness” for video games 
as a medium. For Grainge, (2000), such engagement can be understood as “an 
increasing semiotic awareness of the textuality of the past.” To this end, we can 
consider the popularity of the aptly named “Metroidvania” genre of video games.3 
Such games borrow mechanics from a seemingly bygone genre of video games in 
the two-dimensional action platformer, often featuring pixel graphics and similar 
music while encouraging players to explore and “board by board”—often visiting 
older parts of the game map once newer abilities and skills are discovered (see 
Figure 1). Such a game genre is somewhat outdated in the era of sensory immersive 
and persistent online three-dimensional worlds, in which gamers can move in near- 
complete 360-degree space to navigate crafted environments from a first-person 
perspective. Games such as 9 Years of Shadows (Halberd Studios, 2023) engage 
the “nostalgic mode” of games from the late 1980s and early 1990s, while presenting 
game content that is wholly original.4 The game was highly regarded as a “bright 
spot among Metroidvanias” (Cart, 2023), with a statement somewhat suggesting 
a potential market saturation of the genre. In a similar vein, Oliveira et al. (2020) 
noted that Metroidvania games are an increasingly popular focus of indie game 
developers. Among many reasons for this could be a combination of the experiences 
of these developers (many of whom “grew up” on Metroidvania-type games) to a 
broader cultural appreciation for a style of gaming paradoxically novel and unique 
to contemporary gamers. 

It is clear that Metroidvania games are popular, yet it is less clear as to whether 
and how these games might be experienced as nostalgic video games experiences. 
Open questions to consider might be the extent to which established gamers ex

perience a sense of personal nostalgia for the nostalgic mode presented in these 
games—perhaps being reminded of bygone gaming experiences. Likewise, we could 
further investigate the extent to which younger gamers experience historical nos

talgia for these games—perhaps engaging them with a sense of appreciation for 
the gaming as a whole (somewhat replicating Bowman et al., 2023b). Moreover, it 
could be that other gameplay mechanisms of “older” video games are likely to be en

gaged via nostalgic modes, given that retrogames are a relative categorization that 

3 The namesake of this genre of games is a portmanteau of two classic video game properties 
in Metroid (Nintendo, 1987) and Castlevania (Konami, 1986); see Oliveira et al. (2020). 

4 Notably, games such as 9 Years of Shadows are also representative of more diverse and 
inclusive voices not commonly featured in the history of video game development. For this 
game, the developer Halberd Studios is based in the Zapopan district of Guadalajara, Jalisco, 
Mexico (more information: https://www.halberdstudios.com/). The game’s aesthetics were 
further inspired by anime programs such as Sailor Moon and Saint Seiya (for more details, 
see https://steamcommunity.com/app/1402120/discussions/0/3825284962834862035/). 

https://www.halberdstudios.com/
https://steamcommunity.com/app/1402120/discussions/0/3825284962834862035/
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depends on the player’s own experiences. Developers and researchers alike are en

couraged to consider defining and delineating between various nostalgic notes, as 
understanding how engaging a nostalgic mode positively or negatively influences 
player experiences would be useful for developers who might seek out other “bygone” 
gaming aesthetics to emulate (also noted by Gee, 2019). 

Figure 1: The game map from 9 Years of Shadows (Halberd Studios, 2023). This level design 
is a standard feature of classic video games from the 1980s and early 1990s, when the tech
nology did not allow for extensive and sensory immersive three-dimensional worlds. Instead, 
players navigated interconnected “rooms” with an end goal of unlocking all rooms and find
ing various objects and skills 

Map used with permission of Halberd Studios 

Video games and parent-child relationships 

In prior research on video games and nostalgia, Wulf et al. (2020) came across the 
following comment shared by one of their survey participants: “My dad died when I 
was 10, so [playing Mario Kart with him] is one of my best memories of him.” Al

though the quote was unique in terms of its sombreness, it was typical of more than 
25% of the nostalgic memories shared by players (and nearly half of the memories 
which individuals were asked to discuss were social memories). These data reflect 
recent industry reports. In the United States, for example, the Entertainment Soft

ware Association has consistently reported a high degree of parent-child gaming, 
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from around 67% in their 2017 report (ESA, 2017) to 76% as of their 2023 report (ESA, 
2023). Active parental mediation strategies in which parents help their children un

derstand and engage with on-screen content through the co-play of video games are 
correlated with more positive and effective family communication (Jiow et al., 2017; 
Wang et al., 2018). Likewise, research into nostalgia as an autobiographical notion 
suggests that connecting and engaging with meaningful others, such as family, is 
especially relevant for memories that trigger nostalgia (Abeyta et al., 2015, also see 
Hepper et al., 2012). Taken as a whole, this research suggests that, along with the 
short-term benefits of parent-child video gaming for encouraging healthy family 
communication styles, these shared social entertainment experiences are precisely 
the sort that parents and their children are likely to cherish later in life. 

Related to this, we can also consider other ways in which parents might share 
their own prior gaming experiences with their children. In writing about nostal

gia and well-being, Bowman and Wulf (2023) came across a social media post in a 
retrogames-focused subreddit in which a person discussed the experience of stum

bling across their parent’s old video game save file from Legend of Zelda: Ocarina 
of Time (Nintendo, 1998).5 The post kicked off several threads of conversation about 
the curiosity and novelty of engaging in what could be perceived as a highly per

sonal and private experience–video game files could be seen as an extension of one’s 
self in digital worlds, for many of the reasons previously stated. Media broadly can 
serve an important part of self-identity (for example, music and adolescent iden

tity; North & Hargreaves, 2006) and likewise, sharing those self-relevant artefacts is 
yet another way that parents engage children, and how children might make sense 
of their parents’ experience and identities. Game developer Jesse Schell has written 
about the notion of “persistent avatars” that might follow a player throughout the 
lifetime (MCV Staff, 2010), and already we can see this in games such as World of 
Warcraft, where some players have had active avatars (and the associated save files 
with those characters’ progress) for nearly 30 years since the game’s release in 2005. 
The paucity of research on sharing these potentially deep, meaningful, and idiosyn

cratic personal save files across generations is ripe for future study. 

Sense of place and digital locations 

Another area ripe for exploration would be how players might form attachments to 
the various locations from their own video game history. Borrowing from cultural 
geography, the concept of sense of place (SoP) explains the idiosyncratic and interper

sonal connections that one feels for self-referential locations. As defined by Tuan 

5 The post is shared with permission of the original poster: https://www.reddit.com/r/n64/co 
mments/y7oda7/using_my_dads_old_ocarina_save_file/ 

https://www.reddit.com/r/n64/comments/y7oda7/using_my_dads_old_ocarina_save_file/
https://www.reddit.com/r/n64/comments/y7oda7/using_my_dads_old_ocarina_save_file/
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(1975), “to know a place fully means both to understand it in an abstract way and to 
know it as one person knows another” (Tuan, 1975, p. 152). Relph (1976) followed in 
suggesting that sense of place forms as a combination of our familiarity with, expe

riences in, and genius loci that we feel for spaces; Hauge (2007) further argues that 
sense of place is critical to our sense of identity. 

Although SoP has been studied extensively with respect to physical locations, 
there is emerging evidence that digital places can also facilitate SoP in ways that are 
associated with nostalgic memories. Turner and Turner (2006) recreated museum 
exhibits in virtual reality systems, and participants remarked how their engagement 
with those exhibits reminded them of childhood visits to museums and other cul

tural exhibits with family and friends. Directly in video games, Bowman et al. (2020) 
found that after two months playing Fallout 76, players began to foster SoP for 
West Virginia (the US state rendered digitally in-game)–in particular, players not 
from West Virginia saw a steady increase in SoP on par with those players native to 
the region. Later work by Bowman, Vanderwelle et al. (2023) examined Assassin’s 
Creed games and again found that engaging with those games fostered SoP for var

ious historical locations (such as London and Paris). Few studies have looked at the 
relationships between video game locations and nostalgia (cf. Robinson & Bowman, 
2021), but it would stand to reason that part of the appeal of retrogames would be a 
yearning to re-engage important and self-referential game locations for which play

ers might well have spent 10s to 100s of hours of their formative years engaging with. 

Conclusion and future directions 

Video games are a global economic and cultural mainstay, with a nearly 60-year his

tory of engaging and delighting players by taxing their cognitive, emotional, physi

cal, and social resources. Games are played across cultures and across the lifespan, 
and bygone gaming experiences leave lasting impressions–the games of yesterday 
serve as wellsprings of nostalgic reverie today, and the games of today have the po

tential to serve as nostalgic referents for tomorrow. 
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When Gamers Save Lives 

Qualitative Research on Gaming Communities, Peer Support 

and Mental Health 

Maude Bonenfant, Élisa Vial and Clara Lhotellier 

The gaming community is active and pervasive online. According to the canonical 
definition by Rheingold, “virtual communities are social aggregations that emerge 
from the Net when enough people carry on those public discussions long enough, 
with sufficient human feeling, to form webs of personal relationships in cyberspace” 
(1993, p. 5). While this definition gives sufficient criteria to define what a digital com

munity is, there is not only one community of gamers nor one community per game. 
The core concept of “community” is abstract and boundaries between communities 
are blurred. 

Nevertheless, the majority of gamers share a feeling of community. In other 
words, they are part of a group, sharing the same passion for one or multiple video 
games. Over time, gamers create social rules and share a common culture. This cul

ture is based upon a specific vocabulary, inside jokes, past stories, particular ways 
of greeting, etc. The acquisition of this knowledge is structured through implicit 
social rules that tell the individual how to act within the group. Participation in 
the community nurtures a sense of belonging according to, for instance, years of 
experience, performance, and involvement. This social glue can be strong and be a 
big part of individuals’ social life. 

Even though the community is strictly speaking “imagined” (Anderson, 1983), the 
effects of a sense of belonging are well and truly real. They materialize through mem

bers’ engagement. For instance, time commitment is a criterion used to judge in

volvement in the community. Playing, being informed about games, training, com

municating on social media, and creating content can be perceived as an emotional 
involvement toward the game and the community. Social involvement materializes 
through welcoming new members, resources, and information sharing, or even peer 
support. 

In general, peer support is a process of mental health recovery. It involves the 
intervention of people who have dealt with a mental disorder and have now learned 
to live with or overcome it. The core of peer support is a deep knowledge of certain 
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troubles based on their own experience. Peer helpers can be trained or not and offer 
support to those who ask for it. Peer support used to be an alternative to psychiatric 
hospitals and other manifestations of the institutionalization and medicalization of 
mental health (Fortuna et al., 2022). 

Nowadays, distinct types of peer support can be differentiated. Recent research 
highlights the diversity of peer support mechanisms, such as self-help groups, peer- 
delivered services, peer-run or operated services, peer partnerships, peer employ

ees, and internet support groups (Fortuna et al. 2022). Digital peer support is not 
new (Fortuna et al., 2019). But with the COVID-19 pandemic, this type of mutual aid 
has grown (Fortuna et al., 2020). Many formal services have had difficulties adapt

ing, showing shortcomings in digital peer support (Merchant et al., 2022). However, 
untrained people do lead digital peer support. They are active on social media, such 
as Facebook groups (Naslund et al., 2016b, 2018), forums (Mertan et al., 2020), com

ment sections (Frohlich et al., 2012), and chats (O’Leary et al., 2018). People dissem

inate information (Griffith et al., 2015; Mertan et al., 2020), promote events, and 
share fundraising opportunities for mental health groups (Bender et al., 2011). More 
simply, moral support is based on sharing stories (Chou et al., 2011; Frohlich et al., 
2012; Naslund et al., 2014; Sangeorzan et al., 2019). Conversations appear on so

cial media, for exam-ple under hashtags on X (formerly Twitter) (Berry et al., 2017). 
These digital discussions reach many people (Naslund, 2016a) and even target indi

viduals without mental health issues. 
Despite its essential role in good mental health, few studies deal with peer sup

port in video game settings. In the cases where video games are discussed, peer sup

port is mainly studied through the prism of the mentor/disciple relationship (Ah

mad et al., 2010; Nardi, 2006; Rusk et al., 2020; Simon et al., 2009). Practiced by 
more than 3 billion individuals (techjury.net/blog/how-many-gamers-are-there/), 
video games are nevertheless essential for understanding how individuals offer or 
receive help from their peers, but also how gaming and communication platforms 
influence the organization of this peer support. This study aims to document the 
phenomenon of peer support in video game contexts and its role in gamers’ men

tal health based on the experiences of the main actors, namely gamers, moderators, 
and other stakeholders. 

The disciplinary field of this study is communication and more precisely game 
studies with a qualitative approach using semi-structured interviews (69 persons). 
From a social constructivist perspective, the study aims to understand how gamers 
perceive mutual aid and peer support within their gaming community. It is not a 
question of describing objective reality, but rather the way in which individuals have 
experienced this reality and talk about it. The study aims to report their words by 
identifying the general meaning and recurrences between the experiences in order 
to establish a general portrait of the phenomenon. 
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As a first step, we will explain (1.) the methodological approach used in this 
research. After that, we will present the results while putting them in perspective 
alongside other research. (2.) We will first emphasize that a sense of belonging to 
a community reduces feelings of isolation, which is the premise for peer-to-peer 
support’s contribution to good mental health. (3.) Subsequently, we will look more 
precisely at how video games and communication tools influence the structuring 
of communities and peer support between gamers. Finally, we will show the posi

tive aspects of this mutual aid between gamers. However, there are also (4.) some 
limitations: a critical look at peer support in a video game context yields plausible 
solutions so that gamers can really save lives. 

Methodological approach 

Previous studies have not explored peer support in the video game context from 
a specific mental health angle. We, therefore, chose a qualitative exploratory ap

proach. This research aims to document the phenomenon without a preliminary 
hypothesis. We want to explore the prevalence and forms of peer support among 
gaming communities. To do this, questioning people involved in gaming commu

nities was deemed to be the best method to gain a general understanding of the 
situation. We conducted semi-structured interviews between 30 and 90 minutes by 
videoconference. They were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and then the recordings 
were destroyed. We assigned pseudonyms to each interview according to a specific 
nomenclature. 

We conducted a total of 69 interviews. Recruits included gamers from 13 years 
old and older, parents of underage gamers, adult gamers, coordinators of informal 
or official peer support organizations, professional helpers, Discord moderators, 
and streamers. They were all French-speaking and lived mainly in Quebec (Canada). 
We recruited through several channels, such as Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitch and 
Discord groups, direct solicitations, indirect solicitations via people responsible 
for self-help groups or peer-support organizations, and by word-of-mouth. We 
established a socio-demographic questionnaire on LimeSurvey and 59 people re

sponded. The majority of people were between 18 and 39 years old (91%) and, more 
particularly, between 25 and 34 (59%). Most respondents were men (61%), while 
34% were women, 3.3% were non-binary people, and 1.7% didn’t identify with the 
previous categories. Also, among the respondents, nearly 86.4% were white, 6.8% 
were indigenous, 1.7% were Latin American or Caribbean, 1.7% were Chinese or 
Sino-descendant, and the remaining identified with other origins. Nearly 22% of 
respondents had a community college degree, and 67% had a university degree. 64% 
of respondents were in a relationship, 7% were married, and 27% were single. 
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The games played by respondents were mainly shooting games, action role-play

ing games, and management games (concerning more than half of the responses). 
The most played games by participants were WORD OF WARCRAFT (2004, Blizzard 
Entertainment), LEAGUE OF LEGENDS (2009, Riot Games), COUNTER-STRIKE 
(2000, Valve), CALL OF DUTY (2003, Activision), and OVERWATCH (2016, Blizzard 
Entertainment). Gamers were mostly PC gamers (74.6%), followed by home consoles 
(17%) and less significantly cellular and tablet console gamers (3.4%), and 1.6% didn’t 
answer. 

Following the transcription of interviews, we coded the verbatims on Nvivo us

ing thematic and content analysis, i.e., by extracting the meaning of the intervie

wees’ remarks according to specific categories. An analysis grid was thus created 
iteratively between categories predetermined before the interview and categories 
that emerged following the interviews inductively. The main categories of analysis 
were the personal portrait of the gamer, interpersonal relation- 
ships, and the relationship between the gamer and video games. For this chapter, we 
were particularly interested in the category of interpersonal relationships. This cate

gory comprises creating a social network, mutual aid, toxicity, problematic social re

lationships, and gamers’ motivations to help others. For this paper, these categories 
have been reorganized into three sections: (2.) sense of belonging to a community 
and reduction of isolation as a factor in good mental health, (3.) organization of the 
gaming community to promote peer help and good mental health and, finally, (4.) 
current limitations of peer support in video game settings. 

Sense of belonging and reduced isolation as a factor 
in good mental health 

Video games and digital communication platforms play a significant role in so

cialization (Taylor, 2006; Castronova, 2008; Pearce, 2011; etc.). Among adolescent 
men, online video games are one of the preferred ways to build strong friendships 
(Lenhart et al., 2015). Generally speaking, gamers often start playing online with 
friends they met offline (Lenhart, 2018). In his study, Sundberg, citing Domahidi, 
Festl, and Quandt (2014), demonstrates that online gamers tend to make friends 
more quickly online. Based on the work of Schiano et al. (2011) and Martončik et 
al. (2016), Sundberg adds that massively multiplayer online role-playing games 
(MMORPGs) are games that strengthen the bonds that bind people together, 
especially those encountered offline. 

You can make friendships [in gaming communities]. A person may not have any 
friends in real life, always stays at home and tells themself that they want to start 
playing in groups online. (CM_RT1_H) 
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There are people I've played with for ten years that I've never met. Only after ten 
years did we see each other for the first time. They have been like best friends since 
childhood. (CM_TF1_H) 

The presence of other gamers in the game can play a positive role by reducing social 
isolation (Halbrook et al. 2019). Lockdowns related to the global COVID-19 pandemic 
have demonstrated the importance of online video games in maintaining an active 
social life and good mental health (Homo Ludens, 2021; Lewis et al., 2021; Zhu, 2020; 
Barr et al., 2021; Bengtsson et al., 2021; Johannes et al. 2020). The World Health Orga

nization even launched the Play Apart Together campaign in 2020 to encourage people 
to have an active social life while remaining physically isolated. The relaxation, stim

ulation, and feeling of commitment that playing the game provides are conducive to 
exchange between gamers and, ultimately, a better mental balance. 

He [a viewer on Twitch] told me that during the Covid pandemic, I really helped 
him with my streams. They [gamers on Discord groups] think, “I'm going to share 
my day, and there's bound to be someone to answer me, and I'll feel less alone.” 
Many people have difficulty with socialization. They don't have many friends, live 
on rejection, and have little self-esteem. But at the [official peer support organ
ism], we reinforce positive behaviors, we congratulate ourselves, and we respect 
each other. (CM_MZ1_F) 

Several features offered by the games aim to put gamers in contact, whether 
they know each other or not outside the gaming context: friend lists, matchmak

ing, in-game chats, or guilds. Types of games based on lasting connections, like 
MMORPGs, are particularly effective at producing a sense of belonging. A pre

vious study (Bonenfant et al., 2018) demonstrated how the rules and features of 
the MMORPG GUILD WARS II (2012, ArenaNet) promote friendly social relation

ships where mutual aid is so encouraged that it becomes normalized within the 
community. On the contrary, a multiplayer online battle arena (MOBA) game like 
LEAGUE OF LEGENDS (Riot Games, 2009), for example, overvalues individual 
performances, thus leading to competition between gamers within the same team. 
Few acts of mutual aid are observed in play since agonistic relationships quickly 
become antagonistic, and toxic acts can occur between gamers. 

However, highly competitive games, such as MOBAs, Battle Royale games, or 
shooters, remain popular. They stimulate a massive amount of gamers to commu

nicate on various platforms, produce content, and maintain an active community 
outside of games. Communication tools, such as Discord, and social media, such 
as Twitch, make it possible to meet gamers, chat, maintain relationships, and even 
develop friendships (Lenhart, A. et al. 2015; Sunberg, M. 2018; Domahidi, E. et al., 
2014). 
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For example, they [gamers] come to Twitch because they feel lonely. They don't 
want to play alone. With Twitch, they create a community naturally, and they can 
exchange on topics. It acts as a first line, a social safety net. (CM_MZ1_F) 

You can create links on these digital social media, including a person who does not 
have many friends, is still at home, and would like to play in a group. (CM_RT1_H) 

One of the best things that can happen is the sense of belonging. Isolation is the 
worst thing. Streaming tends to break social isolation, and it helps for a while. 
(CM_PP1_F) 

Whether the gamers are close friends or not, the video game is a way for some to 
escape isolation and break a negative spiral. Gamers log in, knowing that someone 
will be there to interact with them. In more established and closer communities, 
gamers can directly write to each other to offer “a session” where gamers find them

selves online without necessarily playing the same game but always listening to each 
other. In some cases, gamers join different online communities in order to get moral 
support. 

I believe that video games are an escape, whether solo or not, a way to live a dif
ferent adventure, to forget their daily life or problems for a time. Playing online 
in a group is a way to socialize and to have human contact. Even if it's virtual, it's 
still human contact; it's still a great way to break the isolation. (CM_PP1_F) 

Many gamers are regularly connected to Discord, leaving a channel of communica

tion open almost constantly. Gamers highly regard this communication tool, as the 
company promotes and fosters a positive environment thanks to strict regulations 
and an organized ecosystem. Gamers feel safe to exchange on Discord. Whether 
in-game or on other online platforms, all these communication tools promote the 
networking of individuals, the creation of superficial or deep connections, and a 
sense of belonging to a group through social relationships maintained over time. 

When someone says they're not feeling well, eight people will want to help. Some
times it is clumsy and the right resources are not given. But, everyone wants to 
help. Once they are in a community, they really feel that they belong because they 
want to help each other. [...] Whenever someone is not well, someone will re
spond. A helper can offer to talk privately or on the chat when live. (CM_AB2_F) 

A community of gamers creates a strong sense of belonging, as they have a shared 
passion. Common interests promote the creation of connections, sometimes in

tense, and facilitate exchanges since they allow gamers to understand each other 
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and to offer help. There is a real benevolence regarding the need not to feel alone 
and to feel understood. 

Nevertheless, video games still get bad press among non-gamers, and the 
stigmatization of gamers reinforces this sense of understanding between them. 
This feeling of stigma becomes a pole of social recognition and a motivating engine 
within gaming communities and allows for positive reinforcement. The empathy 
created within communities, provoked by mutual aid, similar experiences, and a 
shared passion, thus makes it possible to repeat a vital pattern that plays a cru

cial role in peer support. Gamers who have experienced some form of mutual aid 
in-game or through different communication platforms will tend to reproduce this 
pattern. All these elements make it possible to strengthen this sense of belonging. 

We have a community that comes back frequently. These people have a heavy past 
but a big heart to help others [...]. I think it's beautiful because without knowing 
what to do, they use their own emotional experience to help and encourage each 
other and take the positive out of it. (CM_AB3_F) 

Through this sense of community, gamers can create bonds of trust, leading to con

fidence, mutual aid, and support. Instead of hindering emotional relationships be

tween gamers, pseudonymity can allow individuals to communicate more freely. In 
their work, Andalibi and Flood (2021) demonstrate that anonymity seems to be a fac

tor in socialization and opening up to others. Interacting via an avatar while play

ing facilitates relationships in some peer support contexts. For these people, the ex

change and sincerity of online and face-to-face meetings have the same value. For 
some gamers, exchanging online thus becomes a context conducive to trust and re

laxation. 

I think it's positive [online relationships], especially for isolated people. And then 
many young people have more friends online, it's essential to have safe places to 
express themselves (CM_AB3_F) 

The distance created by the screen makes it more comfortable. You can trust and 
confide in someone you're sure you won't meet at school or work. You can tell them 
what's going on in your life without having any impact (CM_X10_H) 

A kind of reassuring ambiance settles in, accentuated by distance and pseudonymity. 
Whether due to shyness, shame, or for other reasons, face-to-face communication 
can be difficult for some, if not impossible. For example, for individuals from 
gender, racialized, and religious minorities, neuroatypical people or people living 
with a disability, or anyone who is socially stigmatized, interconnecting through an 
avatar can be a social facilitator. 
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I have a team of moderators that is diverse. There are people from the LGBTQ+ 
community from various backgrounds and ages, and all this makes people feel 
comfortable because they know it's a safe space (CM_MZ1_F) 

In his study, Sundberg (2018) demonstrated that online video games help reduce 
loneliness in casual and regular gamers who are on the autism spectrum. Gamers 
on the spectrum tend to have more friends through online video games than peo- 
ple on the spectrum who do not play. 

Talking behind a screen helps greatly. You can say things you wouldn't have said 
in person. I'm someone who is slightly on the spectrum [of autism]. The rules are 
clear throughout the game, and I sincerely appreciate it. I understand everything. 
Even in terms of socializing through play, [social] conventions are more straight
forward. It makes things easier for those struggling with face-to-face and inter
personal relationships (CM_X11_H) 

In this context, where pseudonymity and clear social rules can help communication, 
people with mental health problems can benefit from participating in gaming com

munities. 

The gaming community promoting peer support and good mental health 

The bonds of trust developed within the gaming community via gaming platforms, 
communication tools, and social media make peer support possible in the video 
game context. However, these devices influence the organization of mutual assis

tance between gamers. In addition to influencing the creation and maintenance of 
social relationships, gaming or communication platforms encourage a specific so

cial organization, including a hierarchy based on the structure of the platforms. In 
the main games under consideration, rules and features define “roles” (the terminol

ogy of which may vary from game to game) that intersect with the skills and attitudes 
of each gamer to form a kind of “social class.” 

In general, to progress in the game, the different gamers form a team or guild, 
structured according to their strengths and weaknesses, to set a strategy. Depending 
on seniority, performance, knowledge, and personality, gamers occupy a role in the 
game while building their identity as a gamer. 

However, these roles also influence the community’s social hierarchy. For exam

ple, games like WORLD OF WARCRAFT divide roles into guilds with leaders, non- 
commissioned officers, regular members, and new gamers. These roles define not 
only the type of power of each gamer within the group, but also the rules of com

munication and how to interact. For example, the senior gamers will tend to gain 
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the upper hand over newcomers who will have to be helped or socially rejected de

pending on the type of guild. In the case of a welcoming group for new gamers, a 
kind of mentoring is observable. This relationship is established within groups or 
informally between two gamers, one more experienced than the other. 

When I started playing Counter-Strike, I was lucky enough to get into a good team 
with good gamers and, especially one who was more mature. I must have been 14 
years old. Thanks to him, I have never raged about a game, I never get angry. This 
person managed to focus us and help us improve. It had a big impact on me, even 
on my professional life. (GM_C2_H) 

My goal is to pass on my passion and help others advance in the game. Not every 
gamer wants to go pro, far from it. You have to find the balance: encourage people 
who want to perform, answer the questions of the curious gamers, and encourage 
them to experiment. (GM_C2_H) 

This dynamic is particularly prevalent in MMORPGs (Ahmad et al., 2010; Nardi, B., 
2006; Rusk, F. et al., 2020; Simon B. et al., 2009). This relationship ini- 
tially aims at introducing the game and strategies. Nevertheless, this mentor rela

tionship is then standardized and allows other types of mutual assistance, for exam

ple in the context of mental health. 
In addition to mentoring, moderation is often self-organized within groups of 

gamers. Games offer tools that may or may not allow gamers to act against toxic 
behavior but, usually, the gamers decide the rules of social conduct. Some gamers 
then voluntarily guarantee moderate behaviors and become a model player to whom 
to address (Fortuna et al., 2022). 

Last year, I designed an anonymous complaint system that is now easier to under
stand and more accessible. In the community, there are more than 200 of us, so 
conflicts are normal and can be very intense. (CM_RT1_H) 

Moreover, the social structure inside games is transferred to the out-game exchange 
platforms. In the same way, the roles in the game influence social hierarchy and re

lationships of mutual aid. For instance, the structure of Discord conditions the way 
the gamers interact with each other. At the top of the social pyramid are the servers’ 
owners, then the channels’ administrators, and the moderators present to maintain 
order between the primary members. Very invested and often connected, modera

tors ensure the proper functioning of the various channels, thus limiting overflows. 
This moderation system is prominent in the practice of video games, such as 

OVERWATCH, and on different platforms, such as Discord and Twitch. Moderation 
and speaking space rules are essential for offline and online groups (Strand et al., 
2020). They create a sense of community and prevent tensions (Kaplan et al., 2011). 
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They also lead to mutual aid relationships between gamers since moderators become 
a possible resource person for gamers in psychological distress. Many moderators 
thus see themselves becoming confidants, sometimes despite themselves and offer 
to listen while sharing their own experiences. 

I am very involved in gaming communities and not only with [a gamer group]. We 
really try to create a pleasant environment for everyone. In video games, we are 
there to have fun but unfortunately things happen, and we do not see everything. 
We are trying to stem that in our community [...]. That's why I proposed myself as 
president. I have a sense of belonging to this community, which made me want to 
get involved. It's volunteer work, and we are intensely involved so that the envi
ronment is pleasant for all. (CM_RT1_H) 

This normalization of moderation and mutual aid has repercussions on the entire 
community as various unofficial roles appear, especially within Discord channels. 
For example, some members, perceived as members with a higher degree of engage

ment within the community or as informal moderators, are connected almost con

stantly without having a fully defined role. Becoming a resource person, they are a 
link between moderators and grassroots members. They act as a “sentinel” to iden

tify individuals in need, even those with suicidal tendencies. 

If you need to talk, you can call. We remain present because if we do not do it, 
people will not stay because they do not trust the community. They can leave and 
become solo gamers, and that's not what we want. (CM_RT1_H) 

The [Twitch] platform allows them [gamers] to live positively, and their role af
fords them value. One of our subscribers is a moderator and helps a lot, for ex
ample. [...] People on our Discord want to become sentinels. They undergo a short 
training to identify the different signs to look for and how to act in this kind of situ
ation. We have social workers who are experts in these issues, but these volunteer 
members come to support our team » [...] 

Sometimes complex situations happen when stakeholders are not connected. 
Nevertheless, many of the helpers are there during the week and at night on 
Discord. We also have the sentinels trained to help identify people in distress. 
We are vigilant to avoid reproducing problematic situations (CM_AB3_F) 

This self-organization around mental health has become normalized to the extent 
that gamers have created more or less official structures. These structures thus en

sure a better response to requests for help and perpetuate a form of knowledge on 
peer support acquired within the community. The role of “street workers” is held by 
some who claim to be caregivers and promote peer support to help others. 
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We have a list of resources in case of suicidal thoughts or drug addiction. I can 
enumerate them for 30 minutes. We offer these hotlines to allow them to seek 
help, but we cannot take them by the hand and force them to do anything because 
we are not there for that. (CM_RT1_H) 

Mainly, mutual aid occurs in the chat. In the Discord channels, people con
tinue speaking, exchanging, and helping each other with their own struggles. 
(CM_AB3_F) 

An actual frontline social safety net is created within the games as gamers provide 
self-help. Listening to others and sharing experiences also promotes discussion and 
solidarity between gamers, who might then be more aware of the mental health is

sue and develop digital vigilance. Across platforms, gamers may be better able to 
recognize and intervene in cases of emotional distress. Some reflexes to adopt can 
be acquired, such as redirecting the person to professional support. 

I have noticed that even though there are resources such as crisis services, people 
seem reluctant to consult them because of a lack of trust. Sometimes, they need 
a little push. (CM_AB3_F) 

I don't know if we're on the frontline. That would be very flattering. We do all the 
management. Aren't you well? Here's some help. We want people not to feel like a 
simple number in a queue. We give resources, but we cannot do more. Moreover, 
many things in real life escape us. The only control we have is over the online com
munity. (CM_RT1_H) 

In addition, by valuing positive behaviors, gamers can better foster this healthy and 
positive environment (especially for new or younger gamers). Receiving help also 
encourages giving in return. It makes a positive difference, no matter how little it 
is. 

To understand this virtuous loop of valuing positive behaviors within the com

munity as a driver of group cohesion, we have established a diagram, “How peer 
support works for mental health in a gaming community” (see Figure 1). A sense of 
belonging stems from the concept of a gaming community. This sense of belong

ing implies recognition from peers and a willingness to get involved in the commu

nity. Within this community, self-organization structures social relations. But this 
organization is based on the social structures found in multiplayer games such as 
guilds or teams where a hierarchy is imposed through specific in-game roles. The 
same social pattern is reproduced on other platforms like Discord where the leaders 
have a higher position in Discord servers than other members. This self-organiza

tion makes it possible to create different social roles, from vigilance on the ground 
to structured help. This structured help begins with the members/regular players 
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who act as sentinels, then the moderators who ensure a response to requests for 
help up to the people in charge who coordinate mutual aid. This structured orga

nization thus forms a social safety net, understood here as a safe space to express 
oneself freely and find help. Talking about emotions or experiences can put oneself 
in a vulnerable situation, so one has to be safe to talk about it. In these safe spaces, 
members know that some gamers will listen to them and protect them from online 
harassment. 

Finally, within the community, a phenomenon of prevention and awareness is 
taking place. Sharing individual experiences raises awareness on different topics 
among other members. It prevents toxic actions between players given the greater 
sensitivity towards others, but also it prevents violent acts towards oneself such as 
self-harm and suicide because help is provided. Being part of the same community, 
as we have seen before, gamers have a sense of belonging, and a dynamic of peer 
support is set up. Members provide listening and support, all in a moderated space. 
This sharing and support then reinforces the initial sense of belonging, creating a 
virtuous and dynamic circle of support between gamers within the communities. 

The circle is thus closed since encouragement and positive communication 
based on respectful listening allow members of the community to create a stronger 
sense of belonging. The community is no longer simply based on a shared pas

sion for video games but also on empathy and altruism. It promotes peer support 
through the development of mutual trust and a safe space to confide in and reinforce 
a sense of community. 

Figure 1: The virtuous loop of valuing positive behaviors. 
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The limits of peer support in video game contexts 

Although self-help communities have many positive aspects and can be seen as an 
actual social safety net for people whose mental health may be fragile, peer sup

port nevertheless has limitations, starting with the availability of peer helpers. Even 
though many Discord channels have volunteer responders to help gamers, the vol

ume of people in distress is too large. In-game or out-game self-help platforms re

ceive a high frequency of requests, but there is a limited number of peer helpers and 
a full schedule. Helpers are recruited voluntarily and have limited time to help. 

It isn't easy because we are not a 24-hour service, and we know that things happen 
outside of our services and opening hours. (CM_AB3_F) 

I do not do intervention during the stream because I am not equipped for that. [...] 
We want to change the person's ideas but do not stop the stream to focus on the 
person. (CM_MZ1_F) 

It often becomes impossible to provide immediate help. It is in this context that 
“ticket” systems emerge, in which each person can request a textual or video consul

tation with a helper. A “waiting line” is created. This structure is not adaptive if the 
person in distress may be in crisis and in need of immediate help. In addition, the 
ticket system does not provide for follow-up of people since each meeting is punc

tual, which can considerably limit the impact of the help provided. This lack of fol

low-up also forces the person in distress to repeat his or her story every time. 

We see the first signs of distress in the chat, we feel that the person is not well. 
The person is invited to redirect to Discord and take a ticket. (CM_AB3_F) 

In addition, like any person in a care and help situation, emotional fatigue is a dan

ger for all helpers, and in this case, helpers might also face “digital fatigue” (Collins- 
Pisano et al. 2021). The mental health concerns and the psychological distress of 
gamers can directly affect helpers. Their roles are also time-consuming. With the 
high volume of requests, they can feel overwhelmed and may put their mental health 
at risk and experience psychological and physical exhaustion. 

Some people have attachment issues. We must put limits, so that it remains 
healthy for the teams but also the ones in distress. (CM_AB3_F) 

Many gamers then spontaneously or circumstantially take on the role of helper in 
order to support their peers. However, they may not have the skills to provide con

structive assistance. In some cases, the advice provided may not be adequate, can be 
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misinformation, or even be unwelcome (Kaplan et al. 2011; Li et al. 2015). Moreover, 
when two gamers with fragile mental health interact with each other, the positive 
effects of mutual aid can diminish or even become counterproductive. In the case of 
feelings of distress, sometimes related to suicide and self-harm, the pain and experi

ences shared by a gamer can create, awaken, or amplify this same feeling of distress 
in another gamer’s life. Support related to peer help is no longer possible, and a third 
party’s intervention becomes necessary to stop a negative spiral. 

It is sometimes the case that the person helping is very fragile themselves and 
helping someone else is a big burden. In the end, it is not necessarily beneficial for 
either. Sometimes, we even have to intervene with the person who tried to help, 
because they had put themselves in distress by doing so. (CM_AB3_F) 

This kind of situation happens when high-volume communities cannot filter mes

sages requiring immediate intervention, involve someone with intervention train

ing, or help gamers in distress at late hours. Indeed, several support and peer sup

port services are only active during the day and evening, leaving gamers in need 
unassisted at night. 

As we have seen previously, the instinct of some gamers who witness a problem 
will be to redirect people in distress to external help, official suicide prevention ser

vices, and addiction assistance. This form of mutual aid is made available through 
messages pinned in Discord, including various links to specialized organizations. 
However, some will not want to seek help outside the safe space of the gaming com

munity. 
In addition, assessing the severity, and even the veracity, of particular distress 

messages can sometimes be challenging. Some victims may feel that they are not 
being heard or helped. There are several reasons why gamers in need can feel this. 
Sometimes they cannot carry through with the advice given, are not attentive, or do 
not even perceive that help is being offered. Li, Chen, and Popiel (2015) confirm that 
support is sometimes not perceived or felt. They distinguished two types of peer-to- 
peer support on Facebook: real support and perceived support. The actual support 
received does not systematically meet the need for support of the person targeted for 
support. Support can be information given, advice, or benevolent messages, but it 
can miss the mark or even contradict what the person actually needs, and therefore, 
they will not perceive this as support. However, perceived support is what is expected 
by the person suffering and what they deserve. For this, it requires involvement, fol

low-up care, and professionalism, which is not guaranteed in the context of video 
game peer help. 
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Conclusion 

In this paper, a portrait of peer support in gaming communities was drawn by di

rectly questioning the people concerned. Many benefits have been raised regarding 
better mental health, starting with feeling part of a community, coming out of iso

lation, and opening communication channels in a safe space inhabited by fellow hu

man beings. Simply playing, sharing a passion, and spending time on different gam

ing platforms and social media can positively contribute to good mental health. 
We often hear about toxicity in video games, but the structures of the games 

can also encourage mutual aid relationships. Game features that promote stable, 
long-term social relationships ensure greater group cohesion. Unlike matchmaking 
which impersonalizes players, features like friend lists or long-term teams encour

age recognition of others and empathy. In the same way, non-competition between 
members of the same group promotes a better context for social cohesion. For ex

ample, the competition between members’ teams in LEAGUE OF LEGENDS (Riot, 
2009) and the fact that not everyone has the same objectives at the same time harms 
social cohesion. Conversely, games where everyone has the same objectives and the 
same rewards, like GUILD WARS 2 (ArenaNet, 2012), promote mutual aid between 
players (Bonenfant et al., 2018). 

By structuring the roles in play and then the social roles, the games promote, or 
not, a normalization of mutual aid within the game. Peer support between gamers is 
often held by online chats or other spaces of communication like Discord or Twitch. 
But the game structures such as guilds or long-term teams influence the way gamers 
will organize mutual aid by reproducing this social structure to respond to requests 
for help. Usually through mentoring, the response to this request for help can be 
expanded through peer help in mental health contexts. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, this normalization of mutual aid had concrete 
effects. Several informal organizations founded by gamers have emerged to assist 
gamers in distress during lockdowns. This peer help proved so effective that requests 
quickly exceeded the ability of stakeholders and moderators to respond to all gamers 
in need. Some gamers then spontaneously took over, demonstrating the empathy 
and solidarity of the community towards their neighbors. Many gamers said in in

terviews that they received invaluable help that made them feel better and avoid self- 
harm or even suicide. 

Despite these positive attributes of mutual assistance between gamers, 
re-search participants raised many drawbacks: exhaustion of caregivers, insuf

ficient help offered, night time slots without service, no follow-up with the ones 
in need, and inadequate or unprofessional responses from peers. Nevertheless, 
this research confirms the findings of Naslund et al. (2016a) that while the risk of 
misinformation and inappropriate comments exists, peer support on social media 
brings more benefits to the individual than harm. Peer help in a video game context 
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is undoubtedly a crucial social safety net: interacting in-game and on community 
communication platforms, gamers all have the potential to become sentinels who 
can identify who is suffering and offer help to the extent of their means. 

While these conclusions seem straightforward, they remain context specific 
since the participants are all Francophones living in Quebec who play certain types 
of games. It is impossible to generalize findings to the 3 billion gamers in the world. 
Differences are undoubtedly observable in other games, other lan-guage commu

nities, or other regions of the world. We are well aware of the progressive and social 
democratic context of Quebec, where the state funds many social services. A social 
culture where helping others is normalized reflects this desire to help others. 

However, this culture of mutual aid should not minimize the role of government 
in mental health. For this reason, the frontline social safety net offered by the gam

ing community should be further supported by the government by providing more 
funding to the second line, which is mental health professionals and non-profit or

ganizations that can back up peer support by offering help at any time of the day, 
with necessary follow-up care over a long period, adequate responses, or even redi

rection to specialized medical services. In order to do so, the first step is to recognize 
the contribution of video games to the lives of many individuals and to destigmatize 
video game practice. By doing so, the transition from the first to the second line will 
be facilitated and we can confidently say that gaming saves lives. 

Annex: questions for the semistructured interviews 

Gamer Profile 

- Can you tell me about the place of video games in your life? 
- When did you start playing? 
- What type(s) of practice have you had in your life? (single-player, online, for how 

long per day/week?) 
- Who do you usually play with? 
- Do you communicate with other gamers in the game? Or would you rather play 

alone? 
- Do you participate in exchanges with other gamers outside of the game? (Twitch, 

Discord, Reddit, etc.)? 
- Generally, do you consider yourself involved in the gamer’s community? Do you 

feel a sense of belonging? 

Prosocial or Toxic Behaviors 
- Generally, do you find that gamers are more benevolent or toxic? Can you explain 

your answer?  
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- What were the specifics in the context of the game? Have you ever witnessed 
situations where a gamer has helped another? Which? 

- Have you ever helped a gamer in the circumstances? 
- Or conversely, have you ever witnessed manifestations of toxicity? 
- What form(s) did this toxicity take? Was it about the game? Or was it about the 

gamer’s life? 
- Have you ever been toxic to another gamer within a game? What were the cir

cumstances? 
- Are there games where behaviors are more benevolent? Or more toxic? 
- How do you think behaviors could be encouraged Benevolent in video games? 
- Conversely, how can toxic behavior be curbed? 

Peer Support Experience 
- Have you ever witnessed situations where one gamer helped another in his or 

her life (played a moral support role)? Can you tell me about the circumstances? 
- Have you ever helped a gamer in-game? If you feel like it, will you tell me the 

circumstances? 
- Have you ever been helped by another gamer? If you feel like it, will you tell me 

the circumstances? 
- Do you think these moral support situations are common in gaming communi

ties? 
- Do you think gamers can assume the role of ”front line” by mental health? Is there 

a social safety net in the gamer’s communities for distressed gamers? 
- How could things be improved to help gamers who need it better? 

Repercussions 
- What would you say to a non-gamer if you had to convince him/her of the bene

fits of playing video games? 
- Conversely, are there any negative aspects to playing video games? 
- What are the impacts on your life outside of the games? Positive? Negative? 
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On the Potential of Digital Games to Promote Healthy 

and Pro-Environmental Behavior 

Marco Rüth 

Environmental changes have been negatively affecting health worldwide. Particu

larly climate change is expected to have a range of negative impacts on the health 
of about 3.6 billion people, including higher rates of physical diseases and mental 
health issues (Khraishah et al., 2022; Palinkas & Wong, 2020; WHO, 2023). Thereby, 
climate change could aggravate the existing high prevalence of global health prob

lems as well as other health-related crises due to, for instance, insufficient physical 
activity, pandemics, and a decrease in biodiversity (e.g., Hall et al., 2020; Marselle 
et al., 2021). Thus, healthy and pro-environmental behavior are interrelated and 
can influence each other, and it remains important to highlight this connection to 
make climate change and other environmental challenges more relevant to people 
(cf. Campbell et al., 2023; Maibach et al., 2010). 

Different measures have been discussed to assess health risks, to prevent envi

ronmental damage, and to adapt to environmental changes (e.g., WHO, 2013, 2023). 
Still, while raising relevance, awareness, and knowledge have been important, a 
core issue is to convey and retain the urgency to act upon health and environ

mental changes and crises. In fact, a lack of mitigation of and adaption to climate 
change were among the most important short-term and long-term global risks, 
emphasizing that adaptation measures and behavior change are both important 
and urgent (WEF, 2023). However, more recent data from 2025 indicate that several 
environmental risks are still considered in the long-term, but less frequently in the 
short-term (WEF, 2025). Nevertheless, the need for adaptation and behavior change 
remains, and behavior change can be a powerful driver towards a more sustainable 
future (IPCC, 2023; Pathak et al., 2022). Hence, the promotion of healthy and pro- 
environmental behavior is a key global challenge. 

Healthy behavior supports in reaching or maintaining health as the “state of 
complete physical, mental, and social well-being” (WHO, 2021, p. 1) and includes 
sufficient physical activity, a balanced diet as well as enjoyable and stress-relieving 
activities. Pro-environmental behavior refers to behavior that “consciously protects 
the environment and improves its sustainability” (Tian & Liu, 2022, p. 2) and in

cludes saving natural resources, preventing environmental issues, and pursuing a 
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sustainable lifestyle. One way to foster healthy and pro-environmental behavior can 
be using digital games, i.e., digital interactive media that contain game elements, 
such as goals, challenges, or feedback (cf. Rüth, 2022). 

Digital games have been used to increase engagement in healthy and pro-en

vironmental behavior and can support the prevention, treatment, and rehabilita

tion of physical and mental health conditions (Colder Carras et al., 2018). According 
to systematic literature reviews, digital games have been frequently used in health 
contexts regarding physical activity, rehabilitation, and quality of life (e.g., Boyle et 
al., 2016; Connolly et al., 2012). For instance, some uses of digital commercial games 
and serious games – games with the primary aim to improve specific outcomes such 
as health outcomes and with the secondary aim to entertain – were found to re

sult in similar or better health and quality of life compared to traditional therapy 
and rehabilitation approaches (e.g., Rüth et al., 2023; Zayeni et al., 2020). Playing 
and watching digital games can also support in experiencing and conveying men

tal health topics (e.g., Kasdorf, 2023; Rüth et al., 2025). Moreover, digital games that 
focus on processes and impacts of climate change and possible actions can provide 
meaningful and immersive experiences that foster the engagement of people and 
make related topics more tangible (e.g., Koroleva & Novak, 2020; op de Beke et al., 
2024; Wu & Lee, 2015). Further, people seem to engage more in climate action when 
they play both digital games generally and digital games that include content about 
global warming specifically (Carman et al., 2024). Such findings are promising, yet it 
is crucial to put a stronger emphasis on the role of environmental factors in peoples’ 
physical and mental health, also regarding health and environmental crises (e.g., 
Dadaczynski et al., 2023; Kermavnar et al., 2023; Maibach et al., 2010). Against this 
background, I scrutinize why and how using digital games can effectively promote 
healthy and pro-environmental behavior. 

First, I outline why digital games can be used to promote healthy and pro-en

vironmental behavior. Second, I consider empirical evidence on effects of digital 
games on healthy and pro-environmental behavior. Third, I delineate avenues for 
the design of and research on digital games that aim to promote healthy and pro- 
environmental behavior. 

Digital games as tools to promote healthy and pro-environmental behavior 

There are several reasons why digital games can be effective at fostering healthy and 
pro-environmental behavior. In what follows, these reasons are clustered in terms 
of characteristics of digital games, theoretical considerations, and reasons related 
to healthy and pro-environmental behavior. 
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Characteristics of digital games and behavior change 

Several characteristics of digital games may qualify them as effective tools for be

havior change. 
First, digital games are popular interactive media that can reach large audiences 

and that can go beyond information and knowledge transmission. In fact, digital 
games are used by more than three billion people worldwide, with more people using 
mobile games (83%) than PC games (26%) and console games (18%) (Newzoo, 2025). 
So, digital games can unfold their effects in home or mobile environments as well 
as in educational, health, and professional contexts (e.g., Damaševičius et al., 2023; 
Hammady & Arnab, 2022; Rüth & Kaspar, 2020, 2021a). For instance, it was found 
that physical activity or healthy eating habits can be fostered by means of self-devel

oped or commercial digital games – for instance, Nintendo’s Wii Sports or Wii Fit 
games – that offer rewards, challenges, and feedback mechanisms (e.g., Hammady 
& Arnab, 2022; Rüth et al., 2023). 

Second, digital games can provide suitable environments for active learning, 
safe environments for experimentation of solutions for complex problems, and scal

able environments to address and connect large audiences (Creutzig & Kapmeier, 
2020). More specifically, games that enable solving complex problems and provide 
challenging experiences can be beneficial for behavior change (Hammady & Arnab, 
2022). For instance, digital games such as Anno 2070, Civilization VI: Gathering 
Storm, Plague Inc: Evolved, and Stop Disasters allow to experience dynamics, 
decisions, and consequences with respect to city management, pandemics, and en

vironmental disasters (e.g., Fernández Galeote & Hamari, 2021; Gampell & Gaillard, 
2016; Kelly, 2020). 

Third, looking at behavior change as a learning process, game-based learning in

cludes several aspects that can foster affective, behavioral, cognitive, and social/cul

tural engagement (Plass et al., 2020). These aspects can also be understood in terms 
of game elements and learning elements that can foster motivation (Proulx et al., 
2017). More specifically, digital games can provide rewards if intended behavior is 
performed or contain predefined sequences to guide users toward intended behav

ior and away from unintended behavior (Hammady & Arnab, 2022). For instance, 
the scenario Eden Burning in the digital game Anno 1800 includes the so-called eco 
balance, i.e., information about water quality, soil quality, and air quality (Ubisoft, 
2021). These environmental metrics decrease due to, for instance, pesticide use or air 
pollution via factories, and increase due to, for instance, water purification plants or 
forestation. 

To sum up, these characteristics and examples illustrate the potential of digital 
games for changing healthy and pro-environmental behavior. Still, the way in which 
games represent and implement health and environmental topics is also subject to 
debate and criticism (e.g., Damaševičius et al., 2023; op de Beke et al., 2024). In the 
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following, I discuss how theoretical considerations can support progress toward ef

fective digital games for behavior change. 

Theoretical considerations on digital games and behavior change 

Why digital games can support behavior change can also be understood in terms of 
numerous theoretical frameworks (Krath et al., 2021). Frequently used frameworks 
regarding games as well as healthy and pro-environmental behavior change include 
the theory of planned behavior, social cognitive theory, and self-determination the

ory (e.g., Beauchamp et al., 2019; Hammady & Arnab, 2022; Ntoumanis et al., 2021; 
Yuriev et al., 2020). 

The theory of planned behavior states that behavior can be predicted by inten

tion toward the behavior (behavioral intention), by attitude toward the behavior (at

titude), by considerations on the extent to which the behavior is expected from oth

ers (subjective norm), and by the perceived ability to perform the behavior (perceived 
behavioral control) (Ajzen, 2020). According to meta-analytic results, using digital 
serious games for health has small effects on some behavioral determinants, namely 
attitudes, the belief in one’s capability to perform actions (self-efficacy, a construct 
related to perceived behavioral control), and behavioral intention (DeSmet et al., 
2014). Moreover, a systematic review shows that using digital serious games and 
gamified apps increased attitudes or self-efficacy and fostered pro-environmental 
behavior (Boncu et al., 2022). The theory of planned behavior may provide some ex

planatory value, yet it was also found that a gamified app can directly promote pro- 
environmental behavior without changing attitudes or beliefs (Boncu et al., 2023). 

Social cognitive theory also aims to explain what motivates human behavior by 
considering the interplay of personal (e.g., goals and self-efficacy), behavioral (e.g., 
choice and effort), and environmental factors (e.g., social models and feedback) 
(Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020). In general, digital games can address several of 
these factors, for instance, by providing opportunities for observational learning 
and learning from others via role models and multiplayer modes (Krath et al., 2021; 
Rüth & Kaspar, 2020). More specifically, digital serious and commercial games were 
found to increase adolescents’ and adults’ self-efficacy regarding physical activity 
and pro-environmental behavior (Fox et al., 2020; Staiano et al., 2017). Further, 
it was found that self-efficacy is higher after interactive play than after watching 
gameplay videos (Peng, 2008; Lee, 2015), so playing rather than watching digital 
games could increase self-efficacy and foster behavior change. 

According to self-determination theory, reasons for why digital games can be en

gaging include their potential to satisfy the basic psychological needs for autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness (e.g., Cheek et al., 2015; Krath et al., 2021; Proulx et al., 
2017). More specifically, relevant goals and own choices can foster a sense of owner

ship (need for autonomy), clear goals and feedback can support a feeling of success 
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(need for competence), and collaboration and teams can create a sense of belonging 
(need for relatedness). For instance, it was found that the need for competence can 
be addressed by providing badges for completing goals or levels, leaderboards with 
information about one’s performance in relation to others, and performance graphs 
that inform about one’s own change in performance (Sailer et al., 2017). Notably, it 
has been discussed to expand the set of basic psychological needs, for instance, by 
considering the need for novel experiences (Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). 

Taken together, digital games can promote healthy and pro-environmental be

havior since they address key constructs delineated in theories on motivation and 
behavior change. Several constructs contained in these theories are related (e.g., 
perceived behavioral control, self-efficacy, and need for competence), and these and 
other theories can be adapted to research and practice contexts. 

Digital games and healthy and pro-environmental behavior 

There are also more specific reasons for why digital games can effectively promote 
healthy and pro-environmental behavior. 

First, digital games can provide a sense of agency with engaging and immer

sive experiences that elicit strong cognitive, affective, and behavioral engagement 
and responses in the context of climate change – examples include Eco, Keep Cool, 
World Rescue, and Tree (e.g., Fernández Galeote et al., 2021; Fernández Galeote 
& Hamari, 2021; Spangenberger et al., 2024; Wu & Lee, 2015). Still, agency and ac

tions in virtual environments may also hamper the level of engagement in the real 
world, for instance, due to the impression that environmental problems have already 
been solved in the virtual world (cf. Fletcher, 2017). So, it is important to distinguish 
between the motivation to play games as well as engagement and actions within 
games, on the one hand, and engagement, behavior, and effects in the real world, 
on the other. 

Second, digital games can make use of persuasive mechanisms, such as re

wards, self-monitoring, personalization, and cooperation or competition. For 
instance, games using persuasive mechanisms were found to have positive effects 
on disease management, nutrition, physical activity, environmental sustainability, 
and environmental citizenship (Georgiou et al., 2023; Ndulue & Orji, 2022). More 
specifically, behavior change in these contexts has been facilitated via competition 
or cooperation in the form of leaderboards and challenges as well as self-monitoring 
and reduction in the form of progress bars and reduced task complexity (Ndulue & 
Orji, 2022). So, digital games may affect healthy and pro-environmental behavior 
via a range of persuasive mechanisms. 

Third, digital games can provide social environments and experiences that are 
also important for learning, changing, and maintaining healthy and pro-environ

mental behavior (e.g., Greipl et al., 2020; Ndulue & Orji, 2022; Rüth & Kaspar, 2021a). 
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For instance, interviews with players who had played the game Eco for two to four 
weeks show that players see cooperation as key in the game due to its complexity, 
limited resources, and synergy effects through task sharing (Fjællingsdal & Klöck

ner, 2019). Further, playing or discussing together with others can allow players to 
receive or offer social support, to exchange perspectives, and to reflect on their be

havior and even change it (cf. Rüth & Kaspar, 2021a, 2021b). However, a systematic 
review indicates that social aspects are among the least frequently used persuasive 
mechanisms in digital games that target healthy and pro-environmental behavior 
(Ndulue & Orji, 2022). Nevertheless, digital games can bring people together and 
thereby promote healthy and pro-environmental behavior. 

Overall, this non-exhaustive list of reasons illustrates why digital games can be 
effective tools to promote healthy and pro-environmental behavior. Next, I focus on 
studies that examined how digital games foster specific types of healthy and pro- 
environmental behavior. 

On the potential of digital games to promote healthy behavior 

Several studies have shown that digital games can promote healthy behavior. For 
instance, a meta-analysis investigated how digital serious games affect healthy 
lifestyles, including diet and physical activity, health responsibility and mainte

nance, social behavior, and mental health promotion (DeSmet et al., 2014). The 
analysis revealed small effects of digital serious games on health behavior based on 
21 studies in the short term, yet no significant effect on health behavior based on 
ten studies in the long term. Nevertheless, there were small significant effects on 
clinical outcomes such as weight in the short and long term. The largest positive 
effects were found for smoking prevention and cessation, HIV-protective behavior, 
and nutritional behavior. While some of the studies evaluated interactive multime

dia applications with rather few game elements, I shortly present two studies of the 
meta-analysis that used digital games. 

In the first study, third-grade students completed a nutrition course in four 
weeks either using five digital games or multimedia slides (Yien et al., 2011). The 
digital games were about different topics, including food types, healthy eating 
habits, and relations between nutrition, health, and the environment. Students 
who played the games performed better in a knowledge test about nutrition and 
reported better eating and drinking habits after the course compared to the control 
group. While this study only compared two classes with 33 students each, these 
results indicate how using digital games about nutrition in primary school can 
positively affect the health of children. The second study showed that using two 
digital games can foster the nutritional behavior of children aged 10 to 12 outside 
of a school context, compared to using an internet-based learning experience that 
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included game elements (Baranowski et al., 2011). The digital games were aimed 
at changing nutritional behavior and physical activity to lower the risk of obesity 
and type 2 diabetes. The games were based on social cognitive theory, self-deter

mination theory, and persuasion theories, and offered several hours of gameplay. 
Eventually, children who played the games reported more intake of vegetables and 
fruits, but the physical activity did not increase based on accelerometry. So, these 
examples illustrate that using digital games can positively affect healthy behavior 
regarding nutrition. 

Other studies have shown that using digital games can positively affect physical 
activity. For instance, a meta-analysis based on 19 longitudinal studies found mod

erate positive effects of a repeated use of exergames – games that require physical 
activity to be played – on overall physical activity (Moller et al., 2023). The overall 
methodological quality of the included studies was rather low due to, inter alia, lack 
of blinding. Here, I focus on the study with the highest quality ratings that evaluated 
how the weekly use of exergames affected the energy expenditure of 81 students in 
fourth grade during their school day (Gao et al., 2019). A fitness room was equipped 
with several consoles and commercial exergames, inter alia, Just Dance and Wii 
Fit, that could be played in groups of up to four children, supervised by a physical 
education teacher. The students in the control group continued their regular physi

cal activities, including the regular weekly physical education class. The main find

ing of this study was that the daily caloric expenditure increased in the intervention 
group and decreased in the control group. Complementary to these results, a sys

tematic review shows that the use of commercial exergames in unsupervised home 
environments can also support adults in need of physical rehabilitation (Rüth et al., 
2023). Of the 20 studies included in this review, 12 reported similar or higher effects 
of using exergames on physical health compared to, inter alia, receiving physical ac

tivity advice, continuing usual activities, and usual rehabilitation care. Additionally, 
15 studies also examined quality of life, nine of which reported similar or higher ef

fects of exergaming compared to, inter alia, tailored exercises, usual activities, and 
conventional exercises or therapy. So, exergames can promote physical and mental 
health in different audiences and contexts. 

Promoting healthy behavior also means ceasing unhealthy behavior. For in

stance, a systematic review on using digital serious games for smoking prevention 
and cessation found that people stopped smoking in four of seven studies (Derksen 
et al., 2020). The only study that was assessed to be of good methodological quality 
was a three-group randomized trial that evaluated a health-related intervention 
based on social cognitive theory, the theory of planned behavior, and self-determi

nation theory (An et al., 2013). The study included people who lived in the USA, were 
aged between 18 and 30, and had smoked in the previous 30 days. It was found that a 
significantly larger number of the 441 participants in the health-related intervention 
group achieved a 30-day abstinence from smoking after three months compared 
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to the 446 participants in the control group who completed a six-week program 
on general lifestyle topics (23% vs. 11%). In the third group that also included peer 
coaching, even more participants achieved a significantly higher 30-day abstinence 
from smoking (31%). The weekly health-related intervention was targeted at be

havior change and consisted of five steps: 1) reporting health behavior, 2) receiving 
tailored motivational messages, 3) receiving tailored goal-setting messages and 
social support, 4) receiving strategy messages, and 5) a summary of the current and 
past week. More specifically, the health-related intervention was a gamified website 
including weekly interactive goal setting, an avatar who encouraged participants 
to change their behavior, and a progress bar that monitored the behavior. So, this 
intervention included some game elements, namely avatar creation, storytelling, a 
theme, and social formation (Derksen et al., 2020). Overall, the study by An et al. 
(2013) illustrates that a gamified health-related intervention can effectively promote 
healthy behavior by ceasing unhealthy behavior. 

Taken together, several studies showed that digital games and gamified applica

tions can promote healthy behavior and improve health-related outcomes. 

On the potential of digital games to promote pro-environmental behavior 

Whether digital games can promote pro-environmental behavior has also been ex

amined by several studies. A systematic review on using digital games for pro-envi

ronmental knowledge, attitude, and behavior identified 14 studies on pro-environ

mental behavior change (Boncu et al., 2022). Overall, the results on behavior change 
were mixed, based on small samples, and often non-significant or only short-term. 
Five studies used digital serious games and nine studies used gamified apps to ad

dress mainly energy consumption, but also water consumption, food consumption, 
and mobility. For instance, regarding energy consumption, a gamified app was used 
that provided individual feedback on change in electricity use, learning opportuni

ties to gain action-related knowledge (i.e., tips on electricity saving), and rewards 
(e.g., points when more people of households participated in the challenge) (We

myss et al., 2019). Twenty-one households used the app for a competition between 
households, a further 21 households used the app for a collaboration within house

holds, and another 40 households were in the control group. It was found that the 
competitive households and the collaborative households saved more energy than 
the 40 households in the control group. Overall, the gamified app allowed users to 
reduce energy consumption while participating in the challenges during the inter

vention, but one year later there was no difference in energy consumption. Still, this 
study indicates how cooperative or competitive modes in gamified environments 
can improve pro-environmental behavior. 
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Another systematic review on using gamification in the context of climate 
change investigated how game elements are related to cognitive, affective, and be

havioral engagement as well as to game experience (Fernández Galeote et al., 2021). 
Of the 35 studies included in this review that reported behavioral engagement, 21 
reported outcomes that referred to in-game behavior. Still, eight outcomes were 
related to individual behavior such as decrease in carbon footprint, and two out

comes referred to transfer into community decision-making. Of the 12 studies that 
were rated to be of high or medium methodological quality, eight reported positive 
qualitative or descriptive results and three reported positive quantitative findings. 
Additionally, two studies reported mixed qualitative or quantitative results. The 
most frequently used game elements regarding behavioral outcomes were about 
achievement and progression (e.g., challenges, levels, and feedback) and social 
aspects (e.g., cooperation or collaboration, competition, and customization), while 
frequent topics included droughts, floods, and high or rising temperatures. 

For instance, in a study by Onencan and van de Walle (2018), there were seven 
teams of five policymakers, each of which played a game that aimed to increase sit

uation awareness and familiarity with climate change risks. The serious game was 
about drought as a disaster due to climate change and included elements that moti

vate cooperation, such as shared goals, complementary information and roles, and 
rewards for joint actions compared to individual actions. The policymakers played 
six rounds of the game in the presence of three facilitators. Based on subjective rat

ings, objective performance, and in-game measurements, the situation awareness 
of the policymakers was higher after playing the game compared to before playing 
the game. However, situation awareness only translated into policy actions when 
policymakers had a high (vs. low) familiarity with climate change risks. The authors 
of the study discuss that the facilitators may have played an important role in in

creasing the familiarity of later participants by means of sharing experiences and 
stories based on past game sessions of earlier participants. Overall, the study illus

trates how a game designed for decision-makers can increase their situation aware

ness and that additional facilitation and discussion regarding the game may foster 
behavior change. 

More recently, an experimental study investigated the effects of playing a digital 
game in single player mode on pro-environmental intentions and behavior (Fernán

dez Galeote et al., 2023). The game was self-paced and story-based, so that each par

ticipant received the same information about climate change. Notably, the game also 
contained minigames and framed climate change as a wellbeing issue, connecting 
healthy and pro-environmental behavior. In a nutshell, the game was about different 
future scenarios, causes and effects related to climate change, and possible actions. 
Participants were assigned to one of three groups to compare the effects of playing 
the game using a computer versus using a virtual reality device versus using a dig

ital document with the same information. Subsequently, participants were shown 
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six types of actions related to climate change and the option to not act. Pro-environ

mental behavior was examined ten days later by asking participants whether they 
had engaged in their intended actions. Of the 105 participants, 102 were willing to 
engage and 42 answered the follow-up questionnaire on pro-environmental behav

ior. It was found that the intervention inspired most respondents to engage in pro- 
environmental behavior (81%). Eventually, about half of the respondents engaged in 
pro-environmental behavior (57%), some still intended to do so (29%), and others 
have not done so or forgotten about it (14%). These and other effects were similar 
across the three groups, maybe because the groups were also quite similar regard

ing a rather text-intensive game (game conditions) and a text enhanced by narrative 
and visual features (control condition). Still, this study indicates that using digital 
games that consider relations between health and the environment can promote ac

tual pro-environmental behavior. 
In sum, these studies illustrate that digital games and gamified applications can 

foster pro-environmental behavior in various ways among different audiences. 

How could digital games promote healthy 
and pro-environmental behavior? 

The last sections focused on potentials of digital games and thus on studies that show 
how games can promote healthy and pro-environmental behavior. Some studies re

ported small effects or non-significant results and there may be publication bias due 
to unpublished data. Nevertheless, the reviewed results suggest that game-based 
approaches can be seen as a complementary or alternative way of promoting healthy 
and pro-environmental behavior in the general population. Still, it seems to be less 
common to (explicitly) consider relations between health and environmental issues 
as well as healthy and pro-environmental behavior. Thus, in this section I first out

line possible interrelations between digital games, healthy behavior, and pro-envi

ronmental behavior. Then, I discuss some recommendations for the design of games 
with the aim to promote healthy and pro-environmental behavior. 

Interrelations between digital games and healthy 
and pro-environmental behavior 

Several interrelations between digital games, healthy behavior, and pro-environ

mental behavior are conceivable and depicted in Figure 1. The three circles in Figure 
1 represent digital games, healthy behavior, and pro-environmental behavior, which 
can be understood in terms of the definitions provided in the introduction to this 
chapter. Additionally, the overlap of the three circles results in four intersections: 
(1) games for healthy behavior; (2) games for pro-environmental behavior; (3) rela
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tions between healthy and pro-environ-mental behavior; and (4) games for healthy 
and pro-environmental behavior. While mainly the first three approaches (1–3) have 
been outlined in the last sections, the combined approach (4) is discussed in the fol

lowing. Taken together, these intersections can be considered when designing or 
evaluating games for healthy or pro-environmental behavior. In practice, games for 
healthy behavior and games for pro-environmental behavior may also be used sub

sequently to emphasize the relations between both behaviors. To enhance these ap

proaches, effective games for healthy and pro-environmental behavior as well as dis

cussions on how to design such games are needed. 

Figure 1: A conceptual framework for the design and evaluation of 
digital games with the aim to address healthy and pro-environ
mental behavior. The intersections show possible interrelations 
between digital games, healthy behavior, and pro-environmental 
behavior, including (1) games for healthy behavior, (2) games for 
pro-environmental behavior, (3) relations between healthy and 
pro-environmental behavior, and (4) games for healthy and pro- 
environmental behavior. 
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Toward digital games for healthy and pro-environmental behavior 

There is no simple or final answer on how to design digital games for healthy and 
pro-environmental behavior, which, however, has been discussed in several works 
(e.g., Cheek et al., 2015; Fizek et al., 2023; Gerber et al., 2021; Kuipers et al., 2017; 
Vervoort et al., 2022). Nevertheless, good practices regarding the design of games 
and gamified approaches have not been followed in several projects (e.g., de Salas et 
al., 2022). Here, I focus on how the design and use of games can benefit from con

sidering theories and frameworks, empirical evidence, and further considerations 
related to behavior change. 

How theories and frameworks can inform the design of digital games 

Theories can support the planning, design, implementation, and evaluation of be

havior change games (cf. Willmott & Rundle-Thiele, 2021). Accordingly, several be

havioral theories have been used to inform the design and use of games and gamified 
interventions for behavior change (e.g., de Salas et al., 2022; Hammady & Arnab, 
2022). 

As described at the beginning of this chapter, the theory of planned behavior, 
social cognitive theory, and self-determination theory as well as other theories may 
support in explaining why using digital games can change behavior (cf. Krath et al., 
2021). Complementary to using theories, the potential of games to affect behavior 
change could be examined or increased by using specific frameworks such as for 
pro-environmental behavior (e.g., Ouariachi et al., 2019; Razali et al., 2022; White 
et al., 2019). For instance, a framework consisting of 15 game elements can be used 
to assess the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral engagement of games aimed at 
climate change behavior (Ouariachi et al., 2019, 2020). Other frameworks emphasize 
that potentials of games such as behavior change can unfold if key game elements 
are considered and that limits of games such as overstimulation may appear given 
too many or unsuitable game elements (Greipl et al., 2020; Rüth & Kaspar, 2021a). 

Game design can also be informed by more general frameworks that highlight 
key elements for research and development projects, including goal setting and at

tainment, decision-making, and the consideration of different stakeholders, such as 
the general public, companies, non-governmental organizations, or politicians (cf. 
Rüth & Kaspar, 2017). More specifically, decision-making regarding the design and 
use of digital games should be justified and communicated more comprehensively, 
which is not yet always the case (e.g., de Salas et al., 2022). 

So, there are multiple ways in which theories and frameworks can support the 
design and use of games. 
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How empirical evidence can inform the design of digital games 

Available evidence can be considered to identify potentials and limits of using 
games for healthy and pro-environmental behavior change (e.g., Boncu et al., 2022; 
Damaševičius et al., 2023; van Valkengoed & Steg, 2019). More specifically, digital 
games can build on strategies that have been used for years, for instance, narratives 
and framing to create suitable counter-narratives in health contexts such as smok

ing cessation (e.g., Malone & Proctor, 2022; cf. Rüth, 2025). Further, digital games 
can convey a constructive and solution-oriented perspective and make climate 
change adaptation and possible actions more tangible (cf. Fernández Galeote et 
al., 2023). Such actions can be aimed at the prevention of driving forces, hazard 
management, environmental improvements, protection of exposure, or correction 
of effects regarding climate change (WHO, 2013). 

Key inhibitors of behavior change can also play an important role and include 
limited cognition, engagement in ineffective (low-cost) or compensatory behavior 
(rebound effect), and the preference for proximal (vs. distant) rewards (cf. Gifford, 
2011). For instance, the health benefits of smoking cessation or the environmental 
benefits of using public transport may only become visible in the longer term. In 
this regard, it was found that one important factor for reaching goals with distant 
rewards is a high level of self-control, which was also found to play a role in pro- 
environmental behavior (Wyss et al., 2022). Moreover, challenges that people have 
not yet experienced and are related to distant goals can be made more proximal by 
means of game design. For instance, a gamified platform about flooding, water sav

ing, water efficiency, and water reuse was found to motivate people to prepare for 
such circumstances (Koroleva & Novak, 2020). The core feature of the platform was 
a dashboard, and users stated that they were motivated by receiving points for read

ing articles and badges as achievements for reaching certain scores. The users also 
stated that social comparisons were motivating, for instance, since seeing points 
from other community members enabled them to see how well they do in compari

son to others and to learn where they can help their community to prevent floods. 
The findings of Koroleva and Novak (2020) also indicate that the motivational 

effect of gamification elements may vary between users with different characteris

tics or preferences. In this regard, the results of the meta-analysis of DeSmet et al. 
(2014) also suggest that tailoring games to socio-demographic information (e.g., age 
and gender) or behavior change needs (e.g., level of knowledge or lifestyle adoption) 
can effectively foster behavioral determinants and healthy behavior. Relatedly, one 
may also focus on specific target groups, such as on the nutrition-related behavior 
of younger adults who are particularly engaged in using online games (Micallef et 
al., 2022). 

Taken together, these examples underline that game design can be informed by 
evidence related to the topic, the targeted behavior, and the target group. 
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Further considerations on the design of digital games 

Further considerations regarding the design of digital games include whether new 
games are needed or if modified or adapted versions of games can also effectively 
address healthy and pro-environmental behavior. In both cases, there are numer

ous game elements and persuasive mechanisms to choose from when it comes to 
designing and modifying games for behavior change (e.g., Fernández Galeote & 
Hamari, 2021; Georgiou et al., 2023). Relatedly, one could focus on designing games 
about topics regarding pro-environmental behavior that have been underrepre

sented in games about climate change (Fernández Galeote et al., 2021). Additionally, 
insights on how to effectively convey information about climate change or promote 
physical activity could facilitate the design and use of behavior change games (e.g., 
Campbell et al., 2023; de Meyer et al., 2020). 

Since the main goal of the game is behavior change, it also remains important to 
outweigh how game elements and persuasive mechanisms foster engagement in the 
virtual and real world. Of course, games are designed to be appealing and entertain

ing, and game elements are commonly used to keep people playing. However, the 
goal of behavior change games should rather be to facilitate behavior change than to 
motivate to play or master the game (unless these goals largely overlap). Thus, con

nections to (behavior in) the real world are important for behavior change games 
to be effective. These connections could be strengthened by, for instance, increas

ing transfer effects of digital games or by using specific game elements in gamified 
contexts. In fact, numerous works have been discussing transfer effects of games 
for health (e.g., Baranowski et al., 2008, 2014; Kuipers et al., 2017). Moreover, most 
interventions using game elements for behavior change related to climate change 
were rather short and not facilitated (Fernández Galeote et al., 2021). In this regard, 
facilitators may support the transition from situation awareness to action and poli

cymaking (Onencan & van de Walle, 2018). 
Taken together, theories, evidence, and further considerations can facilitate the 

design and use of digital games to promote healthy and pro-environmental behav

ior. 

Future research on digital games for healthy and pro-environmental behavior 

Future research on how games foster healthy and pro-environmental behavior can 
also be looked at in terms of theories, evidence, and further considerations related 
to behavior change. 

First, regarding theories, it yet remains unclear whether the incorporation of 
theories results in more effective interventions aimed at health-related behavior 
change (Willmott & Rundle-Thiele, 2021). To assess this hypothesis, more works 
should include and report the theory for behavior change used in their studies in 
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a consistent way. To support practical efforts, it remains important to highlight 
why, when, and how the use of theories could benefit behavior change. Thereby, the 
complexity of the targeted behaviors and the extent to which theories can address 
this complexity should be discussed. In this regard, a more thorough consideration 
of situational and practical aspects could facilitate the transfer from theoretical 
considerations to practical recommendations. 

Second, more high-quality evidence is needed on the effectiveness of games for 
healthy and pro-environmental behavior for different audiences, in different con

texts, and by means of different study designs and measurements (e.g., Lange, 2023; 
Lange & Dewitte, 2019; Rüth & Kaspar, 2021a). So, evaluating the effects of games re

mains important and should be based on suitable approaches (e.g., All et al., 2021; 
Mayer et al., 2014; Rüth, 2017). For instance, a thorough examination of behavior 
change may require several measurements at pre-game (e.g., status quo and mod

erators), in-game (e.g., events and changes throughout the game), and post-game 
(e.g., short-term and long-term effects). Additionally, the audiences and contexts in 
which games are played should be considered and reported to compare the effects 
of playing digital games with other approaches. 

Third, healthy and pro-environmental behavior can be changed and investigated 
in many contexts. In this regard, touchpoints include events about game design and 
development such as game jams as well as several forms of citizen science and pub

lic engagement, including contributions to non-governmental organizations (e.g., 
Meriläinen, 2020; Partelow et al., 2020; Speelman et al., 2023). Further, future re

search could examine healthy and pro-environmental behavior as an interplay of 
bottom-up processes (e.g., individual actions or barriers) and top-down processes 
(e.g., governmental incentives or restrictions). 

Overall, future efforts in research and development can make games more valu

able and effective tools for encouraging healthy and pro-environmental behavior. 

Conclusion 

Some studies have already shown how digital games and gamified apps can effec

tively promote healthy and pro-environmental behavior. However, several studies 
were not of high methodological quality according to systematic reviews, warrant

ing future research. In this regard, I emphasized how digital games, healthy behav

ior, and pro-environmental behavior are interrelated, and that considering these in

terrelations could be a promising approach toward effective behavior change. Future 
efforts are also needed toward the design and use of digital games for audiences and 
about topics that have not yet been addressed. I delineated how such efforts can be 
supported by considering theories and frameworks, empirical evidence, and further 
considerations about the effective promotion of healthy and pro-environmental be



70 Positive Impact 

havior. Finally, financing and disseminating effective games remains important to 
facilitate access to their potential effects. Overall, digital games have a potential to 
effectively foster healthy and pro-environmental behavior that has not yet been fully 
exploited. 
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A Psycho-Sociology of Virtualization 

Understanding Hikikomori with Video Games 

Richy Srirachanikorn 

Hikikomori, a social issue first popularized in Japan 27 years ago by Saitō Tamaki 
(1998), rose in prevalence as extreme social withdrawal emerged as a silent epidemic 
(Silić et al., 2019) during the COVID-19 pandemic (Roza, Furuhashi, & McLeod, 
2020). Psychological research falls short in understanding Hikikomori due to its 
lack of studies, leading to the difficulty of establishing a primary method of inter

vention (Roza et al., 2021). Given that nostalgic media featured in how people coped 
with time loss and loneliness during lockdown (Wulf, Breuer, & Schmitt, 2022), and 
with Svetlana Boym’s (2001) wisdom that one is nostalgic for the “past not for the 
way it was, but for the past the way it could have been” (p. 351), this chapter focuses 
on the nostalgic potential of one game demo titled Hikikomori Life (Micro Team 
Games, 2022). The chapter wishes to highlight how Hikikomori Life, and video 
games like it, can act as a bridge of “real communication” (Saitō, 1998, p. 84) between 
its players – parents, psychologists, and the public – whose familiar experiences of 
being confined at home during COVID-19 and their feelings of nostalgia may ag

gregate into collective action around this understudied and personal phenomenon. 
Sociologically, the game operates as an object of nostalgia, allowing players to reflect 
on how they may try to play the Hikikomori character out of a socially withdrawn 
past “not for the way it was but for the past the way it could have been” (Boym, 2001, 
p. 351). Whilst the video game, an object for nostalgia that allows non-Hikikomori 
players to play the Hikikomori character towards a past that could have been lived 
if not for social withdrawal, the subject of the Hikikomori operates as a nostalgic 
object, fettered by psychological literature and media portrayals that makes up 
the past that was prescribed to them. To untangle this, the analysis borrows from 
Sloan (2016), whose “games-on-games” (p. 42) methodology is reapplied to our 
own personal and collective memories of Hikikomori. Ultimately, I will propose a 
psycho-sociology of virtualization: one part being virtual in the technology it deals 
with and employs, whilst the other is an imaginative effort by the potential players 
of Hikikomori Life whose common nostalgic feelings as evoked by the game may 
help forward the virtualization (Lévy, 1995) of a past for the way it could have been. 
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“Home” sickness 

Nostalgia translates from the Greek nostos, as going home, and algos, as pain. Ar

guably, video games possess both of these qualities by allowing adult players to re

visit their childhood memories where these games were played physically at home. 
In terms of pain, the realization that the life associated with this childhood home no 
longer exists in the present day is what Boym (2001) calls reflective nostalgia, which 
is “a form of deep mourning that performs a labour of grief both through pondering 
pain and through play that points the future” (p. 55). Although Boym did not believe 
that computers could capture the virtualities of the human imagination (p. 50), they 
are nonetheless apt tools that can converge the imaginations of multiple individuals 
who are in pain, longing for “home”. This form of nostalgic play therefore utilizes 
video games as digital time machines (Wulf et al., 2018), which may help non-and- 
Hikikomori alike to realize the past that was lost (Roza et al., 2020) into the past “for 
the way it could have been” (Boym, 2001, p. 351). 

However, “home” may also exist as a metaphorical space, where participants 
were able to feel nostalgic without the prompt of physical game consoles, but by 
just remembering gaming experiences (Wulf et al., 2018). With what did they use 
to draw this nostalgia from? During lockdown, these were the lucrative nostalgic 
media services such as Disney+, revived online video games such as World of 
Warcraft Classic (Robinson & Bowman, 2022), and a mix of retro content inside 
futuristic machines like the Nintendo Switch, which sold over 28.3 million units by 
the end of 2020 alone (Owens, 2022). Metaphorically, it is a “return home… [even] 
if it’s not your home; by the time you reach it, you will have already forgotten the 
difference” (Boym, 2001, p. 44). This form of restorative nostalgia (Boym, 2001) 
operates as “collective memory [which] is seen as a playground, not as a graveyard 
of multiple individual recollections” (p. 54). Nostalgia can therefore be understood 
sociologically, where what is no longer present in the individual’s life, due to the 
natural passing of time or from opportunity cost, becomes a rare object or valued 
highly based on the definitions of a collective home (Niemeyer and Keightley 2020). 
This “home” built by collective memory perpetuates a nostalgia that is not a pursuit 
of personal loss, but a loss that is personalized by a collective. Yet, for Hikikomori, 
how can they rely on a restorative time that ‘could be’ if ‘what was’ reflective is still 
what they are living and remain in? Who can they turn to miss if the same individ

uals who should be their support system also perpetuate the “structural ignorance” 
(Saito, 1998, p. 17) of taboo surrounding the social withdrawal? 



Richy Srirachanikorn: A Psycho-Sociology of Virtualization 83 

Playing with the past 

Recently, Roza and colleagues (2021) reminded pandemic researchers about Hikiko

mori, a term popularized by Japanese psychologist Saitō Tamaki (1998) describing 
adolescents to middle-aged adults who have severely withdrawn from social life 
for over six months. With the COVID-19 pandemic, previously noted international 
cases of Hikikomori have magnified from a silent epidemic (Silić et al., 2019) into 
one whereby “strict confinement measures may have… increase[d] the time spent 
gaming or on the Internet” (Roza et al., 2021, p. 115). Accordingly, these actions were 
positively associated with a higher risk of developing Hikikomori (Gavin & Brosnan, 
2022) in addition to being male and not leaving home for long periods of time, both 
established as conventional factors in psychological literature (Dziesinski, 2008; 
Teo, 2010). 

Popular media depictions of Hikikomori as a paranoic protagonist who believes 
that he is being played by a widespread conspiracy in Welcome to the N.H.K. (2002), 
to the violent and unstable antagonist who chooses to stay in the desolate ‘game 
world’ of Alice in Borderland (2020–2022) perpetuate the notion that these are individ

uals who choose to socially withdraw because of games. Relatedly, a quick search of 
“Hikikomori” on the Steam store website reveals the trailers to 4 video games: two 
titles task the player to play as or to protect a Hikikomori against neighbors, mar

tial art bandits, and robots (Blaze Epic, 2016; Nito Souji, 2025). Conversely, Dream 
of the Hikikomori (Whittaker, 2022) pits the unattractive player with disadvantages 
against a slew of characters in a dating simulator. Ultimately, the life of the Hikiko

mori is treated as a being confined or equated to a game; it is not serious enough 
to escape the entire fantasy of the situation. Such determinism is similar to Tis

seron’s (2004) argument that engaging into the world of video games is inevitable 
as Hikikomori realizes that their expectations of the real world do not match their 
experience and abilities to realize them. A recent account of Hikikomori has sup

ported this claim when the individual played so intensely to “the point that the real 
world lost meaning and significance” (Silić et al., 2019, p. 321). Consequently, media 
depictions echo scholarly arguments that propose it is media which is the cause of 
withdrawal (Adamski, 2018; Stip et al., 2016). As such, these texts portray Hikiko

mori as “youth both ‘at risk’, and a ‘risk to’” (Berman & Rizzo, 2019) others, based 
on a ‘past that was’ and continues to be prescribed by the collective memory of me

dia and scholarly depiction. This is what Boym (2001) calls a restorative nostalgic 
understanding of time because its fixation on a past informed by technological de

terminism “does not help us to deal with the future” (p. 351). 
Hence, the fourth game of Hikikomori Life by Micro Team Games (2022) is 

chosen for analysis. It depicts a Hikikomori confined at home, timeless; all that ex

ists is the player, the character, and the present. Promisingly, the game is still in 
demo, meaning that the project is not completely built as a restorative recollection of 
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Hikikomori. On the Steam website’s description, the game wants its players to expe

rience and be educated about “the hard life of a game addict. [To] Feel the loneliness 
if you can. [And] How infuriating it is when everything distracts you. And so [the 
player will] want to play!” (Micro Team Games, 2022). This collaborative spirit echoes 
the one shared by Kato, Sartorius, and Shinfuku (2020), whose call to action for the 
involvement of third parties led to the implementation of an education program for 
family members surrounding the stigma and taboo of Hikikomori. As such, for the 
player of Hikikomori Life, the tensions between playing to better understand the 
past for the way it was for the Hikikomori as recalled by media and scholarly mem

ory, whilst trying to play towards a past that could have been to relieve the Hikiko

mori out of withdrawal, is where the analysis is concerned. 

Life’s a game 

Split into three sections, I first discuss the ostensibly simple motivations which play

ers of Hikikomori Life must complete as tasks to sustain the played-Hikikomori 
character (or the “hikan”) in the present. However, just as Kato and colleagues (2017) 
highlight how a video game motivated a socially withdrawn individual out of their 
past for the way it was, I expose how the game tries to force its own notions for a 
past the way it could have been better onto the hikan. This will be revealed with the 
game’s complicated motivations behind its ostensibly simple tasks. Secondly, Sloan’s 
(2016) games-on-games method is adopted to showcase a “shattering of nostalgic 
selectiveness” (p. 42). Whilst Hikikomori Life may resemble mechanical and aes

thetical nostalgia of previous video games, its subject matter may not have been fa

miliar with the memory of non-Japanese audiences until recent nostalgic media and 
scholarly attention. Bridging this memory is with the nostalgic encounter of players’ 
previous game experiences and their chronophobia during COVID-19, or the anxi

ety of not knowing how to meaningfully spend time that is depleting (Boym, 2001). 
This, along with exposing the game’s ulterior motivations, recognizes the nostalgic 
objects of old game titles and mechanics that Hikikomori Life employs to famil

iarize its non-Japanese players to a topic that has only started to emerge into global 
attention but remains understudied. How the nostalgic experiences of COVID-19 
are evoked by the game, the tensions emerging with the nostalgia of previous video 
games, and how this all impacts the collective memory of Hikikomori is discussed. 

Simple motivations, complicated meanings 

When players begin a new game on Hikikomori Life, they are situated in a dark, 
old, apartment complex divided into a studio, a kitchen, a laundry room, and a bath
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room. Given the message “Welcome to the hikan simulator! Your task is to satisfy 
game addiction and not to perish from human needs”, players are instructed to keep 
the Hikikomori character alive by tending to 8 total needs by walking up to an object 
in the apartment and choosing the appropriate actions. 

Figure 1: Screenshot of Hikikomori Life 

Screenshot by Author 

In the game, to fulfill “Money” and “Game Addict” is to use the computer to work 
or play, the former rewarding money to purchase the maid cleaning service (with the 
choice to replace them with a robot vacuum) and pest control which fulfills “Purity”. 
Crucially, the only other choice to spend income from hard work on the computer is 
to upgrade their desktop and to buy more video games, increasing the pink ‘needs’ 
meter of “Game Addict”. If this need is low or empty, interactions with objects re

sponsible for fulfilling other needs cannot be performed, just as “IF SOMETHING 
DETTRACTS, IT IS IMPOSSIBLE TO PLAY!!!” (Micro Team Games, 2022). Even with 
extreme exhaustion, one must satisfy “Game Addict” before their “Need to Sleep” be

cause the character will protest that “I have a gaming bug!”, or “I want to play!” (Fig. 
1). Once the meter for “Game Addict” is over, so is the life of the hikan character. As 
such, players must obsess with “satisfy[ing] physiological needs, eliminate distrac

tions [and figure out] how [they] can play, play, play without it.” (Micro Team Games, 
2022). Achieving this is to play not only as, but like a game addict, aligning with one 
of the game’s advertised motivations. What is ‘real’ about life – physiological needs, 
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social bonds, or ‘distractions’ – is to be minimized, whilst ‘life’ itself is accentuated 
as the primary goal, reflecting the account of Rooksby, Furuhashi, & McLeod (2020) 
who noted Hikikomori’s “aspir[ation] to social death [but] avoiding physical death” 
(p. 399). 

Ironically, in the attempt to keep playing Hikikomori Life, the life of the Hikiko

mori must be played with. When encountering any “random events… [the player 
must] manage to eliminate [them and] everything” (Micro Team Games, 2022), in

cluding the possibility for the Hikikomori character to live their life. The hikan is 
the extinguisher of goods and items embodying life’s problems, not the other way 
round. As such, the player is tasked to virtualize (Lévy, 1995) by drawing from their 
second-hand nostalgia. Rather than embracing a ‘psychology of the hikan’, the game 
pushes for a restorative ‘Hikikomori psychology’ by making the life of the hikan the 
central object which players use to play into the social withdrawal. Consequently, 
players of Hikikomori Life are motivated to virtualize (Lévy, 1995) by overlooking 
“any relationship with a real object” (Tisseron, 2004, p. 9) such as the household items 
of the digital apartment that may indicate the nostalgic history or biography of the 
hikan’s past not only for the way it was, but “for the past the way it could have been” 
(Boym, 2001, p. 351). In essence, the Hikikomori label is prioritized over the human 
behind it. If fulfilling this motivation fails and the hikan becomes ‘distracted’, then 
the player fails at the game because its goal is to “experience the hard life of a hikan 
suffering from gam[ing] addiction” (Micro Team Games, 2022). 

Therefore, the past which could have been is not present in gameplay because 
players are not given the information or motivation to regard the personal psychol

ogy of the hikan, and to later form expectations and behaviors about how to virtu

alize (Lévy, 1995) towards a way out. Even if players grind away to upgrade the gam

ing set up or collect great income, the hikan remains with the same set of flashing 
problems around the house. By trying to demotivate the hikan out of their “Game 
Addict[ion]”, the player’s own motivation means that they are not playing the game 
as intended since the hikan dies. Conversely, players who are motivated to keep the 
hikan alive by grinding away at upgrades and income do so only to further their ad

diction, rendering the hikan demotivated from dealing with their social withdrawal 
by remaining a “Game Addict”. Seemingly, there is no way out. 

The fundamental issue for the hikan in Hikikomori Life is therefore not the game 
addiction that is hard to break, or the playing of computer games, but the ultimate 
game that never ends: daily life. Reflexively, the player has to ask herself: what am 
I most motivated to play towards? Is it for a player-centric desire to “experience the 
hard life of a hikan suffering from gam[ing] addiction” (Micro Team Games, 2022) 
and to progress in it by forcing the hikan to constantly extinguish the problems of 
everyday life in their apartment? Or is it for a hikan-centric desire to stop playing 
the game of life but to dwell in game addiction whilst the player is limited to play the 
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game as it intended? Either way, both avenues are recycled through replays as en

couraged by the game to “start…again and try to kill the character in different ways” 
(Micro Team Games, 2022). Ultimately, for the situation of real-world Hikikomori, 
the game of life and on the computer never ends because both contain what sociol

ogist Erving Goffman (1969) calls “externally grounded matter[s]” (p. 27) which if left 
unaddressed, can “have a continuing significance outside the current encounter” (p. 
27) or ‘game’ that is played at the moment. Contemporarily, there are complex but in

tertwining relationships between video gaming as a risk of developing Hikikomori 
(Gavin & Brosnan, 2022) or with “hikikomori sufferers [who through playing] may 
forget their own lonely feelings” (Kato, Shinfuku, & Tateno, 2020, p. 268). Thus, even 
with researchers, the ostensibly simple motivation to play into or away one’s prob

lems is complicated by prioritizing whether the outcome is a treatment or solution. 
Here, the miniature version of this developing effort in Hikikomori Life asks that 
very complex question to its players. 

Playing with what was always at play 

Hikikomori Life employs a few nostalgic properties. Observably, its pixelated look 
borrows from retro-styled games that “older games people [have experienced and] 
can essentially return to the exact same virtual space that they explored in earlier 
times” (Wulf et al., 2018, p. 60). In terms of its mechanics, the needs bars and life 
simulation genre strike up memories of The Sims franchise (Electronic Arts, 2000), 
whose bars (also numbering eight) are virtually the same except for “Room” or “En

vironment”; the desire for a spacious, lively, and well-decorated habitable area (The 
Sims wiki, n.d.), and the “Social” meter. As such, players of Hikikomori Life may use 
their reflective nostalgic experiences from The Sims to inform gameplay choices or 
style. To put “games-on-games”, according to Sloan (2016, p. 35), is to use our mem

ories of and from the past, as carried by video games, to inform the present. Whilst 
Hikikomori Life does not explicitly declare its retro references, the mere fact that 
it encourages players to “Experience the hard life of a hikan suffering from gam[ing] 
addiction” (Micro Team Games, 2022) is enough to qualify it as a form of digital nos

talgia (Niemeyer, 2016) which is not to yearn for game consoles or machines, but “the 
human relations it created” (p. 29). In this case, it is to think about the hikan’s pos

sible loneliness in the past and the lack of support from social actors in the present. 
Hence, prior to being played, Hikikomori Life has the “potential… to offer any form of 
critical engagement with the past” (Sloan, 2016, p. 36) on its own. 

On the surface, it may not seem productive to put The Sims and Hikikomori 
Life together, since the former does not center on the issue of Hikikomori. They are 
both life simulators with the former focusing on the rewards of life, such as pro

gression, wealth, and growing one’s lineage, and the latter on life’s never-ending 
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problems. Comparing the game world of The Sims to the real-world space where 
the playing happens, Wark (2006) points out that both realms are inherently unful

filling. For Hikikomori, whom Tisseron (2004) believes uses virtual worlds to detach 
from the real world due to the realization that their expectations can never be met 
with their abilities, the game world does not offer a permanent solution. In-game 
cutscenes that will trigger certain events, a game’s limited code that allows only so 
many choices, and upon logging out, the real world that awaits the player are all rules 
that cannot be bent. These rules are what Alex Galloway (as cited in Wark, 2006) calls 
allegorithms, which keep the “future… forever promised but [which] never comes to 
pass” (p. 4). To compare, The Sims (TS) and Hikikomori Life (HL) possess separate 
and overlapping allegorithms: 

- Upon reaching a certain point of gameplay, a non-rewindable cutscene or trig

ger appears, forcing a definitive game action: Not tending to the needs of the 
game character will always result in death (TS/HL), whilst specific needs such as 
“Game Addiction” (HL) and a child’s schooling and social relationships (TS) must 
be maintained otherwise they will die (HL) or be sent to military school (TS) and 
suffer a low and red “Social” bar. 

- More importantly, allegorithms restrict the player’s agency: those who suc

ceeded in becoming wealthy and living in their dream house cannot stamp their 
legacy by dying there of old age; this is impossible (TS). Players who work tire

lessly on the computer to gain income can only spend that money on cleaning 
services where the only other human is a maid who will never interact with the 
player, or a robot vacuum (HL). Only money can be spent on computer upgrades 
and video games in HL to progress into “Game Addiction”, and not for therapy 
or comfier furniture. 

- Thus, allegorithms characterize the experience of the game as much as they re

flect the gamespace and life itself: no matter how much the game’s virtualization 
can reflect a life or past “that could have been” (Boym, 2001, p. 351), players inside 
and outside of the game are tangled by time, routine, and mundanity (Wark, 
2006). 

The real game that never ends – arguably the one that matters most – is how we 
deal with life itself. Wark’s (2006) three certainties of life can be summed up with 
Boym’s (2001) uncertain chronophobia, which is the “disease of the millennium” (p. 
351) that is not a fear of time, but a constant anxiety of not knowing how to spend a 
depletion of it meaningfully. In other words, if the past that was embodies time that 
is already lost, then the effort to successfully actualize the past for the way it could 
have been must minimize as much loss as possible. These losses, as I have argued 
elsewhere (Srirachanikorn forthcoming), are the microtransactions, hoarding, and 
the chasing of restorative nostalgia that “does not help us to deal with the future” 
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(Boym, 2001, p. 351). Although the two games diverge in how they approach life – 
one rewarding life’s milestones in spite of its problems (TS) whilst the other reward

ing players who perpetuate the problematic lifestyle that is Gaming Addiction (HL) 
– they converge with the same problem of time. Poignantly, Wark (2006) argued that 
“The game ties up one loose end with which gamespace struggles—the mortal flaw of 
an irreversible time.” However, even with two decades between the games’ releases, 
Hikikomori Life’s “imitation [of life] that is shaped by contemporary perceptions 
of the past” (Sloan, 2016, p. 38) and The Sims retain the same restorative nostalgia 
that life still has the same eight problems, that we must do whatever it takes to fulfill 
them, and that time is constantly depleting. Perhaps this “loose end” (Wark, 2006) 
may work for players whose regrets and events of the pasts are not constantly fet

tered to their present, or the static world of their room. For Hikikomori, this may 
become a knot that ties the inability to actualize their expectations (Tisseron, 2004) 
with further disappointment that virtual machines cannot do this either. Following 
Wark (2006), “what is true…” (p. 5) as the desires for a past that the Hikikomori wishes 
could be in the game “…is not real,” (p. 5), and “what is real…” (p. 5) as the present-day 
situation “…is not true.” (p. 5) inside the virtuality of the game world. If players ac

cept the current state of affairs, then they are left with a reflective nostalgia to mourn 
their own depleting needs and desires up until this point in life. 

However, Hikikomori Life is not a static moment of the past – it is a contem

porary digital time machine (Wulf et al., 2018) to get players to “lon[g] for the hu

man relations” (Niemeyer, 2016, p. 29) between the in-game hikan, the non-inter

acting maid, the loud neighbors and city, and the internet. In other words, players 
of Hikikomori Life are encouraged to be conscious about whether they are playing 
the past not for the way it was but for the way it could have been. Neither is wrong, 
because the primary plaything here is not time loss but the gaining of things in spite 
of time loss. Differing from a pastiche of imitating life passively is what Sloan (2016) 
identifies as parody, which employs a “shattering of nostalgic selectiveness” (p. 42) in 
how Hikikomori Life does not reward its players the restorative nostalgia of what 
life could be according to its similar counterpart, The Sims. Rather than job pro

motions, marriage, children, special events, or death by old age, players of Hikiko

mori Life who manage to accumulate great income by consistently working on the 
computer or by fulfilling all needs are rewarded with the “Demo game time is over. 
You can start the game again and try to kill the character in different ways.” (Micro 
Team Games, 2022). In other words, there is no future for the hikan not because the 
game prevents us from progressing into something else, but because in the game’s 
present, the idea of progress by job promotion, death by old age, and social relation

ships does not exist. It shatters our restorative nostalgic understandings of how one 
works to better their life, and how a better life works out to be. Whilst the game is 
indeed still in demo, the potential for such progress to be made through whatever 
narrative and mechanic presented thus far is convincing that the option for ‘a way 
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out’ was never there to begin with. What we were playing with was therefore our nos

talgic restorations about Hikikomori, and our experiences of dealing with time loss, 
and not towards a stage or phase where things get better, or somebody ‘wins’. In

terestingly, for a thematically progressive game, there was no progress (in how we 
understand it) in the game to be made. It is up to the player, and the realization that 
the “real” game that never ends is not the one that is associated with video games 
that the so-called addicted Hikikomori plays, but the game that everyone has to play: 
trying to navigate through chronophobia (Boym, 2001) in mundane everyday life. 

The real nostalgic potential of Hikikomori Life is therefore the reminder that 
we are not playing towards a better or improved Hikikomori Life here; we are play

ing with the life of a Hikikomori and that is it. We are not in the past that was, but 
the very present of people who have yet to be understood widely and deeply (Roza 
et al., 2021). Put simply, “nostalgia should be put into perspective” (Niemeyer, 2016, 
p. 30) because it will inform how we virtualize interventions and futures for such 
individuals whose perspectives we truly know very little about. 

Game over? (Conclusion) 

In this chapter, I attempted to show how Hikikomori Life can operate as a nostalgic 
object for non-Hikikomori players to look back at their lives with, particularly during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. More importantly, the game can also become an object of 
nostalgia that reveals how we are playing with the past that was prescribed, not only 
to Hikikomori by psychological literature, but also to us, by popular media. 

As such, a psycho-sociology of virtualization hopes to pave way for a person-fo

cused, empathetic, and non-clinical nostalgia of the Hikikomori. To do this, it relies 
on video games to engage with two kinds of virtuality. The first follows Lévy (1995) 
and Tisseron (2004) in reflecting how we, through the nostalgia that is practiced and 
purchased, act on our virtual concepts of things, events, and pasts that we wish could 
have been. This is evident in how we play video games to change or relive our distant 
pasts from decades ago, by relying on familiar checkmarks of collective memory that 
may exist in the present, becoming what Makai (2018) calls an effective cultural me

diator of history. Second, rather than playing Hikikomori Life alone and with the 
history of a fictional hikan, players who are committed or connected to the subject of 
Hikikomori should each individually play the game, but do so next to each other. In 
this way, they are able to engage with their own biographies in the experiences with 
Hikikomori, their chronophobia (Boym, 2001), feelings of loneliness, and their uses 
of virtual worlds as a respite. Curiously, Tisseron (2004) also argued that the way 
Hikikomori plays video games “might represent their attempt to self-healing” (p. 7), 
pointing to the future that the Hikikomori in the present desires. When applied to 
Hikikomori Life’s non-interactive items inside of the room, players may speculate 
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what the hikan wants for their future. Speculating on the psychology of the Hikiko

mori can shatter the nostalgic selectiveness of Hikikomori Life that perpetuates 
a restorative Hikikomori psychology attached to a predetermined past that could 
never be anything else. 

This second form of virtuality – or what I will call the nostalgic potential – of 
video games may unite people in their experiences of nostalgia and chronophobia 
(Boym, 2001) during COVID-19 to sympathize with Hikikomori (Wong, 2020). With 
this, video games can invert their position from depicting Hikikomori as a nostal

gic object of collective memory, to becoming an object for nostalgia to be shared 
amongst a collective around this extremely personal issue. These implementations 
not only complement the current efforts to shift attention to the individuals around 
the Hikikomori, educating family members about the taboo of social withdrawal 
(Kato, Sartorius, & Shinfuku, 2020), but also speak to the “more proactive approach” 
(Wong & Li, 2021) that in-game rewards have on the motivation of a Hikikomori to 
leave their withdrawal (Kato et al., 2017). Games that reward its players may create 
a rewarding game experience for non-Hikikomori to develop an informed, fun, 
and united collective. Importantly, this psycho-sociological use of a video game’s 
nostalgic potential furthers the intent of Saitō Tamaki (1998), whose insight that the 
phenomenon stems from a “structural ignorance” (p. 17) which requires an equally 
structural bond to nurture key factors for treatment: time, informed supporters of 
the Hikikomori, and “real communication” (p. 84). Video games may very well fit 
this bill. 

Scholars have started to argue for the cultural boundlessness of Hikikomori 
(Hamasaki et al., 2021), highlighting how a collective effort amongst “psychology, 
engineering, sociology, and politics” (Kato, Sartorius, & Shinfuku, 2020, p. 1) is 
imperative for a social problem where its sufferers rarely reach out for help, if at 
all (Wong & Li, 2021). More so, Kato and colleagues (2017) have found that “Clear 
and ‘realistic’ rewards in the world of video games lead to immediate satisfaction” 
(p. 75) and is thus enticing as a “first step towards more permanent solutions” (p. 
75). The game which never ends is therefore the one that requires everyone other 
than the Hikikomori to keep playing their part. In the case of Hikikomori Life, by 
employing a psycho-sociology of virtualization, we can now see that in helping the 
hikan avoid death, players are ironically prolonging a life not for the way it could be 
better but “for the way it was” (Boym, 2001, p. 351). This action echoes the sentiment 
that Rooksby and colleagues (2020) have identified as an “aspir[ation] to social 
death and avoiding physical death [a]s a core feature of people with hikikomori 
– they want society to forget them, but they cannot forget society” (p. 399). Given 
that players and video games will continue to mature together (Wulf et al., 2018) 
alongside nostalgia and chronophobia as a “human predicament” (Boym, 2001, p. 
351) into endless commercial outputs (Niemeyer, 2016), a solution involving the 
nostalgic potential of video games for a topic such as Hikikomori is an effort that 
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should be personal and personalized – both at the investigation and the response – 
only because change can be done and experienced in its benefits, collectively. 
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Good Grief 

What Video Games Teach Us About Loss 

Kelli Dunlap and Christopher Leech 

Grief is a natural reaction to experiencing significant loss. It is often discussed 
within the context of death—the loss of a loved one—but can also be experienced 
following non-fatal losses such as the loss of health, loss of financial security, or 
loss of important interpersonal relationships. In short, anything we have an at

tachment to can be lost and anything that can be lost can be grieved. Grief and loss 
are fundamental to the human experience (Hall, 2014), yet despite this universality 
people are often ill-equipped to navigate grief in themselves or in others (Ivy, 2022; 
McLean et al., 2022). Social norms frequently dictate that the expression of grief, 
especially emotional expression (e.g. crying, sadness, distress), be hidden and kept 
out of sight (though this does vary by factors such as age, race, gender, etc.; James & 
Friedman, 2017; McLean et al., 2022).These same social norms frequently promote 
or reinforce myths about grief and contribute to a harmful disconnect between 
what society deems normal and appropriate and what grieving people actually 
experience and need (Kahler et al., 2019; McLean et al., 2022). 

Talking about or displaying grief in daily life is taboo (Ivy, 2022) but is quite 
common in the news (Florea & Rabatel, 2011) and in entertainment media (Coward- 
Gibbs, 2020; Harrer, 2018; Lund, 2022). While some of these representations per

petuate grief myths and harmful social norms, grief portrayals in media can have 
a powerful impact on normalizing grief, destigmatizing bereavement, confronting 
and correcting misinformation, and modeling how to navigate the unimaginable 
(Davis, 2022). 

Death, grief, and loss have been core experiences in entertainment media since 
humans began telling stories. 2,000 years ago, Aristotle wrote about the “paradox 
of tragedy” wherein audiences enjoyed witnessing misery and pain through tragic 
theater as a way to purge difficult or unpleasant emotions (catharsis) via a simulated 
representation that an audience could empathize with (mimesis; Morreall, 1968). 
And while grief and its expression continue to be taboo in daily life, interest and en

gagement with grief in popular media has increased in the last decade (Lund, 2022; 
Jacobsen et al., 2020). 
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As the dominant media form of the 21st century (Johnson, 2019), video games are 
excellently positioned and uniquely capable of significantly impacting public expe

rience and understanding, and shifting larger social norms, around grief and loss. 
This chapter serves as a primer on grief in games for game developers by: 1) provid

ing relevant information about grief and loss from clinical, cultural, and personal 
perspectives; 2) briefly reviewing of the history of games as a vehicle for accessible 
and meaningful experiences around death, loss, and grief; 3) analyzing select games 
designed to evoke feelings of grief in loss in players; and 4) proposing a best prac

tice matrix for ethically and meaningfully including grief into a game’s narrative, 
mechanical, and aesthetic design. 

What are death, loss, and grief? 

Grief, death, and loss are irrevocably connected and frequently used interchange

ably. While the terms are closely related, they are distinctly separate phenomena. 
Death refers to the end of life, an irreversible cessation of biological functions re

quired to sustain an organism (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). While death is quite spe

cific, loss is more ambiguous. Loss is defined as having less of, or no longer having, 
something (Cambridge Dictionary, 2023b). Within the context of this paper, loss can 
mean loss of life (i.e. death), but can also describe other significant losses such as loss 
of health, loss of relationships, loss of employment, etc. In other words, death is a 
loss but not all losses are deaths. Both death and loss are events, things occurring ex

ternally to a person. Grief, however, is an internal experience—the natural response 
to significant loss. And while dictionaries define grief as “a very great sadness” (Cam

bridge Dictionary, 2023a), grief is so much more than that. Grief is the natural re

action to significant loss in totality and includes physical, emotional, psychological, 
behavioral, social, and spiritual manifestations (Hall, 2014). In other words, sadness 
is just one component of the grief experience (See Table 1 for additional terminology, 
definitions, and distinctions). 
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Table 1: Terminology and Definitions 

Term Definition 

Death The end of life, an irreversible cessation of biological functions required to sustain 
an organism. 

Loss Having less of, or no longer having, something that was cherished or with which 
there was an emotional bond. 

Grief Grief is the natural reaction to significant loss in totality, which includes physical, 
emotional, psychological, behavioral, social, and spiritual manifestations. 

Grieving The process of adjusting to life after significant loss. 

Sadness A specific emotional reaction to a specific event. It can cause temporary changes 
in mood or functioning but resolves on its own over a short or limited period. Daily 
functioning is not typically impacted. 

Depres

sion 
A mental illness featuring persistent feelings of sadness, worthlessness, and/or 
hopelessness that may or may not have a specific triggering event. It can signifi
cantly impair daily functioning and often requires professional treatment. 

Bereave

ment 
The process of adjusting to life after the death of a loved one. 

Mourning The culturally structured and externally facing response to grief. 

Models of grief 

Death, grief, and loss are historical constants in human life and how humans have 
coped with these inevitabilities has changed across time and across cultures (Jacob

sen, 2021). The modern understanding of grief is that grief is a normal response to 
significant loss, not a disease in need of a cure. While older models of grief, as de

scribed below, frame grief as an obstacle to overcome or something a person needs to 
“move on” from, contemporary frameworks view grief as something a person keeps, 
and the work of healing is about making space for that grief rather than trying to 
get rid of it. The following discussion on the history of major grief models should be 
contextualized with the understanding that: 1) humans have managed and moved 
through grief and loss long before there were theoretical models; 2) there is no right 
or wrong way to grieve; and 3) that while these models are widely used in popular 
culture, they do not represent current understandings of grief. 
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Sigmund Freud is often credited with creating the first theoretical model on 
grief in his 1917 paper “Mourning and Melancholia” (Granek, 2010; Carhart-Har

ris et al., 2008; Harrer, 2018; Hall, 2014; McLean et al., 2022). Freud introduced the 
idea of “grief work,” a series of tasks that had to be completed in sequential order 
for a person to “move on” from grief (Hall, 2014). Over the next 100 years, many more 
theorists would suggest models to explain the grief process. However, one model 
has dominated pop culture and public awareness (Stroebe et al., 2017; McLean et al., 
2022), and that is the Kubler-Ross Model, colloquially known as the Five Stages of 
Grief (Kubler-Ross, 1969). This model, not unlike Freud’s, views grief as something 
to be worked through via pre-determined tasks. Kubler-Ross formalized these tasks 
into five stages: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. These stages 
are distinct and each one is important to the healing process; failure to successfully 
complete any of the stages results in complications in recovering from grief (see Ta

ble 2 for descriptions of the five stages). 

Table 2: The Kubler-Ross Five Stages of Grief 

Stage Description 

Denial Conscious or unconscious refusal to acknowledge the reality of a situation; often a 
numbing of emotion 

Anger A stage of intense emotion after emerging from denial; expression of frustration, 
anger, or outrage at the situation, frequently including attempts to place blame 

Bargain

ing 
A process wherein a person attempts to distance themselves from their new real
ity or postpone it 

Depres

sion 
Feelings of loneliness, despair, and helplessness in facing reality 

Accep

tance 
Recognition or acknowledgement of reality and no longer attempting to deny, 
protest, or fight against it 

Given the popularity of this model, it’s no surprise that the Kubler-Ross stages 
are frequently used when games integrate grief into their narratives, mechanics, 
and environments. For example, Gris (Nomada Studio, 2018) is a wordless, visually 
stunning 2D platform-adventure game which uses the Kubler-Ross stages as a scaf

fold for level development and story progression (Sandra & Mutiaz, 2021; University 
of Cambridge, 2021). Similarly, the adventure-puzzle game Rime (Tequila Works, 
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2017) is narratively about loss and represents the five stages of grief as levels within 
an important in-game structure (Ahlgrim, 2018). From focusing on Denial in the in

die title Before Your Eyes (GoodbyeWorld Games, 2021) to modeling Acceptance 
in Square Enix’s NieR Replicant (Cavia, 2010), the five stages of grief has been and 
continues to be the major player in gaming’s grief representations. 

Unfortunately, as often happens when psychological research becomes inte

grated into pop culture, complex topics become flattened and oversimplified to the 
point where they are neither accurate nor helpful. This is the case for the Kubler- 
Ross model. The model dates to Kubler-Ross’ 1969 book On Death and Dying, 
where she presented observations from interviews with hospitalized, terminally ill 
patients (Kubler-Ross, 1969). The model was groundbreaking in that it prioritized a 
patient-focused approach to death and gave voice to dying individuals who tradi

tionally had been ignored (Stanford Medicine, 2019; Tyrrell et al., 2023). However, 
the model has been inappropriately applied to all people (not just those hospitalized 
with terminal conditions) and to all kinds of grief. Furthermore, the model’s focus 
on orderly progression through neat and tidy stages has been widely criticized and 
rejected by mental health professionals (Stroebe et al., 2017; Corr, 2020; Hall, 2014). 
The model is also unhelpful to grieving individuals themselves (Maciejewski et al., 
2007) and can even be actively harmful as it can cause grieving people to believe they 
are grieving incorrectly and thus negatively impact help-seeking from personal and 
professional support (Avis et al., 2021). 

“Stage theories put grieving people in conflict with their emotional reactions to 
losses that affect them. No matter how much people want to create simple, iron 
clad guidelines for the human emotions of grief, there are no stages of grief that 
fit every person or relationship.” (Friedman & James, 2008; p. 41). 

To be clear, this does not mean that games that integrate the whole or aspects of the 
Kubler-Ross model are harmful or inappropriate. Having clear, defined stages and 
progression fits neatly into how games are designed, and it makes complete sense 
that the model could be used in this way. The Kubler-Ross model can be helpful for 
those who see their experiences reflected in the model’s stages, and those experi

ences are valid. However, there is so much more to grief and grieving than can be 
described by the rigid, predetermined progression offered by stage models. The goal 
of this work, therefore, is to encourage developers to move beyond the five stages 
and expand the portrayal of grief in games into places that are more empathic, hu

mane, validating, and supportive. This is no small task. Although death, grief, and 
loss are universal, each instance is unique and deeply personal. Everyone grieves but 
no one grieves the same way. This is especially true when expanding the scope from 
individual grief to larger communal and cultural expressions and norms (Bregman, 
2010). 
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“No culture has ever been able to leave death to itself or just accept death as it is 
– all cultures have developed, for them, culturally specific ways of understanding 
and relating to this certainty of life. From historical epoch to epoch, from culture 
to culture, from one social group to another, from individual to individual, death 
is ‘done’ differently.” (Jacobsen, 2021; p. 4) 

Why would we want these feelings in our games? 

Grief comes in a variety of flavors, but is always rooted in the pain of losing. Games, 
on the other hand, are a space for joyful gaining. We enjoy games because most of 
the time we gain good feelings playing them. Whether crushing candies or slaying 
intergalactic space zombies, games are known for “fiero” moments, those epic wins 
that make you jump and cheer with victory. Where grief breeds distress, games can 
bring comfort and relaxation. Where grief leaves us feeling helpless or out of control, 
games can be empowering and enabling. Where grief drags us toward suffering, 
games push us to create and achieve the best versions of our idealized selves. And 
so, the question is: Why would anyone want grief in their games? 

The answer lies in the connective tissue between grief and gameplay: emotion. 
Both games and grief make us feel things, often intensely and all at once. Emotions 
related to grief are often labeled as “bad” or “negative” (e.g. sadness, despair, lonely) 
while feelings experienced through gameplay are often considered “good” or “posi

tive” (e.g. victorious, competent, connected). However, there are no “good” or “bad” 
feelings. While we do experience emotions on a spectrum from pleasant to unpleas

ant, all feelings are important and serve a purpose (Brackett, 2019). Sadness is just 
as valid and important a feeling as joy. 

Many games, especially those that are routinely rated as “most meaningful,” tap 
into the entire spectrum of human emotions, from pleasant and unpleasant (Jør

gensen, 2016; Jørgensen, 2020). Losing a life or having a favorite character die is not 
a fun experience as it evokes a sense of loss. Humans often experience the fear of loss 
more intensely than the potential pleasure of gaining, a cognitive bias known as loss 
aversion. Loss in a game, however, can enhance opposite emotions when a player 
achieves a new high score or defeats the final boss. In other words, overcoming the 
challenge enhances a sense of victory or accomplishment. 

It might sound ridiculous that video games, sometimes seen by general au

diences as frivolous, silly fictional works, provide spaces for feeling emotions we 
typically avoid in our day-to-day lives. However, it is precisely because games are 
frivolous, silly, and fictional that we can observe, experience, and express a full range 
of human emotions. The freedom from reality, the freedom from consequence, and 
the freedom from productivity create a safe emotional space; death is not really 
death and loss is not really loss. This abstraction allows players to feel unpleasant 



Kelli Dunlap and Christopher Leech: Good Grief 103 

emotions—but not too intensely—and to play with, stretch and subvert existentially 
terrifying concepts like death and experience gentler versions of overwhelming, 
though normal, emotional reactions like grief. In animal studies, play is often seen 
as a tool for preparing young critters with the skills and knowledge they’ll need to 
survive in adulthood (Brown, 2010). So too can playing video games help prepare us 
for the universal experience that is loss. 

Games and the normalcy of death and loss 

Death has been a part of video games since the beginning. Many of the earliest 
games, like Space Invaders (Taito, 1978) and Pac-Man (Namco, 1980), utilized 
the language of life and death to describe gameplay. For example, the term “lives” 
used to convey how many chances a player had before getting a “game over” screen. 
Modern games continue to use this language, and in many games, death is expected 
and often a stepping stone to success. For example, the roguelike genre is known 
for being exceedingly difficult, with players racking up dozens if not hundreds of 
deaths in their gameplay. In the pixel platformer Celeste (Extremely OK Games, 
2018), the player is expected to try, die, try again, die again, and eventually succeed. 
In fact, instead of having lives to lose, Celeste counts the number of player deaths 
and displays them like a badge of honor. These types of games embrace death as a 
sign of learning and growth. 

Despite the frequency of death in games, the experience or depiction of grief is 
rare. Players may experience sadness at the death of a beloved NPC or frustration, 
anger, or despondency at having to restart a level or an entire game, but this is not 
the same as grief. The following is a specific examination of games that address grief 
in their gameplay and through the player experience. 

Games and grief 

Games that address grief typically shed the frivolity of death and loss and embrace 
the power of difficult experiences and unpleasant consequences as part of meaning- 
making. For example, Fire Emblem (Intelligent Systems, 1991) is a popular tactical 
RPG series famous for its “permadeath” mechanic. Permadeath refers to the per

manent loss of a character in the game. When this happens, the player must either 
restart the entire mission or press on without the fallen ally. A modern example is 
Undertale (Toby Fox, 2015), a 2D role-playing video game, which is designed to re

mind players that their actions have consequences. If the player defeats certain en

emies and then resets the game, text will display something like “You have flashes of 
[character] dying”. Should a player complete a “Genocide run” (a playthrough where 
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the player kills every creature) and then attempt to complete a “Pacifist run” (every 
creature is spared), the gameplay changes and is reflective of the player’s previous 
history of murder. Thus, there are consequences to actions and death carries an im

pact. However, these games are still short of evoking grief. Deconstructing these 
representations may help developers think about how these elements are being de

ployed and if the placement is right for the story they are trying to tell. 

Grief-adjacent games 

Grief-adjacent games are those where grief and loss are not the focus but still play 
an important role in gameplay and the player experience. Animal Crossing: New 
Leaf (Nintendo, 2001) is a wonderful example of this. The cute, fun life simulator 
sees the player live alongside animal creatures as neighbors who often need favors 
or a helping hand. There is no death in this world: flowers can be stomped on, trees 
cut down, and the player can even be stung by bees, but there is no death. Despite 
the lack of death, the game can invoke powerful feelings of loss and grief. The animal 
neighbors who the player has come to befriend can move out and sometimes do so 
without a word. These NPCs can vanish without notice and leave behind nothing but 
a letter explaining their decision. The loss of a beloved digital critter is important 
even though it is not a death, and it can have an emotional impact on the player. The 
feeling is more than sadness; it is the feeling of absence and the reckoning of a world 
that is forever and irrevocably changed. 

Grief-centered games 

Grief-centered games are games where grief and loss are core to the story, the 
mechanics, or the environment. Games such as Little Misfortune (Killmonday 
Games, 2019), Arise: A Simple Tale (Piccolo Studio, 2019), What Remains of 
Edith Finch (WROEF; Giant Sparrow, 2017), Brothers: A Tale of Two Sons 
(Starbreeze Studios, 2013), Gris (Nomada Studio, 2018) and Final Fantasy VII all 
fit this bill. For example, the loss of controller functionality following the death of 
the older brother in Brothers: A Tale of Two Sons is a perfect example of how a 
game can mechanically represent loss. Not only does half the controller no longer 
work, but it feels odd to not have that control. That is, the loss is noticeable in a 
physical sense, which mirrors the physical discomfort, confusion, and emotional 
phantom limb-like sensation experienced during grief. In WROEF, the entire envi

ronment is one of peeling away layers of the unspeakable in search for meaning and 
understanding. Gris, a beautifully crafted platformer, delivers a moving narrative 
without a single piece of dialog. The game slowly, artfully, and non-verbally reveals 
that the main character has lost her voice due to experiencing grief for her mother. 
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Games featuring strong themes of grief can be emotionally powerful. However, 
that power is somewhat mitigated by the directness, or lack thereof, of the grief 
theme. These types of games often skew more toward abstraction or artistic inter

pretation. They tend to rely heavily on symbolism or metaphor, which can grant play

ers the distance needed to play and process heavy content without becoming over

whelmed—without having to look grief directly in the eye. They are a fantastic start

ing point for exploring grief and fostering meaningful conversations around death 
and loss; however, if games are going to truly change social norms and expectations 
around grief, loss, and death, more direct approaches need to be included in the cat

alog of grief games. 

Death-positive games 

Lastly, there are games that are clearly and unequivocally about grief and loss and 
can be considered “death positive.” The death positive movement contends that 
the culture of silence around death and dying is harmful and should be disrupted 
through, “discussion, gathering, art, innovation, and scholarship” (The Order of 
the Good Death, 2023). Therefore, death positive games are those that directly 
acknowledge the broader, more complex nature and impact of death, loss, and 
grief. Being death positive creates space for players to explore grief as a natural 
part of processing loss. That Dragon, Cancer (Numinous Games, 2016), The Last 
Campfire (Hello Games, 2020), How To Say Goodbye (Veltman et al., 2022), A 
Mortician’s Tale (Laundry Bear Games, 2017), and Spiritfarer (Thunder Lotus 
Games, 2020) are all examples of death-positive games. They defy taboo around 
discussing death and dying, normalize discussion of death and feelings of grief, 
and give voice and visibility to those in grief—a historically ignored perspective. 

Grief-game matrix 

The following matrix is designed to give examples of how to consider grief presen

tation in games. Grief is complex and so too is representing it. 
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Table 3: Grief-Game Matrix 

Grief Presentation Elements in Games 

Grief 
Adjacent 

Grief 
Centered 

Death 
Positive 

Significant Loss X X X 

Loss Impacts Gameplay X X X 

Loss Causes Permanent Change X X X 

No attempt to “fix” the loss X X 

Normalizes grief and loss X X 

Unambiguous about grief and loss X 

Challenge social stigma X 

At the top of the matrix are types of games that touch on grief to a varying extent. 
Grief-adjacent games are those that contain significant loss and that loss, though 
not a major game element, is both permanent and impacts gameplay. Grief-cen

tered games meet the above criteria but take things a step further by having grief 
and loss at their core. The game is about grieving the loss of something or some

one. These games don’t attempt to “fix” or resolve the uncomfortable feelings of loss, 
but rather lean into discomfort through narrative, mechanical, and environmen

tal means. Lastly, the death positive games are those that directly confront taboos 
around displaying the pain of grief and the discomfort of loss, incorporate frank yet 
humane discussion of death or loss, and challenge social stigmas that surround feel

ing and expressing grief. To provide additional insights into death positive games, 
below is an in-depth analysis of a quintessential example: A Mortician’s Tale. 

A Mortician’s Tale. A game that gets grief right 

A Mortician’s Tale has players take on the role of Charlie, aka Charlotte, a young 
woman recently hired by the local mom-and-pop funeral home Rose and Daughters. 
As a mortician, Charlie is responsible for managing the needs of both the living and 
the dead, from preparing bodies to reading emails. This duality of roles allows the 
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game to address death, loss, and grief in two distinct ways: 1) the normalization of 
death as part of life; and 2) the critique of the death industry. 

Normalization of death 

The core gameplay loop begins with the player receiving an email pertaining to an 
upcoming funeral service. The player gains additional information and insight by 
reading subsequent emails from the various cast. Once the administrative business 
is done, the player prepares the body for the upcoming service per the family’s re

quest. Preparations vary and can include burial, open/closed casket, or cremation. 
Once the body has been properly prepared, the game shifts focus from the dead to 
the living. Charlie changes into an all-black outfit and attends the funeral where the 
player pays their respects to the deceased and is encouraged to speak to the friends 
and family present at the service (See Figure 1). When one service ends, it’s on to the 
next. Feelings of discomfort at attending the dead and the heaviness of mourning 
become less weighty as these tasks become routine. This isn’t to say that each service 
doesn’t carry emotional weight. The player is guided through simple yet purpose

ful actions, such as bathing a corpse, and these actions are repeated for each body, 
creating a rhythm to the gameplay loop. While these preparatory tasks can feel un

comfortable or even scary, there is an intimacy and comfort in going through these 
steps. The player is caring for these people prior to their final moments on this earth. 
Here at Rose and Daughters, death is a normal part of life. 

Figure 1: An example of Charlie at a funeral, speaking with attendees. 
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Figure 2: Example of an email from Funerals Monthly 

The industry of death 

A major plot point in A Mortician’s Tale is the procedural rhetoric pertaining to the 
death industry that has thrived under a capitalistic society. Throughout the game, 
the player is provided information through emails and via overheard conversations 
about pressures for Rose and Daughters to be brought under new, more corporate- 
style management which immediately starts cutting corners, upselling users (which 
in this situation are people in mourning), and other profit-maximizing strategies. 
Death is unfortunately expensive. Transportation, preparation, coffins and urns, 
flowers, food, and staff wages all make dying financially costly. There are moments, 
such as when the new director excitedly highlights a pediatric contract with a local 
hospital as a boon for business, that leave a bitter taste in the mouth. While this re

lates specifically to monetary costs, environmental costs are also addressed in the 
game. Caskets and burials are typically not eco-friendly, and the energy used in a 
cremation is significant. One is left to wonder if there isn’t another way. 

These two facets tap into the real nature of what it is like to be engaged in the 
death process. Being involved with death and grief through this lens highlights the 
potentially extortive and manipulative nature of those seeking to profit from a dev

astating but natural occurrence. Alternatively, the game spotlights how vital people 
in this role are as they prepare the deceased for their final rest. Confronting the cold, 
hard facts of death directly contributes to a death-positive framing. As noted earlier, 
the game does not shy away from the emotional and physical challenges of death and 
grief, nor does it sensationalize it. This creates a grounding and engaging experi

ence for the player. Ultimately, Charlie opens her own funeral parlor that abides by 
her own values of humane treatment and eco-consciousness. 
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Beyond the procedural rhetoric and social commentary, A Mortician’s Tale 
does an excellent job of preserving the humanity of grief. It may sound odd out of 
context, but while the game approaches death and dying with the seriousness it de

serves, it is not afraid to laugh. This tends to come from funeral guests in the form of 
adults remarking on the quality of the food or a child playing a video game during a 
wake. Emails from Jen (friend) and Matt (co-worker) also provide some excellent mo

ments of humor. Jen suggests Charlie sign up for “Dead Meets,” a dating website for 
death positive people: “Meet cutes for death positive cuties.” Matt tells a tale of driv

ing a hearse through a drive-thru and the ensuing confusion and hilarity of people’s 
reactions. While some may think joking or making light of death is inappropriate, 
these examples highlight and reinforce that it is perfectly natural to feel something 
other than crushing sadness in the face of death. It also disrupts the common mis

conception that there is a “right way” to grieve; people experiencing grief may feel 
nothing or may want to laugh. Either response is appropriate, and it is the freedom 
to express those emotions, whatever they may be, that lends itself toward healing. By 
incorporating both in the game, the developers gave voice and representation to the 
normal, broad range of grief reactions. This shifts the focus from outright sadness 
and promotes a level of growth both for the player and Charlie on their journeys. 

Another very common, very human reaction to grief is concerned with the so

cial support system surrounding the aggrieved. Social support plays a significant 
part in achieving positive outcomes after a loss, such as decreased risk of suicide 
(Pitman et al., 2020) or developing depression (Fried et al., 2015) and increases the 
capacity for coping (Harrop et al., 2020). However, support for those in grief is often 
inadequate due to lack of education about or comfort with supporting someone in 
grief (Devine, 2017; Stroebe et al., 2017). We are not taught effective strategies for 
supporting people in grief, and people often feel at a loss for what to say and/or fear 
saying something wrong and making matters worse (Devine, 2017). 

This is yet another situation where A Mortician’s Tale shines. As a funeral di

rector, the player is treated as a trusted person who understands bereavement and is 
provided opportunities to practice empathic, appropriate support. The game equips 
the player with grief psychoeducation around what to say through the gameplay it

self. For example, the player receives updates from “Funerals Monthly,” a newsletter 
for morticians, that provides transferable pieces of advice such as “What Not to Do at 
a Funeral,” “Understanding Different Funeral Practices,” “LGBTQIA+ Funerals,” and 
“Avoid These Words” that can be helpful outside the game (See Figure 2). 

In summary, A Mortician’s Tale deals with death, dying, and grief in a way that 
is humane and realistic. It presents genuine and well-rounded portrayals of grief 
and loss and is designed to impart death positivity, or at least lessen fear and confu

sion around grief and loss. This game is not for everyone as there are experiences in 
A Mortician’s Tale that may be too intense or distressing for some players. How

ever, the game takes great strides in normalizing death, in showing the diverse range 
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of ways grief is experienced and expressed, in educating players on how to support 
someone in grief, and in modeling the potential for games to destigmatize grief and 
loss (and not a stage in sight!). 

Grief game summary 

All three of these types of grief games have a role to play in shifting social and cul

tural norms around death, loss, and grief. Grief-adjacent games help raise these top

ics, usually across wide swaths of game players. Grief-centered games allow play

ers the opportunity to practice, in a safe way, the experience of grief and loss and 
can provide emotionally powerful moments of validation and normalization. Death- 
positive games take the experience afforded by grief-centered games and expands 
it from the individual to communal, and from personal to political. To challenge 
stigma, these games directly address grief events and the subsequent emotional 
processing. This directness may be off-putting or overwhelming for some players, 
and that’s OK—every grief journey is different. 

Conclusion 

Grief is the psychological, physical, emotional, social, and spiritual response to 
significant loss. Despite being one of the few universal human experiences, open 
discussion or expression of grief is considered taboo. Those in grief are encouraged 
or expected by society to hide their distress, and to “work through” their grief so that 
they can “move on.” What little information is in the public consciousness around 
grief largely relates to the Kubler-Ross 5 Stages of Grief, a model that endorses a 
predictable and orderly progression through grief. However, the efficacy of this 
model has been rejected by modern grief researchers; everyone grieves differently 
and there is no right or wrong way to grieve. 

To quote grief and games scholar Sabine Harper, “  Video games are the medium 
of loss and death” (2018, p. 9) and, as the dominant media form of the 21st century, 
have the potential to shift social norms and destigmatize death, grief, and loss. Video 
games have embraced death and loss since the beginning and are no stranger to 
evoking intense emotional reactions. Many games are designed to elicit unpleas

ant feelings like sadness, confusion, or even helplessness, and yet players still play 
(and enjoy!) them. Research has even found that experiencing these unpleasant feel

ings, including grief, can play an important role in generating meaningful gameplay 
experiences. 

This paper identified several grief-inclusive games and provided a simple matrix 
for understanding how different gameplay experiences can support and reinforce 
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more accurate and humane understandings of grief and loss. While some of these 
games are artistic spaces for reflection and expression, others are direct dialogs on 
grief. Both experiences are critical to calling in players at a variety of different stages 
of grief education and understanding. Through discussion, education, modeling, 
and play, games can make the world a less stigmatizing, more informed, and more 
supportive place for those in grief. 
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The Strong Female Protagonist 

Stereotype Activation in Character Design and Its 

Psychological Impact 

Danielle Kelly and Bethany Thomas 

The video game industry had an estimated 3 billion players worldwide in 2022 
(Statista, 2023) with 56% of those players estimated to be female (Statista, 2023). 
Despite this staggering statistic, gaming culture is perceived as being a predom

inantly male domain (Kelly et al., 2023). Historically, video games targeted male 
audiences (Cassel & Jenkins, 1998) perpetuating a long-standing gender hierarchy 
within gaming domains that is proving difficult to combat. An abundance of psy

chological research has explored gender inequality in gaming spaces to combat the 
hostility towards female players and increase female representation in games (e.g., 
Fox & Tang, 2017; Jagayat & Choma, 2021). A significant portion of the research 
has focused on the impact of hostility on players. However, it is also important to 
consider the responsibility of game companies and the toxic cultures they generate. 

Gaming companies are responsible for promoting a culture that is accessible, 
representative and inclusive, yet their content often reflects and portrays exclusion 
and outdated stereotypes. For example, researchers have demonstrated the impor

tant relationship between game characters, avatars, and protagonists and the im

pact on player identity exploration and emotions (e.g., Yoon & Vargas, 2014; Mc

Menomy, 2011; Kim et al., 2012; Hooi & Cho, 2014). 
Such findings highlight the crucial role of characters in game content and their 

impact and potential benefits for players in the physical world. Despite this, neg

ative portrayals of female players and femininity are perpetuated through lack of 
representation, gameplay, and character design. For example, female characters are 
typically portrayed as secondary, weak, or highly sexualized (Burgess et al., 2007; 
Downs & Smith, 2010; Summers & Miller, 2014; Lynch et al., 2016), and the roles of 
female characters have often been confined to caretakers, mothers, or love interests. 
Instances when female characters have opposed these portrayals are often followed 
by a backlash with misogynistic undertones, such as the response to the strong fe

male character Abby in The Last of Us Part II (Naughty Dog, 2020) (Inverse, 2020). 
These portrayals are suggested to have a real-world negative impact on female play
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ers, normalizing sexual harassment (Dill et al., 2008; Yao et al., 2010), diminishing 
female players’ self-efficacy (Behm-Morawitz & Mastro, 2009) and increasing their 
self-objectification (Fox et al., 2013; Vandenbosch et al., 2016). 

These findings highlight the importance of understanding the role of gender 
stereotypes in gaming domains. The impact of gender representation through the 
portrayal of female characters on female players is incredibly complex. Crucially, the 
negative gender-based stereotypes portrayed by female characters are overwhelm

ing and the negative gender-based stereotypes towards female players are similarly 
undisputable. The current chapter aims to discuss these in tandem, exploring the 
portrayal and design of female game characters, and the impact on female play

ers. Throughout this chapter, we will draw on relevant theoretical underpinnings 
and literature from psychology, as they provide foundations for understanding the 
gender inequalities within the gaming domain, applying these to popular games as 
case studies, specifically Tomb Raider (Crystal Dynamics, 2013) and Horizon Zero 
Dawn (Guerilla Games, 2017). 

Stereotype Content Model 

To combat the gender hierarchy in gaming, we first need to understand why it exists 
and some of the underlying psychological theories that support it. Buyukozturk 
(2022) suggests that the gender hierarchy that exists within gaming spaces is due 
to the gender inequality created in these domains. According to research from 
Buyukozturk (2022) women will “trade place for peace” (p. 1) in gaming contexts. 
The consistent harassment towards women in gaming spaces leads them to try 
to minimize their presence, while men will take this minimization as a lack of 
presence – awareness of the difference between these is crucial. Consequently, the 
lack of female presence further perpetuates gaming as male-dominated, where 
non-male players are perceived as subordinate or ‘other’. The justification of male 
dominance is further supported by the overwhelming lack of representation within 
digital spaces. As discussed, females are underrepresented in digital game content, 
with the limited existing representations often adhering to negative stereotypes. 
These stereotypes, according to social psychological literature, tend to be generated 
according to two main dimensions: the perceived warmth and competence of the 
social group (Fiske et al., 2002). 

The dimensions of warmth and competence form the foundations of what is 
known as the Stereotype Content Model. According to this model (Fiske et al., 2002), 
we elicit feelings towards others depending on how we perceive these dimensions. 
Fiske and colleagues’ model suggests that there are various traits we measure the 
components of warmth and competence on when creating a perception of some

one. Warm traits tend to include being good-natured, trustworthy, tolerant, and 
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sincere, while competent traits include being capable, skillful, intelligent, and confi

dent. The dimensions of warmth and competence incorporate existing traits present 
in other models. For example, Wojciske (2005) highlighted the traits of morality and 
competence in developing stereotypical perceptions. In comparison to warmth, the 
component of morality included other traits, such as being righteous and helpful. 
Consider these traits and their applications to game characters, a skillful and intel

ligent protagonist often portrayed through male characters, versus a good-natured 
and tolerant secondary character, the role of a caretaker often portrayed by a female 
character. 

The combination of warmth and competence, in addition to components of 
morality, leads to the elicitation of certain emotions towards groups of people. For 
example, groups that are perceived to be low in both competence and warmth (Fiske 
uses the examples of the poor and the homeless here) will be met with feelings of 
disgust and contempt. Groups that are perceived to be high in both these dimen

sions are met with feelings of pride and admiration, such as citizens and those in 
the middle class (Fiske, 2018). More specific to gender stereotypes, women are rarely 
at the uniform ends of the warmth-competence model. Rather than being viewed 
as uniformly negative (low in warmth and competence) or uniformly positive (high 
in warmth and competence), women tend to be viewed as high in only one of the 
dimensions at a time (high in competence, low in warmth, or vice versa). As a result, 
women tend to be “respected or liked, but not both” (Connor & Fiske, 2018, p. 6) 
– once again, we can consider the backlash to the ‘ability’ of the character Abby 
(The Last of Us Part II) who kills Joel, a man—who happens to be the protagonist 
of the first entry in the series. The perception of groups in terms of warmth and 
competence indicates intent and behavior towards them. 

Considering attitudes towards gender more specifically, sexism tends to com

municate how women are perceived by men (Ramos et al., 2016). There are two pri

mary types of sexism that communicate specific attitudes towards women: hostile 
sexism and benevolent sexism. Perhaps the less subtle of the two, hostile sexism re

flects a generally antagonistic predisposition towards women who are perceived to 
be challenging the status quo (i.e., taking on non-traditional or masculine roles). In 
comparison, benevolent sexism consists of acclaim for women who take on “tradi

tionally female roles” (Ramos et al., 2016) – the roles often portrayed in game char

acters: caretakers, mothers, and love interests. These types of sexism comprise their 
own sub-components and attitudes, including attitudes towards heterosexuality, 
paternalism and gender differentiation (Allen, 2023). Hostile sexism incorporates 
the sub-components of heterosexual hostility, in which men have a desire to dominate 
women. Competitive Gender Differentiation is also incorporated under hostile sexism, 
which refers to men viewing women as weak or less competent to help increase their 
social status. Finally, the component of hostile sexism also includes dominant pater
nalism, referring to the desired power dynamic between men and women. 
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In comparison, the sub-components of benevolent sexism display a different 
perspective. These sub-components include heterosexual intimacy, complementary gen
der differentiation, and protective paternalism (Glick et al., 2000). Heterosexual intimacy 
suggests that women are only viewed in terms of acting as necessary partners for 
men. Their main role is to support males, and much like the assigned roles of female 
characters in games, they are a secondary supporting character. Gender differenti

ation focuses more specifically on attributes; that is, there are particular “desirable 
traits” for women, such as purity. The final sub-component, protective paternalism, 
focuses on the belief that men are more powerful and competent than women, and 
are therefore charged with protecting them. Despite the different strengths of atti

tudes that can be seen in hostile and benevolent sexism, both share a common com

ponent. In terms of the warmth-competence model, both of these types of sexism 
indicate a belief that women are less competent than men which is a frequent stereo

type female players currently face in gaming spaces, as evidenced by psychological 
research (e.g., Kaye et al., 2017; Gestos et al., 2018; Kelly et al., 2023). 

Stereotype activation and objectification theory 

So what factors influence our perspective of the traits in the Stereotype Content 
Model? The activation of these stereotypes can happen through various methods, 
including objectification (Heflick et al., 2011). 

Objectification refers to the act of viewing a human being as an object and, as 
a result, perceiving them as less than human (Heflick et al., 2011). It can be heavily 
influenced by encouraging someone to focus on someone else’s appearance, partic

ularly about females (Heflick & Goldenberg, 2009). Objectification Theory, in this re

spect, suggests that the sociocultural environment that we currently live in encour

ages the evaluation and objectification of women’s bodies (Frederickson & Roberts, 
1997). More specifically, the theory stipulates that women are taught to internalize 
this objectification and, in so doing, create the primary perspective of themselves 
from an outsider’s view. The objectification of women plays a significant role in per

ceived judgments of warmth and competence. Heflick and Goldenberg (2009) found 
that, when asked to focus on a woman’s appearance, the women were perceived as 
less competent. This raises an interesting conundrum when considering warmth 
and competence in the world of gaming. Whilst the characters in games are not 
‘real’ humans, there is still a significant focus on how female characters look in these 
games, with clear attempts to encourage objectification with hypersexualized out

fits or disproportional body types. Such sexualization impacts female players, as ev

idenced in the increasing stereotype of hypersexualized ‘gamer girls’, fueling nega

tive gender-based stereotypes (Paaßen et al., 2017). 
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The objectification of female players, and game characters, is particularly crucial 
when we consider the long-standing archetypes of female characters in games. 

The archetype of the female game character 

The characterization of female game characters reflects just some problematic atti

tudes when considered in conjunction with the theoretical frameworks discussed 
above. Female protagonists have been developed as weaker reflections of their male 
counterparts, portrayed as secondary characters or highly sexualized (Downs & 
Smith, 2010; Lynch et al., 2016). Their roles have often been confined to caretakers, 
mothers, or love interests, or, perhaps the most distressing of all archetypes, the 
sex object. Games have portrayed female characters in hypersexualized forms for 
decades, with limited consideration given to the development of these characters 
and the problematic out-of-game stereotypes these characters perpetuate. 

Alarmingly, the sexualization of these characters and perpetuation of female 
characters as sex objects has been done, in some instances, intentionally. The hyper

sexualization of female characters by developers played a key role in catering to their 
perceived main demographic, males (Mikula, 2003). Although there has been a de

crease in hypersexualized characters since 2006 (Anupama & Chithra, 2022), many 
games are still depicting key female characters as overly sexualized. Anupama and 
Chithra highlight the presence of Catwoman (Selina Kyle) in the Batman: Arkham 
game series (2009–2015). Despite her key role in progressing the game, there is a sig

nificant focus drawn to her body and movements, highlighted as being “seductive in 
nature” (Anupama & Chithra, 2022). 

The design of hypersexualized characters is deliberate, created by gaming com

panies to fuel masculine power fantasies and, as a result, women do not tend to have 
major roles in the narrative (King & Douai, 2014). Even in instances when female 
characters are not necessarily designed as sexual objects, they can often be placed in 
subservient or secondary roles, such as the role of the damsel in distress (Maity, 2014; 
Summers & Miller, 2014). The damsel in distress often has a purpose in the narra

tive but rarely gets the opportunity to develop as a character. Rather, their main role 
is to create a situation for a male character to demonstrate their prowess as a pro

tector. A prevalent example of this archetype can be found in the world of Super 
Mario (Salter & Blodgett, 2017). Many of the games in the Super Mario series have 
been focused on saving Princess Peach after she has been kidnapped, repeatedly, by 
Bowser. Despite the numerous variations of the Mario games, many of them have 
been designed around this exact premise. 

Princess Peach’s portrayal as a damsel in distress is not a unique situation. One 
of the more extreme presentations of this archetype can be found in Resident Evil 
4 (Capcom, 2005), with the introduction of the president’s daughter, Ashley Graham. 
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Ashley’s introduction to the game became a point of contention for many fans. Not 
only was she consistently being kidnapped, but also often needed help with basic 
tasks such as getting down ladders. While the latter issue can be pinned down to 
game mechanics, her penchant for being kidnapped did not endear her to fans. 

Ashley and Princess Peach’s portrayals in these games are reminiscent of the 
stereotypes often encouraged by the protective paternalism aspect of benevolent 
sexism. While the concept of protective paternalism can seem generally positive in 
these situations, these feelings are elicited under the assumption that women are 
less competent than their male counterparts, and so require unsolicited help (Glick 
& Fiske, 1997). As demonstrated, this stereotype is one we frequently see impacting 
female players, as they are consistently perceived as less competent than male play

ers (Kaye et al., 2017; Gestos et al., 2018; Kelly et al., 2023) and many female character 
designs continue to perpetuate this stereotype. Crucially, stereotype threats like this 
have been suggested to negatively affect task performance and prompt withdrawal 
from the associated domains; diminishing an individual’s perception of their abili

ties, self-belief (Spencer et al., 2016) and interest in the task (Smith et al., 2007). 
While creating situations that develop these paternalistic emotions towards the 

characters may seem harmless in comparison to the more hostile sexist depictions 
of females, unfortunately, the presence of any sexist representations in games can 
have a significant impact on how players behave in the outside world. Stermer and 
Burkley (2012) found that when men engaged with video games that could be per

ceived as sexist, they scored higher on measures of benevolent sexism than men who 
did not play these games. However, Stermer and Burkley (2012) identified a cor

relational relationship, rather than one of causation. In comparison, La Croix and 
colleagues (2018) experimentally manipulated the sex and sexuality of opponents in 
a first-person shooter and found that participants reported greater hostile sexism 
when their opponent was perceived as a sexualized female. Current research has 
also argued that female characters portraying and upholding negative gender-based 
stereotypes may have serious, real-world implications, as they normalize sexual ha

rassment (Dill et al., 2008; Yao et al., 2010), diminish female players’ self-efficacy 
(Behm-Morawitz & Mastro, 2009) and increase their self-objectification (Fox et al., 
2013; Vandenbosch et al., 2017). Thus, the design of female characters as a means of 
perpetuating gender-based stereotypes, whether intentional or unintentional, can 
have a real-world impact on female players. 

Critically, the removal of sexist portrayals in video games is not something that 
can be addressed in one singular manner. As highlighted above, numerous factors 
can demonstrate negative stereotypes of female characters. Firstly, many game de

velopers rely on unrealistic body standards to create hypersexualized versions of 
women, designed to appeal to the perceived male demographic. Secondly, the lack of 
engagement with character development beyond using women as a secondary plot 
device in a traditionally female role prevents any movement away from established 
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stereotypes and parallels the existing benevolent sexist tropes that exist in the phys

ical world. There is, however, hope for the development of female characters out of 
the existing stereotypical frameworks. Some developers have been working to cre

ate fully fledged characters, both by recreating existing female protagonists (such as 
Lara Croft) and developing new protagonists that demonstrate how female charac

ters can be depicted, discounting ‘traditional’ gender roles, bodies and narratives. 

The rise of Tomb Raider 

The original Tomb Raider was released in 1996 by the developers Core Design and 
was published by Eidos Interactive. Lara Croft was designed as an archaeologist/ad

venturer, who is hired to acquire an artifact. Trouble ensues, with numerous other 
treasure hunters and interested parties also searching for the artifact. The game 
integrated elements of various genres, including gunfights, puzzles, and platform

ing. The games also used the novel third-person perspective throughout, providing 
significant excitement for its release. The historic introduction of Lara Croft in the 
Tomb Raider series opened the door for a new generation of female players, and the 
development of more fully formed female protagonists. Despite the introduction of 
Lara Croft as this strong female protagonist, however, the character was still signifi

cantly sexualized. As Du Preez (2007) highlights, the design of Lara Croft was mainly 
targeted at a core audience: teenage boys. 

First, let us take a look at the original Tomb Raider (1996) and, in particular, Lara 
Croft’s character design. The use of the third-person perspective in Tomb Raider 
provided the developers with an opportunity. In comparison to the first-person per

spective, the third person allows you to see the avatar’s full body. In the case of the 
Tomb Raider series, the angled third-person perspective lets the player view Lara 
Croft from behind – giving a visual fragmentation of Lara’s Barbie-like proportions. 

“The visual clues supplied by Lara provide ample explanation for her popularity. 
Leggy Lara is usually clad in very short shorts, with clinging tops and boots to kick 
ass. She is also armed with a gun, knife and harpoon lately and is more than ready 
for action. The fact that Lara is top-heavy, to say the least…would make Dolly Par
ton, Pamela Anderson and old Barbie envious. Add to that her superhuman agility 
and no-nonsense sex appeal and you have a winner” (Du Preez, 2007, pp. 19–20). 

The above quote was how Du Preez (2007) characterized the original Lara Croft, an 
idealized version of the female form. Lara Croft was originally designed to be a con

tradiction in terms; an overly sexualized female, with the ability to engage in typ

ically ‘masculine’ pursuits, such as fighting, rock climbing, and riding a motorcy

cle. Du Preez also highlights that, what would normally be seen as a subversion of 
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traditional female gender roles, was again a ploy by the developers to engage their 
typically male audience. 

Some researchers have argued that the inclusion of both aspects of Lara Croft 
(her sexualization and competence in masculine traits) makes her neither a sex ob

ject nor a “feminist icon” (Engelbrecht, 2020). Looking at this from the perspective 
of the stereotype content model, however, the contradiction in terms may still cause 
figures such as Lara Croft to be perceived negatively. Despite her competence in par

ticularly masculine traits, the sexualization of Lara Croft will cause players to tar

get her appearance and, in doing so, encourage reduced perceptions of competence 
(Heflick & Goldberg, 2009). The focus on appearance could also be strengthened by 
the limited background in the first set of games. The player is placed in the game 
with limited contextual information provided on the character. This may have been 
deliberate; a lack of complexity to the character’s personality provides a more sim

plified path to the creation of the “ideal female”, highlighted by Du Preez (2007) as 
one of the aims of the developers. 

The sexualization of Lara Croft seemed to form a significant part of player 
engagement with the game, so much so that some Tomb Raider players seemed 
to focus explicitly on Lara’s appearance and the sexualized aspects of her form. The 
development of the Nude Raider patches provides evidence of this focus. These 
patches were a pornographic add-on that allowed players to remove Lara’s clothing 
(BBC News, 1999). In doing so, perceptions of Lara as any kind of competent pro

tagonist are removed – the patch allows players to only identify Lara as a fetishized 
character. This strengthens objectification, further dehumanizing Lara and en

couraging a more hostile sexist view of her role in the game. When exploring this 
through the lens of objectification theory, the dehumanization of Lara Croft negates 
any attempts to increase perceptions of her competence. Whilst considering how 
this translates into the physical world, female players experiencing this are likely to 
internalize the objectification, creating an internalized perspective of themselves 
as less competent. 

The consistent sexualization of Lara Croft did not improve in the sequels to the 
original game. In Tomb Raiders 2 and 3, the designers seemed to fixate on the sex

ualization of the character rather than focusing on the development of Lara Croft 
as a human or changing the environment to create further scope for interaction. In

stead, the designers focused on changes to Lara’s physique. The proportions of Lara’s 
body became less realistic and more “obnoxiously sexualized” (Lara Croft Tomb 
Raider series, 2001, as cited in Mikula, 2003). The lingering effects of the original 
Tomb Raider series created a ripple effect within the franchise reboot in 2013 and 
the rise of the Tomb Raider series, and the new games with new designs are an ideal 
comparison for the impact of each depiction of Lara. The reboot focuses on an ear

lier point of Lara’s life – she has just become an archaeology graduate. At the start 
of an expedition, Lara finds herself stranded on an island after her ship is sunk in 
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a violent storm and must develop hunting, combat and survival skills to survive the 
dangers of the island and complete her expedition. 

The franchise reboot in 2013 deliberately redesigned Lara to be a stronger char

acter with a more developed backstory. The complexity of Lara’s character is evident 
from the start of the game. Lara’s origin story creates a more complex overview of 
her development. At the start of the game, Lara is responsible for the ship steering 
into a dangerous area against another character’s advice, after which point the ship 
gets damaged due to the storm. Her initial engagement in hunting and combat does 
not clearly demonstrate competence in these areas. 

However, this deliberate mechanic that allows Lara’s skills to develop in front of 
the player provides clearer cues for competence; there is a clear demonstration of 
skill development, leading to being skillful in dangerous situations. The inclusion 
of a skill tree provides further evidence for Lara’s competence, demonstrating an 
increase in confidence and capability. 

The complexity of Lara’s development is not just evident in her growing compe

tence. More in-depth interactions with other NPCs provide more social cues for in

dividuals to positively interpret traits of warmth. Various interactions paint Lara as 
trustworthy and moral, as she fights to save her friends from various situations. En

gelbrecht (2020) also highlights that the morphology facial technology used to cre

ate Lara’s facial expressions was generated by an actress, and then imported into 
the game. Engelbrecht suggests that, as a result, this makes it more difficult to de

humanize and objectify the new Lara in comparison to the older two-dimensional 
version. 

Perhaps one of the clearer progressions of Lara’s character is her change in 
physique. Engelbrecht (2020) argues that Lara is no longer presented as a hypersex

ualized character. Rather, her physique is now more representative of an athletic 
woman, with no clear fixation on creating an idealized version of the female form 
(Macallum-Stewart, 2014). Engelbrecht also highlights that the clothing now worn 
by Lara are still figure-hugging, but no longer with the aim of sexualizing Lara’s 
figure (Engelbrecht, 2020). The practicality of the clothing now worn by Lara should 
also be noted. The tight fit of the clothes aside, the ‘short shorts’ that the original 
Lara Croft first wore now have been replaced with trousers and boots – a more 
practical and realistic choice in the displayed environment. 

One interesting factor to note about the Tomb Raider reboot is the presence 
of previous archetypes, namely the damsel in distress (Engelbrecht, 2020). Lara’s 
friend Sam (short for Samantha) is kidnapped by inhabitants of the island, as they 
believe she could act as a successor to one of their deities. In comparison to the pre

vious iterations of the archetype, however, Sam’s role was not purely one of creat

ing situations for a man to demonstrate his prowess over his female counterparts. 
Rather, Sam had a key role in the narrative of the story, creating clear, complex mo

tivations both for Lara and the behavior of the island inhabitants. The role of Lara 



124 Representation 

as the protagonist who ‘saves the damsel in distress’ is another subversion of tra

ditional gender roles in gaming and seems to eliminate the presence of protective 
paternalism from the typical dynamic seen here. It should also be noted that it is 
unclear whether the inclusion of this type of archetype, even with a female protago

nist, would elicit the same feelings of protective paternalism in the players, creating 
illusions of females as lacking competence. Regardless of how we interpret the use 
of the ‘damsel in distress’ archetype here, there can be limited argument that the 
redesign of Lara Croft in Tomb Raider influenced a new generation of female pro

tagonists in the gaming world, one of the most influential being Aloy from Horizon 
Zero Dawn. 

Horizon Zero Dawn 

Horizon Zero Dawn follows the story of Aloy, a hunter who must make her way 
through a post-apocalyptic world whilst hunting robotic creatures. Similar to the 
redesign of Tomb Raider, Horizon Zero Dawn had purposeful design elements 
that promoted female strength, moving away from the stereotypical archetypes of 
female characters in previous games. And crucial is the design of the female protag

onist Aloy. In comparison to the world of Tomb Raider, however, the post-apoca

lyptic world that Aloy lives in goes further than just combating negative stereotypes 
associated with the protagonist. Various elements of the game were designed in a 
way that highlighted female characters in opposition to the societal traditional gen

der roles and characteristics that have been ascribed to femininity, including the 
game narrative and environment. 

Aloy’s narrative forms a key part of disrupting the female protagonist archetypes 
seen in historical games. Her journey begins as a child, with other children throwing 
stones at her due to her outcast status. Aloy’s mentor, Rost, has been tasked with 
raising her by the Nora (a matriarchal tribe within the game) with the instruction to 
“raise it, not love it” (Guerilla Games, 2017 as cited in Allen, 2024). The statement here 
becomes key on two levels; the first is Rost’s relationship with Aloy. Rost is protective 
of Aloy as a child but also provides her with the key skills she needs to complete her 
mission and survive (Allen, 2024). 

This is reflective of the development we see in the early stages of Tomb Raider 
(2013), encouraging the player to focus consciously on the development of skills we 
would typically associate as masculine, and encouraging perceptions of competence. 

The statement “raise it, not love it” provides an interesting perspective on the 
matriarchal Nora tribe. While Horizon Zero Dawn’s environment conflicts with 
typical action games that could typically be viewed as male-oriented, with a strong 
basis on hunting and combat, the game transposed these often male-oriented 
roles onto its female characters. The Nora seem to contradict the perceptions of 
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traditional matriarchies. Matriarchal structures are often seen to demonstrate 
more “warm” traits, focusing on the women as caretakers or mothers (Goettner- 
Abendroth, 2018). The original statement about raising Aloy rather than loving her 
seems to be in direct conflict with what would typically be perceived as female 
traits. In comparison, in Horizon these warm traits are treated as secondary to 
their hunting and combat skills. 

The fact that the Nora are a matriarchy does not draw much focus within the 
game, which also reflects the focus on Aloy as a female. Remarkably, Aloy’s gender 
is rarely used as an identifying characteristic, with the game preferring to focus on 
her status as an outsider (Allen, 2023). Allen highlights that, because of this focus, 
typical gender norms are not applied, opening the possibilities that Aloy’s charac

ter has. The same logic can be applied to Aloy’s relationships. The character almost 
avoids romantic entanglements throughout the game, preferring instead to focus on 
the task at hand. The lack of male figures discourages any kind of engagement with 
heterosexual intimacy, avoiding the influx of benevolent sexism. Aloy also has strong 
relationships with her friends, which helps develop the story as the game moves for

ward. 
The focus on friendships over romantic relationships, as highlighted by Allen 

(2024), demonstrates that the romantic heteronormative relationships we normally 
see in games with a female protagonist are not necessary for the narrative. Instead, 
friendships can provide a similar level of complexity and emotional engagement. 

The relationships highlighted in Horizon Zero Dawn are not the only factors 
that contradict typical constructs that encourage sexist beliefs. Aloy’s presentation 
within the game completely removes many of the factors that could encourage the 
objectification of the main protagonist. From the first presentation of Aloy, she is 
dressed in hunter’s garb, designed to live in her environment. The clothes she wears 
are not form-fitting, but rather provide armor and protection against the elements. 
Aloy’s body proportions are not overly sexualized or overly feminine, and because 
her clothing reflects similar shapes and styling to the rest of the tribe, there are lim

ited cues that would cause the player to target her appearance, reducing the likeli

hood of Aloy being objectified and reducing stereotypical activation. 
The presentation of Aloy as a complex character has significant implications for 

representations of females both in the digital world and in the physical world. As 
with Lara Croft’s redesign, Aloy’s design removes the likelihood of dehumanization 
and objectification. As a result, women in the physical world are less likely to inter

nalize these perspectives, promoting higher self-belief, particularly within the di

mensions of competence. 
Interestingly, however, the reaction to these changes in female protagonists 

is not always met with positive feedback. Concerning both Tomb Raider and 
Horizon Zero Dawn, literature has highlighted negative reactions to the removal 
of objectifying female features (e.g., see Allen, 2024). Some players argued that 
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Aloy’s new “frame” was too masculine, removing the apparent “necessary” feminine 
curves that make her identifiably female (Nightingale, 2021). Statements such as 
these raise questions regarding the removal of ‘traditional’ femininity to combat 
negative stereotypes, when in fact it is the initial/inherent sexual objectification 
of femininity that is a problem. This further highlights the complex relationship 
between the world of gaming and real-world attitudes. The use of game design to 
reduce negative stereotypes can have far-reaching consequences, as highlighted by 
the negativity depicted by those who still hold sexist beliefs. 

Discussion and recommendations 

When stereotype reduction in gaming is discussed, it is often talked about purely 
from the perspective of how the female characters are designed from a body pro

portion and clothing perspective. As highlighted in both Tomb Raider and Hori

zon Zero Dawn, these are both key components of reducing negative stereotypes. 
By encouraging the design of female protagonists with realistic body proportions 
and realistic clothing, we can reduce the objectification of these characters and, in 
turn, reduce engagement with factors that can encourage negative stereotype acti

vation. Some factors of game design that are now possible can help implement as

sets that reduce negative stereotypes. As highlighted by Engelbrecht (2020), the use 
of morphology technology in more modern games provides an opportunity to create 
characters with more realistic facial expressions and encourage further identifica

tion with them and reduce objectification. 
However, as we have also discussed, reducing gender-based negative stereo

types cannot be combated simply by changing a character’s body type – the narrative 
and environment the female protagonists are placed in are also important. If we 
revisit the SCM at this point, we are reminded that women are often perceived as 
either warm or competent, but rarely both – leading to increased prejudicial beliefs 
(Connor & Fiske, 2018). By encouraging females to be characterized as both warm 
and competent, positive reactions towards women more generally can be elicited. 
In both the cases of the new Lara Croft and Aloy, we can see the development of 
both competence and warmth – a combination rarely seen in female video game 
protagonists. 

In the case of Aloy, there is a subversion of typical female characteristics. Her 
exceptional skill with various weapons highlights a significant level of competence, 
particularly when compared to male NPCs within the game (Allen, 2024). However, 
Aloy also demonstrates traits we would associate with characteristics of warmth, so 
much so that players are at times given the choice to react to a scenario using var

ious options, including compassion (a key indicator of warmth), strategy, or physi

cality. Allen (2024) argues that there seems to be a preference for making Aloy react 
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in a compassionate way, reflecting the stereotypical expectations of how a woman 
should react in these situations. However, this can also reflect the complexity of 
Aloy as a character. Warmth is often not attributed to women whenever they are 
in domains that could be traditionally described as masculine, such as the envi

ronment Aloy is placed in (Kelly et al., 2023). However, the decision to engage with 
the compassionate response in this environment provides the opportunity for Aloy 
to demonstrate not only characteristics of competence, but also characteristics of 
warmth in an unexpected domain. 

By the end of both Tomb Raider and Horizon Zero Dawn, Aloy and Lara Croft 
can be described as exceedingly competent. Allen (2024) highlights that, in the case 
of Aloy, some call her a Mary Sue, the term used to describe female characters when 
they have abilities that are unexplainable. However, with both Tomb Raider and 
Horizon Zero Dawn, there is a complexity to the gameplay that helps players be

come consciously aware of their protagonists’ growing competence, removing any 
unexplained aspect of their abilities. In the case of Aloy, we see how Rost helped her 
develop her skills throughout her childhood. In comparison, we see Lara Croft start 
to understand her own abilities and develop skills through a baptism of fire in Tomb 
Raider. Like Aloy, Lara also manages to demonstrate compassion for her friends 
and colleagues in very masculine domains, providing clear indicators of warmth 
whilst maintaining her competence. The combination of both components high

lights the complexity of the relationship between how a character is presented and 
the overall narrative of the story. Aspects of warmth and competence need to be 
carefully balanced to develop female characters that truly subvert traditional gen

der norms. 
We do have to be aware, however, that even if a female protagonist is competent 

and warm, presenting them in an oversexualized way can counteract these positive 
perceptions. The presentation of the female protagonist is also not the only aspect of 
the game that can assist with the reduction of negative stereotypes. Comparatively, 
placing a female protagonist in the role of damsel in distress is likely to encourage 
feelings of protective paternalism and increase the likelihood of negative stereotype 
activation, regardless of how the female character is presented. 

To focus purely on the role of the female protagonist would also be counterpro

ductive. The position of other female characters within the game environment, such 
as Sam’s role in Tomb Raider and the Nora in Horizon Zero Dawn, provide the 
opportunity for subversion of gender roles on a larger scale and provide further rep

resentation throughout the gaming world. This also extends to the relationships that 
the protagonists have with other characters. Heterosexual relationships between fe

male protagonists and NPCs need to be carefully cultivated to ensure that the dy

namic does not encourage benevolent sexism, particularly heterosexual intimacy. 
Overall, game design can have a significant impact on perpetuating negative 

gender-based stereotypes and thus equally has an important role in the reduction of 
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negative stereotypes. However, there is a complex balance to be struck between the 
presentation of the character, the narrative, and the environment. Both the reimag

ining of Lara Croft and the design of Horizon Zero Dawn demonstrate how key 
elements of game design can help counteract the negative stereotypes we have his

torically seen cultivated in games. By using the character design elements discussed 
here as the foundations of building complex female characters, games have a pro

found potential to continue building positive representations of women in the gam

ing domain, in turn having a positive psychological impact on female players and 
creating a more inclusive gaming culture. 
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Through the Empty Bottles 

YouTube Comments as a Reaction Towards Depictions of 

Alcoholism in Psychonauts 2 

Tero Kerttula 

Many games have included using alcohol within the gameplay. However, very few 
games still discuss and depict the abuse of alcohol. Some media writings have dis

cussed whether the depictions of excessive alcohol usage are glorifying alcoholism 
or not (e.g. Crecente 2012 & Hamilton 2019). This is a challenging question, as some 
games let the players have the characters consume alcohol within the game, while 
also either contributing to the storyline of the game or altering the game mechanics 
via the use of alcohol. Examples of such games are Postal 2 (2003), Dead Rising 2 
(2010), Grand Theft Auto V (2013), Kingdom Come: Deliverance (2018) and most 
recently Baldur’s Gate 3 (2023). 

Only a few games, on the other hand, discuss and explore the concept of alco

holism within the narrative and through the characters. These games include such 
titles as Papo & Yo (2013), Max Payne 3 (2012), Lydia (2017) and Afterparty (2019), 
which discuss the effects of alcoholism to the people and society around the alco

holics. This article is a study of a more recent game called Psychonauts 2 (Xbox 
Game Studios 2021). It is a video game released on multiple platforms in August 
2021 as a direct sequel to the first game, which was released in 2005. The game is 
a platforming adventure which deals with some serious life issues throughout its 
stages, such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression and alcoholism. 

Alcohol abuse seems to be a widely under-researched area in video game stud

ies. The closest one to the topic of this study seems to be Jo Cranwell’s and her as

sociates’ study about alcohol and tobacco content in video games (Cranwell et al., 
2016). However, the theme has been researched and discussed more in cinema stud

ies for a long period of time (see Herd 1986, Steudler 1987, Kanner 1990, Denzin 1991 
& Cullum-Swan 1992). 

Coming from the background of media and cultural studies, this article focuses 
on a certain chapter in Psychonauts 2 called “Bob’s Bottles,” which is directly about 
the mindset of an alcoholic and further tries to visualize what an alcohol-addicted 
mind might look like. The aim of this study is to look at (1) how the game portrays an 



134 Representation 

alcoholic mind to the audience, and through that audience to see; and (2) how this 
portrayal is discussed and reacted to. The audience is looked at as a broad concept, 
where the audience is layered through YouTuber, the commenters, and the general 
audience. 

This study investigates different layers of interpretation, which are created when 
the game is transferred into another medium, in this case YouTube Let’s Plays, on

line streams and video essays. In these formats, the original game content becomes 
unplayable, and the audience is presented with new means of narration, which over

lap the original story of the game. This study is also an exercise in using publicly 
available sensitive material in research without compromising the security and the 
personal information of the people commenting on 
YouTube. A possible way of doing this is implemented within the study and tested 
with the research material. Because the story needs to be analyzed throughout, it 
needs to be noted that there are some story spoilers ahead for those who have not 
yet played the game. 

Theory and methodology 

This study consists of two sections. The first part discusses the original narrative 
of the game in an attempt to see different discourses with which the game repre

sents different aspects of alcoholism. This analysis is based on identified discourses 
around alcoholism (McFarlane & Tuffin 2010) and alcohol research in general. After 
that follows a brief look into ten different YouTube videos featuring the level Bob’s 
Bottles. Two of the videos are video essays, which analyze the content of the sec

tion to the viewer. Two videos are non-narrated walkthrough videos. The rest of the 
videos are Let’s Plays by three authors, which each divided the section into two dif

ferent videos. The videos used in the study are as follows: 

Table 1: Videos used in the study 

Author Video Title Genre 
Mister Donlon Psychonauts 2 and Addiction: Bob Zanotto Video Essay 
PurePari Uncorking Bob’s Bottles Video Essay 
MaterWelonz Bob’s Bottle – Psychonauts 2 Let’s Play Part 22 & 23 Let’s Play 
Mehdi Juventino 
Gaming HQ 

Psychonauts 2 – 100%Walkthrough Part 19: Bob’s 
Bottles 

Walkthrough 
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Author Video Title Genre 
Kakuchopurei Psychonauts 2: Bob’s Bottles Walkthrough | SPOIL

ERS 
Walkthrough 

Wanderbots You’re Fired! – Let’s Play Psychonauts 2 – PC Game
play Part 20 

Let’s Play 

Wanderbots Bottom oft he Bottle – Let’s Play Psychonauts 2 – 
PC Gameplay Part 19 

Let’s Play 

PlayFrame Psychonauts 2- #20 – Vestige in a Bottle Let’s Play 
PlayFrame Psychonauts 2- #19 – Green Needle Gulch Let’s Play 

These creators were chosen for the analysis because their videos came out soon 
after the game’s launch. While there are now a few other let’s plays on YouTube, in 
the videos chosen for the study it is certain that the players are adventuring through 
the game for the first time. This section looks at how the narrators discuss with the 
game dialogue and how they discuss with their audience. 

Lastly, the focus of the study is the comments left below the YouTube videos. As 
the subject matter of the study is sensitive through the personal mentions of alco

hol abuse, some extra means to preserve the privacy of the commenters were cre

ated. The comments written in these videos were collected during six months, from 
September 2021 to March 2022. In that time, these videos gathered a total number 
of 842 comments. The analysis of the comments began by coding the comments with 
identifiers (Coffey & Atkinson 1996, 26–53). A total of 134 comments were identi

fied as commenting the theme and narrative of the game and taken for further analysis. 
Other identifiers for the comments were commenting the player-narrator, commenting 
the game mechanics, commenting other videos of the player-narrator and general commen
tary. Most usually these comments featured inquiries from the YouTube persona of 
when a game the commenter wished to see would be played in the channel and there

fore didn’t contribute to the analysis much. These comments were deleted from the 
data after the identification process. 

The remainder of the comments were taken to a second round of coding. Here, 
the comments were coded according to the visual elements in the gameplay and nar

rative that the commenters refer to. For example, mentions of bottles were coded ac

cordingly. Some of these codes required further reading into the comment and the 
narrative. A prime example here is the mentions of vines and plants. In some cases, 
the commenters referred to the vines as just plants, even though these two elements 
serve completely different purpose in the narrative. Because of this, these conflict

ing mentions were coded according to the narrative rather than the explicit mention 
itself. After the general coding, the comments were analyzed further by their theme 
and discourse. 
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No personal information or recognizable pieces of information, such as nick

names, were collected. To further the anonymization of the comments, a certain 
method of hiding the identity of the commenters was created for this study. Instead 
of referring to the commenters with their screen aliases, they are referred to as [YC], 
in abbreviation for “YouTube commenter.” The numbers after the YC tag in the com

ments quoted in this article have been randomized, so that the comments cannot 
be connected directly to any of the videos referred to in this study. The comments 
quoted in this study have also been altered with earlier mentions of alcoholism re

ferred to as [alcoholism], [expression of alcoholism] and various other paraphras

ing methods. Any mentions of family members in the shown data have been para

phrased as [family member]. This removes any implications of gender and relation 
between the commenter and the family member in question. The thought behind 
this follows Pierre Bourdieu’s (1996) views of the family as a field (Goodsell & Seiter 
2011, 320–323 & Atkinson 2014, 224–225) as regarding the study, the genders, con

nections, and relationships do not change the interpretation. Doing all this, the orig

inal content of the comment is still intact, but it cannot be found with search en

gines. This was proven by running a Google search through each of the comments 
after alteration. Longer comments are also referred to only partially, where the com

ment is only used as an example of the discourse discussed. The collected data will 
be stored on an external device after the study. This device will be stored in a locked 
compartment. The data will not get published and no digital copies of the data will 
be stored elsewhere, to protect the identity of the commenters. 

One mention regarding the comments is that many videos regarding Psycho

nauts 2 had only a handful of comments underneath them. In many cases this was 
because the video was an upload of live-streamed content. Most of the commentary 
given to the player-narrators was instead during the live stream, which in addition 
gives this study a small caveat. In some Twitch.tv recordings, the chat is retained 
in the video, while in others, the chat has been removed. Furthermore, many of the 
comments collected were quite long and structured, the longest comments reaching 
up to 1,500 characters in length. In live-streaming environments, such as Twitch.tv, 
there is usually a character limit, and the pace of the live stream does not let the 
commenters share their insights long after the stream has been concluded. 

There are several studies regarding YouTube comments on many fields. In one 
earlier study, a research group aimed to find if the comments affect the viewers 
of public service announcements considering marijuana use. Even though the re

search showed that the effect of the PSAs was dampened by these comments, the 
research group also wondered whether the effect was made by the comments or 
the YouTube environment in general (Walther, DeAndrea, Kim & Anthony 2010). 
Schultz, Dorner and Lehner (2013) created a classification system for YouTube com

ments, to see which comments would qualify as useful to use in for example re

search. In their data they found that a majority of the comments examined could be 
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classified as “inferior,” which the research group ponders to be one aspect of a cer

tain bad image YouTube comments tend to have (Schultz, Dorner and Lehner, 2013). 
A certain study by Martin Roth (2022) examines the comments made on YouTube 
videos about Animal Crossing: New Horizons in context of the COVID-19 virus 
and the retaining of everydayness through the video content and the commentary on 
YouTube. Here Roth has lots of material to work with, and he refers to the comments 
as his own translations from Japanese to English. Roth also works his way through 
the comments by looking at certain keywords, from which the analysis continues 
(Roth 2022, 8–9). 

The comments also contribute to the concept of audience regarding this study. 
Looking at Lets’ Plays and other videos, there are several different audiences to be 
seen. The player-narrator is also audience to the game in question. The commenters 
are audience to the game and the player-narrator. In the bottom of this chain are 
us, viewing the game, the player-narrator, and the commenters. Of course, we could 
also be audience only to the game, or to the player-narrator, if the comment section 
is not read or if we were watching just a recording of the game or playing ourselves. 

Regarding being audience also to the comments, it is assumable that the com

ments were not directed to the whole field of audience, but rather the player-nar

rator or select few other commenters. This is what for example Douglas Park (1982) 
refers to as the division between implied audience and actual audience (Park 1982, 
249–250). The difference here between implied audience and intended audience is 
that in the videos, the script implies that there is an audience viewing the video. 
From one perspective, the intended audience could be just anyone, as of course the 
creators wish to have as broad an audience as possible to their videos (Strangelove 
2010, 44). But within their narration they do imply that there are people behind their 
screens watching their antics. In the case of video game-based videos, this is also 
because they do not need to make the game they are playing desirable to play; in

stead, the player-narrators wish to make their own performance a desirable watch 
and therefore marketable (Kerttula 2022, 81–82). Also, even though only a handful 
of the viewers in a video participate in the discussion, many more share the video 
through their own social media channels, thus becoming participatory audience in 
their own way (Jenkins 2018, 21–22). 

The different audiences here then involve the player-narrator, the commenters 
and people reading the comments as different types of audiences. This is also some

thing that makes YouTube commentary unique and differentiates it from, for ex

ample, discussions on online forums. Even though people can be interacting with 
one another, there are several different levels of communication visible than just the 
discussing people themselves. Theorizing these multiple levels of audience here is 
crucial, as the Let’s Play videos are very different from other kinds of YouTube con

tent. Many YouTubers today communicate with their audience and encourage them 
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to write down in the comment section. This kind of reflective narration is one of the 
features which make YouTube videos unique (Koskimaa 2019, 18–19). 

Bob’s bottles and the notion of alcohol abuse 

The narrative in the Psychonauts games works in two different narrative spaces. 
All the characters reside in the overworld, but their problems and issues are only 
confronted when literally diving into their minds. One of these characters whose 
mind the protagonist dives into is called Bob Zanotto, a short, bearded gardener 
who has isolated himself away from the other people and seemingly lives only with 
his plants and his memories. The segment tries to recreate an image of an alcoholic 
mind. The level features closed bottles, which Raz needs to open to dive deeper. These 
seemingly empty bottles contain Bob’s memories, which are in each bottle and are 
related to his mother, his work and to his marriage. The visual aesthetic of the level 
gives not-so-subtle hints about the subject matter. The most notable ones are the 
bottles, which are used as platforms or other means of getting through the level. The 
bottles are also a part of the narrative. 

The game makes the alcoholism of Bob’s mother clear, as the story sees her con

stantly wandering into a greenhouse, where she spends peculiarly long periods of 
time. After a certain point in the stage, the game takes the protagonist into the said 
greenhouse, where he finds an abundance of empty, green bottles, giving a clear hint 
that Bob’s mother was drinking in the greenhouse. Here the story explains that Bob’s 
mother was hiding her bottles in different places around their home and the green

house, which is one of the oldest-known characteristics of alcoholism (see Simmel 
1948). As the mother character is so heavily incorporated into the story, the narra

tive then makes a hint about the hereditary features of alcoholism. This feature of 
alcoholism has been studied extensively by Donald W. Goodwin (Goodwin 1979 & 
1985). The study on this field is continuous even to this date, and even though there 
are some variables in the conclusions of the studies, there definitely seems to be a 
hereditary component in alcoholism (see Walters 2002 & Cox & Klinger 2022). 

It is also worth pointing out how the game portrays a female character as an al

coholic. In popular culture, drinking women are more scarcely seen when compared 
to alcoholic men. According to earlier film studies, it is pointed out how female al

coholism is often portrayed through a relationship to a man (Kanner 1990, 184). 
The first segment also tries to give subtle rhetoric explanations behind the alco

hol abuse. One of these reasons, which carries over from mother to son, is loss and 
the grief related to it. The narrative gives hints about Bob’s father falling in a battle, 
which is hinted as a cause for the mother to begin drinking. In the same vein, as the 
mother and later Bob’s significant other passes away, Bob also tries to find relief and 
comfort in alcohol. Research seems to agree with this interpretation, as grasping the 
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bottle when confronting loss is a well-studied reason behind drinking (Gold et al., 
2000 & Eddinger et al., 2018). 

The narrative through the segments of the level is carried by the need of finding 
certain flower seeds, which also contain parts of Bob’s memories. Obtaining these 
seeds is made more difficult by an unnamed moth, which carries the seeds away in 
an attempt to hide them from Raz. The identity of the moth is revealed to be Bob in 
disguise, which in part discusses how parts of Bob don’t want these difficult emo

tions and events in his life to be raised up again. This then concerns a well-known 
feature of alcoholism, that being denying the drinking and telling lies about it, with 
feelings of guilt and shame related to the problem involved (Black 1979; Smith 1998 
& de Beaurepaire 2014). To back this interpretation up, shame in particular is also 
evidently seen in the segment featuring Bob’s mother, as her facial expressions can 
be seen as sad and guilty (Figure 2). Bob also only learns about his mother’s drinking 
after her death, when visiting the said greenhouse. Thus, the mother had kept her 
drinking hidden from her offspring. The denial later involves Bob personally, as he 
denies his problem in the narrative in a dialogue with Raz. 

Figure 2: Expression on the face of Bob’s mother (right) as she leaves to the 
greenhouse 
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This can lead to something called a circle of suffering, which was explored in 
Brian A. Smith’s phenomenological study about the suffering alcoholism can cause 
to an individual (Smith 1998, 216). Denying the problem, while still having it, can 
lead to a self-destructive behavior where one starts to lean towards the addiction 
whenever problems occur in life, while at the same time pushing people away and 
slowly starting seclusion from one’s surroundings. 

Bob is portrayed as a kind of recluse, all alone on a small island inside his mind. 
Inside there are other characters from the game, or rather representations of them, 
as the characters only visually resemble their counterparts in the game world. The 
character’s dialogue consists of how Bob perceives other people seeing him. For ex

ample, in one certain scene in the level, Bob gets fired from the Psychonauts because 
of his drinking by a character called Truman Zanotto. On the islands, we can find 
Truman only repeating the line, “You’re fired!” with an angry tone, whereas in the 
bottled memory, Truman tears up while doing this and tries to give Bob a number to 
an assumed help line or such, which Bob consequently refuses. This is an interesting 
narrative feature, as research seems to suggest that letting an alcoholic employee go 
is not necessarily the right way to handle the situation; offering treatment should be 
the first action. Nevertheless, many alcoholics do end up losing their jobs (Singh & 
Sindolya 2022 251–252 & Trice & Beyer 1984, 393–395). 

One certain visual detail in the level is the use of pink. At the beginning of the 
level, the visuals are dominated by green, blue, and brown tones. However, as Raz 
proceeds through the level, the tones start to vary, and especially at the last part, 
the sky and the clouds turn pink. This, in my opinion, refers to the “pink cloud syn

drome.” Pink clouds are usually connected to recovering from alcoholism, where the 
person recovering from alcohol addiction begins to feel like being inside a pink cloud 
(e.g., Richards & Bascue 1978, 15; Spiegel & Fewell 2001, 131–132). 

As a visual choice, this is interesting, because we see the pink clouds at a part 
which concerns Bob’s marriage. They are also somewhat present in the first section, 
but not as dominant. These pink clouds might then refer to the character recovering 
from his initial alcoholism via his marriage. This angle is supported by the fact that 
the player character is literally inside Bob’s memory of his wedding, thus supporting 
the interpretation that Bob remembers this time through the rose-tinted glasses of 
these pink clouds. As research shows (Richards & Bascue, ibid.), slipping away from 
this pink phase to drinking again is usual, which in Bob’s case is evident, as pink 
cannot be seen throughout the remainder of the level after the wedding. 

Let’s Plays and the comments 

A Let’s Play (LP) is a written text or an online video where a player narrates the ex

perience of playing a game from the viewpoint of oneself (Kerttula 2019, 237–238, 
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Svelch & Svelch 2022, 1098). This then leads to this player-narrator creating a story 
about playing the game, overlapping the original story of the game (Kerttula 2022, 
72). An important thing here to notice is that the player-narrators are also audience 
to the original game. Especially when doing a blind Let’s Play, the player-narrators 
show constant emotional responses to the game, be that laughs, sighs or something 
else. In the LPs of Psychonauts 2, we can hear many ways of expressing emotions 
towards the story of the game and even some explicit mentions of the reactions the 
story raises: 

[PlayFrame]: “I guess I could use the salts. I think he might've have a like...Bob, 
Bob's mother might have had some alcoholism going on, it sure seems that way. 
But a lot of these figments are telling a bit more of the story too and suggesting 
that he might've uh, he might have inherited that.” 

The video essays portray a different tone. As the narration is not immediate and is 
certainly written beforehand, they also serve a different purpose in the analysis of 
the game. However, the video essays are not without their emotional parts: 

[Mister Donlon]: “This moment will pull your heartstrings later, when you realize 
that agent Zanotto despite his rant earlier, is actually a soft-spoken, sensitive per
son, who last lost many of the people closest to him throughout his life.” 

The essays also have numerous rhetorical questions, in which the narrator ponders 
alternate versions of the scenario presented in the game: 

[Mister Donlon]: “This brings up a divisive subject for alcoholism. Was it right to 
fire Bob for being unable to control his problem, or could there've been another 
answer?” 

Mister Donlon also educates his audience about alcoholism with several bits of in

formation concerning alcohol use disorder (AUD). These issues are not explained 
thoroughly, even though there are for example mentions of Wernicke-Korsakoff syn

drome, which is a serious condition of thiamine deficiency, and the twelve-step pro

gram of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA). 

[Mister Donlon]: “The idea for his mind to be a mostly ocean to traverse, is a nod to 
what psychologist refer to as Wernicke-Korsakoff Syndrome, or wet brain” & “The 
reasons he has AUD are also areas he needs to focus on for his treatment. There's 
similar logic that goes into Alcoholics Anonymous and the twelve step program, 
actually.” 
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Sari Piittinen (2018) makes a notice about the moral evaluations of the player-nar

rators, in which she brings up the possibility of pre-writing and emotional exagger

ation for the entertainment of the audience (Piittinen 2018). The latter can be found 
from the video essay by PurePari, as he mostly sticks to narrating the plot of the 
game and analyzing the story. This essay also features a line in which the narrator 
expresses the emotion he has towards the scene in question, which even though is 
clearly pre-written, is also expressed in a very reactionary way, differentiating the 
line from the rest of the narration: 

[PurePari] “I’m not crying, you are crying!” 

When it comes to the comment section, initially the coding was started at the game

play level. For example, if the commenter mentioned or analyzed the stream of flow

ers or the moth, these comments were coded accordingly. This was to see if the com

ments correlate with the narration of the video. At this core the most mentioned 
feature was the bottles (n=31). Other core-level mentions in the comments were the 
moth (n=12), the plants (n=10), the vine (n=7), the seeds (n=8), the flowers (n=2) and 
the pink clouds (n=2). The plants and the vine are different entities in the narrative, 
the vine being an active participant in helping the player, while the plants are used 
only as platforms or such. In some comments, these two were mixed, so the coding 
was done analyzing the comment as a whole. In shorter comments, these and the 
other core-level mentions were often paired with short insights into what meanings 
might have been put in said visual narrative element. For example, in a video where 
the narrator ponders the moth and what it represents multiple times, there are nu

merous answers in the comments section to the question through the commenter’s 
own interpretation of the moth: 

[YC84] “The moth represents alcoholism.” 

Only three commenters expressed that they hadn’t understood that the level was 
about alcoholism. These comments were also paired with expressions of laughter 
and humor. Few commenters also displayed their dismay and disgust towards alco

hol use: 

[YC79] “Lol didn't realize he was alcoholic until this video. These things really go 
over my head” 

[YC107] “Get drunk or play video games? The answer for me is the latter. I don't 
understand why people like getting drunk or alchohol in general.” 
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From here, the analysis continued with the recognized references to the features of 
alcoholism. One distinct recognized feature of alcoholism was the hereditary nature 
of alcoholism. As Psychonauts 2 depicts Bob’s mother as a problem drinker, the 
game explores the hereditary aspects of alcoholism through the storyline. Regarding 
this, there were no explicit mentions in the comments about female alcoholism. The 
hereditary aspects of alcoholism were recognized by several commenters (n=11) in a 
general manner: 

[YC43] ”…of course [alcoholism] is a hereditary thing.” 

The hereditary alcoholism was also mentioned by many commenters, who wrote 
about their relatives with drinking problems. In some comments it was specifically 
mentioned how the commenter specifically avoids alcohol because of their alcoholic 
relatives. 

[YC86] “[representation of alcoholic character] is significant because alcoholism 
can be genetic. [YC expressing caution towards alcohol] because I have a long fam
ily history of alcoholism…” 

Another thing rising from the comments is the mentions of Bob being secluded, in

troverted and how he is “pushing people away” (n=9). These comments are mostly 
paired with a mention of the bottles or the moth, but in all cases, they seem to ad

dress the game environment as a metaphor for seclusion. In addition, a few com

menters pondered the possibility of the islands being a metaphor for how Bob drove 
people away. This was perceived by some commenters, who recognized the depres

sion in the depiction of the character. 

[YC42] “[Reacting to a depiction of Bob’s depression]…This was a very accurate 
way to show the mind of a depressed alcoholic. Bottles everywhere, I mean 
everywhere.” 

[YC13] “It's because he pushes everything away in his attempt to protect himself 
from the pain of severed bonds of attachment.” 

Some aspects were not commented on that often. Refusing the offered help (n=5) 
and denial of the problem (n=2) especially gathered fewer comments. However, only 
looking at the amounts here is not crucial. The most interesting thing is how com

menters connect these observations to their own lives. For example, looking at the 
aspect of hiding the bottles, which was also mentioned only a handful of times (n=6), 
the content of the comments is all about the lived experience of the commenter: 
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[YC73] “My [family member] was in a similar situation. [Family member] would 
always hide alcohol in…random cabinets.” 

This brings up a very important discourse repeating in the data, which is the dis

course of family. This is because some commenters explicitly mentioned for exam

ple their parents being alcoholic, while in some comments, the concept of family is 
less clear, as the commenters only refer to the persons in question as family. In some 
comments (n=18), the commenters reflect their own experiences with alcoholic rel

atives, while others (n=29) discussed the hereditary features of alcohol abuse from 
different angles. As the section in the game deals with alcoholic lineage, this result is 
something to address further. These comments are often paired with the discourse 
of grief (Ord 2009, 197–201), as the commenters bring across the struggle and sad

ness of living with an alcoholic relative. 

[YC79] “… seeing the way [alcoholism] tore [family members] lives apart…” 

[YC112] “…being sober for a long time because [family member] finally recognized 
the pain [expression of alcoholism] was causing himself and others.” 

A number of commenters (n=4) also wrote about their own struggles with addiction. 
Two of these comments were very long, structured commentaries on how living as 
an addict feels, whereas two comments were shorter, but not without content: 

[YC42] “[Expression of addiction recovery] this level was especially compelling for 
me as I could somewhat relate to what Bob was going through.” 

This kind of depiction of an alcoholic mind seems to have had an impact, then. The 
commenters who have encountered alcoholism from family or from their own use 
seem to have a shared experience of identification with the setting and the charac

ters from the game. This leads to a key finding from the comments, which is that 
regardless of the type of video, empathy is expressed toward Bob’s character and the 
other characters found in the level as well (n=43). These comments can be long, struc

tured ones or just short expressions of the writers’ feelings. 

[YC44] “[Expression of empathy]… Bob's in serious pain and for a long time it 
seems...” 

[YC73] “[Expressing of empathy]…That Bob would rather hide his memories, and 
thus his needing to deal with them, behind his alcoholism.” 
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Empathy, as Kristie S. Fleckenstein (2007) argues, always involves an element of ra

tionality. This is because the person expressing empathy recognizes the suffering of 
the other (Fleckenstein 2007, 702). In the context of Psychonauts 2, it is then ar

guable that the commenters expressing empathy do have an idea or an experience 
of what alcohol abuse is like and what it causes. This is especially visible in the com

ments where the discourse of family and self are present, in this sense because the 
experience has been personal. 

Some of these empathetic reactions seem to stem from Bob’s character being 
presented as a lonely, suffering person, leading to many of the commenters explicitly 
mentioning Bob’s pain and the character’s need to hide that pain behind alcohol, at 
the same time making matters worse. In other cases, the commenters tried to find 
justification behind some of the actions seen in the level, such as Truman letting Bob 
go from his work. 

One thing to be noted is that the commenters in these videos could be sub

scribers to the channel they are commenting on. This means that the people 
commenting have watched several other videos by the same author and in some 
comments, it seems that they experience a certain bond with the narrator. This is 
an important note, as feeling familiar with the narrator could lead to a feeling of a 
safe environment to comment in. In this case, the familiarity also makes it easier to 
write comments about more personal issues. How video games convey empathy in 
different manners has been discussed a lot in research (see Ho and Ng 2022, 1187), 
but in this case, the expressions of empathy are not coming from the player, but 
rather from someone watching someone else play and react to the actions. 

Therefore, the conversations between the commenters and the narrator were 
also identified and coded. Comments which were coded as conversation_video refer 
to the commenters discussing with the narrator, or making certain observations 
from the narration, which are then directed towards the narrator. In turn, com

ments which were aimed towards other commenters in the same section were coded 
as conversation_comm. These are hard to identify, as many of the more analytical com

ments could act as a continued analysis from the one present in the video, but the 
commenters do not address the narrator directly. This is also in many cases hard to 
identify from the tone of the comment. 

[YC74] “Hey [mention of narrator], um, I don’t know that Bob’s mom was merely 
an alcoholic…Based on how you were talking about it, I thought maybe I should 
say something because you maybe want to take a second look, just in case there 
was a misunderstanding there.” 

This is also where the concept of audience comes in and especially the theories 
around implied audience and actual audience. First and foremost, most of the 
viewers do not comment under the video. For example, MarzGurl’s video featured 
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in this study gathered over 80,000 views by the time of gathering the data, but 
only 49 comments. As many of the comments were directed to the narrator and the 
other commenters, the publicity of the written comment becomes a more difficult 
notion. As the actual audience to the comments, we are subject to many tough 
stories of people’s lives, but not as the implied audience. The comments are made to 
reflect something that both the game and the video made the commenter ponder 
upon. What is also noticeable from this is that there are no comments that could be 
considered as negative or hateful towards the narrator or the game characters. 

When it comes to the commenters reacting to other comments, there is no sim

ple way of pointing out which comment made someone react in some way. How

ever, when the comment section of a video gets looked as a whole, the tone of the 
commentary and the different reactions between the commentators and the narra

tor become more evident. Comments about personal issues result in more personal 
comments in the section. The tone and length of the comments also seem to differ 
between the different types of videos. Generally, the comments made on the video 
essays were longer and more analytic, whereas the comments made on the Let’s Plays 
are shorter and more like instant reactions. As a result, comments made on video es

says discuss more the analysis itself, while other comments are made more towards 
the player-narrator and game. As an important mention, since the videos aside from 
the video essays are divided into two parts, so are the comments. This in turn leads 
to the commenters reacting to the events in each video and only rarely reflecting the 
events from the previous video. 

Conclusion 

It seems that this section of the game wanted to tell a story about an alcoholic in

dividual while giving insight into the mind of a person suffering from a substance 
abuse. The features of alcoholism in the game seem to be recognized somewhat well 
by both the YouTubers and their audience, then, even though some of the more ob

vious features stand out from the data. The most important things here are how 
the recognitions often come from experience about substance abuse from family 
or from one’s own life. This leads to a notable portion of the comments having a 
discourse of empathy. The empathetic reactions are varied, but they seem to share 
the same kind of view from a fictional person’s perspective, thus making the com

menters feel the way the writers probably wanted to. From a game writing point of 
view, looking through comments of some YouTube videos could turn out to be a good 
way to see what kind of writing works for the audience. This also applies to watching 
the videos themselves. 

The most notable result is the way commenters discuss their own lives in reflec

tion to the events in the game and the player-narrator. They also discuss these events 
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with one another. It seems that a familiar narrator and an identity hidden behind an 
alias creates a safe environment in which to express emotions and ideas that come 
from one’s life. This is supported by the number of empathetic comments as well. 

This study was also used to test how online comments should be anonymized 
when used as research data. In the context of this study, the method applied here 
seems to be effective and does not compromise the private information or security of 
individual commenters. This is because the comments were treated only as a textual 
data, no private information was collected, and all connections to the material was 
made vague. The downside of this is that the integrity of the data can suffer as a 
result, and comments made under a single video file are more difficult to compare 
to each other. This method of anonymization should be tested further on different 
data to see if there are any other downsides or compromises to it. 

From the viewpoint of the concept of the audience rises an important note: as 
the Let’s Plays broaden the audience of the game to those who have not played the 
game, the message the game is conveying also gets a larger audience, but with new 
layers of interpretation. The commenters who have not played the game interpret 
the game narrative through the player narrative. Also, people who do not comment, 
but watch and read the comment sections, get many ulterior views into the original 
message of the game. 
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The Sanity Metre 

Madness as a Manageable Resource 

Stefan Heinrich Simond 

Resource management is a concept that is applied wherever limited resources must 
be allocated with careful deliberation. These limited resources can be the working 
hours of team members when assigning tasks or an annual budget that needs to be 
allocated to maximise profit. Resource management operates on the premise that 
achieving any particular goal requires efficiency (Townsend). Commonly, notions of 
resource management would be found in fields such as economics, financial admin

istration, human resources, but also in political theory1 and in environmental con

siderations.2 Here, the term is applied to constructions of madness in video games, 
specifically in the case of the sanity metre—a status indicator of a character’s mental 
constitution. 

The sanity metre deserves particular attention as a construction of madness 
since it is exclusive to interactive systems. Linear media such as films or literature 
do not have any necessity for a sanity metre, whereas video games tend to integrate 
madness functionally into the games’ rule system. This chapter argues that the 
sanity metre (1) renders madness operationalisable for a game’s code, (2) has its 
historical roots in psychiatric discourse and its cultural roots in cosmic horror, and 
(3) that it presents players with contradictory affordances that require deliberate 
resource management. 

Accordingly, the first section will offer a discussion on the quantification of men

tal health in the history of psychiatry, followed by an exploration of the roots of the 
sanity metre in cosmic horror3. The key focus is then a comparative analysis of three 
video games that more or less explicitly feature a sanity metre: Amnesia: The Dark 
Descent (Frictional Games, 2010), Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice (Ninja Theory, 

1 See for example John Rawls’ (1999, 58 ff.) integration of Pareto optimality into the social con
tract. 

2 See for example Lawler et al. (2010). 
3 The term ‘horror’ will not be explored further in this article. For a concise exploration see 

Therrien (2009). 
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2017), and Tokyo Dark: Remembrance (Cherrymochi, 2019). In all three titles, the 
sanity metre is described regarding its narrative, aesthetic, and ludic properties.4 

Before getting to the central argument, I wish to briefly illustrate why and how 
the term ‘madness’ is used in this article as it can seem counterintuitive at best and 
derogatory at worst. Aside from a “serious mental illness,” The Longman Dictionary 
defines ‘madness’ as “very stupid behaviour that could be dangerous or have a very 
bad effect” (Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English). The term is often 
used colloquially—as in ‘Are you mad?’—and it carries a derogatory connotation that 
cannot be ignored. However, there are three advantages to using the term ‘madness’ 
here: (1) There is an ongoing process of reclaiming the term, i.e., to imbue it with 
an empowering connotation in the context of personally affected people. This can be 
observed, for example, in the annual mad pride parade (Schaarschmidt). (2) It ties 
into a broader sociological and philosophical discourse. In his notable engagement 
Madness and Civilization, Michel Foucault described a history of madness and ex

panded the meaning of madness from an individual ascription to the structural con

figuration of society as such. More recently, a strand of so-called ‘mad studies’ has 
emerged that presents a critical engagement with the psychiatric ascription of ‘men

tal illness’ and considers itself a form of ‘survivor research’5 (Beresford; Beresford 
and Russo). (3) Most importantly, madness opens up the field of enquiry. By using 
the term here, I wish to indicate that I am not referring to specific psychiatric diag

noses. The medical angle is one possible option to think about madness, but it is not 
the only one. Especially when engaging with constructions of madness in the media, 
it can be limiting to apply medical terminology. Since this article is not concerned 
with the application of actual diagnoses but rather with the historical and cultural 
significance of the sanity metre from a perspective of video game studies, the term 
‘madness’ provides a sufficiently broad and abstract framework in which a range of 
different perspectives can be included. 

The quantification of mental health 

At the core of any sanity metre is a quantification of mental health. This idea of assign

ing a quantitative measurement to a person’s mental constitution is not particularly 

4 This article builds upon some of the crucial findings presented in my PhD dissertation, ti
tled Pixelated Madness. The Construction of Mental Illnesses and Psychiatric Insti
tutions in Video Games. Some key terms in this article are written in italics, such as quan

tification, somatic externalisation, etc. This indicates that they are types of madness that are 
directly tied to the sanity metre. For the full typology see Simond (in press). 

5 An especially notable application of mad studies to Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice has been 
presented by Netchitailova (2019). 
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new. The earliest precursors in this domain can be traced back to Hippocrates’ hu

moral theory, developed around 400 BC in his essay On the Sacred Disease, which 
was then further developed in Galen’s On the Natural Faculties in the 2nd century 
(Merenda; Wampold 71; Franke 59; Farreras 3–4). Hippocrates and Galen describe 
four bodily fluids: blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile. Depending on how 
these four fluids are distributed, a person might have a particular character or suffer 
from a particular affliction. Kalachanis aptly states: “Health absolutely requires the 
correct humor proportions. Consequently, humor excesses and/or shortages trigger 
the pathophysiology of disease.” (2) This required balance must be maintained or re

stored; in other words, a healthy person manages their bodily fluids in a homeostatic 
equilibrium6. 

Another early example of quantification in a field that is adjacent to psychiatry 
is the concept of physiognomy as developed by Johann Caspar Lavater. Similar to 
humoral pathology, the quantity of somatic aspects is crucial. In the case of phys

iognomy, the measured quantity entails structural features of the face and skull. 
Lavater claimed that one could ascertain the character of a person by measuring and 
interpreting the outline of their head: “A forehead full of irregular protuberances is 
characteristic of a choleric temperament” (Lavater/Porta, 1817). 

In contemporary psychiatry, humoral theory and physiognomy have no credi

ble bearing. This does not mean though that the logic of quantification has vanished. 
Rather, it is applied in a different form. Contemporary quantifications may, for ex

ample, build upon the ‘diathesis stress model,’ which is commonly applied in the 
domain of allergology and psychology (Franke, 2012, p. 159).7 The key idea is that 
people inevitably encounter ‘stressors’ throughout their life. Such stressors can be 
biomedical pathogens such as viruses or bacteria, but also distressing parts of daily 
life such as job insecurity, the loss of a loved one, or loneliness. In order not to fall 
ill, a person then requires ‘resources’ to process the stress. Such resources can be a 
smoothly operating immune system, but also supportive social relationships, pas

sions and routines, or professional therapeutic guidance. The more resources one 
manages to acquire, the more resilient one is in the face of impending stressors. 

Quantifications of mental health are also applied in specific therapeutic contexts, 
for example in the application of a perceived stress scale (PSS) (Lee). The PSS is used 
for patients of emotionally unstable personality disorder (EUPD), also known as bor

derline personality disorder (ICD-F60.3), and other afflictions that entail emotional 
dysregulation. The PSS quantifies the perceived stress level in numerical values. One 

6 A “homeostatic equilibrium is the tendency of an organism or a cell to regulate the internal 
conditions.” (Biology Online, 2019) A healthy organism thus manages to maintain stable even 
though the environment might change or adversely affect it. 

7 A variation of this concept is the acronym ‘HEDE,’ which stands for ‘health-ease’ and ‘dis-ease’ 
as two opposing poles (Franke, 2012). 
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may then identify their base stress level, different thresholds that warrant the appli

cations of skills, such as grounding or breathing exercises, and peak stress levels that 
mark the danger of losing control.8 Notable here is the close proximity between the 
application of PSS in actual psychiatric care and the construction of the sanity metre 
in video games as detailed below. 

The roots of the sanity metre in cosmic horror 

A formative occurrence of a sanity metre in the context of games is Call of Cthulhu 
by Chaosium (1981). The board game includes a rule system whereby characters lose 
sanity points when confronted with the supernatural. It is arguably no coincidence 
that a board game adaptation of the short story The Call of Cthulhu (1928) by H.P. 
Lovecraft popularised the sanity metre. Indeed, there are identifiable thematic ties 
between the sanity metre and key ideas of cosmic horror. 

The Call of Cthulhu follows an unnamed protagonist who goes through a se

ries of documents he inherited. He learns about a strange cult worshipping an an

cient being called ‘Cthulhu.’ As part of their worship, the cult enacts peculiar rituals 
that are documented throughout history. An expedition by a group of sailors leads 
to the hidden city of R’lyeh in which Cthulhu awakes from its slumber, kills most of 
the crew, and leaves the few survivors bereft of their cognitive faculties. The story 
concludes with the author detailing how the mere knowledge of Cthulhu’s existence 
suffices to drive people insane. The implication is that the entire world is at the hands 
of an incomprehensible deity that may destroy it at any given point. 

The thematic tie to the sanity metre can be identified in the confrontation with 
the incomprehensible. The Call of Cthulhu details several occurrences in which 
ancient secrets challenge or destroy reason. For example, the sailors that venture 
into the city of R’lyeh are assaulted by such incomprehensible sights that the few sur

vivors hardly dare to recount the events. As Cthulhu eventually appears, the diegetic 
author narrates: “Everyone listened, and everyone was listening still when It lum

bered slobberingly into sight and gropingly squeezed Its gelatinous green immen

sity through the black doorway into the tainted outside air of that poison city of mad

ness” (Lovecraft, 1928). The Call of Cthulhu is thus a story about the attempt to 
fathom the unfathomable. The cosmic forces of ancient deities are simply beyond the 
capabilities of human comprehension. Consequently, the fragility of reason is em

phasised as even hardened explorers are driven mad. The sanity metre fulfils a simi

lar function on a structural level. It constructs reason and madness as two opposing 

8 The application of the PSS differs somewhat between countries though there are studies that 
intermittently evaluate the consistency and validity of PSS in the respective region. For one 
such study in Germany see Klein et al. (2016). 
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types, facilitates a conflict between the two, and characterises reason as fragile since 
encounters with madness lead to its depletion. Maintaining some degree of sanity 
then becomes a winning condition. As Garrad (2021, p. 26) puts it: “To be Sane, in the 
game’s terms, is to be victorious.” 

Since its implementation in the 1981 board game, the sanity metre has been 
adapted in a variety of titles.9 These include other licensed tie-ins in the Cthulhu 
Mythos, such as Call of Cthulhu: Dark Corners of the Earth (Headfirst Pro

ductions, 2005) and Call of Cthulhu (Cyanide, 2018). However, the sanity metre 
has since received much wider recognition. Both Eternal Darkness: Sanity’s 
Requiem (Silicon Knights, 2002) and Amnesia: The Dark Descent have signifi

cantly contributed to the popularisation of the sanity metre—the latter is analysed 
in detail below. Other titles that implement a sanity metre are Don’t Starve (Klei 
Entertainment, 2013), Darkest Dungeon (Red Hook Studios 2016), Crusader 
Kings III (Paradox Development Studio, 2020), and Indigo Prophecy (titled 
Fahrenheit in Europe, Quantic Dream, 2005). A particularly prominent example 
is The Sims 4 (Maxis, 2014), which includes an expansive mood system as well as a 
character trait that was originally called ‘insane,’ but has been renamed ‘erratic’ in 
2018 due to public criticism (Jackson 2018a, 2018b). Considering the prominence of 
the sanity metre in video games, it is important to ponder what its key narrative, 
aesthetic, and ludic properties are. 

The sanity metre in video games 

The key function of a sanity metre is to render the abstract notion of madness oper

ationalisable for the rule system (Vozaru, 2022, p. 65). A video games’ rule system is 
constituted in the code, which operates according to specific parameters. Much in 
the sense of Niklas Luhmann’s system theory, such a rule system is operationally 
closed, i.e. the rule system can only process information that adheres to its own 
logic (Luhman, 2000, pp. 25–35). In other words, for madness to be computed on 
the structural level of the game, it needs to be coded in the language of rules. While 
the sanity metre is not necessarily the only way to accomplish this, it is an estab

lished method.10 On a most general level, this form of quantification is rather consis

tent with the way in which mental health is quantified within psychiatric discourse, 
especially in the case of PSS. Importantly though, the numerical values and calcu

lations may well be concealed in the black box of the game. The code processes the 
values without them being immediately obvious to the player. Instead, the sanity 

9 For a brief overview see Milesi (2022, 194 ff.). 
10 After all, video games have been measuring health in general since their inception. For a 

deeper engagement with the quantification of health see Rogers (2020). 
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metre comes with an interface that communicates the sanity value to players by em

ploying audiovisual representations. These can include icons, colours, audio cues, 
haptic feedback, etc. 

Such audiovisual representations alert the player that the sanity value is tracked 
in one way or another. Consequently, players have to adapt their engagement with 
the game and its rule system to accommodate the sanity value. This is where the as

pect of resource management literally comes into play. How exactly the sanity metre 
facilitates madness as a manageable resource and how this in turn affects player en

gagement is best explored in case analyses.11 

Amnesia: The Dark Descent 

Amnesia: The Dark Descent (subsequently abbreviated as Amnesia) is a survival 
horror game by the Swedish studio Frictional Games. It was initially released on 8 
September 2010 for PC and later ported to consoles. Amnesia quickly gained trac

tion in the community of video game streaming and sold over 1.4 million copies 
by 2012 (Reilly). Due to its critical and commercial success, a series of sequels fol

lowed, such as Amnesia: A Machine for Pigs (The Chinese Room, 2013), Amnesia: 
Rebirth (Frictional Games, 2020), and Amnesia: The Bunker (Frictional Games, 
2023). The title not only employs a rather conventional sanity metre but also popu

larised it beyond the licensed Call of Cthulhu games. 
Amnesia follows the journey of Daniel, an aspiring archaeologist, who wakes 

up in the Prussian castle of Brennenburg in 1839. He finds a note by his former self, 
stating that he erased his own memory and that he must find and eliminate the resi

dent Baron Alexander. Throughout his exploration of the castle, Daniel is haunted by 
a horrid shadow from which he can only flee or hide. He also suffers from nyctopho

bia, i.e. pathological fear of the dark. Daniel gradually comes to understand that the 
aforementioned shadow began haunting him after he had discovered a mysterious 
orb at an excavation site in Algeria. Daniel is then contacted by Baron Alexander who 
promises to dispel the shadow in exchange for Daniel’s servitude. Unbeknownst to 
Daniel however, Baron Alexander is trapped in an alternate dimension and requires 
the orb to return. He deceives Daniel and demands increasingly atrocious acts of 
him including torturing and killing villagers to infuse the orb with sufficient energy 
for Alexander to make his escape. As Daniel discovers Alexander’s deception and re

alises the extent of his acts, he is overwhelmed by guilt and uses a potion to erase 
his own memory. Ultimately, Daniel confronts Alexander in the castle’s Inner Sanc

11 The following chapters contain narrative summaries include story spoilers for the three re
spective games Amnesia: The Dark Descent, Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice, and Tokyo 
Dark: Remembrance. 
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tum, and depending on player choices either Daniel dies, Alexander dies, or both are 
consumed by the shadow. 

Within this narrative framework, the sanity metre plays a crucial role. It comes 
with the central components of resource management alongside Daniel’s physical 
health. The shadow that haunts Daniel is encountered repeatedly throughout the 
game, and as soon as Daniel looks at it, the sanity value starts rapidly depleting. 
The implementation of the sanity metre can thus be interpreted as a ludic mani

festation of the Lovecraftian notion that encounters with the incomprehensible are 
an existential threat to the faculties of reason (Garrad, 2021, pp. 21–23). This intro

duces a crucial complication on the ludic level for which Amnesia is widely known. 
On the one hand, players must know the location of the shadow to effectively escape 
its clutches. On the other hand, players must avert the avatar’s gaze as much as pos

sible to avoid expending sanity. In other words, Amnesia presents two contradictory 
actions by virtue of rendering sanity a resource to be managed and can thus evoke a 
sense of pressure and dread. 

A similar effect is attained with Daniel’s nyctophobia. To replenish sanity, Daniel 
must make progress with his exploration. However, he must also manage his lantern 
oil, lest he be engulfed by darkness. Venturing off the beaten path poses the risk of 
running out of oil, but also comes with the hope of finding more. Thereby, Amnesia 
creates a sense of urgency (Schwager, 2012, p. 5). As Thon (2021, p. 204) points out: 
“the game mechanics force the player to constantly weigh the goal of not being seen 
by monsters against the goal of not losing sanity by lingering in the darkness.” 

Figure 1: The four stages of sanity in Amnesia: The Dark Descent 

(Grip, 2014) 

These considerations of resource management are additionally complicated by 
the fact that Amnesia obscures the exact sanity value from players. The sanity metre 
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is nested in the inventory screen. Instead of a concrete number or scale, players see 
one of four icons as depicted in figure 1. They combine two means of externalisation: 
(1) The icons are colour-coded from green, for entirely sane, to red, for an impending 
mental breakdown. The means of expressing the degree of madness in the form of 
colour may be referred to as a visual spatial externalisation of madness. (2) The icons 
also depict a central nervous system which is increasingly affected by lesions. In this 
way, Amnesia presents a somatic externalisation that equates the loss of sanity with 
organic dysfunctionalities, much in the sense of how mental afflictions have histor

ically been considered ‘brain diseases’ (Schneider, 1987, p. 7; Franke, 2012, pp. 70–71). 
Another indicator of Daniel losing sanity is not found in the inventory but affects 

the character’s perception. For instance, when Daniel’s sanity drops below a certain 
threshold, his vision becomes blurry, and he begins to experience hallucinations. 
One such hallucination involves cockroaches crawling across the screen. They can be 
clearly discerned from diegetic reality since their location is relative to the camera 
movements, i.e. if players look around, the cockroaches will move along as if they sat 
on a virtual camera lens (Thon, 2021, pp. 204–205). According to Tom Reiss, these 
effects can instil a fear of fear itself, potentially plunging Daniel into a downward 
spiral of insanity. These hallucinations are visual spatial externalisations of madness 
and they clearly relate a subjective experience of losing one’s mind. This is to say that 
they aim to immerse players in the experience of madness. 

Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice 

Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice (subsequently abbreviated as Hellblade) is a psy

chological action-adventure game developed by British studio Ninja Theory. After 
having worked with major publishers on accomplished titles such as Heavenly 
Sword (2007), Enslaved: Odyssey to the West (2010), and DmC: Devil May Cry 
(2013), Ninja Theory advanced on their own terms by financing the development of 
Hellblade entirely without a publisher. Hellblade’s commercial success is largely 
attributed to its dedication to radically subjectify12 the experience of psychosis, in

cluding voice-hearing and de-realisation. The developers consulted with mental 
health advisors as well as personally affected people. In 2018, Microsoft acquired 
Ninja Theory who have since released a sequel, titled Senua’s Saga: Hellblade II 
(2024). Hellblade takes a rather indirect and metaphorical approach to the sanity 
metre with a metadiegetic twist. 

12 Subjectification in this context means that players experience the game from the perspective 
of a character coded as ‘mad.’ A subjectification is considered radical when this perspective is 
the only available perspective, i.e. if there is no way of discerning between what is diegetically 
real and what is not (Simond, in press). 
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Hellblade is set in the late 8th century and tells the story of Senua, a Pict war

rior who travels to Helheim to revive the soul of her beloved, Dillion. Throughout 
her journey, Senua confronts mythological creatures that are tied to her experiences 
of trauma. She grapples with the imposing voice of her father, Zynbel, who had her 
mother, Galena, burned at the stake. A host of other voices speak to Senua and the 
player respectively, guiding them, but also diminishing their efforts or deceiving 
them. Senua explores the wilderness, identifies patterns in her environment, and 
fights against an onslaught of shadow warriors that are apparent reflections of the 
Northmen that pillaged her home and killed her beloved. Ultimately, Senua seems 
to fall in combat against Hela, the goddess of death. She survives, however, by ac

knowledging the need to let go of her grief. Senua drops Dillion’s decapitated head 
into an abyss and invites the player to come along since there is yet another story to 
tell. 

Strictly speaking, Hellblade does not feature a sanity metre because it abstains 
entirely from an interface with numbers and icons. This is consistent with Hell

blade’s approach to radically subjectify madness, i.e. to exclusively focus on Senua’s 
personal experience. Any conventional interface such as an inventory, damage num

bers, or even a health bar would literally stand between Senua and the player as well 
as reduce the complex subjectification presented to a series of numbers. There is, 
however, a mechanic in Hellblade that approximates the function of a sanity me

tre and can be interpreted as a metaphorical abstraction thereof: the ‘dark rot.’ 

Figure 2: At the beginning of Hellblade, Senua is infected with ‘dark rot’ which gradually 
grows up her arm each time she is defeated in combat 

Screenshot by Author 
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After the introductory sequence, Senua stands before a locked gate that blocks 
the path toward Helheim. Behind her, several shadow Northmen appear and a com

bat tutorial ensues. While players learn the ropes of combat, Senua ultimately col

lapses and is consumed by dark rot.13 A diegetic narrator voice announces that Senua 
being consumed by the rot is a vision of the future. Senua stands over her own body 
and sees how the rot begins to creep up her arm while she scratches it and screams 
in fear (fig. 2). A textual insert reads14: 

The dark rot will grow each time you fail 
If the rot reaches Senua’s head, her quest is over 

and all progress will be lost 

This threat is actually empty. Hellblade does not feature a permadeath mechanic 
and no save data is ever erased, regardless how many times players fail. Before go

ing into detail on the functional level though, it is first warranted to consider how 
the dark rot in Hellblade fulfils the function of a sanity metre and how it is tied to 
the history of madness. It has been mentioned already that a sanity metre operates 
with quantifications on the level of code, but that it must not necessarily express it

self in the user interface in numbers or scales. While it can only be speculated how 
exactly the dark rot is tracked in Hellblade, it appears likely that there is an invis

ible number that increases each time Senua is defeated in combat. Corresponding 
to each number is the advancing rot. As such, the dark rot operates as a manageable 
resource that needs to be kept at a minimum by investing the warranted degree of 
focus in each combat encounter. 

Aesthetically, the dark rot is tied to the historical association between madness 
and infectious skin diseases. As Michel Foucault details in Madness and Civiliza

tion, many facilities that later housed ‘the insane’ were initially built to confine 
the medieval outbreak of leprosy (in Gutting, 2012, p. 52). The bacterial infection 
became a serious threat that spread rapidly throughout the population due to 
limited facilities of public hygiene. Its most iconic symptom consists of skin lesions 
that may cause severe tissue damage as well as deformations, especially of the 
extremities (Rosen, 2015, p. 25). Once the epidemic died down and the leprosories 
stood empty, they were repurposed as general hospitals and confinement facilities 
in which, amongst others, ‘the insane’ were interned. Foucault illustrates how the 
literal stigma of leprosy carried over to the ‘insane’: 

13 As may have become apparent already, battles that cannot be won are a recurring theme in 
Hellblade. Regarding the final combat encounter in the game, Berge (2021, p. 42) states that 
“this moment reinforces the central message of Senua’s psychological struggle, as the player 
must—like her—accept the loss they have avoided for so long.” 

14 This is also the only textual insert in the entire game aside from the credits. 
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What doubtless remained longer than leprosy, and would persist when the lazar 
houses had been empty for years, were the values and images attached to the figure 
of the leper as well as the meaning of his exclusion, the social importance of that 
insistent and fearful figure which was not driven off without first being inscribed 
within a sacred circle. 

Hellblade picks up on this historical association by somatically externalising 
Senua’s experience of madness as dark rot. This entails several components that 
can each be considered a part of the interpretation: (1) Senua experiences herself as 
vulnerable and under constant threat of being consumed. This is expressed in the 
dark rot as a persistent reminder of her fear. (2) Senua’s father, Zynbel, considered 
her to be cursed by ‘the darkness.’ In several flashbacks throughout the game, 
Zynbel warns Senua against giving into the darkness lest she be consumed by it. In 
this sense, the dark rot is a manifestation of the supernatural understanding that 
Senua’s father imposed upon her. (3) Senua is further traumatised by the invasion 
of the Northmen. In her absence, they pillaged her home and burned the remaining 
inhabitants. The metaphor of bodies being consumed by fire is repeated several 
times throughout the game. For example, as Senua makes her way to face Surt, 
the god of fire, the path is lined with piles of smouldering corpses. The dark rot is 
visually related to burned skin, which demarcates her colonised subjectivity (Shelve, 
2019). (4) Lastly, the dark rot is a reminder of the grief Senua experiences. Each time 
she falls at the hands of the perpetrators that sacrificed her beloved, her literal scar 
becomes more apparent. This interpretation is also supported by the ending of the 
game. When Senua eventually learns to let go and drops Dillion’s head, the dark 
rot fades. Though Senua is not ‘cured,’ she comes to terms with her loss. Senua also 
learns to reject her father’s understanding of the darkness and confronts her fears. 
In both of these instances, Senua is liberated from an oppression that haunted her. 

As stated above, the threat of erasing save data is actually empty. Arguably, such a 
permadeath mechanic would seem out of place in a story-based game such as Hell

blade. This fake permadeath mechanic can be considered deceptive game design, 
which Gualeni and Van de Mosselaer define as “the deliberate attempt to misguide 
players’ inferences about the designer’s intentions.” (1) Assuming that players have 
not read an article that spoils the deception—such as this one—this threat would 
likely change their approach to combat encounters. The dark rot is then linked to a 
precious non-diegetic resource: the players’ time investment into the game. This can 
be considered a ludic actional externalisation of madness because Senua’s experience 
of madness affects how players engage with the game and its systems (Berge, 2021, p. 
41; Meakin and Vaughan, 2021). On the matter of the sanity metre, Christopher and 
Leuszler (2022, p. 14) point out that “the sensation of collapse between the horror of 
the game narrative and the reality of the gamer will be all the more terrifying.”15 

15 Bernard Perron (2005) makes similar observations on the manner in which fear is conveyed. 
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On a metadiegetic level, the permadeath mechanic could even be considered es

pecially effective precisely because it does not exist. Players may experience a sense 
of tension while playing that is not substantiated by an actual threat. The fear of los

ing progress is a fabrication, which equates to the experience of Senua being afraid 
of things that others might not consider to be real. This dynamic can be described as 
a transdiegetic disruption because it transgresses the boundaries of diegesis to involve 
the player as a player—and raises the question of who is playing with whom. 

Tokyo Dark: Remembrance 

Tokyo Dark: Remembrance is an extended version of Tokyo Dark (jp. 東京 ダ 
ー ク, Cherrymochi, 2017), a psychological horror point-and-click adventure game 
with visual novel elements and a branching narrative that is largely contingent on 
player choices. The game was crowdfunded on Kickstarter and has been ported to 
Nintendo Switch and PlayStation 4 since its initial release on PC in 2017. Subse

quently, the title will be abbreviated as Tokyo Dark, though the version played for 
analysis was Tokyo Dark: Remembrance on Nintendo Switch. The title engages 
deeply with the theme of madness and constructs not just one but two sanity me

tres, both of which warrant cautious resource management. 
In Tokyo Dark, Detective Itō Ayami investigates the disappearance of her part

ner, Kazuki Tanaka. Tracking his whereabouts to the sewers in Shinjuku, Itō finds 
her partner brutally murdered by a woman named Reina. Itō shoots Reina and suf

fers a mental breakdown from which she awakens several weeks later. Increasingly 
obsessed with finding out more about Reina, Itō explores the underbelly of Tokyo 
and the surrounding areas. Ultimately, she finds that Reina’s parents partook in a 
mass suicide ritual in Aokigahara (also known as ‘Sea of Trees’) to infuse Reina with 
ominous powers. Reina later commits suicide, yet cannot traverse to the beyond. 
Killing Itō’s partner and several other people was Reina’s attempt at obtaining a mask 
to open ‘The Door’ that would grant her passage. Throughout the investigation, Itō 
not only struggles with bullying and social exclusion at the police department, but 
also loses hold of her sanity. Depending on the choices made, Tokyo Dark leads to 
one of eleven endings. Here are just a few examples: Itō may help Reina pass on; she 
may overdose on medication; she may join her partner in the beyond, or the entire 
adventure is revealed as a silly plot devised by her cat, Lady Fluffington, who is ac

tually a god. 
The sanity metre in Tokyo Dark is part of the so-called ‘SPIN’ system, which is 

an acronym for Itō’s four character attributes that can be checked in the inventory: 
Sanity, Professionalism, Investigation, and Neurosis (fig. 3). All four attributes are 
consistently tracked and displayed as numerical scales from -100 to +100. Profes

sionalism tracks how seriously Itō takes her role as a police detective. It rises when 
Itō asks deliberate questions based on evidence and falls when she acts brashly, emo
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tionally, or violently. If professionalism is at a low value, players can choose more op

tions to break the law and if the value is high, other characters are more respectful 
towards Itō. Investigation tracks how thoroughly Itō explores her surroundings. The 
higher the value is, the more clues will be revealed as more options for interaction 
become available. 

Figure 3: After having a mental breakdown, the hospital nurse explains the workings of the 
SPIN system to Itō and the player respectively in Tokyo Dark: Remembrance 

Screenshot by Author 

Sanity operates as a conventional sanity metre, not unlike in the analysis of Am

nesia. Itō is inevitably confronted with emotional distress, disturbing occurrences, 
and ultimately the occult. For example, when Itō explores an abandoned section of 
the sewers and the lights suddenly go out, her sanity drops by -5. If Itō’s sanity value 
reaches -100 by the time she enters Aokigahara, the narrative concludes that Itō is a 
patient in a mental institution and that the entire investigation has been a delusion. 
There are means to replenish sanity, though, for example by engaging in kind inter

actions, making time to relax, or taking medication. Replenishing sanity may come 
with other adverse effects, however. For example, taking medication increases sanity 
by +10 but, presumably as an implication of side effects, decreases the investigation 
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value by -10. Players are thus discouraged from simply taking as much medication 
as they desire to ‘adjust’ the sanity value.16 

From everything described so far, the sanity metre in Tokyo Dark is a conven

tional form of resource management. Consistent with the observations made for 
the case of Amnesia, the sanity metre in Tokyo Dark requires players to carefully 
consider the choices they make. In keeping with the Lovecraftian notion of mad

ness, sanity is constructed as being adversely affected by encounters with the in

comprehensible. In contrast to Amnesia as well as Hellblade, though, the player’s 
aim in Tokyo Dark must not necessarily be to keep the sanity value as high as pos

sible. At least if players wish to unlock all of the endings, they must manage sanity 
as a resource also by deliberately expending it to the degree that certain narrative 
branches require. The aim then becomes to drive Itō moderately or severely insane 
and watch the chaos unfold that comes with some of the available endings. Since 
Tokyo Dark follows a cyclical structure and partly refers to previous playthroughs, 
such approaches can be considered an affordance of the game design. Therefore, 
Garrad’s (2021, p. 26) observation on Call of Cthulhu—“To be Sane, in the game’s 
terms, is to be victorious.”—does not apply to Tokyo Dark. Instead, one may choose 
to indulge in any degree of insanity to explore the story to its fullest. 

An interesting complication is introduced with the fourth attribute, though, that 
has not yet been addressed: neurosis. The term is adapted from Freudian psycho

analysis and associated with the concept that people may repress certain desires that 
then manifest in psychopathological syndromes. The most apt type of neurosis that 
could be applied to Tokyo Dark concerns obsessive-compulsive behaviour, which 
includes “the irresistible entry of unwanted ideas, thoughts, or feelings into con

sciousness or […] the need to repeatedly perform ritualistic actions that the sufferer 
perceives as unnecessary or unwarranted” (Britannica, n.d.). 

In Tokyo Dark, neurosis measures the degree to which the player engages in 
meaningless repetition. The neurosis value increases by repeatedly speaking to the 
same character, even though they have nothing new to say, or by pacing back and 
forth between locations without any progress in the investigation. Crucially, the 
neurosis value operates as a modifier for the sanity value in inverse proportionality. 
This means that the higher the neurosis value grows, the lower the sanity value drops 
and the harder it becomes to increase it. The neurosis metre is of much significance 
here since it incorporates performative player actions into the game’s construction 
of madness as ludic actional externalisation. Especially in point-and-click adventures 
with some degree of puzzle solving, it is customary player behaviour, when stuck 

16 The way in which psychopharmacological medication is presented in Tokyo Dark would war
rant much critical reflection. This point is left aside here though to focus specifically on the 
sanity metre. 
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with a puzzle, to talk to all the characters again or randomly interact with seem

ingly insignificant objects. Tokyo Dark incorporates these generally non-narrative 
interactions into its system of resource management, thereby encouraging players 
to think more cautiously about how to progress with the investigation. This leads to 
a complication that takes players as players into account. 

Conclusion 

The key focus of this article was to analyse how the sanity metre renders madness 
into a manageable resource. From a genealogical viewpoint, it is notable that mental 
health has been quantified in psychiatric discourse and its historical predecessors 
in various ways. In video games, this quantification serves the primary purpose of 
rendering an abstract notion of madness operationalisable for the rule system. Since 
the rules embedded in the game code can only process what is compatible with its 
language, such quantifications are the functional basis of resource management. 

Analyses of games have shown that sanity metres employ forms of externalisation 
to present the sanity value with audiovisual means. Tokyo Dark is most simplistic 
in this domain by displaying a numerical value alongside a slider. Whenever the pro

tagonist’s sanity value is modified, a pop-up appears that details the exact number 
of points lost or gained. Tokyo Dark therefore makes the underlying calculations 
transparent. The other analysed titles conceal such numerical values. Amnesia em

ploys a colour-coded icon that depicts a central nervous system. As the sanity value 
depletes, the central nervous system is increasingly affected by lesions. This form of 
directly associating madness with the physicality of the brain can be referred to as a 
somatic externalisation, i.e. it ‘projects’ the abstract notion of madness onto the body 
and its organs. Hellblade follows a similar trajectory but instead of focusing on the 
brain, it somatically externalises madness in the form of ‘dark rot.’ The dark rot can be 
interpreted as a combination of Senua’s trauma, the mythology of darkness, and the 
historical association between madness and leprosy. 

By rendering the sanity value a functional part of the games’ rule system and 
by communicating it to players via an aesthetically externalised interface, the sanity 
value becomes a crucial component of the way in which the game is played. This ef

fect is referred to here as a ludic actional externalisation since it presents specific affor

dances that players must take into account. In the course of the three analyses pre

sented above, it has been found that the sanity metre primarily complicates player 
interaction with contradictory affordances that warrant resource management. 

In Amnesia, the primary directive is to advance through the castle swiftly to 
conserve and replenish sanity. Since the lantern oil is limited, though, players are 
strongly encouraged to explore their surroundings lest they be engulfed by dark

ness. Even more apparent is the contradiction between having to locate the ominous 
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shadow that haunts the protagonist while having to avoid looking at the shadow 
since every glance rapidly depletes the protagonist’s sanity. 

Tokyo Dark encourages a more playful engagement with the sanity value. In or

der to experience the games’ many endings, players have to expend sanity and drive 
the protagonist to a mental breakdown. Further, Tokyo Dark complicates player 
interaction by introducing a second value—the neurosis value—that renders other

wise common player behaviour, such as repeatedly speaking to characters or inves

tigating random objects, a crucial factor in the resource management. Accordingly, 
Tokyo Dark instructs players to take the diegetic investigation seriously and con

sider their next move with caution. 
Hellblade takes a similar approach and combines it with what may be called a 

transdiegetic disruption, i.e. its dark rot mechanic transcends the diegetic boundaries 
and addresses the player as player. This is accomplished by the game threatening 
players that their save data will be erased should the sanity metre reach its maximum 
value. If players care about not losing progress, they would engage in each combat 
encounter with caution. Curiously, the threat is fake, which adds another layer to 
the interpretation. Since players might be constantly worried about losing progress 
without any objective threat, their heightened state of anxiety corresponds to the 
diegetic sense of dread Senua experiences. Through deceptive game design, Ninja 
Theory provides a rather unconventional form of radically subjectifying the experience 
of madness. 

These observations provide an initial vantage point on the significance of the 
sanity metre in video games, especially on its historical and cultural roots as well as 
its narrative, aesthetic, and ludic functions. By considering madness as a manage

able resource, the sanity metre renders an abstract and elusive phenomenon a cru

cial part of reasonable considerations that in turn present specific and often con

tradictory affordances to players. The analysed titles here are but a few examples, 
though; and for further study it would be exceedingly helpful to build a database 
of games that feature a sanity metre to enable more systematic analyses. Especially 
considering that the sanity metre is one of the few aspects in which video games 
crucially differentiate their constructions of madness from linear media, further en

quiries seem warranted. 
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Lie in My Heart 

Designing an Autobiographical Expressive Game Exploring 

Suicide and Resilience 

Sébastien Genvo 

In the early 2010s, I began to work on the concept of expressive games as part of 
my research. It arose from an observation shared by a number of researchers and 
game designers in the 2000s. In the history of video games, certain themes have 
been overrepresented (e.g. science fiction, medieval fantasy, sport, war, Nordic or 
Asian myths, etc.), which has gone hand in hand with the dominant presence of cer

tain emotions: anxiety, fear, anger. This is shown by Kline, Dyer Witheford and De 
Peuter (2003) in their book Digital Play. For marketing, technological and cultural 
reasons, themes of “militarised masculinities” have spread in the industry’s produc

tions. According to these authors, this refers to an interrelation of ingredients that 
make up a shared semiotic network revolving around the subjects of war, conquest 
and combat. This dominant model has been tried and tested in the video game mar

ket, although it is very often the subject of debate and limits openness to other types 
of audiences. Gonzalo Frasca (2001) also put forward this idea in the very first issue 
of Gamestudies.org, in an article about The Sims (Electronic Arts, 2000). Here he 
argues that video games should be opened up to realities that are more in tune with 
everyday life: “The Sims is a landmark in videogame history because it has opened 
a Pandora’s box by replacing the usual troll and sci-fi monster with plain humans” 
(Frasca 2001). 

What is interesting about Gonzalo Frasca’s work is that he envisaged solutions. 
In particular, he considered that video games could be used as a medium to stim

ulate critical thinking about personal and social problems. In his work in the early 
2000s, Gonzalo Frasca proposed drawing on the dramatic techniques of the Theatre 
of the Oppressed, introduced by Augusto Boal, in order to design games that en

courage debate among players (see Frasca, 2001). To sum up very briefly, the Theatre 
of the Oppressed stages a situation of oppression during which any spectator can 
choose to intervene to take the place of a protagonist and propose their own solution 
to the problem. Frasca’s aim was to show how the Theatre of the Oppressed philos

ophy could be applied to video games in order to increase its potential for raising 
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awareness. In his view, this could encourage a logic of empathy based on the manip

ulation of rules and choices. 
As part of these reflections, in the early 2010s I proposed the term “expressive 

game” (Genvo, 2016) to describe games that involve putting yourself in someone 
else’s shoes to explore social, cultural or psychological issues, etc., while allowing 
you to experience the dilemmas, choices and consequences that arise from these 
situations. Firstly, the idea was to find a concept that could be used as an analytical 
framework for identifying this type of game in the history of video games. Indeed, in 
the history of this medium, there is some content that proposes alternative themes, 
albeit on the margins. Take, for example, the French productions of the 1980s, some 
of which were aimed at a local market and drew on cultural references relating to 
the current events of the period, or even to French history. The game Freedom 
(Tomahawk, 1988), published in 1988, tackled the history of slavery in Martinique by 
putting us in the shoes of a slave trying to escape from the plantations. 

But it is also worth noting that studying the expressive potential of video games 
raises a number of questions, both from a creative and a scientific point of view: how 
can these works be considered as games, when they challenge the usual expectations 
associated with video games because of their sensitive subject matter? Games, par

ticularly in the video game industry, are synonymous with fun and entertainment in 
today’s society. How can we get players emotionally involved while at the same time 
encouraging them to reflect on the sensitive content developed in these games? And 
how could we build an experience which also allows a degree of expressivity from 
the player? It is from this dual perspective that I have been exploring the concept 
since 2010, both by exploring it in greater depth conceptually and by designing two 
games. Keys of a Gamespace (KOAG) (Expressive Gamestudio, 2011), designed in 
2011, tackles the subject of child abuse and memory, and Lie in my Heart (LIMH) 
(Expressive Gamestudio, 2019) in 2019 takes an autobiographical approach to the 
themes of suicide, mental illness, the relationship between childhood and death, 
and resilience. The aim was to combine research and authorial work, which enables 
experimental objects to be designed and produced in order to test certain concepts. 

To illustrate these theoretical considerations, I will show how this research is 
also anchored in a game design perspective, which prompts reflection. I will discuss 
the development of my game Lie in my Heart (2019). By doing so, I will explore how 
an individual life story can be shared. Surely there must be a contradiction in want

ing to transmit a memory of established events while at the same time providing 
players with a form of agency to intervene in past events? More precisely, I will dis

cuss the design choices that were made to encourage empathy and reflection on the 
multiple topics conveyed by the game. I will also look at the reception, particularly 
the emotional experience of the players and the way in which they were able to find 
and express themselves on the addressed topics. This feedback is based on press re

views, players’ reviews on Steam and a qualitative analysis carried out with a dozen 
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players. Finally, these perspectives will allow me to consider the personal experience 
evoked by the design of such an autobiographical game, which invites to both nar

rate and play with the self, oscillating between narrativity of the past and agency. 
The aim is to show that sublimating experience through creation does not necessar

ily lead to improved psychological well-being for the creator. Through the mediation 
of experience, it more certainly enables the construction of a shareable meaning of 
the past. 

Imagining video game expressiveness beyond procedural rhetoric 

In the early 2010s, when I was beginning to formalise the concept of expressive 
games, one of the main references directly addressing the question of the expres

sivity of video games was Ian Bogost’s (2007) Persuasive Games: The Expressive 
Power of Videogames. Following in the footsteps of Frasca, with whom he has 
collaborated on several projects,1 Bogost argues that for video games to count as 
expressive artefacts, it is necessary to understand how they can be designed to 
support arguments about the way our world works. Bogost argues that video games 
give form to a new sort of rhetoric, which he calls procedural rhetoric. Video games 
can persuade others based on a system of rules. The point of view developed by 
Ian Bogost is similar to that of Frasca (2003), for whom video games are to be 
understood as forms of simulation. While Bogost stresses that procedurality can be 
found outside computer systems (it can be found in the courts, in bureaucracy etc.), 
it nevertheless distinguishes computers from other media, because the computer 
makes intensive use of it. For Bogost, it is necessary to study procedural rhetoric 
in order to better analyse, criticise and even design “persuasive games”. These are 
particular types of video games that seek to make the user adhere to the content of 
a discourse based on procedures. 

However, exploring the expressive potential of video games cannot be ap

proached solely through issues of persuasion. This is partly what Frasca’s early work 
hinted at, showing that it is possible to think of video games as a way of sharing 
a problematic life experience, without necessarily wishing to convince people of a 
pre-established solution. To understand what an “expressive” (and not just “per

suasive”) video game would be—one that would express a social or psychological 
problem, etc., to the player and at the same time allow them to express themselves 
around the issue—requires to take into account that expressiveness comes both 
from the procedures induced by the structure of the game and from the actions 

1 In 2003, for example, they worked together on Howard Dean for Iowa, which was the first 
official video game for a US presidential candidate, aimed at convincing voters to vote for 
that candidate in the Democratic primaries. 
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carried out by the player. This is a criticism that has already been levelled at Bogost’s 
approach, as it overlooks the player’s role in the process. According to Miguel Sicart 
(2011), the message conveyed by a game should be seen as a conversation between 
the game and the players, who have their own beliefs and values. In my opinion, 
this also applies to the perception of what is or isn’t a game: each player has their 
own idea of what a game is, depending on their cultural context, their biographical 
journey as a player, and their skills. In short, to use one of Bogost’s definitions of 
rhetoric, my rhetorical approach to defining “expressive” games seeks to understand 
the processes that establish “the effective arrangement of a work so as to create a 
desirable possibility space for interpretation” (Bogost 2007, p. 20). In other words, 
one of the main concerns in designing an expressive game is to enable the player 
to recognise themselves by allowing them to play on the values conveyed by the 
game. It is a question of implementing a certain form of agency in the solutions 
proposed so that the players can recognise themselves in some way. The intention is 
to get them to think about the situations presented while at the same time involving 
them emotionally, in particular by developing empathy. In short, compared with 
persuasive games, the aim of expressive games is to take a broader approach to 
expressiveness. Games can also express a point of view on complex societal issues 
and can encourage public debate without prescribing certain messages and values. 

In this context, a reflection on the expressive specificities of video games must 
take into account what constitutes their ludic dimension, which is often forgotten 
in research on the subject. Procedurality and simulation are part of video games, but 
not all procedures and simulations are considered to be games. My research is based 
in particular on the observation that, in order to become meaningful, games must be 
considered by the player as an intermediate area of experience between reality and 
fiction, based on the theories of play and fantasy developed by the child psychiatrist 
D.W. Winnicott. For Winnicott (1971), the area of play is not inner psychic reality. 
It is outside the individual, but it is not the external world. While the chess player 
is meticulous in moving each of their pieces while considering the consequences 
of their decisions, their gesture cannot be summed up in this action alone. As chess 
fans say, it is not just a matter of “pushing wood”. To really enter the game, the player 
must “pretend” that the board and the pieces are more than just what they are, but 
without taking the “simulacra” for reality; the player must enter into a universe of 
singular meaning. They will transpose the things of the world in which they live into 
a new order, governed both by the rules of everyday life and by rules specific to the 
game. But the player is not totally abstracted from “ordinary reality” either; playing 
is not dreaming. In short, to get someone to play and consider an object or situation 
as a game, they need to enter this intermediate area of experience, between reality 
and fiction. These ways of sharing meaningful play (Salen and Zimmerman, 2004) is 
what I call a process of ludic mediation. 
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Therefore, for a game to be genuinely considered as such and induce a state of 
play, it has to proceed to what I call a “ludic mediation”: designing a game requires an 
understanding of the modalities of transmission of a shared meaning of play. This 
approach to games can be found in Bateson’s (1977) theories of play, who stressed 
that play is an act of communication, based on the exchange of messages or signals. 
From this perspective, it can be argued that gaming-oriented devices try to convince 
the recipient of their playfulness by meeting certain cultural representations of the 
activity. By doing so, games also convey a system of values that depict a given rep

resentation of what a game is. Questioning the expressive scope of games therefore 
also means asking what system of values a game expresses and how it is possible to 
enable players to find their way around it, to recognise themselves in it, so that it 
corresponds to their idea of what a game is. 

To illustrate these theoretical considerations, I will demonstrate how they 
formed the basis of my latest research-creation project and the way the game was 
received. 

Lie in my Heart: Expressive games as an act 
of autobiographical testimony 

It should be pointed out that, in video games in general, the autobiographical form 
is hardly developed at all, even though this genre is common in other media. This 
lack of autobiographical games can perhaps be explained by the usual association of 
games with a form of agency: players want to have the feeling that they have choices 
and that their actions have significant repercussions. How can this be reconciled 
with conveying a series of pre-established biographical facts? This is the question 
posed by the few existing biographical games. That Dragon, Cancer (Numinous 
Games, 2016), for example, tells the story of its creator’s experience of his newborn 
baby’s cancer. To stay within the framework of a game, a number of metaphori

cal scenes are used, in line with the more general perspective described by Doris 
C. Rusch (2017), when dealing with feelings about life issues in games. The use of 
metaphor is a way of encouraging players not to place themselves solely on the side 
of the reality of a situation, which would not allow them to enter the intermediate 
area of experience referred to by D.W. Winnicott. However, in terms of agency, That 
Dragon, Cancer has chosen to constrain the player by leaving them little latitude 
as to how the events unfold. 

The question of biography in video games is therefore a particularly stimulating 
one for exploring the specific features of games as a means of expression. They raise 
the question of how it is possible to reconcile agency with the imperatives of testi

mony, while allowing the player to find their way beyond an individual experience 
that is firmly rooted in reality (all the more so if the theme is traumatic). I recently 
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explored the subject in the development of Lie in My Heart (LIMH). In this visual 
novel, the player discovers a series of events that affected me a few years ago. My 
son’s mother, named Marie in the game, decided to take her own life. Among other 
things, she suffered from bipolar disorder, although her decision to end her life can

not be summed up in terms of these disorders. Beyond the experience of this indi

vidual tragedy and the questioning of its causes, there are also questions about how 
to support the child through this event, and about resilience. One of the first ways of 
reconciling agency with the biographical dimension was to draw on counterfactual 
history (Deluermoz and Sinagaravélou, 2016). This is a form of historical approach 
that allows the exploration of alternative and probable scenarios in order to better 
understand the factors that influence the course of a series of events. This seemed 
particularly appropriate to the issue of questioning the causes of the tragedy, which 
is one of the central points of the experiment. One of the methodological recom

mendations of counterfactual history is to encourage comparison between the al

ternative scenario and the actual event. 
It is this approach that has been developed in LIMH and which, in my opinion, 

has enabled me to go beyond the tension between testimony and agency: the play

ers are free to follow their own path through alternative scenarios, but at the end of 
each sequence a commentary tells them how many of the choices they have made 
are identical to those made in the “real world”. However, the player is not told which 
choices were identical, in order to encourage replayability (it takes around 1 hr 30 
min to complete the game). At the end of the first game, players are given a clue to 
help them identify the choices that correspond to the real world. Players can then 
try to bridge the gap between their choices and those in the biographical itinerary 
in a later game. This was also intended to allow the player to adopt a more reflective 
attitude, after an initial experience that was more oriented towards emotional and 
empathic involvement. In this way, the game constantly oscillates between a certain 
autobiographical form, closer to reality, and an autofictional form, departing from 
past events through the player’s choices, which constitutes an intermediate area of 
experience conducive to play. As the game is a visual novel, there is a point to be 
made about its gameplay, which may seem minimalist given the game’s genre. This 
may run counter to the sense of agency that players expect to encounter, and may 
question their perception of LIMH as a game. However, for me (Genvo, 2009), game

play should be defined as the space of possibilities that the game offers and that the 
player is given to actualise in his action. In this respect, even if it is minimalist, the 
gameplay here is enriched by the choices left to the player and his confrontation with 
the various other possibilities, based on an approach nourished by counterfactual 
history. 

From this perspective, one of the design choices was therefore to allow the player 
to have an impact on the course of certain events, but above all to allow them to ex

press their own values in response to the events presented, which is not the approach 
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taken in biographical video games up to now. For example, in That Dragon, Can

cer, the tragedy we are presented with—a father’s experience of his newborn baby 
with cancer—is approached through the prism of a Christian vision of death, which 
helped the designer overcome the tragedy. In Lie in my Heart, the choice was made 
to leave the player free to explain death to the child according to different value sys

tems (believers or non-believers). Later, if they wish, the player can discover how the 
death was really explained. 

In this way, the expressiveness of the game is as much that of the work as that 
of the player, even if the latter is always limited. The difficulty lies in deciding which 
scenes or elements should be restricted and which should be left to the player to 
choose from. As a designer, the question was to know how much to open up the pos

sibilities of choice in certain scenes (and what choices to give the player), while at 
the same time respecting the narrative that you want to convey, so that it remains 
consistent with what you want to show. The choice has been made, however, to al

ways adjust the dialogue in one way or another according to the player’s actions, a 
sometimes subtle adjustment that does not completely disrupt certain key events in 
the plot. 

On the other hand, in order to reinforce the testimonial dimension of the game, 
another atypical choice compared with biographical games was to move away from 
a metaphorical approach to the situations presented, which strongly distinguishes 
LIMH from other productions of this type. The fact that the game is more firmly 
rooted in real-life events is reflected in the artistic direction. “Marie” was an artist, 
for example, and some of her paintings or art installations were included in several 
scenes, sometimes directly in photographs as an open window onto the past and 
reality, or sometimes as an interactive element offering gameplay features. Several 
scenes in the game are also taken from photographs taken during our life as a cou

ple. However, as I have argued above, in order to play, an individual must consider 
a situation as an intermediate area of experience, between reality and fiction. The 
risk of this highly reality-based approach was that it would be very difficult to see 
the experience as a game, especially given the topic we were tackling. To develop the 
playful dimension, each scene was reworked by superimposing pencil drawings and 
digital painting, turning the different sequences into intermediate areas between 
reality and fiction. 

Similarly, some of the characters (a policeman, a journalist, etc.) are caricatures 
of other fictional characters. This gives a particular connotation to the scene for the 
players, who can pick up on the reference. This opens up a form of semiotic contin

gency (to use a term developed by Malaby, 2007), with interpretative playability in the 
meaning of certain scenes. There is for instance a police inspector whose name and 
features are reminiscent of the French comedian Coluche in the film Inspecteur 
la Bavure (Zidi, 1980). In a way, these caricatured references inscribe Lie in my 
Heart within a specific ludic culture: that of the French adventure games of the 
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1980s, where it was not uncommon to come across references to the audiovisual, 
cinematographic, musical, and even political landscape of France at the time. 

Figures 1: (top) and 2 (bottom): Screenshots from LIMH. The images are a combination of 
sketches and photographs 
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The game Le dossier Boerhaave (Infogrames, 1987) comes to mind, where the 
player leads a police investigation around the Père Lachaise cemetery, encountering 
caricatures of Jacques Chirac. Lie in my Heart is also set in a local area, with several 
elements indicating that the events take place in Louvigny, a village in eastern France 
where Marie and I lived. In my opinion, these culturally rooted references further 
reinforce the sense of reality conveyed by certain aspects of the game. However, the 
fact that the game is rooted in a specific ludic culture and a precise locality raises the 
question of ludic mediation on an intercultural scale (especially as the game is dis

tributed on Steam and available in English), hence the importance of implementing 
game mechanisms that allow players to recognise themselves. 

Regarding the reception of the game, several sources provided feedback on the 
various theoretical and design choices developed in LIMH. Before the game was dis

tributed on Steam, an initial qualitative analysis was carried out on 8 French players 
(4 men and 4 women) of different ages (from 21 to 62) and with different levels of skill 
(from regular to very occasional players). The aim was to explore the players’ emo

tional feelings after a gaming session (by helping them to verbalise their feelings 
using the Geneva Emotion Wheel) (Scherer et al., 2013), as well as their reflections 
on the topics covered, and their perception of the ludic dimension of the work (is it 
a game?). The players were interviewed directly after a game session. The interviews 
were conducted using a grid of semi-directive questions based on a final version of 
the game. For the recruitment, none of the players knew me personally or my work in 
progress, in order to ensure a fresh and neutral view of the story. The interviews were 
conducted by a third party in my absence. These initial analyses confirmed the strong 
emotional charge that the game could carry, with almost all of the subjects (7/8) stat

ing that they had felt strong emotions, such as sadness (6/8), compassion (4/8), anger 
(5/8, particularly with regard to the feeling of powerlessness over certain events), and 
joy (4/8, particularly with regard to the poetic ending or some happy memories). As 
for the reflective aspect, a large majority (6/8) said that the game prompted them to 
ask questions, to reflect or to want to find out more about the issues they had identi

fied (mental illness, suicide, relationship problems, children’s experience of difficult 
situations). More generally, all the players (8/8) said that they were familiar with the 
story and recognised themselves in it, whether in terms of the situations described 
or the characters (whether the character of Sébastien, Marie, or even the child). This 
endorsement tends to validate the theoretical and design choices that were made to 
enable players to “recognise themselves” in the game, by allowing the player to ex

press themself while maintaining a logic of biographical testimony. What’s more, 
when we asked the players why they recognised themselves in the game, many of 
them immediately spoke about their own personal experiences. Two of the players 
in the sample, for example, said they had experienced the suicide of someone close 
to them or had felt suicidal themselves. This suggests that expressive games can help 
people to talk about traumatic experiences. 
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It should be noted that this involvement of players in the storyline was also re

flected in the reviews left on LIMH’s steam page following the game’s release.2 This 
provided another source for analysing the reception of the game beyond the initial 
qualitative analyses. These reviews highlighted the possibility of anchoring a story 
locally while reaching players from a variety of cultural backgrounds, which was one 
of the questions at the heart of the design choices. For example, positive reviews 
from players of different nationalities (including Russians and Chinese) emphasised 
the emotional impact of the game (“The end result moved me in a way I don’t think 
a game has ever moved me before”), as well as the identification dimension that cer

tain aspects of the game allow, as one Russian player put it: “The game is designed so 
that the player is SEBASTIEN and that we see him in his role. That’s what the game 
is all about—so that we put on a person’s mask and can see events on their behalf”. 

The empathic and emotional aspect, already identified by the qualitative analy

ses, is also found in press articles. The newspaper Le Parisien stated, for example, 
that “Sébastien Genvo has designed an autobiographical video game in which he in

vites the player to reflect on emotions such as sadness and empathy” (Henry, 2019). 
This is also true of the reflexive dimension of the experience. This is the case, for ex

ample, in an article about LIMH in the newspaper Le Monde: “The use of video games 
as a medium is not insignificant: it allows us to question the uncertain degree of con

trol we believe we have over our own lives and those of our loved ones” (Audureau, 
2019). A similar comment was made by Eurogamer.com, which described the alter

nation between engagement and distancing that gamers can experience: “The dif

ferent paths created by Genvo are fascinating. While playing, you’ll find yourself in

stinctively leaning in certain directions, then questioning whether you should have 
gone that way” (Allen, 2019). But whether it is in the qualitative analysis, the players’ 
reviews or the press, all the sources contain discussions about LIMH’s status as a 
game. 

The Eurogamer.com article begins as follows: “Lie in my Heart isn’t really a game. 
OK, it is technically, but it’s also the story of an awful time in one man’s life” (Allen, 
2019). Some of the players’ attempts at definition tend to bring it closer to more clas

sic narrative forms. For example, a player on Steam described it as a diary: “More 
than a game, it’s an extract from a diary, a slice of life that hurts”. Other players em

phasise the atypical emotional aspect for a video game: “This game was so moving for 
me that I found it hard to define it as such. It’s a real experience that can make you 
learn about yourself and make you think about complex situations”. Several players 
in the qualitative survey also emphasised the fact that this experience was a depar

ture from traditional forms of gaming. For example, one of the participants pointed 
out that a game should normally take the individual away from reality, while another 
said that a game is supposed to be joyful. We can see that the connotations conferred 

2 https://store.steampowered.com/app/1116490/Lie_In_My_Heart/ 

https://store.steampowered.com/app/1116490/Lie_In_My_Heart/
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on what a game is strongly structure the experience of some players, leading them 
to question whether it really is a game at all. Other players, however, show in their 
opinions that this questioning has led them to redefine their expectations in terms 
of games. This shows that questioning the ludic status of an “atypical” work can lead 
individuals to change their own representations of what a game is, as shown by this 
player’s opinion on Steam: “You could even say that it paves the way for a new genre 
of video games; autobiographical games, even memorial games. It’s more than just 
a Visual Novel, it’s an experience, where you put yourself in the author’s shoes, make 
choices, then ask yourself questions and step back to reflect...”. This is also the mean

ing of the conclusion of an article in the newspaper Libération: “Lie in My Heart’s 
greatest contribution may simply be to broaden the scope of what video games can 
be” (Chapuis, 2019). This comment in a national daily newspaper for the wider public 
shows that opening up games to new expressive horizons is now likely to appeal to a 
wide audience. It also shows that questioning the expressiveness of video games is 
a way of exploring new creative horizons. 

Experiencing the process of creation 

While this article has developed the scientific motivations behind the project, I 
would like to conclude by returning to the motivations behind the creative process 
as such and the personal experiences associated with it. This kind of reflexive 
feedback has yet to be extensively documented in the context of the creation of 
an autobiographical game,3 even though the nature of the project is particularly 
stimulating in terms of self-reflection. In my opinion, this approach can make a 
contribution both scientifically and creatively. In recent years, the release of LIMH 
has led me to give a large number of talks to a wide variety of audiences, including 
academic conferences on the concept of expressive games, talks as part of art exhi

bitions (for example, the game was exhibited in May and June 2023 at the National 
Centre for the Arts in Mexico) and talks at health-related events (for example, in 
2023 I gave a talk to an association concerned with the issue of bipolar disorders). A 
recurring question from the audience at these various events concerns the effects 
of making such a game on my own experience and feelings about the past events (a 
question I have also been asked by the editors of this book). These questions often 
raise the public’s hypothesis of the cathartic dimension of such a creation, which 
would lead to the development of a form of resilience or facilitate healing with 
regard to the wounds of the past. 

3 I should mention the documentary Thank you for Playing (Osit, Zouhali-Worrall, 2015), 
which looks back at the process of creating the game That Dragon, Cancer (Numinous 
Games, 2016). 
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The answer I usually give is that I didn’t start designing the game until I had al

ready put some distance between myself and the emotional charge of the past (the 
events took place in 2017 and I started designing at the end of 2018). So I didn’t need 
to create this game to be able to work through my grief or to begin the process of re

silience. On the contrary, creating the game required me to delve back into this expe

rience to reconstruct certain events or to envisage probable alternatives, in order to 
imagine the choices left to the player. In this sense, it would have been easier to de

velop my resilience if I had not been engaged in the creation of the game, especially 
as its existence and the role played by this game in my professional activity continue 
to render these past events present. Nevertheless, I also say in response that one of 
the reasons that led me to design this game is to help build and give shared mean

ing to these events. For me, art is a way of reflecting on ourselves, on others and on 
the world around us, while at the same time being touched emotionally. It is this 
perspective of artistic creation that has guided me above all, aiming to share with 
the players an emotion of “extimising empathy”, as the psychiatrist Serge Tisseron 
(2011) puts it. This is a form of empathy that enables us to put ourselves in the other 
person’s shoes, to discover that we are different from what we thought we were, and 
to allow ourselves to be transformed by this discovery. It was this kind of extimising 
empathy that Lie in my Heart was aiming for. That empathy is reflected in the feed

back of some of the players on Steam, who talk about the impact the game has had 
on their own lives. A French player says: “This game has had an impact on me and 
is playing a role in my current situation... I can easily identify with Marie, and I’m 
thinking of reviewing some of the decisions I’ve made about my health as a result of 
this experience. So thank you...” 

My experience and my intention with regard to creation are largely in line with 
Eloisa Castellano-Maury’s (2014) reflections on the boundaries of sublimation be

tween creativity and creation. Referring to Freud’s concept of sublimation, she indi

cates that it concerns human activities detached from pulsion and directed towards 
cultural objectives valued by society. In this category, at the end of a successful psy

choanalytic treatment, would be creativity, i.e. an achievement that belongs to what 
can be called the “small sublimations”. Creativity can be a favourable factor in the 
life of a subject freed from his neurotic inhibitions by analysis, and who can now 
devote themself to activities that will bring real satisfaction. However, according to 
this author, creations do not fall into this sublimatory category. Creation may have 
little or nothing to do with the analytical treatment and does not necessarily lead to 
recovery or a better psychological balance. Creation takes a longer route. For Eloisa 
Castellano-Maury, what characterises creation above all is its “innovative” aspect. It 
takes the form of completely new and original works, which distinguishes it from 
creativity. In this respect, she takes the example of several artists for whom creation 
was not synonymous with psychic healing (Verlaine, Proust, Bacon, etc.). 
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In a sense, this demonstration also echoes D.W. Winnicott’s comments on the 
boundary between creativity and creation. For this child psychiatrist, the interme

diate area of experience constituted by play is first and foremost an area where the 
baby can experience the process of separation from the mother without it being 
traumatic. For Winnicott, in this context, the question of separation does not arise 
because, in the potential space between mother and baby, a “creative play” arises 
quite naturally from the state of relaxation. It is through this creativity, enabled by 
play, that the baby can glimpse a new way of being in the world, separated from the 
mother. In this respect, Donald W. Winnicott goes so far as to consider that it is 
through play, and only through play, that the individual, whether child or adult, is 
capable of being creative and using their entire personality. For him, creativity is 
understood as the colouring of a whole attitude towards external reality. But it is 
also important to emphasise that this creativity can then permeate every moment 
of life, be present in everyday life, and not just in artistic creation. Winnicott (1988) 
insists on distinguishing between creative living and artistic creation. For him, liv

ing creatively is deeply linked to the feeling that you are alive and yourself. But he 
distinguishes this from a work of creation, which he sees first and foremost as the 
establishment of a shared reality. For him, the work of creation lies between the re

ceiver and the artist’s creativity.4 
All of these reflections are ultimately in line with my own experience of the cre

ation process. The creativity that goes into creating a work or playing a game can be 
a way of expressing our personality and having moments where we feel alive. But in 
itself, Lie in my Heart was intended to create an intermediate area of experience 
between my own experience and that of the player, who will also be able to express 
their creativity to a certain extent when playing. While this creation does not nec

essarily provide a form of healing for the author (that was not the aim of the cre

ation and I did not embark on the project with this intention in mind), it does pro

vide a space for creativity aimed at co-constructing a new, unprecedented meaning 
through the interweaving of several experiences, my own and those of the players. 
In short, by creating Lie in my Heart, the aim was to keep the memory of a past still 
alive through the games of the players. This is one of the reasons why the game closes 
with an extract from Lord Tennyson’s poem, which I will also quote here to conclude 
this text: 

“Never, oh! never, 
nothing will die; 
The stream flows, 
The wind blows, 
The cloud fleets, 

4 For an in-depth analysis of Winnicott’s work on creation and creativity, see Aubourg (2003). 
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The heart beats, 
Nothing will die.” 
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Colorful Depression 

How to Create a Bright Game about a Dark Topic 

Kerstin Schütt 

Depression. The word alone has for many an uncomfortable weight. That barrier 
makes it hard to learn about the topic, despite depression being one of the more 
common mental disorders. According to the WHO, approximately 280 million peo

ple in the world have depression and more than 700,000 die through suicide, mak

ing it a life-threatening mental disorder (WHO, 2023). Knowing this does not make 
the weight that the word alone holds any lighter. But this circumstance was one of 
the mayor inspirations why we, Twisted Ramble Games, created Duru: A colourful 
game about depression. And mole rats. 

On the following pages, I will share our method of creating a light-hearted game 
about a dark topic. First I offer a brief description of the game and the goals we set 
for ourselves. Afterwards you get a step-by-step approach for creating such a game 
yourself, and I share some pitfalls to look out for when dealing with sensitive subject 
matter. At the end I discuss briefly the potential that these kinds of games hold and 
what we learned while creating one. 

What is Duru – About Mole Rats and Depression? 

At its heart, Duru is a 2D puzzle platformer set in a colourful, West African-inspired 
mole rat colony. Players experience the game as Tuli, a food gatherer of the colony 
who also loves painting and enjoying life with her mole rat friends. While she is small 
in stature, she is very agile and has the magical ability to draw objects from her mind 
into reality. Thus players are challenged to overcome obstacles in the tunnels sur

rounding the colony by running, jumping and painting their way through various 
obstacles on the lookout for food. 
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Figure 1: Banner illustration for Duru’s Steam page 

One day, life gets harder when the food storage of the colony is plagued by a mag

got infestation, and everybody is encouraged by the mole rat queen to give 110%, a 
phrase that might be okay in the encouraging speech of a team coach in a sport movie 
but not in a work environment. Tuli finds herself lacking, thinking she underper

forms when she really works harder than before. It is during this time that her life 
gets even more challenging when seemingly out of nowhere a dark, 6-legged crea

ture joins her. It goes by the name of Bel and is an AI companion that follows Tuli ev

erywhere. Bel manipulates objects that players paint into the world, holds Tuli back 
when she moves too far away and introduces a whole new puzzle element to players. 

Bel can only be seen by Tuli and, of course, players, while it is invisible to the 
other mole rats. It does not only serve a purpose in terms of game mechanics but 
is also a narrative element: Bel manipulates Tuli’s thoughts, making her think less 
of herself and puts all the bad thoughts into her mind when she is just about to fall 
asleep at night. 

Duru, through its colourful art style, cute characters and intuitive gameplay, 
poses a low barrier towards the topic of depression. The word itself never even makes 
it into the game apart from the subtitle: all dialog is shown in the form of pictures, 
making it a more individual story since everybody interprets the dialog a little differ

ently, a little bit more towards their own experiences. The game not only shows com

mon symptoms of depression through story and mechanics, it also depicts common 
misconceptions other people share about it and their well-intended but sometimes 
involuntarily hurtful way of dealing with someone who suffers from this disorder. 
We did not only want to raise awareness about depression and the behaviours to 
avoid while interacting with someone afflicted by it, but also show little things every
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body can do to help someone, like constantly reaching out even if there’s no response 
and not shaming someone for cancelling last minute or for socially withdrawing. In 
short: Duru is a game to educate about depression and encourage further empathy. 

Twisted Ramble’s step-by-step guide to creating colourful serious games 

While working on Duru we created a little guide for ourselves and other game de

velopers to go about creating a colourful game with a serious or dark topic. There 
are certainly other ways to do so but this is a good starting point, especially when it 
is your first time creating such a game. I will explain every step in detail, but at the 
end of this part, there is a little overview to refresh your memory when you want to 
come back to it. 

The first step, of course, is gathering information. This one is true for other 
games as well when finding a setting or an art style. Both fields are not included 
in this step. Before you do anything else you want to know your topic. Even if it 
is one you yourself are affected by, you need to read up on it. Literally. While the 
internet is a vast pool of information, books are edited, curated and most of the 
time more reliable as a source of information. That counts double on topics like 
(mental) disorders, medical issues and historic conflicts. 

Cooperations with institutes, organizations or NGOs will set you on a good path 
from the get-go but are harder to come by. It might be easier to find an expert you 
can talk with about the chosen topic. Often enough you can find a dedicated per

son among those experts and befriend them. Having someone to message a quick 
question to during your development process is invaluable. 

During your research you should keep an extra file in which you collect hopeful 
or positive moments, things that helped people getting through the darkness. Those 
are the things you want in your colourful serious game! 

After collecting your information, step two is to define your game’s goal. I’m not 
talking about mechanics though. Why do you want to create a game about this topic 
in the first place, and what should players take away from it? Possible goals can be 
raising awareness, give voice to an inside perspective, explain something compli

cated in a playful way, give advice, etc. 
Similar to this: when a character in your story has a mental disorder or a dis

ability, ask yourself the question why. To depict the diverse world we live in is a good 
enough reason, it doesn’t have to be fancy. Just keep in mind that disorders and dis

abilities are NOT character traits. In public perception are some myths around that: 
people with depression are “weak”, people with anxiety are always shy, people with 
borderline personality disorder are “attention seekers”. There is also a generalization 
of people with mental disorders being dangerous to others when quite the opposite 
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is the case: people with a mental illness are ten times more likely to be the victim of 
a violent crime. (Hazel, 2019). 

In many games, we see plenty of bad examples of those misconceptions and 
stereotypes. Many horror games take place in so-called asylums or have a section 
of it take place in one or a hospital. 

Asylums are pretty much depicted as prisons for “crazy”, violent people: Out

last (Red Barrels, 2013) is one example of that in which the patients have violently 
taken over the facility and try to murder the player character, an investigative jour

nalist, in various brutal manners. For some reason nearly all the inmates are naked 
as well, as if an unhealthy state of mind leads directly to nudity. 

The same goes for Batman: Arkham Asylum (Rocksteady Studios, 2019) and, if 
you think about it, the whole Batman franchise since many villains are portrait with 
some unspecified form of mental illness which fuels their violent behaviour. 

In the Borderlands franchise there is a “class” of enemies called “Psychos” that 
are standard enemies to attack the player and to be killed by them. In Borderlands 
2 there is a playable character called “Krieg” who belongs to the “psycho class”. In his 
background story it is mentioned that he endured abuse by his mother, suggesting 
that that made him tough and violent himself. 

A study that looked at 456 games found that 54 of those included a representation 
of a mental illness with 57 instances overall in these games. Out of those 75% were 
negative portrayals and only one instance could be viewed as positive (Buday et al., 
2022). 

So if you plan to create a game about a mental disorder or include a character 
with a mental disorder, don’t make them violent because of their disorder. Make it 
your goal to break those misconceptions and stereotypes. As you see, it is desperately 
needed. 

Armed with your knowledge and goals, you can move on to the next step: trans
late your research into game mechanics and story. The first might seem to be the 
trickiest bit. You can create a colourful serious game with only the story rooted in 
your topic. But I like to challenge you to take full advantage of the medium you’re 
working with and find mechanics that represent your topic as well. Following are 
some things that might help you achieve that. 

Try and find the most significant or most common things about your subject. 
Curate your research instead of trying to fit everything into one game. Keep your 
goal in mind as well. To make this step seem less abstract, let’s look at Duru. The 
most common symptoms of depression we depict in our game are: 

• Distorted thought patterns and perception 
• Changes in appetite 
• Feelings of excessive guilt 
• Low self-worth, feeling like a burden, self-blame 
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• Social isolation 
• Loss of interest in activities and hobbies 
• Disturbed sleep patterns (WHO, 2023) 

In addition to that, we found while gathering information about our topic that many 
described depression as “an outside force”1. Some described it as a shadow con

stantly looming over them, others as a kraken whose many arms will always entangle 
them in one way or another. We used this perception of the illness to create Bel. It 
also helps with our goal of furthering an understanding for the illness and dealing 
with misconceptions: depression is not “a character flaw”, it is not something intrin

sic to Tuli. It is an illness, something from the outside that makes easy things hard 
and manipulates thoughts. Whenever Tuli experiences distorted thought patterns, 
it is depicted in a way that shows they’re coming from Bel. Tuli has a harder time at 
work because Bel is hindering her. She has to work harder than everybody else, thus 
being constantly exhausted. 

Figure 2: Tuli declines hanging out with her friend. We as players can see why 

1 We gathered that information from personal experience, talks with friends with depression 
and from the amazing German project “Die Mitte der Nacht ist der Anfang vom Tag” 
which, among other things, gathers personal stories from afflicted persons. https://die-mi 
tte-der-nacht.de/home 

https://die-mitte-der-nacht.de/home
https://die-mitte-der-nacht.de/home
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When Tuli can’t participate in social activities, we as the player see it is because 
she thinks Bel might be a danger to others. In addition, when she thinks about talk

ing to others about Bel, she is afraid of being called “crazy”: saying that there is an 
invisible monster making her life harder and making her think bad things is a huge 
hurdle when no one else ever shared an experience like that. 

When you look at the list of symptoms we picked, you will certainly find some 
missing. Especially the one that makes depression a life-threatening disease: sui

cide. When creating a colourful game about a dark topic, my advice is to avoid going 
to extremes if your game and message can be understood without it. This is why Tuli 
never expresses suicidal thoughts or self-harming behaviours in Duru. 

If you can’t find a game mechanic that translates your topic well, try to create 
one that emulates a feeling that matches what you are trying to convey. In addition 
to that, you can change the environment of the world or characters or even the sound 
and music. 

With your gameplay and story in place, it’s time for the last step: make your game 
colourful. Do you remember that extra file with the hopeful moments and positive 
experiences from your research? Now it’s time for it to do your work. Include happy 
experiences or positive behaviours in your story and ideally in your gameplay as well. 
In Duru we do that by showing helpful behaviour of the other mole rats towards 
Tuli since one of our goals is to give advice not to people with depression, but to 
their immediate social circle. One friend of Tuli’s visits her constantly and makes 
sure she eats well. Tuli’s friend always offers to listen but says not talking and just 
being together is fine as well. Those occurrences cause Bel to shrink so that the nasty 
creature can’t manipulate Tuli’s efforts for a while. 

Humour is also a great way to make your dark topic colourful. Sometimes you 
find something seemingly absurd during your research and you get one of those 
“what if” thoughts. Don’t be afraid to use that. But to not unintentionally hurt feel

ings or seem insensitive, you should consult in private a close friend, your expert 
friend and ideally someone afflicted by your topic. Listen to your gut as well: if a joke 
doesn’t feel right there’s probably a reason for that, and you should not use it. After 
testing in this very private circle, you can test these jokes and separate elements of 
your game with your target audiences and listen to their opinions as well. 

Another way to make your game colourful is to choose a setting that contrasts 
the dark subject at hand. For Duru, we made the conscious choice to use cute and 
quirky animal characters and not humans in a realistic world. With our setting we 
also had the opportunity to create a colourful world that isn’t grey and dark like other 
games about depression which emulate the feeling of this disorder. 

Finding metaphors and pictures that convey your message is also a great way to 
take away the heaviness of your dark topic. Seeing a little dark creature being mean 
to a cute mole rat is easier to process than seeing said mole rat suffer on its own and 
closing off. 
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Table 1: Step-By-Step-Guide to Creating a Colourful Serious Game 

Steps for the Creation of a Colourful Serious Game 
Step 1: Research Research your topic through web search, books, reports from af

flicted people, etc. 
Find an expert in the field who is willing to share their knowledge 
and advice for a game. 
Keep an extra file for colourful, happy or hopeful moments you en
counter during your research. 

Step 2: Define Goals What is the broader goal of your game? 
Goals may be: raise awareness, give voice to an inside perspective, 
explain something complicated in a playful way, give advice, etc. 

Step 3: Translate Re- 
search into Gameplay 

Curate your research according to your goal/message. Not everything 
has to fit into one game! 
Find mechanics inspired by your research that further an under
standing for your topic/help your goal. 
If that’s not possible: create mechanics that convey feelings and 
emotions related to your topic. 

Step 4: Make it Colour
ful 

Open your Happy Moment Research File: what fits into your game? 
What will help take away the weight from your dark/serious topic? 
Give your game a setting or characters that contrast your dark/seri
ous subject matter. 
Don’t go to extremes if your story and topic can be understood with
out it. 

Things to keep in mind 

There are some more things to keep in mind that are not related to any specific step. 
You must keep them in the back of your mind and regularly think of them when 
looking at your project. As before I will give a summary of them at the end of this 
part. 

During the development of your colourful serious game, you will always go back 
to your research, and there will always be a need to iterate. When creating any kind 
of game, testing is a crucial part of the process, but when developing a serious game 
you pretty much have to test for two things at once. The more general part is test

ing if the mechanics work and are understood by players: are the controls intuitive, 
are more tutorials needed, is the art style appealing to the audience? The serious 
game-specific part is to check if people understand your message and whether your 
mechanics further this understanding or may be more confusing. I’ll give you an 
example for this from our early-stage testing with Duru. 
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Originally we designed Bel, our metaphor for depression, as an AI companion 
that is always there but is not always “bad”, as there are in most cases better and 
worse days when dealing with this disorder. To portray this, on “better days” dur

ing the story Bel would actually be helpful as players were able to jump on its back 
to reach higher platforms. During testing we found that it was confusing our mes

sage since the disease is never something helpful. In hindsight it seems obvious, 
but things are not always that clear during that moment of development, so testing 
is crucial. 

We took this mechanic entirely out of the game. Instead, we put in a shrinking 
mechanic for Bel: when Tuli is having a good day or another mole rat does something 
that helps her, Bel would shrink in size. As a tiny creature it was still there, riding 
along in Tuli’s backpack, but it didn’t have the power to manipulate Tuli’s actions, 
giving her and players a moment to breathe. Similarly: when another mole rat said 
or did something that was involuntarily hurtful towards Tuli, Bel would grow and 
be as nasty as ever. Through testing, we managed to find a clearer way to not only 
show symptoms but also give players feedback on good and bad behaviour towards 
someone with depression – one of our main goals! 

Another part of our game for which testing was most crucial was the story

telling: the story of our protagonist Tuli is told through animation and picture 
dialogues/monologues. It took some iterations to find a picture language that 
was understandable to players. Our first attempt was not that successful, though: 
players were confused about the many images. Afterwards, we basically built up a 
dictionary of icons we use, based on common emojis or icons from everyday life. We 
then used them inside the first part of our game, a kind of tutorial level, and started 
with very simple “picture phrases” to ease players into the right mind set. 

Figure 3: Examples for “Emoleticons” 

Through continuous work on our picture dictionary, which we called “emoleti

cons” (because it’s mole rats speaking in emoticons), we created a way for players to 
follow the story while insert their own interpretation and details to make it easier to 



Kerstin Schütt: Colorful Depression 197 

relate to. Watching “Let’s Players” or players at conventions who create dialog from 
those pictures in their own words is one of my favourite things about Duru. 

When asking game developers about testing, especially those with new con

cepts, they will tell you to do it as early as possible – and that goes double for sensitive 
subject matter. Start in a circle of friends or with the expert you could hopefully 
befriend. Even sending along your concept before you had time to establish a first 
prototype will give you great insight into whether you’re on the right track or not. 

What goes along with this is double-checking your research and looking out for 
misrepresentation. While it may be true that stereotypes originate from observa

tions in real life, it doesn’t mean that there is actual truth to them. Stereotypes orig

inate from an outsider’s perception. While you can use them to show exactly that 
and break them apart, it is crucial to not actually use stereotypes as a basis for a 
character. 

For example: when reading non-scientific articles about depression there is al

ways a picture of a person, mostly in black and white, sitting in a corner, hugging 
their legs and hiding their face. While it might capture the mood, it is not represen

tative of what a person with depression looks like. Depression can be not being able 
to decide what kind of bread to buy and leaving the bakery without any. Depression 
can look like happily chatting with a group of friends while that little dark creature 
next to you makes you think you are not good enough to be with them. It is that sort 
of stereotyping that raises expectations of what a person with that disorder looks 
and acts like, and people being shocked when they hear about their diagnosis. “But 
they always seem so happy…!” (That is, by the way, a problem everyone with an in

visible illness faces. Prominent examples for that might be comedians or actors in 
comedic roles, like Kurt Krömer or Robin Williams.) 

While I will always encourage everybody to try and use humour in their colourful 
serious game, I will also advise to be careful about it as well. If your joke contains the 
topic in some way and is not about something else in your game to lighten the mood, 
you want it to pass some tests. First one would be your own gut feeling: if you look at 
your work the next day and there is a weird feeling about it, maybe don’t use it. After 
that you want to show it to your expert friend or another developer who is at least 
somewhat familiar with the topic. After that maybe discuss it within a community 
afflicted by that topic. As with all things: a single voice, even from a person who is 
afflicted by your topic, does not present that whole group of people. On the other 
hand: even with these measures you can’t be certain that no person will be offended. 

So… what now? Well, you can make sure to communicate that your story and the 
joke within it is just one story, one perspective on that topic. In case of humorous 
works about depression, there are some German authors that were confronted with 
questions of whether it should be allowed to laugh about depression in their books. 
To which they answered: “Of course!” One example for that is Tobias Katze, a German 
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author who wrote the book “Morgen ist leider auch noch ein Tag” which translates 
to “Unfortunately, tomorrow is another day”. 

The thing to be mindful about here is that nobody is laughing about the topic of 
depression or the illness itself, but rather about the weird situations that can occur 
when dealing with it. For quite a few people, including these authors, it was their way 
of dealing with all the terribleness that came with their illness: finding the humour 
in a dark situation. In that way you can use it for your colourful serious game as well. 
Just make sure your joke is not aimed at the topic itself but rather at a specific, weird 
situation that comes from it. 

Table 2: Colorful Serious Games Checklist 

Checklist 
Test & Adjust As early as possible, test your prototype. While watching others play, ask 

yourself these questions: 
Do players know which subjects your game is about without you telling them? 
Are your mechanics clear regarding your topic or do they confuse it or your 
message? 

Be careful 
with clichés & 
stereotypes 

Keep an eye out for misrepresentation. If something is portrayed a cer
tain way, often it does not necessarily mean that it is representative of that 
topic/person. Keep in mind that stereotypes always originate from an out
sider’s perception 

Double check 
your jokes 

Humour is a great way to connect your players to your topic and/or characters. 
When using jokes, be mindful what they are aimed at and how they are per
ceived. As a first thing, make sure they are not making fun of the topic itself 
but rather, e.g. a weird situation that occurs 

The potential of colorful serious games 

After reaching a point where I could talk quite openly about my depression, I found 
that many people were curious about it. I joke that my introduction at dates was “Hi, 
I’m Kerstin. I have depression, so when I don’t respond to a text for a long time it’s 
because of that, not because of you”. And after putting that out there in such a blatant 
way, we would have a laugh and an interesting conversation about misconceptions of 
depression and mental health in general, not just mine but the other person’s as well. 
Humour and a certain light-heartedness are great ice breakers, not only in conver

sations but also in movies or games about dark or serious topics. You immediately 
create a safe space for people not to feel judged about their own problems and guide 
them into an open-minded space. 
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When dealing with topics of that nature, it is hard to find the intrinsic motiva

tion to educate oneself about it. We’ve all got only so many hours in a day, and for 
some it takes quite some willpower to use them to learn about something that car

ries a sense of unpleasantness. In education there is the concept of “stealth learning” 
(Sharp, 2012). It describes a situation in which an untraditional tool or a game is used 
to teach something to students without them realizing they are learning. The same 
principle can, of course, be applied to games that are commercial in nature and not 
specifically intended for use in a classroom or a young audience. 

Games are an amazing medium to present a topic, whether serious or not, and 
create an easy access to approach it. And when you choose to make it a colourful 
experience on top of that, chances are you reach more people; even those who were 
not aware of that topic to begin with. 

The lessons learned 

DURU was our first colourful serious game, with which we learned some lessons 
that we’d like to share. They are more about communication about your game and 
not the game development process itself. 

When we first started pitching Duru and saying it is a game about depression, 
people had the expectation of it being a therapy game. We never said it targets people 
with depression, but saying “game” and “depression” in a sentence already put an 
image into most people’s mind. We learned that when it comes to a game like this, it 
is as important to communicate what your game is as well as what it is not. This goes 
especially for games about mental disorders, but I can see this problem also occur 
with other topics. Depending on your game it might be a good idea to communicate 
your goals right at the start of your pitch and only after that move on to talking about 
the game itself before an image can form in the heads of your audience. 

The full title of our game is Duru – About Mole Rats and Depression. This 
was more of an accidental choice, but we went with it after receiving good feedback 
at exhibitions and conventions. People read it while passing our booth. Then they 
stopped and came back because they wanted to double-check the title and became 
very curious: depression and our colourful art style at first glance shouldn’t go well 
together. We also had very open conversations with people feeling safe to talk about 
their experience with this illness and were glad that this “wasn’t another greyscale 
game” about that topic. But what worked so well in the open wild of reality didn’t 
translate well into the digital world. Here we found that people who never heard 
about our game were scared off by that heavy word. For our next game we decided 
to go more with the stealth learning approach and hide our true goal when it comes 
to marketing the finished product to consumers. 
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When it came to our Kickstarter campaign, on the other hand, we found that 
being open about our goal attracted a lot of people outside of the gaming world. We 
had quite a few people new to Kickstarter who supported with us. And we had people 
like this one lady who wrote us a message that “she doesn’t know how to play games 
but thinks that it is a great way for younger people to learn about depression”. When 
you plan on making a crowdfunding campaign or explore other routes of securing 
funding, you’ll certainly reach a wider audience when you are open about your topic 
and your goal. 

The most important and rather beautiful lesson we learned is that we want to 
continue to make this kind of game. It is not only fulfilling as a developer to provide 
both entertainment and education at the same time: you will also make a lot of con

nections with people and provide them a safe space to talk about that topic which 
is so important to them or that is maybe affecting their life directly. You might also 
reach that one person who wasn’t interested in games but will pick up yours because 
it is about something they can relate to. And as a game developer, what can be more 
fulfilling than this. 
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Something Beautiful is Going to Happen 

Disco Elysium and the Depiction of Mental Health Struggles 

in Gaming 

Samantha Accettulli 

Although video games have been tackling topics related to psychology for several 
decades now, it can be difficult to integrate these themes into a game in a way that 
would attract players who do not necessarily have an interest in exploring them. 
Disco Elysium (ZA/UM, 2019), a game that is initially presented as a detective story 
but that is much more than that, is an example of how this integration can occur suc

cessfully. Numerous players have written about their unique experiences with the 
game, even in comparison to other games that address similar themes—including 
learning more about the workings of their own brains, the benefits of psychotherapy 
and of feeling heard and understood when struggling with depression, substance 
abuse, and suicidality (Corrigan, 2020; Diggins, 2021; Kuhn, 2022; Magestro, 2021; 
Walker, 2021). What is it about this murder mystery game that is leading people to 
have these revelations? Exploring some of its unique development elements, aspects 
of its structure, and philosophies that influence Disco Elysium may provide guid

ance for developers looking to make games that are heavily mental health-informed 
without explicitly being about exploring mental health struggles. 

What is Disco Elysium? 

Disco Elysium is an isometric role-playing game developed and published by ZA/ 
UM and released on multiple platforms in 2019, with a major update that occurred 
in 2021 that added voice acting and additional questlines. In Disco Elysium players 
control an initially unnamed protagonist who wakes up in his underwear in a hostel 
room with almost complete amnesia. Through discussions in the game and the dis

covery of certain objects, we come to find out that he is Harry Du Bois, a detective 
in the Revachol Citizens Militia, and he has been sent to figure out who killed a man 
who is currently hanging from a tree behind the hostel. We also find out that Harry 
struggles with alcohol and other substances, and that he may have been attempting 
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to kill himself prior to the beginning of the game. The area of Martinaise, a district of 
the city of Revachol that the game takes place in, is in the middle of a bloody conflict 
between a large corporation and the local union. With his partner Kim Kitsuragi, 
who has never met the detective before, Harry strives to solve the murder, figure out 
who he is, and what happened to make him lose his memory, while attempting to 
prevent the tensions in the area from boiling over into outright warfare. 

In order to solve these mysteries, the player of Disco Elysium spends their time 
investigating areas and talking to non-player characters. The game is deeply text- 
based, to such a degree that some consider it to resemble a playable novel more than 
a video game. Unlike in most other role-playing games, our beleaguered detective is 
not a professional combatant —there is effectively no playable combat in the game 
at all. In lieu of defeating enemies in battle, the game equips Harry with numerous 
mental tools. 

Skills, Thought Cabinet, Political System, Copotypes 

Figure 1: Skills Menu in Disco Elysium 

Screenshot by author 

In Disco Elysium, much of the interaction occurs between Harry’s skills, which 
replace the more traditional RPG character sheet with different stat points (fig. 1). 
While the skills act as representations of the strengths or weaknesses of some of 
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Harry’s abilities, they also all function as aspects of his personality. They range from 
more recognizable qualities like Endurance and Empathy to more esoteric ones like 
Inland Empire—an aspect that allows Harry to connect with elements of the world 
that may seem paranormal. All of them are illustrated and voiced as independent 
characters and, depending on the amount of points each skill is allotted, they might 
choose to comment on a particular situation or stay silent. (Figs. 2 and 3) Addition

ally, the skills have to pass checks from time to time, as in a traditional RPG. Passing 
and failing these checks can lead to highly entertaining results. 

Figure 2 + 3: The “Empathy” Skill 

Screenshots by author 
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Sometimes, the skills directly disagree with each other and cause Harry to doubt 
some of them, as in a portion of the game that involves him interrogating a clever 
and beautiful woman who does not want Harry to know too much about her: 

VOLITION – I have bad news for you. 
YOU – What? 
VOLITION – You know these guys? 
LOGIC – Who, me? 
DRAMA – Yes, you. He’s talking about you, you boring stiff. 
VOLITION – You too. 
DRAMA – Me? What did I do? I’m merely a master thespian… 
VOLITION – These guys are compromised. She’s got them singing along to her 
tune. The little bleeps and bloops you trust for info – you can’t trust them anymore. 
(ZA/UM, 2021). 

Some players have associated the skill system—and the way the skills talk amongst 
themselves and to Harry—with various mental health concepts, including Internal 
Family Systems (IFS) and its related parts language (Rijnders, 2023), living as a sys

tem as might be seen in Dissociative Identity Disorder (DID) and Other Specified 
Dissociative Disorder (OSDD; Go, 2022), and hearing voices and experiencing delu

sions (Delüzyon_Emekçisi, 2024). The division of Harry’s psyche into multiple as

pects in the form of the Skills has been relatable to these players, whether this is 
due to the normal human experience of feeling like multiple parts (as seen in IFS) 
or experiences that do not align with a typical sense of self, such as distinct identi

ties (as experienced in DID or OSDD), or experiences of psychosis. The popularity 
of a playthrough by the therapist and streamer Euro Brady may indicate a desire of 
the playerbase to dig deeper into these mental health themes, with the most popular 
upload of his analysis receiving over 350,000 views (Euro Brady, n.d.). 

The Thought Cabinet takes the place of a typical RPG skill modification menu and 
allows players to gain more understanding of the world of Elysium and Harry’s past 
(Fig. 4). During the design process, the game’s lead writer Robert Kurvitz wanted to 
come up with a way to represent the more traditional RPG experience of killing an 
enemy and harvesting their items in a way that reflects the conversation-heavy style 
of the game. He asked himself: “What is the loot of conversations?...The answer is 
ideas” (GameSpot, 2020). When a thought is “internalized” in the cabinet, it gener

ally provides some kind of modification to Harry’s in-game stats, similar to equip

ping a weapon or piece of armor in another game. While these thoughts can change 
aspects of how likely Harry is to succeed or fail at various experiences in-game, they 
also often contain information about Harry’s past or the world in which he exists. 
Each thought is labeled as a “problem” when it is initially identified. After a thought 
has been processed and internalized, Harry arrives at a solution and the correspond
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ing bonuses or penalties are applied. There are a limited number of slots in which to 
keep internalized thoughts, so players must be selective about which ones they will 
keep or discard. In this way, players are encouraged to see how choosing to focus 
one’s mind on certain aspects of itself or of the world influences one’s worldview. 
Many of the thoughts also have very introspective writing that mirrors a novel much 
more than it resembles a traditional video game. 

Figure 4: The “Thought Cabinet” Menu 

Screenshot by author 

For instance, the thought “Finger on the Eject Button” can only occur if Harry 
has talked to a pair of young twins whose father appears to have died by suicide and 
validating that suicide is something that makes sense to him, stating to the twins: 
“It’s okay to kill yourself, you know. I’m gonna blow my brains out. Gonna close this 
one final case and then *blam* – I’m outta here.” If the player chooses to begin inter

nalizing this thought, they are provided with a somewhat hopeful paragraph about 
contemplating how much other people might miss Harry if he were to die. From 
this internalization, Harry receives a boost to his Authority and Suggestion skills, 
indicating that he becomes stronger when thinking about killing himself. After the 
thought is internalized, the “solution” that Harry comes up with is that suicide might 
be the best option for him, all stat bonuses are removed, and the player is offered the 
choice to die by suicide every night as Harry goes to sleep until the game ends or the 
thought is “forgotten” and removed from the Cabinet. This does not influence the 
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larger story, the gameplay, or Harry’s journey, but speaks to the idea that Harry’s 
suicidality might be a part of him for the rest of his life regardless of his success or 
failure at solving the case—an idea that could ring true for the myriad of people who 
struggle with chronic suicidal ideation. 

Disco Elysium also features a system for determining Harry’s political affilia

tion, something that is heavily woven into the game, as multiple political systems 
are represented by various characters’ interests and motivations. Harry is offered 
dialogue options related to the ideologies of communism, fascism, moralism, or ul

traliberalism. Each of these alignments has their own special quest in the Final Cut 
edition of the game and, once one has been completed, all others become off-lim

its for the rest of that particular playthrough. The function of judging the player’s 
playstyle without making it explicit is somewhat unusual considering that games 
are commonly expected to explain their mechanics clearly. In a post on the develop

ment blog about the creation of the political system, the ZA/UM community man

ager made it clear that this subtle judgment is by design, stating that 

“Disco Elysium is, in many ways, a personality test. There are always little integers 
in the background, counting everything you say” (Woodford, 2019). 

This aspect of the game provides a window into the potential of receiving informa

tion about yourself as a player without the awareness of being “tested”. 
This is also related to the various “copotypes” in the game, which are descriptors 

for Harry’s personality traits—i.e. what type of cop he is. The player can choose to 
emphasize one over the others in their responses. These manifest as labels like “Su

perstar Cop”, a version of Harry who sees himself in an extremely positive light, or 
“Boring Cop”, which involves almost always picking the most lawful option, even in 
ambiguous circumstances. These can also function as commentary on playstyle. For 
example, a player who apologizes frequently in the game will be given the mantle 
of “Sorry Cop”, which can lead to an in-game thought that lists numerous unpleas

ant actions Harry has committed over the course of his life and the opportunities 
to improve that he has squandered. The description states that “You let misery win. 
And it will keep on winning till you die – or overcome it”. The player’s attempt to 
make Harry a better person by apologizing is effectively rendered empty unless he 
(or rather, the player) changes his actions. The variety of options available pushes far 
beyond the typical selection system in many RPGs that can sometimes break down 
into a good response/neutral response/evil response dynamic. 



Samantha Accettulli: Something Beautiful is Going to Happen 207 

How can video games be used to interface with mental health? The case 
of Hellblade 

Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice (Ninja Theory, 2017) received accolades for its well-in

formed portrayal of psychosis. 
In a study using Hellblade, researchers showed how the game can help re

duce the stigma of mental health issues and increase empathy towards those suf

fering from them (Ferchaud et al., 2020). The study produced numerous significant 
results, including data that supports the idea that people may benefit more from 
these effects when they are actually playing a game rather than simply watching a 
playthrough. Their work supports the idea that there is something unique about en

gaging in media from a monadic lens, in which there is little separation between the 
player and the character they are engaging with, rather than a dyadic lens, where 
the person engaging with the character always has some level of distance—as in 
books, movies, and television shows. In short, a monadic lens can increase a me

dia consumer’s identification with a character (Ferchaud et al., 2020). While Disco 
Elysium presents occasional fourth-wall breaking comments, the dialogue does not 
reference the idea of separation between the player and Harry, simply referring to 
his inner core as “You”. 

Increased identification with a character who is struggling with mental health 
issues was shown to promote lower levels of desire for social distance from people 
who are dealing with mental health struggles, and being able to take the perspective 
of another person or character promotes a larger sense of social acceptance of stig

matized groups (Ferchaud et al., 2020). This seems to produce an increased sense 
of empathy towards both the self and others, especially as increased identification 
with a game character can temporarily reduce a person’s sense of their own-self con

cept, which may allow new ways of viewing the self and others to enter their mind. 
Because this happens unconsciously as a person is engaging with a video game char

acter, there is some evidence supporting the idea that video games that are not ex

plicitly designed as mental health interventions may be useful for delivering anti- 
stigma messages, as this may bypass negative reactions that could result from a per

son feeling like a moral or message is being delivered to them (Ferchaud et al., 2020). 

What facets of Disco Elysium’s development make it unique? 

While Disco Elysium is situated within a much larger universe that its creators had 
already mapped out years prior to ever considering creating a video game, there are 
some qualities that are unique to the game itself, which may explain the deep con

nections that some players have experienced. Today, ZA/UM is a game development 
studio that has undergone significant personnel changeover since the creation of 
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Disco Elysium. However, ZA/UM existed previously as the name of an artists’ col

lective that wanted to create a new cultural movement. The collective also engaged 
in extensive tabletop roleplaying in a universe of their own creation that would later 
serve as the setting for the game. Many of the game’s writers and developers were 
original members of this collective (Izual, 2019). Kurvitz stated that, “I want people 
to expect a lot more from video game writing… I want there to be fictional universes 
that talk about our own real life experiences. About the political problems we’re fac

ing, the geopolitical structures around us, the problems of the modern world, etc… 
Universes which actually equip us with life tools and provide context for what’s hap

pening to us” (Izual, 2019). 
While there are multiple writers credited with working on Disco Elysium and 

the game’s creation involved consultation with a researcher specifically focusing on 
subjects like psychology and forensics, Kurvitz and his collaborators have spoken 
about some of the ways that his difficulties with his own mental health informed 
the creation of Harry Du Bois (Morton, 2019). 

Kurvitz, of Estonian origin, published the first commercially available work in 
Disco Elysium’s universe, the novel titled Püha ja õudne lõhn in the original 
language (often translated as Sacred and Terrible Air) in 2013. After the book 
only sold about a thousand copies, he found himself struggling with alcohol abuse 
and having difficulties engaging in creative pursuits. After one of Disco Elysium’s 
other creators, Kaur Kender, suggested that he turn the world he was creating into 
a video game, Kurvitz got his substance use issues into a more manageable place 
and was able to eventually publish the game despite never having made one before. 
While much of the world and lore of Elysium was already created by ZA/UM, many 
of Harry’s specific experiences seem to parallel one of his creators’ lives, which lends 
his struggles a kind of realism that other games that aim to tackle mental health 
topics from a more clinical lens may not as accurately depict. 

Additionally, the game is heavily inspired by its creators’ experiences of growing up 
in the 1990s in post-Soviet Estonia, a time that they characterize as “gruesome” but 
giving rise to interesting art that was attempting to reckon with the new world Esto

nians were living in (Wiltshire, 2020). Disco Elysium is grounded in a very real-feel

ing environment by avoiding typical fantasy or sci-fi world templates, and instead 
mixing old and new technology, squalor and splendor, and focusing on the struggle 
of unions as capitalists attempt to take power from laborers. An Iraqi player stated 
that the game captured the feeling of growing up in his war-torn home country bet

ter than anything he had ever seen, stating that “There’s so much attention and thus 
so much love everywhere in this game for humans and what humans do. Doesn’t 
matter if they might all get shot, blown up, or wiped clean by pale in a couple years. 
Doesn’t matter if they brought it all on themselves. Right here, in this moment, they 
are human, and so they matter” (Beamoon2016, 2023). 
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What have Disco Elysium players said about their experiences? 

Numerous authors have written about the ways that Disco Elysium gave them a 
new perspective on their own mental health or on the experience of dealing with 
mental health struggles generally. There are a large number of anecdotes and per

sonal experiences that players have written about in a variety of spaces, including on 
blogs, social media, Steam reviews, and even journal articles, with some segments 
of particularly thoughtful blog posts included in this chapter. One author described 
feeling aspects of themselves reflected in Harry. By viewing him as a deeply flawed 
individual who is at times volatile and harms other people, while still being worthy of 
care and accomplishments that are meaningful to him and to others, playing Disco 
Elysium made them feel more convinced that going to therapy could be worth it for 
them (Corrigan, 2020). Another player described how the game represents the strug

gle of talking about one’s mental health difficulties while acknowledging the impact 
it may have on others. In an essay about their experience with the game, they re

flected on the moment in which Harry (and therefore the player) has the choice to 
respond to encouragement from Kim by saying “I don’t want to get better, I want 
to get worse”. The author noted that they did not want to select this option because 
of how it would make Kim feel and how strongly their internal experience of trying 
to select the “right” dialogue option mirrored their own experience of hiding how 
hopeless they really felt when dealing with depression themselves so as to not nega

tively affect others (Diggins, 2021). Another player wrote about how Harry’s desires 
to self-destruct and his memory loss mirrored some of their own experience with 
depression, often having the sense that they have struggled to establish an identity 
that is not based in being useful to others or fulfilling the objectives they feel have 
been placed on them (Magestro, 2021). 

Others have written about how the game’s structure influenced their playstyle 
in ways that made it feel much more difficult to act in ways that were not personally 
aligned with who they are due to the guilt arising from causing harm to Harry or 
other characters. Some have spoken of the difficulty of conducting a playthrough of 
the game that involves selecting cruel or chaotic options, as their own personal feel

ings towards hurting Kim or other characters were so unpleasant that they have not 
been able to fully engage in a “bad” playthrough (Kuhn, 2022). Another player wrote 
about their experience with the game measuring the character’s mental health not 
in terms of “sanity” or other meter systems sometimes used in games but in terms 
of morale, leading to Harry’s psychological “death” if he becomes too despondent or 
loses belief in himself (Walker, 2021). While they had personally found it enjoyable at 
times to push Harry and see how outlandish some of his responses could get in the 
game even as they damaged him, the author also named how connected they felt to 
the idea that things in their life could be going well when it came to outside markers, 
but that lacking belief in themselves could still damage their ability to function. 
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Research has also been conducted to attempt to qualify exactly what players are 
responding to in Disco Elysium. In Klimczyk (2021), study participants who had 
played Disco Elysium completed a questionnaire in order to identify ways in which 
a player’s completion of the game might influence their life story narrative. The nar

ratives players provided were interpreted via hermeneutic analysis and phenomeno

logical analysis in order to identify significant themes that continued to influence 
their lives and views of themselves and contexts in which some of these themes 
arose. One study participant viewed themselves as a therapist to Harry, attempt

ing to pick choices that were most likely to lead to positive outcomes for him and 
desiring to help him achieve more stability even as the player remained separate 
from Harry rather than feeling similarity in their identities. Another participant 
viewed Harry as initially frightening and suspicious because he lived such a different 
life from her and dealt with problems she had not personally experienced (such as 
substance use). As she spent more time in his world, however, she developed an in

creased sense of empathy for the character and more compassion towards herself for 
her own mental health struggles. While both players retained a sense of separation 
from Harry, both experienced an increase in their understanding of the perspective 
of a person dealing with some of his issues and named a desire to try to save him 
from his suffering even if they initially viewed him negatively. 

A game grounded in powerlessness 

Many Disco Elysium players who start the game expecting a typical experience of 
saving the world and experiencing a generally positive ending may be shocked by the 
journey they end up taking. 

The murderer is revealed to be a character that is heavily related to the politi

cal themes of the game, not someone that the player could have reasonably guessed 
prior to the very end of the story. The central mystery of the game thus breaks one of 
the classic rules of detective fiction, which is that the criminal must be a character 
involved in the early part of a story (Knox, 1929). Many of the larger conflicts be

tween the union and the corporation and other actors in the world are not solvable 
in-game. There are inescapable encounters and characters who will die regardless 
of how the player handles the situation. There is no way for Harry to win his ex-fi

ancée back. Attempts to contact her end up damaging him and evoking feelings of 
frustration and sadness in her. This is exemplified by a thought from Harry’s skill 
Shivers. This skill allows him to hear a voice stated to be the personification of Re

vachol itself and to sometimes witness or hear experiences that occurred in the past 
or will occur in the future. Through this particular thought, Harry finds out that the 
city is going to be destroyed by a nuclear bomb in a few decades and that a myste

rious fog called The Pale is spreading over the world that will literally consume it all 
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a few years after the explosion. Many of these factors could lead to the game being 
viewed as bleak, depressing, or hopeless, especially as many games are grounded in 
the inherent special qualities of their protagonists and their ability to turn the tide 
of massive events. 

Disco Elysium also keeps the health and influence of larger systems in mind as 
it depicts the struggles of Harry and others to get by in the world. If he is unable to 
find enough money to get a hostel room during the first night of the game, he will 
die in the cold. Numerous characters are subject to economic factors that keep them 
separated from loved ones, harm their ability to pursue things that are important 
to them, or leave them living in rundown buildings or dependent on rich benefac

tors. While Harry can positively influence the life of Cuno, a young boy dealing with 
an abusive father, substance use issues, and poverty, he is unable to meaningfully 
change his future other than potentially securing him a position in the Revachol 
Citizens’ Militia, which may just be replacing one defective system with another. 
Racism, sexism, homophobia, xenophobia, and other harmful systems of thought 
show up frequently in the game, sometimes in very obvious ways (there is a char

acter named Racist Lorry Driver) and sometimes in ways that can feel both realistic 
and heartbreaking (like getting to know Lena, a kind older woman who turns out to 
believe unpleasant theories about race). Even when the player selects dialogue op

tions that challenge other characters’ biases or allows them to defend Kim, who is 
biracial and sometimes the target of these racist remarks, it is still possible to fail a 
check and automatically call him a racial slur, revealing that having grown up in a 
racist environment may always influence Harry. By centering the complexity of try

ing to improve as a person while the systems around you struggle to function, the 
game keeps Harry’s difficulties grounded in a reality that may feel very familiar to 
players. 

Tackling complex themes in unique ways 

In addition to probing aspects of mental health such as depression or existential 
dread, Disco Elysium very specifically leans into aspects of the character’s experi

ence that can be complicated to depict in any type of media, let alone one like gaming 
that has to account for many choices a player could make. Some of the more specific 
psychological themes that emerge when playing the game include substance use, the 
intersection between personal experience and political ideology, and trauma and re

covery. 
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Substance use 

The depiction of Harry’s struggles with addiction differs quite a bit from other 
games that attempt to render its effects in an in-game way. A more common rep

resentation of addiction is featured in the game LISA: The Painful (Dingaling 
Productions, 2014), which includes characters who are addicted to a substance 
called Joy and experience significant changes to their in-game stats when in with

drawal, which is reliably relieved by taking more Joy. In Disco Elysium, however, 
there is no significant downside to abstaining from substance use. Some of Harry’s 
stats are certainly enhanced by smoking, drinking, or taking pills, but it is really 
up to the player to decide if Harry will enjoy the bonuses that come from using the 
substances or attempt to pass checks on their own. 

The main way in which addiction is depicted is in the form of the voices of the 
Skills as well as Harry’s Horrific Necktie, an item of clothing that can speak to him 
if some of his stats are high enough. Harry can experience numerous intrusive 
thoughts related to substances, including seeing alcohol that has poured onto a 
table and wanting to lick it up, the Electrochemistry skill frequently chiming in to 
let him know that a substance is in the room with him, and his Necktie encouraging 
him to party and connect back to his old disco days. By allowing Harry to continue 
functioning in-game without substances and depicting much of the internal battle 
of whether or not to use as a mental one, the game offers a more grounded picture 
of what it is like to struggle with substance use rather than one that operates on life 
or death stakes. 

While players are free to either use the various substances in the game to improve 
Harry’s performance or to abstain from them in the service of setting Harry down a 
path of sobriety without much judgment in the game either way, there is a thought 
in the Thought Cabinet that can feel quite impactful. If the player does agree with a 
particular in-game option of wanting to get sober and internalizes the “Waste Land 
of Reality” thought, they are provided with a message that states “Congrats – you’re 
sober...Full recovery will take years, though. It’ll be depressing. And it’ll be boring. 
Don’t expect any further rewards or handclaps. This is how normal people are all the 
time.” By offering a realistic look at many people’s experiences of sobriety, which can 
be heavily characterized by a sense of increased boredom and a lack of recognition of 
the struggle and drudgery that can accompany having to deliberately choose absti

nence from substances forever, the game challenges more romanticized depictions 
of overcoming addiction. Additionally, by still making it possible to achieve a pos

itive ending in the game even if the player does choose to use substances, it makes 
players consider that Harry can still be a person worthy of growth and new experi

ences even if he does not recover. 
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Political ideology 

While Disco Elysium was created by a development team significantly influenced 
by communism, with writer Helen Hindpere specifically thanking Karl Marx and 
Friedrich Engels for their “political education” during ZA/UM’s acceptance speech at 
The Game Awards (Jackson, 2019), it depicts all four of its political alignments with 
deep insight and heavy connections to the psychology of the specific version of Harry 
who might find himself drawn most heavily in one of the four directions. Commu

nism is depicted as an ideology that both inspired a violent revolution but also has 
the power to create hope and transformation, even though the game posits that any 
progress will be laughably slow. Fascism is depicted as heavily tying in with feel

ings of rejection by women, racism, and a desire for things to return to the “good 
old days”, but the game is still able to depict these unpleasant topics with nuance 
and to show how someone who feels hurt by the world could be led down that par

ticular path. Moralism, an ideology heavily based in centrism and incrementalism, 
might be the alignment that a person trying to play apolitically ends up with, but 
the thought that accompanies it effectively states that a centrist believes in nothing. 
Ultraliberalism is tied in with the pursuit of wealth and does give Harry access to 
slightly more money but is also looked down upon by almost every other character 
he can encounter. 

By depicting these political alignments as potential belief systems that could all 
spring forth from the same person, Disco Elysium is able to demonstrate the way 
that experience can predispose someone to align more heavily with one particular 
philosophy than others, but that each person ultimately has to make the choice to 
fully commit. Various dialogue options in the game provide points in each of the 
political alignments, but players may be unsure of which alignment the choice aligns 
with until after they have made it. The ability of the player to stumble into Harry’s 
politics without entirely realizing it can likely increase empathy for people ending 
up in any of the particular camps even when the game explicitly does not approve of 
some of these ideologies. 

Trauma and recovery 

In addition to some of the aforementioned ways that collective trauma is repre

sented in the game in the form of sociopolitical and economic strife, Disco Elysium 
is very specific about the ways that painful experiences throughout a person’s life can 
predispose them to experience the world in unpleasant ways. Harry exists as a char

acter who is capable of harm to others and who has been deeply harmed by others 
and his circumstances. Through the Thought Cabinet and the reflections of charac

ters who know him, we find out that Harry likely lost his parents early in life, that all 
of his childhood friends have passed away, that he felt so insecure in his relationship 



214 Design Perspectives 

with his ex-fiancée Dora Ingerlund that he completely shifted careers, and that he 
has lost his memory in similar ways before, which is potentially related to his sub

stance use. All of these experiences add up to how he presents in the game as the 
player encounters him, existing with a mind that is very attuned to the beauty of the 
world and intensely curious, but also suspicious of others and deeply afraid of being 
hurt. 

Even if the player makes choices for Harry that are attempting to make him a 
better person, we find out that he has engaged in numerous actions that have led to 
physical and emotional damage to others. Some have occurred in the context of his 
role as a police officer and would even be considered police brutality, such as severely 
physically harming a suspect. Others have occurred in the context of his personal 
life, as the player discovers if they attempt to reach out to Dora via a phone call and 
are greeted with a kind of sadness and resignation from her that makes it clear that 
Harry has reached out before and she does not want to hear from him. The player 
is also able to interact with Harry’s ex-partner Jean Vicquemare at various points 
in the game, who displays a willingness to defend Harry from certain consequences 
even as he gives him a verbal lashing at times and indicates how badly he feels he has 
been hurt by Harry’s actions. 

Under the best of circumstances, Disco Elysium takes a realistic yet optimistic 
approach to the healing of Harry’s trauma. Characters make reference to the idea 
that mental health services in Revachol are underdeveloped, so Harry is unlikely to 
receive actual mental health care as he recovers. He is unable to create the condi

tions to get back into a relationship with Dora, even as memories of her haunt him 
throughout the game. Jean’s view of Harry can become more positive by the end of 
the game, but there is no impression that Harry will be instantly forgiven for every

thing that has happened. While it is impossible to undo his actions or go back to 
the way his life was before, Harry is able to engage in post-traumatic growth, the 
positive psychological changes that can occur in the aftermath of a significant event 
that can lead to increased self-awareness, a more open attitude towards others, and 
a greater appreciation of life (Dell’Osso et al, 2022). 

Game scholar Thomas Spies (2021) has interpreted Harry’s story as a represen

tation of Camus’ view of absurdism, in that he is offered three choices for how to 
cope with the mess that his life has become: kill himself, have a kind of blind hope 
that relies on things that may not come to pass, or accept the inherent absurdity of 
life and make choices within what is available to him. While some portions of the 
game may end up feeling more like damage control for players rather than a true 
victory, Harry is still able to make significant differences in the lives of people that 
he intersects with or even just in his own concept of the world. He is able to deliver 
the news to a woman that her missing husband has passed away rather than leaving 
her wondering forever. He is able to engage in artistic expression by painting a mu

ral on a wall that permanently remains. He is able to help some local ravers start a 
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dance club in an abandoned church, a task that has induced joyful feelings in many 
players when they are finally able to see Harry and Kim dancing and celebrating even 
in the midst of tragedy. And he is able to meet the Insulindian Phasmid, a cryptid 
whose existence is hotly debated throughout the course of the game but ends up be

ing tied into a larger sense of Harry’s attempts to try to find meaning. Only through 
this encounter is he able to deliver the line “I’m glad to be me – an incredibly sensi

tive instrument”, a statement closer to self-actualization than anything else in the 
game. 

What can developers learn about incorporating psychological themes 
into their games from Disco Elysium? 

There are numerous factors unique to Disco Elysium that would be difficult to repli

cate in other games. Even so, referring to a game as “Disco-like” has become a selling 
point for games such as Citizen Sleeper (Jump Over the Age, 2022), Norco (Geog

raphy of Robots, 2022), Pentiment (Obsidian Entertainment, 2022), and other role- 
playing games and visual novels released in its wake that deemphasize or completely 
eliminate combat and have a focus on complex characters and themes (Colp, 2022). 

However, there are some ideas emphasized in this exploration that may be useful 
in the creation of games with a heavy psychological influence: 

1. The game systems are also the means by which the player is encouraged to 
learn more about Harry’s psychology. By taking known RPG tropes like char

acter sheets and abilities and giving them a unique perspective, players obtain 
information about the organization of Harry’s mind without explicit encour

agement. 
2. It is important to have diverse creators involved in the creation of games and in

corporating unique and new perspectives can lead to extremely positive results. 
Disco Elysium would be a very different game had it not had the same specific 
cultural and personal influences, and identifying what unique life experiences 
game developers can bring to the table can be pivotal for creating new works. 

3. While it is very helpful to have games created to explicitly address mental health 
topics such as the reduction of stigma and the generation of new tools for 
reaching people who are working to improve their mental health, it may be 
equally helpful to examine how these topics can be woven in to games that are 
not “about” mental health. By bringing players in through one door and then 
leading them out through a completely different one, it may be possible to get 
a wider audience thinking about psychological topics than people who might 
pick up a game “about depression”. 
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4. While more and more games have sought to incorporate mature themes, Disco 
Elysium is a reminder that developers need not shy away from addressing heavy 
and complicated topics, and that an interactive story may have unique potential 
to give players new perspectives when it comes to multifaceted situations. While 
it is not a game for all audiences, the way that it has already begun to inspire the 
creation of other similar titles and entire journal issues devoted to exploring its 
themes may offer some proof of its influence (Apperley, T., & Ozimek, A., 2021). 

5. Providing opportunities for players to learn more about themselves through 
playing a game could be a way that video games end up directly interfacing with 
the goal of improving the mental health of their players. While some might 
be offended by a game calling them a fascist or poking fun at their shallow 
understanding of feminism, the potential for a player to learn something new 
about themselves without being aware that they are being assessed opens up 
huge potential for unbiased self-reflection. 

Disco Elysium is a game so large and complex that writing about it could likely fill its 
own book. By taking lessons from the boldness of its creators and the empathy and 
understanding that is heavily baked into the game, however, anyone who chooses to 
play it may be able to learn things about how they can create art with more nuance 
that truly engages with the world it is made in rather than only providing an escapist 
fantasy. 
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