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Abstract

This research focuses on pushing forward the understanding of mental disorders
portrayals in games, more specifically social anxiety, which still lies as a marginalized
topic in this medium. In order to understand honest manifestations of social anxiety in
games, the first step is to conduct a close reading of games made by people who suffer
from this mental disorder. A collection of five indie games, all of autobiographical
nature and featuring social anxiety as an important part of their text, was put tog ether
for this analysis. This was done embracing the need to address the representational
complexity, in order to tap into such a nuanced and elusive topic as social anxiety, not
to identify rights or wrongs, but to engage in a discussion of how experiences are
represented in games by people directly affected by this mental disorder. Individual
experiences also contribute to expand interpretations and to identify additional keys of
social anxiety representation. This is done by reaching informants, people living with a
comorbid mental illnesses or disorders, that face or had faced social anxiety, and
assess their perspectives through an experiential workshop. This work intends to
further explore the practice of game design as mediator of experiences, contrituting to
both deepen the knowledge of game design and explore nuances of individual
experiences present in autobiographical games and how this relates to perspectives of
other people living with social anxiety. By combining the games and informants
perspedives it is possible to structure a debate about game design patterns based on
the findings of the game analysis and further elaborated with the nuanced perceptions
gathered from informants. The knowledge acquired through this work is a step
towards understanding of how games can represent, in an honest and non
stereotypical way, mental disorders, starting with social anxiety and, hopefully,
contribute to spark other studies to broaden the spectrum of how the complexity of
adverse mental conditions can be nore respectfully addressed in games.

Keywords: game design, game design patterns, social anxiety, mental disorders,
representation, personal experiences
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1 Introduction

Throughout many years working as a game designer, | have shared office with many people

with different levels of social struggles. Learning about people in my surroundings and

knowing their struggles is a personal motivation and a kind of connection | like to develop

with people close to me. The embryo of this project is an empiric experience | had on trying
totakeacowor ker 6s perspective on soci al situations,
recent Aspergero6s di agnosi anxietythed the conversaton ivd er ed f
had took place around trying to understand how he felt during social situations. Then, after

talking to him, | designed a game prototype with a personal approach intended to represent

a condition | d o nnaliar withi v e |, neither was f a

When the prototype was ready he was the first person to try it and he was completely

unaware of what the experience was going to be about. While interacting with the system he
thought out | oud AWhat is thibikkagrealthhtfgba. di
time this likeness caused him distress, he was compelled to understand the system better

and try to figure out patterns and solutions.

However conducted without scientific rigor, relying only on experience in the game design

field and previous theoretical development on translating concepts into game systems, we

had our share of an empathic connection using the game as a mediator for dialog when
playtesting it. This hinted for the need of further studies improving the game design

knowl edge, on this specific field, to make the
more conscious and respectful process.

This research focuses on pushing forward the understanding of mental disorders portrayals
in games, more specifically sodal anxiety, which still lies as a marginalized topic in this
medium. Researchers and practitioners have identified lack of nuance and appropriate
consideration for representations of mental illness in various forms of media, including

video games. Shapiroand Rotter (2016) argue that film, television programs, and video
games often portray mental illness associated with stereotypical violent, criminal and
dangerous behaviors. Depression Quest (The Quinnspiracy, 2013) cewriter Patrick Lindsey
(2014) writes that, despite not being hard to find games depicting mental iliness, especially
in the horror genre, the conditions are often treated as a kind of insanity, showing lack of
empathy and contributing to dehumanizing those characters.

The work of Sabine Harrer (Harrer and Schoenau-Fog, 2015) shows another range of
representational deficit of bereaving in games, which is a delicate and nuanced subject, and
aims to close this gap by assessing personal experiences as a means to achieve respectful
portrayals of a complex issue. Thus the potential prosocial benefit from a respectful
representation of a mental condition makes for a suitable choice.



2 Background

Being a part in the area of Games in a general sense and part in the area of Serious Games,
there is the Empathy Games area. Empathy Games could be roughly described as a game
made with the intent to use game immersion to promote incorporating the roles o f other
people (Belman and Flanagan, 2009). It is made aware, however, of potential backlashes of
games being regarded as empathy games, as Anna Anthropy on her personal blog (Anthropy,
2015) criticizes the harms of shallow engagement and consequences thas could bring,
sharing some experiences she faced with Dys4ia (Auntie Pixelante, 2012).

More specifically, within the area of Empathy Games, the intention is to explore the personal

approach of autobiographical games, which is a kind of game that has little documentation,

thus being a gap this project also intends to cover. It is important to note, however, that the

intention with this project is not to meant to have a personal approach from my own

perspective. Perspectives from informants who suffer fromso c i a | anxiety and t hi
autobiographical games about social anxiety are the ones to be explored throughout this

work.

Considering prosocial and therapeutic uses of games (Sanchez, et al, 2017; Wilkinson, Ang
and Goh, 2008), having a deeper knowledge on how to better convey social anxiety in a game
can be of great value for the Serious Games field.

Little has been published about this specific approach of game development. The work of

Sabine Harrer (Harrer & SchoenauFog, 2015) can be considered redted, although focused

on mediating experiences of grief in a game and a huge inspiration for pursuing the goals of

this project. It can be considered that what this work intends to do embraces the proposal of

shifting the practice of game designtoactas medi at or of o bstseggedtadbye x per i ¢
Harrer and Schoenau-Fog (2015).

In this regard, this project intends to further explore this practice, contributing to deepen the
knowledge of game design by analyzing how social anxiety is conveyed in awbiographical
games and how this relates to the perspectives of other people living with social anxiety. The
knowledge acquired through this work is a step towards understanding of how games can
represent, in an honest and non-stereotypical way, mental disorders, starting with social
anxiety and, hopefully, contribute to spark other studies to broaden the spectrum of how the
nuances of adverse mental conditions can be more respectfully addressed in games.

2.1 Key Concepts

This section explains in detail the concepts that are the core of the project: social anxiety,
autobiographical games and game design patterns. Social anxiety is the very nature of what
is being explored throughout this work. On the other hand, autobiographical games becomes
relevant once this work is also intended to explore personal narratives and better understand
the nuanced perception of individuals, whereas game design patterns provide a structured
understanding of game design elements that relate to these narratives. Game design patterns
are also a key element for discussing the perspective acquired through the game analysis in
correlation to the findings from the informants personal narratives.



2.1.1 Social Anxiety

Social anxiety disorder and generalized anxiety disorder share many common
characteristics. It is possible to consider social anxiety as parented by general anxiety, since

the former inherit manifestations from the latter. According to the definition of the disorder

by the Soci al Anxi ety Associ atriofeorial ididngthat soci a
involve interaction with other people. You could say social anxiety is the fear and anxiety of

being negatively judged and evaluated by ot her
prominent characteristic related to judgement an d negative evaluation from others.

As a pervasive disorder, this fear and anxi ety &
and also have physical manifestations. The anxiety symptoms from the disorder can trigger

physical changes, such as increasd blood pressure, sweating, trembling, dizziness and rapid

heartbeat, as it is described in the Encyclopedia of Psychology (Kazdin, 2000) from the

American Psychological Association.

According to Kleinknecht et al. (1997), the essential feature of socialanxiety (social phobia)

is related to fear social or performance situations, with precedents that other people might

judge or consider the person different. They also elaborate on the concept of Taijin Kyofusho

(TKS), a distinctive phobia in Japan resembling social anxiety, which means symptoms of

fear in situations of face-to-f ace contact. TKS is fian obsession
fear of embarrassing or of fending ot her so wi t
appearanceo ( KI e 1987k bye ghysical appearances lsuch as presenting a

deformity, bodily manifestations considered improper by the person, such as blushing,

blemish, emitting odors, or social misconducts, such as staring inappropriately or facial

expressions deemed improper.

Looking back at interchangeable symptoms with anxiety and social anxiety become apparent

when further examining definitions of social anxiety. Definitions of social anxiety from the

Mayo Clinic (2017) include AFear , thdailyxroune,y and &
wor k, school or ot her activitieso that can star
cases, the beginning can start in early childhood or in adult ages. The avoidance from people

suffering from social anxiety is likely related to symptoms of anxiety, which causes

individuals to avoid situations out of worry, along with intrusive thoughts and concerns

(Kazdin, 2000).

While avoiding situations that are anxiety inducing might alleviate the distress caused by
social anxiety, it is not a permanent solution as the disorder tends to persist, requiring
treatment to achieve long term positive results (Mayo Clinic, 2017). Also, according to Mayo
Clinic description, symptoms can change over time. Adverse situations such as intense stress
or demands can trigger social anxiety outbursts.

A compilation (Table 1) of commons symptoms, ranging from persistent emotional and
behavioral symptoms, physical manifestations and some examples of common daily social
situations that tend to be avoided by people suffering from social anxiety disorder can be
seen in the table below:



Table 1 Summary of social anxiety symptoms from Mayo Clinic (2017)

Category

Symptoms

Emotional
and

behavioral

symptoms

Fear of situations in which you may be judged

Worrying about embarrassing or humiliating yourself

Intense fear of interacting or talking with strangers

Fear of physical symptoms that may cause you embarrassment, such as blushing
sweating, trembling or having a shaky voice

Fear that others will notice that you look anxious

Avoiding doing things or speaking to people out of fear of embarrassment

Avoiding situations where you might be the center of attention

Having anxiety in anticipation of a feared activity or event

Enduring a social situation with intense fear or anxiety

Spending time after a social situation analyzing your performance and identifying
flaws in your interactions

Expecting the worst possible consequences from a negative experience during a socii
situation

Physical
symptoms

Feeling that your mind has gone blank

Trouble catching your breath

Dizziness or lightheadedness

Upset stomach or nausea

Fast heartbeat

Muscle tension

Trembling

Blushing

Sweating




Interacting with unfamiliar people or strangers

Attending parties or social gatherings

Entering a room with people already seated

Returning items to a store

ARG Using a public restroom
common
social —
L Eating in front of others
situations

Going to work or school

Starting conversations

Making eye contact

Dating

As it can be perceived in many of the definitions presented, selfconsciousness is a
commonly mentioned factor for social anxiety. Takishima -Lacasa et al. (2014), in their study
of self-consciousness and social anxiety in youh, present three dimensions for the self-self-
consciousness model: Private SelConsciousness (Private SC), Public SeHConsciousness
(Public SC), and Social Anxiety. Private SC is related to personal aspects of self, such as
trying to figure personal feelings and beliefs, whereas Public SC is related to attention
towards public aspects of self, such as manners and appearance and Social Anxiety related to
worrying about negative evaluation of others. For Private SC, some relevant aspects include
knowing how the body reacts to certain feelings, the influence of feelings over actions and

overall being in touch with onebs feelings and t
some relevant aspects include worrying about looking good, spending significant amounts of
ti me and effort i n oneods | ook s, constantly che

appropriately before going public. Social Anxiety aspects include being nervous in large
groups, insecurity to talk or perform in front of other people, bei ng embarrassed easily and
having a hard time to meet new people and overcoming shyness in new situations.

The study of Takishima-Lacasa et al. (2014) acknowledges correlations of social anxiety with
anxiety and depression. Following that lead, it is import ant to highlight that social anxiety
disorder can manifest in comorbidity with other disorders and mental illness, such as
depression (Starr & Davila, 2008; Beesdo et al., 2007), bipolar disorder (Titone et al., 2018),
borderline personality (Perugi et al., 2003) and generalized anxiety disorders (Perugi et al.,
2003; Petkus et al., 2017). Although social anxiety and depression show comorbidity,
according to Starr and Davila (2008), the interpersonal factors uniquely related to each and
both conditions are unclear, not being able to precisely estimate if depression leads to social
anxiety, or if social anxiety leads to depression, or the two conditions can also show no
correlation of cause and effect. The study shows that these are all valid cases, despitefdhe
comorbidity.



In synthesis, social anxiety can be considered a pervasive disorder that is predominantly
characterized by fear of social situations involving interaction. It can be talking to other
people, especially strangers or unfamiliar individuals , performing to a group of people or
being the center of attention. It is also related to a strong worry about being negatively
judged, be considered different, have the anxiety noticed, embarrassing or humiliating
oneself. People who suffer from social arxiety can be taken by intrusive thoughts and
concerns, such as obsessively reevaluating
worst out of every social situation. It can show physical symptoms, such as blushing,
increased heart rate, muscular tension, sweating, trembling, dizziness, mind blank and
difficulty to breathe. Social anxiety can lead to avoiding a series of common situations, such
as making eye contact, parties and social gathering, using public spaces, starting
conversations, interacting with storekeepers, going to work or school, causing a negative
i mpact on the personds routine.

2.1.2 Autobiographical Games
Regardless of being involved in the game industry, or an enthusiast, it is likely that one have

already heard the demeritizing jargon i t 6 s j ust a gameo. As Cindy |
tapping into onebf6s real |l ife experiences throug!

for creating autobiographical content is a also a means to go against that belief. When

analyzing Mary Flanagan'sd games [ domesti c] (2003) and [rooti

notes that games, while crafting the self as an active agent, make room for connections
beyond identification and allowing for a reflective experience.

Gareth Schott (2017) refers to That Dragm Cancer (Numinous Games, 20

confessional gameo, which can be framed as
game. The author posits that conveyance of personal experiences has a higher priority over
fitting into game norms, as the game intentionally defamiliarizes the player in each new
scene.

Stefan Werning (2017) explains that autobiographical games can either tell a particular story
of the author or a self-expression based on their experiences and thoughts. When discussing
about the concept of persona in autobiographical games, Werning (2017) argues that he
authors often implement their personas on games in the form of characteristic actions or in
the space of possibility of the game, rather than their own depiction as a character.

Autobiographical games focus on exploring idiosyncratic lifelike experience s through the

a t e

aut hor sd iws and identitye Thie approach is found on Anastasia Salter

analysis of emotionally resonant Twine games, which revealed severaltitles created basedon
personal experiences of theauthors, aimed towards empathic bounding rather than a goal-
oriented structure . It results in an experience of connection, in which the game procedures
are structured to share sentiments (Werning, 2017), instead of trying to equate emotion with

informatio n, as Sabine Harrer (2015) criticizes.

2.1.3 Game Design Patterns

The inspiration to examine games through the lens of design of interaction (Bjork &
Holopainen, 2005) came from studies in the correlate design field of architecture. Design
patterns as a conceptwas introduced by Alexander, et al. (1979) when addressing design
challenges an architect could face. By focusing on codifying the design knowledge into
separate and interrelated parts, patterns would provide descriptions of the core of solutions

6



for design problems, allowing to repeat the same process without ever employing the same
approach twice (Alexander, et al., 1979). That means design patterns intend to explore the
core of the problems, rather than specific solutions, hence allowing same patterns to be

empl oyed while the actual solution woul dnot

When adapting the concept of design patterns to games, Bjork and Holopainen (2005)

decided not to focus on the problem-solution dichotomy for some reasons. Firstly to avoid

the risk of using patterns to only remove unwanted aspects of a design rather than
supporting innovation. Secondly, the authors identified that many patterns described game

characteristics that would automatically presuppose other characteristics, making a problem

described in a pattern likely solved by applying other patterns related to those

characteristics. Lastly, the fact that game design patterns are related to a myriad of gameplay
aspects make them an imprecise tool for solving problems, since introducing, modifying, or

removing a game design pattern affects many aspects of gameplay, therefore indicating that
problem-solution should not be the focus of game design patterns. With those
considerations, the concept of game design pattern is defined as the folloving:

Game design patterns are semiformal interdependent descriptions of
commonly recurring parts of the design of a game that concern gameplay.

Bjork & Holopainen (2005, p. 34)

For semiformal descriptions the authors mean that game design patterns rely on general
descriptions without the use of quantitative measures. Applying specifications that would

rely on measurements would be a disparity with the imprecise nature of design problems.
Despite of that, game design patterns do offer distinguishable structures, allowing to see
differences and identifying relationships with other game design patterns in a game. Those
relationships can be perceived in the interdependent descriptions, in which patterns can
show interrelations of instantiating or being instantia ted by other patterns, modulating or
being modulated by other patterns, and one pattern can be potentially conflicting with

another.

It is important to highlight that, according to Bjork and Holopainen (2005), game design
patterns are not to be confused wih the meaning of repetition, therefore averse from
creativity or innovation, that the word pattern might imply. On the contrary, the intention
with game design patterns is to provide a universal simplified language, allowing
multidisciplinary development teams to operate under a common language, and at the same
time helping as a creativity tool, by improving the process of idea generation, structured
development of game concepts and solving design problems with a focus on interaction
aspects of gameplay. A the authors exemplify, when arguing about potential misconceptions
given by employing the word pattern, it can be compared to using references in art works,
that allows for both a better positioning and also being more certain of creating novelty. | is
also relevant to mention that patterns are not meant to be used a definite set of
prescriptions, but instead must be framed as a language that can and should evolve over time
(Bjork & Holopainen, 2005).

These considerations make the employment of game desig patterns a way to structure the
immense amount of data gathered throughout this project into a comprehensive and usable
set of information. Therefore providing useful knowledge for people trying to improve their
understanding of how social anxiety has been represented in actual games, as well as how

social anxiety would likely be represented in hypothetical games envisioned by informants.
-

neeo



The structured knowledge is also useful for developers whose goal is to represent social
anxiety in games, as it provides an extensive background fundamented on perspectives of
people affected by social anxiety, facilitating the creative process and likely inspiring non
stereotypical representations. More information on how the game design patterns will be
applied in this work can be found in the Research Methodology chapter in the section4.4
Game Design Patterns for Discussing Perspectives.



3 Problem Statement

Considering the problematic state of mental illnesses representations in media,
aforementioned in the introductio n chapter, the topic is still marginalized, often reproducing
stigma through stereotypical portrayals. The researchers and practitioners, used as a
reference to motivate this work, have shared their studies and opinions identifying lack of
nuance and appropriate consideration for representations of mental iliness in various forms
of media. Shapiro and Rotter (2016) argue that film, television programs, and video games
often portray mental illness associated with stereotypical violent, criminal and dangerous
behaviors. Depression Quest (The Quinnspiracy, 2013) cewriter Patrick Lindsey (2014)
writes that, despite not being hard to find games depicting mental iliness, especially in the
horror genre, the conditions are often treated as a kind of insanity, showing lack of empathy
and contributing to dehumanizing those characters.

Inspired by the related work of Sabine Harrer (2015), this research intends to contribute
with the goal she proposes: shifting the practi.i
experiences. It is meant to be a step towards this direction, contributing to deepen the
knowledge of game design and explore how literary analysis, combined with other
investigative methods, can be useful to identify nuances of individual experiences present n
autobiographical games and how this relates to perspectives of other people living with social
anxiety. The knowledge acquired through this work lays the groundwork for understanding
how games can represent, in an honest and nonrstereotypical way, mental disorders, starting
with social anxiety and, hopefully, contribute to spark other studies to broaden the spectrum
of how the nuances of adverse mental conditions can be more respectfully addressed in
games. With that considered, it can be stated that this project has as research goal:

Gather personal experiences of authorial games and individuals to formulate
an understanding of how social anxiety is perceived and expressed in games.

As a first step towards a bigger goal, developing a game is out of scopat this moment. It was

decided to step back and first conduct an ethnographic study examining what social anxiety

means, in game terms, to people who experience the disorder in their lives. Borrowing the

definition Ashley Brown (2015) presents from Virtual Ethnographics of Christine Hine it is a

ifway of seeing through participantsd eyes: a
understanding of the cultural foundations of t |
definitive guide of norms on how to create a game about social anxiety, what is being

proposed is a study of the nuances and a discussion of intricate codes that permeates the

imaginary of people suffering from social anxiety, both from game developers perspective by

analyzing games depicting socal anxiety, and from people who live with the condition that

shared their experiences and vision of how social anxiety manifests in a gamelike situation.

It is believed that the findings and discussion provided by this research will contribute to

more conscious mental illnesses representations in games, when acting as mediators of

ot hersd experiences.



4 Research Methodology

The method set for conducting this research is a hybrid of close reading analysis, a workshop
conceived to fill this project needs, then a discussion comparing data gathered in the two
first phases.

Phase 1

Close reading _ Games
games | perspective Phase 3
Comparison and
discussion of both

Phase 2 perspectives
Experiential _ Informants

workshop - perspective

Figure 1  Flowchart showing the methods employed and their dependencies.

Phase 1 and 2 are ofdescriptive nature, then Phase 3 is a mix of descriptive with
prescriptive nature. It is worth to stress that Phase 3 ceases to be prescriptive when
acknowledging that this work has no intention to provide a definite guide for how to depict
social anxiety in games. Instead, it is a collection of analyses that allows a discussion and
insight gathering over a complex and nuanced subject. Before the methodology here
described started to be conducted, a literature review on social anxiety and autobiographical
games was conducted. As phases 1 and 2 unfolded and the project evolved, the need of
additional literatur e review emerged.

Given the nature of this work to explore personal narratives, analyzing autobiographical
games turns to be a source of wunderstanding way
artifact as a form mediating their life experiences.

With that in mind, a close reading (Bizzocchi & Tanenbaum, 2011) will be conducted on
games intended to voice a personal experiences, which also feature themes related to social
anxiety, so that more actionable knowledge is provided for working. Diane Carr (2017)
proposes to analyze games under the lenses of structure, text and intertext, according to
Barthes literary theory, and she argues that hybrid methods are a sound decision to analyze
games. The method employed in this work is a hybrid of the Consalho and Dutton (2006)
toolkit, allowing to conduct structural and textual analysis, while intertextual context is
provided by the informants perspective acquired through the Experiential Workshop. More
information about the process of close reading is found on section 4.1 Close Reading

As for the Experiential Workshop, it is based on the works of Sabine Harrer (2015) that aims
to get informants to express their experiences on a particular subject. This was then
simplified to adequate for the logistical limit ations of conducting the activity through
individual video conference, allowing for a safer space considering the intent of the
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workshop is to involve people suffering from social anxiety. These and other considerations,
such as mitigating language barriers and improving access, will be examined in further detail
on section 4.2 Experiential Workshop .

Phase 3 is formulated by combining the games and informants perspectives it is possible to
structure a debate about game design patterns based on the findingsof the game analysis
and further elaborated with the nuanced perceptions gathered from informants. Details
about the method of applying game design patterns to the discussion of both perspectives is
detailed described on section4.3 Game Design Patterns for Discussing Perspectives.

4.1 Close Reading

In order to understand honest manifestations of social anxiety in games, the first step is to
conduct a close reading of games made by people who suffer from this mental disorder. To
preserve the authorial voice, that are likely diluted and systematically filtered in bigger
productions, a collection of five indie games, all of autobiographical nature and featuring
social anxiety as an important part of their text, was put together.

This was done embracing the need to address the representational complexity as pointed by
Dyer (1993), in order to tap into such a nuanced and elusive topic as social anxiety, not to
identify rights or wrongs, but to engage in a discussion of how experiences are represented in
games by people directly affected by this mental dioorder. A close reading was conducted
with the selected games, following Carrds
of structure, text and intertext, a hybrid method was put together to fulfill the goals this
study.

The Interaction Mapping fr om Consalvo and Dutton (2006) methodological toolkit serves as
a bridge between games structural and textual analysis, allowing for structural elements,
such as rules, mechanics, aesthetics and narrative, to be framed as textual components that
articulate meaning through play, as possible interactions or as results of a player interaction.
The decision of focusing on Interaction Mapping (Consalvo and Dutton, 2006) came from
the first iterations of analyzing the games. Thoroughly breaking apart the games, to identify
all their structural elements by using all the toolkit (Object Inventory, Interface Study,
Interaction Map and Gameplay Log), proved to be a daunting effort for six games and most

(2017

i mportantly, didnét contr i butoeusdadapprbdcheallotverxot u a | al

understand structural elements only to the point that they contribute with the textual
analysis.

Textual analysis of the selected games is also mediated by a literature review, collecting
description of social anxiety symptoms, and individual experiences to guide and correlate
meaning and codes identified in the games. Individual experiences also contribute with the
lens of intertextuality, to expand interpretations and to identify additional keys of social
anxiety representation, which will be covered under the Experiential Workshop chapter.

4.1.1 Games Selection Criteria

When writing about independent gameworks, Guevara-Villalobos (2011) identifies the
artistic autonomy as a characteristic more present in independent developers, allowing
games to take part in contesting aspects of humanity in a personal relationship between
creator and an artifact of artistic value.

11



With that considered, the game selection will be conducted on the three main venues of
curated independent games:

b IGF (Ind ependent Games Festival), including the nominated games and honorable
mentions, from 2018 to 2013.
b IndieCade, IndieCade East and IndieCade Europe, including nominated games and
the selection of games exhibited on the festival, from 2017 to 2012.
b Steam, filtered by the category indie, any date.
Keywords and Concepts

When browsing IGF, IndieCade and Steam databases the criteria for selecting games include

two main aspects: intention and theme. The method of gathering information on the games

will follow the p rocedure of opening each entry, reading the description on the game pages of

the festivals. In case of lacking artistic statement or vague and unclear descriptions, the
search will be extended to the gamedbds website.

Considering the objective of this workto expl ore game design potent.
experiences, the first selection criteria is the intention of the author on using a game as
platform of self -expression.

Autobiographical games is the main keyword, as analyzing games with autobiographical
intention will increase knowledge on transferring the personal space into a game.
Considering this keyword as a concept, mentions of selftexpression, personal experiences
and related terms are considered fitting the criteria.

Regarding the main theme of the games, the keyword and its concepts for selection are the
following:

Social anxiety is the main keyword for theming; meaning if the game description presents
hints of social anxiety symptoms, such as fear of rejection, worrying about embarrassment or
humiliating oneself, intense fear of interacting or talking to strangers and general avoidance
of social situations the game fits the criteria.

4.1.2 List of Games

Exhausting the three venues returned a list of six games. All of them with autobiographical
intent or drawn from personal experiences and with social anxiety around or as a central
theme.

b Everything Is Going to Be Ok (alienmelon, 2017)

The Average Everyday Adventures of Samantha Browne (Lemonsucker Games, 2016)
Please Knock on My Door (Levall Games, 207)

</reality> (Fancy Fish Games, 2017)

Sym (Atrax Games, 2015)

ot o o o

4.1.3 Analysis Procedures

After playing each game from start to finish, testing different outcomes and assessing
definitions of social anxiety disorder presented in the previous chapter, it was possible to
identify a soft coding and draw a thematic analysis of recurrent aspects in the games. This
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coding also indicated the need to expand the literature review, which informed the themes
Real Life Anchoring and Limited Agency.

Subsequent playthroughs were mediated by assessing the following themes through the

lenses of Interaction Map from Consalvo and Dutton (2006) toolkit for game analysis. As the

aut hor s descri beegt hiotdoi &« hat fmixamo nes choices th
interacting with other game agent, be it a player character or Non-Player Character (NPC).

Since noneof the games involve more than one player character, as they are all single player
experiences, the Aother game agentso as human p
current analysis. The distinction of focusing the Interaction Map on agents, not on obijects, is

i kely because their t oon&ti hodfdeat arlesd aObj der
However, none of the games have an inventory system, or emphasis in object collection,

making Object Inventory an inappropriate method for this project. On t he other hand, some

games do present object interactions relevant to what is being researched, so excluding

objects would render some meaningful reflective interactions a player can have out of the

analysis. Instead of leaving objects out of the analysis,or coming up with a new category

altogether, an adaptation to the Interaction Map was made in which it can be considered
fichoices the player is offered in regards to
guestions Consalvo and Dutton (2006) present to assist identifying the relations of the

Interaction Map can include:

b Are interactions limited?

b Do interactions change over time?

b What is the range of interaction?

b Are NPCs present, and what dialogue options are offered to them? Can they be
interacted with? How? How variable are their interactions?

The last question, in the case of some games analyzed, could be duplicated substituting NPCs
for objects, since some objects provide meaningful interactions as it is the caseof Please

Knock on My Door and The Average Everyday Adventures of Samantha Browne, or as it is
the case with Sym that some objects react to the player being on the normal or darkness
worlds.

That analysis reveals game content from a interaction perspective, offering a structural
overview of the game. However, as the authors mention (Consalvo & Dutton, 2006), it can be
employed for textual analysis purposes, as it can in their argument about the game Buffyt
and the TV serieg:

The dialogue of the game Buffy could be studied and compared to the
dialogue found in the television show of the same name, to determine how
faithfully the game extends the "universe" of the original story. That could

include studying which characters appear in the game and what their dialogue
consists of, as well as whethe it is "in character" as compared to the television

show.

Consalvo & Dutton (2006)

1Buffy the Vampire Slayer (Fox Interactive, 2002)
2 Buffy the Vampire Slayer (Mutant Enemy Productions, 1997)
13



As it can be seen on the Buffy example, a textual analysis examining available interactions in
a game can provide insight on how they relate to a piece from other medium. The analysis
conducted in the five selected games is similar to the one mentioned between the game and
TV series of Buffy. Five games containing depictions of social anxiety were selected and the
Interaction Map analysis will be used to correlate their inte ractions with information found
on social anxiety literature review. Mapping the interactions of a game can also reveal social
statements present in the game text, that could otherwise be overlooked if examining static
game elements, as the authors presenivhen examining relationships in The Simss3:

Sims can marry and move in with other Sims endlessly-there is no lifeline
vow, and divorce appears to be automatically granted with the next marriage.
As seen here, then, examining how interaction occurs in a gane such as The
Sims can help us determine how sexuality is constructed in the game, as well
as the (many) choices the game affords to individual players.

Consalvo & Dutton (2006)

The protocol of playing the games consisted of playing each game from start to finish once
without taking notes or breaking them down, intending to enjoy the games and figure out the

overall message of them before narrowing down to details. Then, for the analysis, playing
them over as many times as necessary to get the informations, with the analysis toolkit in
mind. It is important to highlight that none of the analyzed games has been played before
this work, therefore accounting for no predispositions tow ards any of them.

4.2 Experiential Workshop

The Experiential Workshop is based on the works of Sabine Harrer (2015) that aims to get
informants to surface their experiences on a particular subject through dialogue, visual
representation activity and reflection. The chosen medium for the workshop is video
conference, through Google Hangouts or Skype, having the sessions recorded for later
transcription. Such considerations relate to the sampling defined for the workshop and are
further elaborated in the section 4.2.3 Sampling.

Knowledge acquired through the Experiential Workshop provides information for the lens of
intertextuality, as it gives insight on personal experiences and provide a wider range of
interpretations in what concerns social anxiety. That consid ered, the Experiential Workshop
can be considered an extension of the close reading process and will be used to formulate, in
combination with the game analysis results, game design patterns on the Phase 3 of the
project, presented in chapter 7 Discussing Games and Informants Perspectives.

4.2.1 Workshop Procedures

The workshop is comprised of three distinct stages that happen in sequence. First and
foremost an explanation to the informant of what the workshop consists of, followed by a
brief casual chat to set r a less formal tone and, hopefully, leave informants more at ease.

At this moment they are also asked if they feel comfortable to talk about personal topics and
if, for any reason, they dondt feel |l i ke procee
rescheduled or the informant decide not to take part anymore. It is also reinforced that they

3 Consalvo and Dutton (2006) refer to The Sims (Electronic Arts, 2000) and its expansion packs Livin'
Large (2001), House Party (2000), and Hot Date (2001) for their method description.
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are free to opt out of the workshop at any
problem.

Interview

After a casual conversation to greet the informant and introduction of the activity, a semi -
structured interview take s place as the first part of the Experiential Workshop. The interview
has a definite structure for guidance, but lies open to changing, adding, follow-up and
probing questions based on the informants answers (Turner, 2010; Gall, Gall & Borg, 2003),
as informants share stories new questions are likely to emerge and others might be skipped,
if they ended up addressing what the question intended to uncover. Following McNamara
(2009) recommendations, the questions are worded as neutral as possible, save for thefirst
one, which comes from the previously known fact that the informants do have a level of
uneasiness with socialization, hence the informants sampling. The main questions are listed
below, also with potential follow up questions foreseen:

Q1: When did you realize socializing could be uneasy?

b Are you aware of things that likely trigger your anxiety?
Q2: How would you describe the saocial struggle you have?

b Did it change over time?

b Is it still something persistent in your life?

b Do you have any resource tocope with uneasy social situations?
This set of questions aims to get informants to provide an overview of how they are affected
by social anxiety and engage a storytelling about the role it has on their lives.

After unforeseen and any additional points have been covered, the informants are guided to
transition to the next part of the workshop, making informants aware of the current state of
the workshop and preparing them for the upcoming activity (McNamara, 2009).

The first version of the Experiential Wo rkshop was structured to, by the end of the interview
and beginning of doodling activity, ask the informant to close their eyes and imagine a scene
they consider to be an idealistic and perfect social situation, with no needs to be bound to
reality. This was intended as a stimulus to the doodling activity, which relies on the
informant representing scenes of how they perceive situations of social anxiety. After
running the workshop with Informant 1, this was considered unnecessary for the transition
of activities and then moved to be a relaxation moment by the end of the workshop session,
so that informants could alleviate their thoughts and help relieving potential stress caused by
the workshop.

Doodling Activity

The second part of the Experiential Workshop is a doodling activity intending to make

informants engage in a representation of their views of social anxiety. Informants are asked
to visually represent a game concept meant to materialize their experience with social
anxiety. In the case of TrauerSpid (Harrer & Schoenau-Fog, 2015) the informants were given
physical materials, like cloth, animal figures, LEGO bricks, buttons, yarn, to make a creative
assemblage.

15
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Considering the Experiential Workshop medium is video conference, the method of visual
representation had to be simplified from the TrauerSpiel reference to better suit the non -
presential setting. With this limitation in mind, the proposal for the visual representation
activity is asking informants to make a doodle with what they feel more comfortable using
from their available materials. It could be a drawing with pencil, colored pens, watercolor or
a collage. The most important is that they use a method that does not feel like a hindrance to
their creativity. Before starting the workshop, info rmants were briefed that the activity
would require such materials and then asked to collect the ones they were inclined to use.

The informants were instructed to reconnect with their memories and feelings, not needing
to answer anything at this moment, and then instructed to represent an unpleasant social
experience and then a pleasant social experience. First the set of instructions for one doodle
was presented, then after the informant finished that representation they were presented the
following set of instructions for the other doodle, as described below:

Doodle 1: Ask the participant to focus on an unpleasant social experience.

b What were you thinking on that situation?

b What else were you feeling on that moment?

b What made you feel uncomfortable?

b  What did you think or wish for when you felt uncomfortable?

Doodle 2: Ask the participant to focus on a pleasant social experience.

ot

What were you thinking on that situation?
What else were you feeling on that moment?
What made you feel comfortable?

What did you think when you felt comfortable?
Were there still any worries?

ot o o o

During this part of the workshop, informants were reassured not to worry on how their
creation can be an actual game implementation and that by no means they are being
evaluated. It was madeclear to them that the intention is to grasp their experiences through
their imaginary and how they can envision social anxiety in an interactable form.

Reflection

After finishing the doodling activity and sending pictures, the informant is asked to descri be
their creation and then the researcher follows a checklist to incentivize further reflection.
This is not intended as a means to make a logic analysis of their creation, but to instigate
themselves to reflect and discuss upon their creation.

Questonsbased on AWhy?o, AWher e?o0, AfWhen?o, i Who?o,
guestions to make informants provide as much detail as possible.

The precise questions of the reflection moment depend on what the informants presented in
the doodling activity. For e xample, while they are describing their creation some of the
guestions could already be answered in detail, rendering further questioning unnecessary.
They are also meant to reveal specific aspects of their creation, therefore different questions
would be required for each case, as each creation is likely to contain unique characteristics
that candt be predicted.
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4.2.2 Technical Environment

The Experiential Workshop is intended to be conducted through video conference, either by
Skype, Hangouts, or any prefered vdeo conference client. However, before proceeding to the
video conference the informant is asked if a video conference would be comfortable. Should
the informant prefer otherwise, the workshop is then conducted through an instant
messenger service of chate. This is a compromise aiming to promote a safer environment
for the informant.

Should the workshop be conducted through video conference, as intended, the open source
recording software OBS Studio is used to make the screen and audio recording. The tria
version of Callnote is also available as a backup software, in case the former shows any sign
of problems.

Video and audio files are stored in the personal computer of the researcher and not shared
with any other parties. The workshop original and translated transcriptions are made and

stored on a Google Drive spreadsheet, along with other media files produced during the
workshop, such as pictures of the doodling activity.

4.2.3 Sampling

To arrive on a sample considered adequate for the project goals, a aries of considerations
were made to allow for a better result in terms of getting informants to tell their personal
stories. Such considerations also attempt to address biasing, reducing it as much as possible,
while acknowledging that it is not possible nor intended to completely remove personal
investment due to the nature of the project.

Taking into consideration the intent of diving in the depths of informants life experiences,
the first consideration for the sampling was an attempt to reduce the language barrier. It is
of great relevance that the informants and researcher can express themselves to their full
potential. To achieve that the sample will be comprised of native Portuguese speaking
individuals.

Another criteria for the sampling is that the i nformant should disclose to suffer from social

anxiety and also being diagnosed with a mental illness comorbid with social anxiety, such as
depression (Starr & Davila, 2008; Beesdo et al., 2007), bipolar disorder (Titone et al., 2018),

borderline personality (Perugi et al., 2003) and general anxiety disorders (Perugi et al.,
2003; Petkus et al., 2017). The intention behind requiring medical diagnose of a comorbid

condition is to increase the likeliness of the informant having in fact a severe case of socia
anxiety, that could otherwise be just an occasional identification if the sampling would rely

on people self identifying with the symptoms.

The last criteria of the sampling is to reach for informants from the researcher contact

network, with the intenti o n to i ncrease access t o i nformant s

tradeoff of increasing bias. Gaining a higher level of access is an important consideration
because the very nature of what is being studied- social anxiety - is related to a person
having a hard time to interact with unfamiliar people. Access is also hindered by considering

the researcher does not suffer from social anxiety nor has a diagnose of a comorbid
condition, therefore lying as an outsider to the subject matter. By inviting informant s that
have a level of connection with the researcher and could feel comfortable with sharing
personal, access limitation is therefore reduced.
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4.2.4 Addressing Bias
As it was stated previously, when planning the Experiential Workshop, attempts to mitigate
bias were taken into consideration. However, the very nature of this work is to embrace

peopl eds subjectivity and relies on t he creat
informants.

This is a conscious commitment that grants an inevitable level of biasing from the
researcher, but does so with the intention of revealing nuances that, arguably, would hardly
surface if they were approached through a distant stance from researcher.

4.2.5 Ethical Considerations

This workshop follows the Principles for Research Ethics in the Humanities and Social
Sciences (Vetenskapsradet, 2002) from the Swedish Research Council and the Guidelines
for Ethical Conduct in Participant Observation from the University of Toronto (2005).
According to these guidelines, the primary requirements for a research involving human
subjects are the following:

b The information requirement: the researcher shall inform the ones affected by the
research project of its purpose, methods and procedures of the activity.

b Potential harms: informants are also made aware that the activity involves potential
harm, as it deals with sensitive personal information.

b The consent requirement: respondents and subjects have the right to control the
extent of their own participation in the research.

b The confidentiality requirement: information regarding all research participants shall
be given the highest possible degree of confidentiality, and be stored in such a way
that unauthorized people cannot access it. Upon explaining the activity they are also
informed about the procedures of anonymization and confidential data storage.

b The data use requirement: information gathered regarding any individual can only be
used for research purposes.

All the procedures for the Experiential Workshop follow these p rinciples. Information
regarding the activity methods and assessment of potential harms is made clear both in the
consent form, as well as during the introductory disclaimer; informants are made aware that
the activity only goes to the extent of their comfort and they are free to stop at their will,
without providing any justification; they are also informed that all data gathered in the
workshop is completely anonymized and kept in possession of the researcher, not shared
with any party at any circumstance.

Due to the nature of the project and what the workshop aims to unveil, informants are made

aware that the activities involve reminiscing potentially sensitive personal information and

their well-beingi s pri ority, meani ng t h dyits. €dnsideringithedbt over
uncertainty of the current emotional state and
and being aware of the retraumatization risk, some changes were conducted to mitigate

risks. Taking into consideration some feedbacks from the first informant and accessing

Harrer 6s (2015) considerations on potenti al da
imagine a utopical situation was moved to the end of the workshop to serve as the beginning

of an unwinding moment. This way, informan ts can have the opportunity to disconnect from

stress the workshop might have induced.
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Informants were asked to give their consent in a way that would require less effort possible
from them. For that purpose, two consent forms were prepared. One is an anorymous
Google Form, to prevent storage of their personal data, followed by verbal confirmation in
the beginning of the workshop session video recording. The other one is suited for an
informant in possession of a tablet to be able to provide a signature without needing to go
through the process of printing and scanning by themself. Both versions can be consulted on
Appendix A , however they are in Portuguese as presented to the informants. In order to
preserve their identities, some images created during the workshop required graphic
editions. Before including those images on the project, they were shown to the informants
asking their consent on using the edited images.

4.2.6 Workshop lterations

Some improvements were made after running the first Experiential Worksh op. The content
remained the same but, changes to the order of questions and activities were made to better
suit upcoming sessions. Those changes were considered to make the informants
participation easier and provide more comfort during and after the work shop.

By the end of the first workshop, Informant 1 shared some feedbacks of the process. Those
feedbacks are invaluable for refining the procedures and make the workshop more effective
and enjoyable for future informants. Also, after the workshop ended, t he informant also
shared notebook drawings and a digital illustration previously made during a period of
anxiety crises. However, those drawings would allow to trace back the identity of the
informant, compromising the anonymity and editing the images to m ake them untraceable
would also hinder their visual information, rendering them of little to no use. With these
points considered, the decision made was to not include the additional contribution in the
document.

Informant 1 considered going from imagining an utopic scene to doodling a game scene a
dramatic shift, especially because the game scene part. This was related to a concern that
other informants with less game literacy might find it too overwhelming to keep up to it,
even though Informant 1 had some familiarity with this process it was still a bit hard. A
suggestion given was to change the order of the doodling instructions and, maybe, breaking
the activity in two moments - first representing the scene imagined and then thinking how it
could be turned into an interactive experience. Then the informant reminded that it must be
made extra clear, even repeating the information, that the informants are not being
evaluated on how well they can conceive a game. It was interesting to note that, while
showing concerns for potential setbacks, the informant followed up acknowledging that
collecting perspectives of people with lesser game literacy.

Without being asked about it, the informant mentioned that talking to an intimate person
made the situation comfortable and thus easy to share personal information. This is a
positive reinforcement of the assumption that sampling for people with a degree of intimacy
would lead to more access. Lastly it was suggested to add a moment and guidance to unwind
after the workshop is done. The informant later disclosed to have felt the need to go for a
walk and cool down the thoughts. This is a crucial feedback to take into consideration, once
it might lead to informants going through unnecessary levels of distress that could be
potentially dangerous.
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4.3 Game Design Patterns for Discussing Perspectives

The use of game design patterns (Bjork & Holopainen, 2005) can fill two main roles: analysis
and design. Analysis is related to examining existing games to study game design patterns
that are present in them. Design is related to the creation of a game concept employing game
design patterns to structure the ideas and descriptions. Both purposes of game design
patterns are relevant for this project. The first one is related to the work that will be actually
conducted in Phase 3 of this project, whereas the second is related to potential future uses
for the knowledge acquired and concluded herein.

As the authors stress (Bjork & Holopainen, 2005), the use of pattern can and should, be
tailored or combined with other methods to be used on specific uses. In the case of this
project, the tailoring made is related to using game design patterns in combination with the

close reading analysis and the Experiential Workshop to structure a discussion of the two
perspectives.

Before examining the game design patterns related to social anxiety, identified by the

analyzed gamesd and the informants6 perspective:
synthesize the content produced from close readingthe five selected games.

With the concept matrix available, the procedure that follows is to search for already mapped
patterns, available in Bjork and Holopainen (2005), that relate to what has been synthesized
in the concept matrix and describe them in the form of game design patterns. After going
through the list of available patterns and finding which ones apply, a second examination on
the concept matrix is done to assess if new patterns, not present in the extensive listing from
Bjork and Holopainen (2005), could be identified. Those game design patterns are then seen
in the light of the informants perspectives to either confirm the incidence of stronger
patterns, or indicate the existence of newer unidentified patterns not present in the analyzed
games.

4.3.1 Game Design Pattern Template

For the discussion and elaboration of social anxiety game design patterns, the template
provided by Bjork and Holopainen (2005) will be used. The template consists of the
following items, highlighted in bold and coupled wit h their descriptions:

Name of the game design pattern in a single word or a short phrase in a dictionary-style
fashion.

Core Definition  intends to provide a quick reference for the pattern, presented in italics.

General Description is presented immediately after the Core Definition. It is a short
description of the properties found in the games that are used as a foundation for the
pattern, followed by the motivation to define the pattern name. For some simple patterns,
the General Description might be omitted if the Core Definition already provides enough
information.

Using the Pattern  is an analysis of how the pattern is used, exemplified with specific game
components to elaborate how the pattern is used in a game.
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Relations are the listing of other patter ns that are related to the described pattern. This list
is comprised by the categories of relations between patterns: instantiates, modulates,
instantiated by, modulated by, and potentially conflicting with.

The Consequences item is not relevant for the discussion proposed of identifying
representations of social anxiety, because its relevance comes from debating how a game

design pattern could be applicable or lead to design consequences if one would apply such

pattern in general and this is a discussion that lies outside this project scope. Since the

identified game design patterns use the games herein analyzed as their reference, the

References i t em of the template wondt be used either.
game design patterns presentedin the collection from Bjork and Holopainen (2005), as most
patterns donét present previous works, or inspirt
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5 Games 6 Per sChosecReadwng

Given the nature of this work to explore personal narratives and act as a mediator of life
experiences, analyzing autobiographical games turns to be a source of understanding ways of
bridging the creatorodés intents with the artifact

For that a close reading of games related to voicing a personal experience, which also feature
themes compatible with social anxiety, so that more actionable knowledge is provided for
working. More details about the method and procedure can be found in the chapter
Research Methodology in the section 4.1 Close Reading

From the IGF and IndieCade selections and Steam, filtered byindie, it was possible to arrive
on list of five games with autobiographical intent or drawn from personal experiences and
with social anxiety around or as a central theme. These are the games analyzed in this
chapter and a brief description from their creators:

Everything Is Going to Be Ok (alienmelon, 2017):

A desktop labyrinth of vignettes, poetry, strange fever dream games, and
broken digital spaces. It is a collection of life experiences that are largely a
commentary on struggle, survival, and coping with the aftermath of surviving
bad things.

On the surface it comes off as dark comedy, and humor is a prevalent theme,
but as you interact the themes start to unravel and facilitate, what | hope to
be, a deeper discussio about these topics.

| call it an interactive zine because it's broken, painful, beautifully terrible,
and profound on a very personal level. Nothing about this is fiction, although
the themes are abstract enough so that anyone can approach it and find it
relatable.

The Average Everyday Adventures of Samantha Browne (Lemonsucker Games,
2016):

An interactive story about a painfully introverted college student who has to
make oatmeal in the communal kitchen of her dorm. The gameplay will
challenge you to find the right ways to help Samantha as she embarks on her
journey to the other side of her bedroom door.

Samantha Browne has been waiting patiently in her dorm room for everyone

else to fall asleep, go out, or do whatever it is people who enjoy human
interaction do. She's hungry, really hungry, and it's starting to get to her. The

issue is not food, she's got a whole box of oatmeal sitting there just staring at
her, waiting for her consumption. All she really needs is some help, your help

specifically. Troubl e is, helping Sam isn't always easy.

Please Knock on My Door (Levall Games, 2017):

A story-driven game which gives you control over a person suffering from
depression and social anxiety. Help them get through work and reach out to
friends while desperately trying to survive. Experience the frailty these
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themes bring and gain a better understanding of what it's like to live with
some of the most common mental health issues today.

</reality> (Fancy Fish Games, 2017):

Supernovas blaze in the night sky, but the gaming world is abuzz over a new
virtual reality console. Jacob Lessard, developer of the Penta device, promises
a neural experience more "real" than reality itself. But what does it truly mean
for something to be real?

When Lilya arrives at InterMense to beta test the Penta, she expects to spend
the weekend battling her social anxiety in exchange for the opportunity to
enter the Vitalia simulation. But when Ben, another tester, refuses to leave the
world of Vitalia, endangering his life, Lilya sees that she has become involved
in something much more eye-opening than she realized. As Lilya, Ben, and
Jacob's fates intertwine, they must make some of the hardest decisions of
their lives, and confront their own perceptions of the nature of existence.

Sym (Atrax Games, 2015):

A journey into your social fears in the form of a puzzle platformer. Explore
the world that Josh, a teenage boy affected by social anxiety disorder, created
to stay away from other people and help him take the right path to overcome
his phobia.

A symmetric experience on black and white in which solid and hollow lose
their meanings.

5.1 Analysis Background

As mentioned in the Key Concepts section of the Background chapter, the social anxiety
synthesized definition is again presented here, since t is the mediator and main informer of
the textual analysis for close reading the games.

Social anxiety can be considered a pervasive disorder that is predominantly characterized by

fear of social situations involving interaction. It can be talking to othe r people, especially

strangers or unfamiliar individuals, performing to a group of people or being the center of

attention. It is also related to a strong worry about being negatively judged, be considered

different, have the anxiety noticed, embarrassing or humiliating oneself. People who suffer

from social anxiety can be taken by intrusive thoughts and concerns, such as obsessively
reevaluating oneds performance after i nteractio
show physical symptoms, such as lushing, increased heart rate, muscular tension, sweating,

trembling, dizziness, mind blank and difficulty to breathe. Social anxiety can lead to avoiding

a series of common situations, such as making eye contact, parties and social gathering,

using public spaces, starting conversations, interacting with storekeepers, going to work or
school, causing a negative i mpact on the personé

5.2 Thematic Analysis

Playing all games from start to finish and exploring different outcomes, with the intention of
capturing their overall message, allowed to define a soft coding to identify themes for
analysis. Those themes were identified by the researcher attempting to group a set of
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relevant characteristics, according to the social anxiety literature review, that could be
generic enough to be applicable to all or most games analyzed.

The themes are Real Life Anchoring, Safe vs. Unsafe Spaces, Self Harm, Unwanted
Attention, Ominous Tone and Limited Agency. Those themes provide a way to understand
how prominent aspects of the games relate to social anxiety symptoms and how they are
conveyed. This will be covered in depth on the following sections, divided by each theme.

When writing the game analysis, correlations with social anxiety symptoms will be marked in
bold, making it easier to visualize the correlations between textual analysis and social anxiety
literature. Later on, those markings will help formulate the discussion. Also, to make reading
easier, the first mention of a game within a theme is also marked in bold, making clearer
when a new paragraph starts to describe the theme in another game.

5.2.1 Real Life Anchoring

The first theme to be discussed is Real Life A
present on the very core of the game, as it is the case with The Average Everyday Adventures

of Samantha Browne and Please Knock on My Door. It can also be consideré the essence of

Everything Is Going to Be Ok allegories and the baseline for Sym and </reality> plots to be

developed.

Although not mentioning games directly, stories based on lived experiences are strongly
present on civic contexts as Copeland and Moor(2018) discuss digital storytelling. Isabella
van Elferen (2012) introduces an interesting concept when addressing Gothic themes:
iGot hic ghost story addresses the anxiety that

and exchanged for the borderland of the unseen, the unheard and t
2012, p.14).
Even though the analyzed games woul dnodt fall u

features aesthetics that can be regarded as Gothic, the way familiarity is delivered in the
games is usefll for understanding the construction of the anxiety narrative. Based on

common everyday situations and often involving game elements that depict menial activities,

this familiarity allows for the dreads of mental distresses presented in the games to be
perceived in a more relatable way.

Despite the heavily satirical and abstract aesthetics of Everything Is Going to Be Ok

(from now on abbreviated as EIGtBOk to refrain from mentioning the lengthy title every

turn), the game does not refrain from being deeply rooted in reality, as it explores serious

themes such as mental illnesses, PTSD and suicide, along with social anxiety, employing

many outrageous situations, becaus et Theagamet h e au:
presents 27 diffeoaenhtai MmiPageaoyvigaehte Azineod mi
particular topic, with different interaction rules.

Most pages of EIGtBOk are related to some everyday activity. Some of those everydayness
interactions can be seen on Pages 6 (Figure 2, left) and 19 (igure 2, right), that are about
awkward attempts to make friends. In Page 6 the player attempts to interact with other
bunny-like creatures by clicking on them and has a random chance of making a friend,
having them reject you, or losing a friend. Regardless of how many friends the player

4 http://unicornycopia.com/ARTIST STATEMENT.html
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managed to collect, by the end of Page 6 the main bunny jumps from a cliff alone and
afterwards the player can fAname the culto. Page
the | ittle ghosts ansekb ondgy fpPl|ecaassee |l oowee >mee. < dSoand
as tiny ghost responds with ANo. 06 and the two gl
In the following screen it is possible to see many long legged creatures (Figure 2, right) that

you can attempt to interact, by clicking with the cursor that changes to a heart, asking for

their love and friendship with no success, since they all run away. By the end of Page 19, after

several failed attempts to interact with strangers , the main character reaches the \oid

and concludes that doesnbét need to be | oved anyr
and being embraced by the void. In a more lighter tone, Page 6 also presents a significant

level of awkwardness in the attempts to interact, especially when readiy turned down. More

details about interactions of Pages 6 and 19 will be further examined under the Limited

Agency theme.

Figure 2  Pages 6 (left) and 19 (top right): attempts to make friends.

Other lifelike element is the depiction of social media, satirizing the tropes of trying to

achieve appraisal of others. It is the case of Page 17, that you need to keep pushing to get

support from followers and reach 1000 friends, despite of the character6 s seek f or tr ue
By the end of this page the player is given the
that is similar to a tweet feed that allows the
to the voido, or @ St dgetasnfthe gamnmewns beihgesstreanoed. &leitier a  wii
during the interactions of this page nor after, with the social and streaming love, is it possible

to establish a meaningful conversation with anyone. Some situations of EIGtBOk are

explicitly less abstract, as it is the case of Page 10 with mentions of abusive relationships and

many hardships faced by women on a patriarchal society. This page even starts with a dialog

box containing AWARNI NG: This gets real, say no
for a trigger warning for the content depicted in this page. So is the case of Page 22 that

offers words of support from the author in the form a suicide helpline after clicking the skull

button that makes the character want to give up.

The Average Everyday Adv  entures of Samantha Browne (from now on abbreviated

as TAEA0SB ), as a whole, embodies everyday situations, hence the title, from taking place

on the dormitory of a University campus in the middle of England to the premise of the

game, which is successfully making yourself a meal. The game sets up a routinary
environment that is soon going to be hindered by
interfering with this routine . One of the first sequences shows Samantha chatting on an
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instant messenger with an intimate character that goes by the name of CharBot (Figure 3,
left), while watching what seems to be a streaming of a tv show about people trying to stay
amicable during a funeral. This also sets the tone of everyday life in the game. It is meant b
be framed as a situation that would occur when someone is watching a soup opera.

Wit
CharBot Samantha
Do you really think P:'CP‘f' care? Quick blow of the nose first.

AN [ R R .\
Figure3 Samant hadés chat with CharBot (left),

Before | eaving the room to go prepare Samantha
oatmeal. You can dedde from Blueberries and Cream, Maple and Walnut and Apples and

Cinnamon. In this scene it is possible to see a friendly looking hedgehog holder (Figure 3,

right). If the player decides to click on the paper handkerchief, instead of anywhere else, it is

possible to blow your nose. This action is only possible on the Steam version and awards the

player with thelfiBlsovw yhewrl tthgsd hi ng to dod achi
despite not affecting the gameplay directly, reinforces the aspect ofeverydayness by giving

the player the possibility to do something as trivial as blowing the nose.

The last step before leaving the room is collecting the keys and, despite being a small detail,
it is an aspect of everyday life that can lead to decisive atcomes. Again, an interaction

related to a menial task that can, later in the game, lead to an anxiety outburst, should the
player forget to collect the keys. Other daily actions permeates the game, like cleaning the
kitchen, and a detailed process of prearing the oatmeal. Those will be covered in more
detail on the Limited Agency theme.

Please Knock on My Door (from now on abbreviated as PKoMD ) is entirely based on
real life situations and so are the main mechanics related to routinely everyday life actions
and serve to articulate how the mental state of the main character interferes with his
routine on his struggle with severe depression. The game premise is to move to a new place
within a week, which might or might not happen. Due to a severe depression and anxiety,
deeply affecting t he mai n codutne a this i uickly perceived as a task much
harder than it appears. More details on this topic will be provided under the Safe vs. Unsafe
Spaces theme.

The game is played in two main areas, the apatment and the office where the character
works. In the apartment there are four areas, the hallway (Figure 4, top left), bathroom
(Figure 4, top right), bedroom (Figure 4, bottom left) and kitchen (Figure 4, bottom right),
each with its set of available mechanics. Those mechanics consist in taking a shower,
brushing your teeth, eating, doing the dishes, staring at the window, trying to call dad,
watching tv, using the computer and sleeping. All related to mundane routinary activities.
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Figure4 Mai n ¢ h ar atmdntegodss a p

In the office you can only interact with the
textually descriptive scenes of other office situations give the player options to choose from.

More details about those interactions, as well as the dhers available on the apartment, will

be covered under the Limited Agency theme.

</reality> is set on a futuristic version of Earth, with clear mentions of real places like

North Carolina, the home state of the main character Lilya Martel; California, the state of

Ben Evers,; and Toront o, the base of Jacob Lessa
employs recognizable familiar situations as the main character, Lilya has troubles to keep

her routine of attending classes and she has struggles in her familyrelationship. Lilya is an

avid player of AFul | Real ms o, referred to as AR
MMORPG she plays in her goggles with a group of
Ventureso (Figure 5).
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ou thought
D
i guess you never really know anyone on the interwebz after all
Lillight
Lillight
Lillight

Heh, whatever Par
| can't say you were completely off the mark

I'm probably as close to a NEET as you can get without actually
being one é

Figure 5
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The Ventures chatting while playing Realms.

As it can also be seen on Figure 5, Lilya, represented by her avatar Lillight, considers herself
to be almost a NEET (Not in Education, Employment, or Training), which is a condition that

can have its roots in anxiety, as for examplechanges in transport (Scottish Executive Social
Research, 2005). A situation related to the example provided is seen during one of the first

scenes

of the game, when

Lilya is consider.i

has fare on her bus card.Then she recollects the last time she tried to catch a bus and says

AThat

sucked?o because

s he

had to t al k to t

physical manifestations of her her anxiety, as she startssweating from anticipating having
to go to school and mentions to barely remember how to get there. Then she decides to
remain home and play Realms. This is a definite setup on the strong fear of social

interactions

routine

Not

only Lil has a

y a

troubl

faced by the main character and one of the examples of how itaffects her

esome rel ationshi

good relationship with her family, consisting of her father Ed and sister Maggie. Although

her

family shows

constant

signs of oaihtevamty s

accordingly. It is the case of the first scene, in which her sister Maggie says that Lilya
promised to have breakfast together and now she is late to go, but had left Lilya some bacon.

Li

t hat

her to |
Later in

wai ts
promise.

y a eave

t he

b e Bverr remermoberamhave gnade h e
game the player i

spend time with them. Doing so gives the player the chance to learn about their past and that

Lilyabds

attitude

abandonment.

mes \franr hetrsangbhreamd trAumandué o her mother

Other lifelike elements are presented in the second chapter, as the player has to decide if
Lilya will either look for a job or go to college and study neural technology, which is a subject

she gew even more attracted after visiting Vitalia. Regardless of the choice, they are both

attempts of the main character to reestablish her routine and try to build her life from that
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moment onwards. However, those outcomes only take effect if the player deddes to go back
to Arealityo by the end of the game, instead of

Real life theming in Sym is less apparent than the other games analyzed, however it can be
considered a metaphorical journey of learning to cope with the pervasiveness of severe

soci al anxiety, or giving in for good. The thi
Confidenceo and ARehabilitationd (Figure 6, | ef 1
wheelchair, suggest undergoing medical treatment i s somet hi ng happening

counterpart of the game.

Rehabilh‘aﬂon

Io—mmo-mm

Figue6 A Rehabilitationo chapter (left) an

Some of the game interactive elements are related to logic operators (Figure 6, right), as it is

the case of obetfanpus ymBaolds , Anotd nodes, singl
Aflipod switch. Understanding these symbols and
puzzles presented in the game. They can also be argued to be part of the main character
idiosyncrasies, as a metaphor for its interests, likely to be a person occupying a logiedriven

role in Areal Il i feo.

5.2.2 Safe vs. Unsafe Spaces

The games analyzed showed interesting relations with spaces or situations that could be
considered more or less safe, both forthe characters or for interactions that could take place
on those occasions.

Most situations in EIGIBOk can be considered to take place on unsafe spaces, as each zine
presents different takes on uncomfortable situations from a humorous, but not necessaril y
optimistic perspective. Some pages show a gif of a scene ablaze, or set flames in the whole
screen, as it is the case of Page 21 (Picture 7, top) when the player clicks the campfire labeled

as fAHell fireo on the second part of the zine.
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Figure 7 Page 21 (top),Page 7 (bottom).

I n EI Gt BOk there are constant depictions of
considered a metaphor for intrusive thoughts , as they usually show adverse positions
against the main character and other characters, making personal spaces less safe. Worms
start appearing on Page 7, that features a big green one eyed suffering creature with a worm

i nsi de i t s mout h. Wh e n t he scene starts, t he

attention | started | i vyon gaveitotry and somfore thedgdeen |
creature, by choosing between peculiar options (Figure 7, bottom) with random chances of
succeeding, and you are often in turn confronted by the worm saying mean things. In Page 9
the player interacts with strangers, which are similar green creatures with a worm living
inside them. Upon interacting with the green monsters, the worms would say things to let
the main character down, while the monsters just lie there.

While there are no particular safe spaces in EIGtBOk, the game addresses the hardships of
living with mental illnesses, traumas, anxiety, while also having to face pressure from

soci ety. By the end of Page 22 there is a di

give up!o and themppaanel ephbnd@ HEELPnexeo,
messages coming from the telephone handle as a metaphor for a suicide helpline. At this
moment the author engages in a heartfelt personal sequence of messages aimed to offer
comfort and acceptance to whoeverplays the game and might have been undergoing difficult
times. In this regard the game is positioned as an experience that intends to be a safe space
for a struggling person.
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