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Abstract 

Games can be used to convey meaning and communicate messages. While there is ample              
research on games' expressive capacities, how players' backgrounds impact game          
interpretation has thus far been under-explored. This study explores this gap by way of              
testing an expressive game and discerns if there is a relationship between how people              
experience a game and their personal background and current state of mind. To engage this               
question, we conducted a player study. We developed the abstract, metaphorical game “Lorn”             
intended for this purpose. The game together with an online survey, intended to assess              
players' background and state of mind, was distributed to potential participants. After having             
played the game, the participants shared their interpretation of the message in the game and               
their experiences and feelings they experienced while playing. 15 people participated in the             
player study. The result indicates there are differences in how people interpret a message              
depending on their personal background and their current state of mind.  

Key words: Interpretation, emotions, game design, player background, procedural         
expression, abstraction, metaphors, deep games.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



 

Abstract 

Spel kan användas för att förmedla både budskap och mening. Trots att det finns omfattande               
forskning på hur man kan uttrycka sig med spel, så är forskning kring hur spelares bakgrund                
påverkar deras tolkning bristfällig. Den här studien utforskar detta genom att testa ett             
“expressivt spel” och urskilja om det finns någon koppling mellan hur människor upplever ett              
spel och deras personliga bakgrund och sinnesstämning. Vi utförde en spelarstudie för att             
undersöka den här frågan. För detta ändamål utvecklade vi det abstrakta, metaforiska spelet             
“Lorn”. Tillsammans med en online enkät, som ämnade att ta reda på spelarnas bakgrund och               
sinnesstämning, distribuerade vi spelet till potentiella deltagare. Efter att ha spelat spelet            
delgav deltagarna sina tolkningar av betydelsen, sina upplevelser av Lorn, och vilka känslor             
de kände när de spelade spelet. 15 personer deltog i studien. Våra resultat indikerar att det                
finns skillnader i hur människor tolkar budskap beroende på deras personliga bakgrund och             
sinnesstämning.  
 
Nyckelord: Tolkning, känslor, speldesign, spelarbakgrund, abstraktion, metaforer, procedural        
expression, deep games. 
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1 Introduction 

Video games as a medium can convey meaning and communicate messages. Some games             
have this as their main design intent. As is elaborated upon in the background section, there                
has been a lot of research done about such games. One concept that is written about is                 
procedural rhetoric (Bogost, 2007), which explains how games make arguments and express            
themselves through rules and processes. There is an assumption in procedural rhetoric that             
there is no interpretative space for players to make different readings of the game. This is                
because they have gone through the same persuasive process. Frasca (2003), who talks about              
games as simulations, has another perspective on how games communicate messages. He says             
that relative to storytelling, the sequence of events in a simulation is never fixed. One could                
play the same simulation several times and still experience it differently. We would like to               
bring in the player perspective to the equation. For example, Flanagan and Nissenbaum             
(2014) say that personal, cultural, and situational factors all influence players and make them              
interpret messages differently. Despite this, as far as we can see there is a lack of knowledge                 
regarding how the player’s background affects their interpretation of a message in a game. We               
wanted to explore how this might apply to a deep game that has not only procedural                
expressive qualities but is also meant to be emotionally evocative.  

Therefore, the purpose of this qualitative player study is to extend current knowledge about              
interpretation of messages and feelings through games. As a focus, we want to explore the               
relationship between the interpretation and a player’s personal background and state of mind.             
To do this, we developed an abstract, metaphorical game intended for this purpose. We let               
people answer questions regarding their experience of the game to understand their            
interpretation of the game’s events and what their emotional response was. We also asked              
them about their background in order to try to establish their current state of mind. This                
information was used to answer the question 

“Can the game Lorn be used to convey the feeling of hope to the player and                
how does their background affect their perception of the message?” 
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2 Background 

There are games that are not purely made for entertainment. Probably the most well-known              
term for such games is “serious games”, first used in the 70s by Abt (1970) to describe games                  
primarily intended for non-entertainment purposes. The term was later popularized by Ben            
Sawyer, who refers to “serious games” as “solutions to problems” (Sawyer, 2007). Schell             
(2015, p.507) prefers to use the phrase “transformational games” as he argues that the primary               
purpose of these games is to change the player. All this led us to look at “deep games” due to                    
our interest in the player's perspective on understanding a game’s message, rather than             
whether the game is meant purely for entertainment or not. “Deep games” are described by               
Rusch (2017) as games that have a transformational potential, a profound message and a              
potential of increasing the player's understanding of the human experience. Deep games put a              
great emphasis on being metaphorical. Another interest of ours is that games can also be used                
to evoke feelings. Belman and Flanagan (2010) say that games are well suited for evoking the                
feeling of empathy, because of their unique way of letting players inhabit another person's              
perspective. We were interested not in empathy specifically, but we used one of Belman and               
Flanagan’s game design principles for fostering empathy when designing for other emotions            
(see section “Development process and the meaning of the game”).  

The choice to make our game Lorn abstract and metaphorical was based on a curiosity               
whether we as game designers could convey a message to people this way, but more               
importantly, it opens up for player interpretations and player perceptions. An abstract concept             
is described by Rusch (2017) as “any experience or idea that cannot be immediately observed               
or derived directly from physical reality”. According to Lakoff and Johnson (1980),            
metaphors make abstract concepts concrete. As a definition for a metaphor, they say that "the                
essence of metaphor is understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another"               
(1980, p.5). By using that combined with an abstract art style, our hope was that we could                 
evoke feelings and convey a message to the players without revealing the story with either               
words or descriptive images. However, because people have different backgrounds and           
experiences, they might experience Lorn with a different context. There exist ideas in             
opposition to that, like the concept of procedural rhetorics, described by Bogost (2007, 2008).              
Procedural rhetorics argues that there is no room for different readings of the message once it                
is part of the rule system, because the processes are created to persuade the player to                
understand things from one specific perspective, and the rules are not ambiguous. Bogost             
(2007, p.37) states that “One usually makes rhetorical claims precisely to exclude opposing             
positions on a subject, not to allow for the equal validity of all possible positions.”. 

There are also ideas in favor of differing backgrounds affecting experience. Flanagan and             
Nissenbaum (2014) talk about values in games and emphasize that personal, cultural, and             
situational factors influence players’ experience. This is also strongly supported by the field             
of phenomenology, which is the study of subjective experience. Phenomenology looks at the             
subjective experiences of people, and how their backgrounds and state of mind shape what              
they perceive (Chemero and Kaufer, 2015). Wittgenstein (1922) sums up this concept quite             
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nicely with this quote: “The world of the happy is quite another than that of the unhappy.”.                 
The game we have developed uses processes and rules intended to convey a specific message               
to the player. With this study we want to challenge if players will interpret the message of the                  
game similarly or if their background will affect their interpretation.  

Before we started the development process of our game, we looked at what others have done                
in the area of games for expression. One game that caught our interest was “Loneliness”               
(Necessary Games, 2011) due to its abstract, simplistic and metaphorical style. In that game,              
the player controls the movement of a small black square as the only mechanic and the square                 
tries to interact with other squares, but it always ends up alone. The game designer describes                
the game as “an experimental, minimalistic microgame about loneliness”. “Lim” (Kopas,           
2012) is another example of a very abstract game that comes with a clear message. With this                 
game, the designer wanted to portray violence in a less obvious way than normally done in                
games. It also seeks to promote vulnerability and a lack of safety in the player by not                 
providing the player the defenses games typically offer, like weapons or fast movement.             
Another game we looked at was “The marriage” (Humble, 2007a), a game designed to              
express how a marriage feels. It is as abstract as “Loneliness” but unlike that game, “The                
marriage” was trying to convey a meaning that, according to the designer himself, Rod              
Humble, is so difficult to understand that he felt an explanation of the story was needed even                 
if it was created as a metaphorical game with the idea of leaving the interpretation to the                 
players. He then defends this need of an explanation: 

“I should say that I regard game rules as highly compact artistic statements so              
it's not surprising that unravelling them takes a while in prose, also artistic             
criticism for games is a new field so we don’t have the pre existing vocabulary               
to deal with outlying games like this, yet.” (Humble, 2007b) 

These games have in common that they are about some kind of difficulty or struggle. We                
decided to develop a small, abstract, metaphorical game, but we wanted to make a game with                
a more positively aligned message, and the seed for the game Lorn was born. 
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3 Development process and the meaning of the game 

As a starting point for our design of Lorn, we pondered about the fear of being left alone. The                   
origin for this was that we often and recently had experienced the process of people grouping                
up at our education, and we saw what negative effect this had on the people ending up alone.                  
As this was a very strong feeling and felt relevant for us, this was on our minds when we                   
began the design process of the game Lorn. We unpacked this fear and what it meant to us                  
and others, and decided we didn't want the player to stay in that dark place but to help the                   
player get past what is strugglesome and out on the other side again. With this, we wanted to                  
convey a feeling of hope. While this is the ultimate goal of Lorn, it is not the only feeling the                    
game tries to evoke in the player. The various stages in the game build up to the finale                  
through modeling different experiences. When designing the overall layout of the game, we             
decided on a number of “frames”. Each frame depicted one moment in the game, what we                
wanted the player to experience during these moments and what gameplay should be present.              
Our design decisions were based on making sure each game element supported our target              
message, our aesthetic within these frames. Our first steps in producing Lorn was to develop               
these frames. From the frames we created three distinctly different game sequences that             
together made the whole game. 

The first sequence of Lorn is a cinematic introduction that intends to give the player a feeling                 
of loneliness. A literal interpretation of this scene would simply be “some cubes changed              
shape, grouped up and walked away”. Our intention with the scene, however, is that the               
player would see that it is about some kind of exclusion. We used Belman and Flanagan’s                
first game design principle regarding fostering empathy in order to prime the player for the               
rest of the game experience: 

“Players are likely to empathize only when they make an intentional effort to do              
so as the game begins. The game may explicitly ask players to empathize, or it               
may more subtly encourage them to take on a focused empathetic posture.            
However, without some kind of effective empathy induction at the outset, most            
people will play “unempathetically” (Belman and Flanagan, 2010, p.9). 

First we place the player in a context together with others and the mood is supported by lively                  
music and the sound of people mingling. Then we take the feeling of belonging away from the                 
player by gradually removing the music at the same time as the other cubes start to change to                  
other game entities, group up, and finally exclude the player cube. The player is now               
abandoned and the imagery changes. In the final frame, an impenetrable darkness surrounds             
the player. By this we try to illustrate not only how this exclusion looks but how it feels, that                   
this experience affects the cubes whole existence. While the player can move around in the               
sequence, the point is that the player cannot affect the event. This lack of agency was a                 
deliberate decision to achieve a particular emotional goal. They cannot avoid being excluded,             
as this is a necessary component intended to prime the player for the rest of the game. 
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Game sequence 1 

The next part of Lorn is the sequence we refer to as the “planet”. This comes right after the                   
player cube has been abandoned, and now it finds itself alone in the darkness on a confining                 
globe. The music is now more of a somber ambient sound. The goal of this part of the game is                    
to have the player struggle through obstacles they find on the planet and gradually grow               
stronger with every success. This is expressed to the player by audio and visual feedback as                
well as a change of the mechanics. Every time the player conquers an obstacle, the darkness                
reduces, the music gets more vibrant, and the player can move faster and jump higher.               
Eventually, the player cube has grown strong enough to break free from what at the start felt                 
overwhelmingly difficult.  

 

 

 

 

 

Game sequence 2 

The third game sequence aims to illustrate the new state of the player cube. The level is                 
designed so all obstacles are easy to overcome and the music is now more lively than ever                 
before in the game. At the end of this sequence, which is also the end of the game, the player                    
cube takes a final leap towards a brighter future. 

 

 

 

 

 

Game sequence 3 
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Because we adapted a metaphorical approach to our design, there were some design decisions              
we had to make because of that. Among these decisions were the art style of the game. Lorn’s                  
art style is abstract, consisting of only basic shapes and a monochromatic color scheme. This               
was intended to facilitate a wider range of interpretations of the game. If the game was less                 
abstract and more literal, the interpretations of different players might be more similar. It also               
made it possible for us to complete the game within our time frame. Early into development,                
the title screen had the subtitle “A short abstract game about mental wellbeing”. Later we               
made the choice to remove this information in order to avoid establishing restrictions on              
player interpretation. 
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4 Method and materials 

 

4.1 Development 

As a part of this study, we designed and developed the small, abstract game Lorn. Lorn was                 
developed part-time over 10 weeks.  

 

4.2 Design 

This study was conducted as a qualitative player study.  

Potential respondents were recruited from different programmes at Uppsala University,          
contacted through different communication channels available through the university.         
Facebook groups related to the Game Department at Uppsala University were also used.             
Through these channels a missive was sent out (appendix A), containing information about             
the study as a whole, as well as instructions on how to take part in the study. The respondents                   
were informed to first play the game and then answer the provided survey (appendix B). The                
respondents did not receive any information about the game before they got to play it.  

The survey started out with questions regarding the respondent’s experience of the game, and              
then queried about the background of the respondent. The section regarding the player’s             
experience of the game consisted of four subsections. The first three subsections related to the               
three game sequences that built up the game, asking what the player thought was happening               
during each part and what they felt during the gameplay. The fourth subsection asked the               
respondents what they thought was the meaning of the game as a whole. The first part of the                  
background section consisted of questions about age, gender, educational background, and           
current occupation. The second part asked whether or not the respondent is currently             
struggling with some kind of obstacle, what and how intense that would be in that case, and if                  
the respondent has experienced loneliness, depression, or exclusion in the last year. In the              
final question we asked the respondents what was currently on their mind. 

 

4.3 Coding 

To take the raw data from the survey responses to meaningful concepts, we used what               
Lichtman (2013, p.251) calls “the three C’s of analysis: from coding to categorizing to              
concepts”. The answers collected from the survey were coded by us individually. After a              
comparison of our codes, we observed that we had done the coding very much alike, but                
where we differed we discussed and agreed on the best way to code the data. Then the codes                  
were sorted into categories. A category would consist of codes that mentioned approximately             
the same thing, or could be considered parts of a larger theme. A response of “feeling lonely”                 
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and “feeling sad” would both be sorted into the “negative emotions” category, for example.              
All categories were sorted under one of two concepts: “Evoking emotions” and “A variety of               
interpretations”. The categories sorted under “Evoking emotions” were: “Feeling empathy”,          
“Negative emotions”, and “Positive emotions”. The categories sorted under “A variety of            
interpretations” were: “Through struggle to growth”, “Uniform view on sequence 1”, “Unique            
views on the message”, and “Literal or absence of interpretation”.  

To access raw data and coding procedure, see appendix C. 

 

4.4 Limitations 

This study had a scope of 10 weeks only and was conducted by two people without previous                 
experience in this type of research. As this work also included the development of a game, the                 
time that could be spent on each part of the thesis was limited. This probably affected the                 
depth of the discussion regarding the findings. 

The original plan was to conduct the experiment on site on campus. The extraordinary              
situation with the ongoing pandemic changed the conditions to online testing followed by an              
online survey. We think this has affected the study. An on site interview might have resulted                
in longer explanations regarding the respondent’s interpretation of the game. On the other             
hand, the current approach might have led to more respondents. It might also have affected               
answers regarding the more personal background factors such as depression and current            
obstacles to be more open, due to the increased anonymity. 

15 people participated in this study by playing the game and answering the survey. All               
respondents but two had a connection to the Game Department of Uppsala University. As the               
sample size was small and also limited to this specific group of people, this limits the                
generalizability of the results. For example, we can not draw any general conclusions based              
on age or occupation as these factors were similar or identical for most of the participants.                
Also, we believe that people with knowledge in game design theory have gained a vocabulary               
for describing a game experience that highly differs from if the participants had come from               
different areas. Consequently, our study should be regarded as a pilot study that could be               
significantly expanded with a larger number of more diverse players. 

The game does not prime the player more than through the experience of the first sequence.                
This is very subtle, which meant that not every player perceived the game through an               
empathetic lens. For example, a subtitle or more explicit text-based message at the start of the                
game would have primed the players more. This would probably have meant that a greater               
number of respondents would have connected with the message in the game. 

The design decisions we took resulted in a high level of abstraction and a lack of an                 
introduction. It was not immediately clear that one of the many squares in the first sequence                
was controllable by the player, nor what the player was meant to do. Unfortunately, this led to                 
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some respondents expressing confusion and frustration in the first sequence. A minority of             
players were unable to complete the second sequence and so gave up, thus not experiencing               
the emotions intended for the second and third parts of the game. We realize Lorn does not                 
follow several of the design principles that have been taught in our education. This is               
something to be considered in the future. 
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5 Results 

In the following section we will be presenting our results regarding how the respondents felt               
during the experience of playing the game and how they interpreted it’s message. This is               
followed by a presentation of their personal characteristics. 

 

5.1 Evoking emotions 

One half of our research question is about how players respond emotionally to Lorn. Almost               
all the respondents expressed different feelings when they described their experiences from            
playing the game, and the result shows that their feelings changed through the gameplay. The               
results regarding the respondents emotions is elaborated upon below. 

 

5.1.1 Feeling empathy 

Four respondents (27%) expressed feelings and concerns directed to the player character            
itself, named as “the square” or “the cube” by the respondents. Two respondents expressed              
that they felt happy for the square when succeeding. The first was talking about what they had                 
felt while going through the second sequence and said that they felt happy for the square                
when it overcame it’s first obstacle. The other respondent gave this answer on the same               
question, but in sequence 3:  

“I felt very happy during this scene, the effort the cube had put in was paying                
off and it was really heartwarming to see.” 

One respondent expressed concern for the squares at four different parts of the questionnaire.              
They were wondering about all the other squares, why the character square was the only one                
left, and at the end, what had happened to all the other squares. Another respondent said they                 
felt like the square was shy. 

 

5.1.2 Negative emotions  

This category contains the negative emotions the respondents reported, such as feeling lost,             
feeling sad, and feeling lonely. The first sequence of Lorn was where most of the negative                
emotions arose. 73% (11/15) of the respondents stated negative emotions when they played             
the part in the game where the player cube gets abandoned. Two of the respondents said the                 
music strengthened the feeling of sadness and loneliness in sequence 1. The most common              
emotions were loneliness and confusion. One respondent explained their feeling like this: 
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“It started out with confusion because of the noise. As time moved on, I was               
able to find out who I am and where I belong, which is nowhere. With this                
clarity came loneliness.” 

In the second sequence, “the planet”, five respondents (33%) described they felt different             
negative emotions, like uncertainty, confusion, anxiety and powerlessness. They also stated           
the experience made them feel slow, trapped and apprehensive. One of them stated they felt               
confusion and loneliness in the second sequence.  

 

5.1.3 Positive emotions 

This category contains the positive emotions, such as happiness or satisfaction, that the             
respondents reported. 10 of 15 respondents (67%) stated positive emotions that arose when             
they played the game. The type of responses found in this category can be sorted into two                 
groups. The first group contains the positive emotions the game evokes in the players:              
happiness, satisfaction about the new state in the game, that it is fun and relieving that the                 
player cube is making progress. The second group contains the emotions that are more closely               
related to the player’s emotions regarding the game, such as having enjoyed the experience,              
relief when they felt they got control as a player and anticipation and curiosity regarding               
unrevealed parts of the game. Most respondents reported that leaving the planet gave them              
positive emotions. Three of the respondents (20%) stated the music added considerably to the              
positive feelings they received during the experience. 

 

5.2 A variety of interpretations 

The second half of our research question is about how players interpreted the message in the                
game. 13 respondents (87%) had perceived a message from playing Lorn. Some perceived             
different things in different game sequences, some gave interpretations regarding the game as             
a whole. For the first game sequence, almost every respondent perceived a message and their               
interpretations were similar. For other parts, there were greater variations between the            
interpretations. The respondents' interpretations are presented below. 

 

5.2.1 Literal or absence of interpretation 

The result shows that five respondents (33%) had a literal understanding of what they thought               
was happening in one or more of the game sequences. One example from sequence 1 is a                 
respondent describing what is happening as “Shapes change, then cluster, then disappear”.            
Another respondent described the second sequence as “Walking around a ball”. Three of the              
respondents described what is happening in the third sequence as jumping, or jumping over              
something. 
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Regarding what the respondent thought was the meaning of the game, two of the 15               
respondents (13%) stated they didn't know (described as “not sure” and “no idea”). Both are               
included in the group described above, with an overall literal description of what happened in               
each sequence. 

 

5.2.2 Through struggle to growth 

A recurrent description of the meaning of the game has to do with the journey from struggling                 
with obstacles in life to growing as a person when succeeding. This is described by 12 out of                  
the 15 respondents (80%) and can be found throughout the whole material except from              
answers regarding sequence 1. 

In sequence 2 the respondents talked about the abstract obstacles the square had to overcome               
as “life obstacles” and related them to real life struggling. In different ways they described a                
feeling of satisfaction and progression when they conquered an obstacle. They say experience             
made them improve and as they kept overcoming obstacles they grew and their self-esteem              
increased.  

At the third game sequence the respondents described a new positive state that followed the               
earlier struggle. For example, they said that the player avatar was stronger now and that it was                 
easy and fun to overcome challenges that were hard to conquer from the beginning. They also                
described a new confidence they did not have from before. This can be illustrated by               
respondent 2: 

“I have learned to overcome all obstacles that life throws at me. I can face new                
problems with the knowledge there is always a way to solve them.” 

Other respondents described that you should have fun striving, work on your self-esteem, that              
you need to appreciate each success to get you further, that you have to find your way by                  
mastering skills, and that you need to push forward in times of hardship. Here are examples                
from two respondents:  

“I think it's about someone who was left alone because other people started             
behaving differently and they were left in the past so to speak. They then go               
through a lot of struggle to overcome their loneliness and finally become a             
better person from it” 

“Success is what you make out of it; not what the society tells you that it is.”  
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5.2.3 Uniform views on sequence 1 

The respondents gave very similar feedback on the first sequence of the game. Almost every               
respondent (93%) gave comments that described what happened as social change, grouping            
up, and exclusion. One respondent said: 

“You are different from the groups that have formed and become isolated from             
them when you realize that you are different” 

Other respondents refer to the grouping as it was based on the shape or the type of the entities. 

 

5.2.4 Unique views on the message 

Five of the respondents (33%) described the meaning of the game in a unique way. Here is                 
how they describe the meaning of the game Lorn: 

“It illustrates the process of growing up and getting older.” 

“Obstacles and problems become routine for the Square and it is no longer             
emotionally invested in the problems. It stays on the routine until it eventually             
dies at the end.” 

“A cycle of entering depression, recovering from it, enjoying that brief high,            
and the cycle begins again.” 

“To understand isolation.” 

One respondent expressed two different ideas about the meaning of the game: 

“The meaning of the game is to help the player seeing through different, and              
difficult, social contexts?” 

and 

“Find out how game mechanics, from basic walking L and R, to exploring             
longer and longer jumps and also being able see further in the game world, can               
help the player to go through different emotional stages in a game.” 
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5.3 Respondent background 

15 respondents participated in the study. 3 were female (20%), 12 were male (80%). 8               
respondents (53%) were in the age range 18-24, 2 respondents were in the age range 25-29                
(13%), 3 respondents were in the age range 30-34 (20%), and there were 1 respondent in the                 
age ranges 40-44 and 55-59 (7%) respectively (see figure 1). All respondents but two had a                
connection to the Game Department of Uppsala University as a current student, former             
student or employed. 5 out of 15 respondents (33%) were currently employed at the time of                
filling out the survey. 11 respondents (73%) had some kind of obstacle that they were               
currently struggling with. These ranged from worrying about work to anxiety and depression.             
Only one respondent rated the severity of their obstacle to be less than 3 out of 5. 3                  
respondents had not experienced exclusion, loneliness, or depression in the last year.            
However, every other respondent had experienced some combination of these factors. In total,             
9 respondents (60%) had experienced loneliness, 7 (47%) had experienced depression, and 5             
(33%) had experienced exclusion (see figure 2).   

 

                               Figure 1 

 

                      Figure 2 
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6 Discussion 

 

6.1 Did the players receive a feeling of hope? 

As can be seen in the results, our respondents in general followed the emotional journey we                
had intended. It was pleasing to see how the first sequence set the scene for most respondents,                 
and how intense the second sequence was perceived. The third sequence though did not elicit               
an emotional response like the preceding sequences. Most of the positive feelings reported in              
the positive emotions category were directed toward the third scene and the whole game.              
However, we interpret this as coming from breaking free from the second sequence, instead of               
any inherent factor in the third sequence. It is the context of the preceding sequences that give                 
the third sequence it’s effect.  

The journeys that respondents have described implies that Lorn successfully conveyed a            
feeling of confidence that one can overcome hardships. 

 

6.2 How did background affect player interpretation? 

In this study we compared the player’s interpretations of the game to their different              
background factors and personal struggles, and we found that not everything in the             
background seemed to matter. Our results indicate that neither the respondents' age, gender,             
educational background, or their current occupation, affects their interpretation of Lorn. What            
made a difference in the result was their experiences with mental health issues and presence               
of struggles and obstacles in their life. We believe those factors had the biggest impact on                
their state of mind when playing the game, and also that those experiences of mental health                
issues made the player’s place the game in a different context compared to players without               
those experiences. These findings are supported by Flanagan and Nissenbaum, who say that             
how people perceive values in games depend on “the unique combination of personal,             
cultural, and situational factors that they bring to the game” (2014, p.16). 

Our original idea for sequence 1 in the game Lorn came from a situation in school when the                  
students are given the task to divide into groups and the insecurity that arises among people,                
where there also is a level of anxiety present depending on the individual student’s              
background. It is interesting to see that even if this is a very abstract game, almost all                 
participants saw the main message in the first sequence as we intended. As the game               
progressed, the respondents started to see things we did not expect nor place in the game. Our                 
data suggests that is where their personal experiences, such as the obstacles 73% of the               
respondents were struggling with, started to pour in and affect their interpretations. One             
striking example of this is respondent 10, who had the unique interpretation of the game as “A                 
cycle of entering depression, recovering from it, enjoying that brief high, and the cycle begins               
again”. This person answered yes to having experienced each of depression, loneliness and             
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exclusion, had an ongoing struggle with the wonder if they would ever be good enough, and                
after the game the thing that was on their mind was unpleasant memories from before,               
brought up by the game. It is clear this person had a particularly hard personal situation, and it                  
is interesting to see that this tough situation made the person so clearly add their own history                 
into the message in Lorn. Since the rest of the respondents saw the game as having a clear                  
start, a middle and an end, as we intended as designers, this is raising the question of why.                  
Respondent 10 talked about depression already when describing what happened in sequence            
2. They wrote ”The slow gradual process of recovering from a depressive rut” where most of                
the respondents talked about progression and growing self-esteem, and the third sequence was             
described as “The joy of not being in a depressive rut” compared to the other respondents                
interpreting this as a new positive state for the cube.  

After the first sequence, there are substantial differences in the respondents' experiences from             
playing our game. To illustrate this, we have chosen two respondents with different             
background factors and this is the message (with a few key words added in parentheses to                
help the reader) they have read from the experience. 

Respondent 1. This is a person struggling with anxiety rated as severe, and who has               
experienced both loneliness and depression during the last year: 

“To me it looks like a bustling society, people of all different kinds walking              
past each other. But eventually everyone seeks out the people that are like             
them and form groups whilst staying away from those who are different.            
Something I felt curious about was the one square that was off to the side, all                
alone. Was that by choice? Or was it just uncertain of where to go? At first I                 
felt somewhat confused, there was so much going on in front of me but I could                
not determine if I had control or was merely a spectator. I started thinking that               
it was actually kind of nice, just sitting there. Watching all these "people" go              
about what I can only assume to be their daily lives. When they gathered into               
groups I felt somewhat empty, gone was the hustle and bustle replaced with             
silence. That atmosphere was completely different, not as welcoming as it was            
before. (Then) the square is trying to improve. Making attempts to clear the             
hurdles set in front of it. Going back and forth, hoping to reach even grander               
heights than last time. (I felt) uncertainty, I really did not know what to do. I                
felt trapped with no way out. But when the square started trying to get over the                
hurdles and jumping my objective felt much clearer and I actually had fun             
climbing to the next step. The cube is thriving, leaping further than ever             
before, achieving by leaps and bounds! I felt very happy during this scene, the              
effort the cube had put in was paying off and it was really heartwarming to see.                
I feel that it (the game) tries to give a message about the struggle of the                
individual, that you need to push forward in times you feel trapped. You may              
need to revisit places that left a negative mark on you in order to improve               
yourself further.” 
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Respondent 2: This experience is described by a person that states they have experienced              
exclusion and depression during the last year but claims to have no current obstacles or               
struggles in their life: 

“I have a personality that doesn't quite fit into the stereotypes of the society.              
It started out with confusion because of the noise. As time moved on, I was               
able to find out who I am and where I belong, which is nowhere. With this                
clarity came loneliness. I'm facing obstacles in my life. Some are more            
difficult to overcome than others, but with experience, I'm improving myself.           
(I feel) close relation to how life works and how we sometimes struggle with              
what's ahead of us. I've learned to overcome all obstacles that life throws at              
me. I can face new problems with the knowledge that there is always a way               
to solve them. I'm feeling confident and happy, and thus more responsive and             
productive. Success is what you make out of it; not what the society tells you               
that it is.” 

We can see a notable difference in the answers between the respondents depending on their               
personal background regarding depression and other similar struggles. In an attempt to            
illustrate this difference we have divided the respondents into two groups. One group consists              
of respondents stating current depression, or depression during the last year, or with several              
factors like loneliness, exclusion, and current obstacles that have a great negative impact on              
their lives (9 respondents). The other group contains respondents without depression and at             
most one of loneliness, exclusion or current severe obstacle (6 respondents). The first group              
tends to have longer, more empathic answers and read in more in what is happening in each                 
sequence, where the other group give shorter answers and even if there are interpretations of               
the message they seem to have less to say about what they have experienced. This is                
interesting. Our interpretation of this is that a player's personal background, with an emphasis              
on depression and other mental health issues, has a strong influence in how a player reads and                 
experiences our game.  
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Here follows some characteristic answers from the two groups, where the respondents            
describe how they interpret what happens in different sequences: 

 

From the group stating depression From the group not stating     
depression  

Sequence 1 

You are different from the groups      
that have formed and become     
isolated from them when you realize      
that you are different. 

Isolation of the cube  

In group/out group behavior similar     
to that of nationalistic ideologies. 

Shapes change, then cluster and     
disappear  

                                                          Sequence 2 

The lonely individual finds new     
horizons the more it learns. 

Walking around a ball 

 

You are struggling to overcome     
obstacles and you get better with      
each success.  

Trying to jump over obstacles. 

The slow gradual process of     
recovering from a depressive rut. 

Overcoming obstacles by ourselves  

Sequence 3 

I've learned to overcome all     
obstacles that life throws at me. I       
can face new problems with the      
knowledge that there is always a      
way to solve them.  

Jumping over hedges 

The cube is thriving, leaping further      
than ever before, achieving by leaps      
and bounds! 

I think something like knowing that I       
can do this I can go anywhere 
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6.3 How did the design affect the game experience? 

When we chose to have Lorn be an abstract game, we did so intending to allow different                 
players to have different interpretations. Since we wanted to look at how different people              
interpret a game, it made sense to avoid explicitly showing what the game was about. Some                
parts of the game affected this more than others. There are a couple of elements in the design                  
of Lorn that affected the experience and the readings possible by the players in a specific way.  
Several respondents seemed to appreciate the design decisions we did regarding the music.             
However, while music surely affected the experience of Lorn, music is outside the scope of               
this thesis. In addition to this, there being a lack of data makes it difficult to draw any                  
conclusions about what impact the music had. The responses concerning sequence 1 were all              
fairly united in their interpretation of it. Compared to the other scenes, players agreed more on                
what was actually happening on-screen. A reason for this could be that the first sequence               
contains less ambiguity than the other scenes. It portrays the mingling of the other shapes, as                
well as their grouping up, their leaving the player, and the player falling into darkness. There                
is less room for the player to interpret what is happening because it is more explicitly shown                 
to the player. Comparatively, the second and third sequence are more ambiguous. The player              
can move through them, but other than flying away at the end there is not much else that                  
distracts the player. There are no sound effects for successfully jumping over obstacles either,              
although the light does increase. So it could still be seen as what the game wants the player to                   
do. Because the second and third sequence are less explicit, the player can project more of                
their reading on the game. As designers, ambiguity might be a tool to use when designing                
with the player’s reading in mind.  
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7 Conclusions 

Research shows games can be used to convey messages and emotions. In this thesis, we               
developed the game Lorn and discovered that it could be used to convey a message about                
exclusion, growing and self-esteem to players. In the study, we asked if, and if so how, the                 
players personal characteristics affect their perception of the message. The result showed that             
the majority of the 15 respondents did experience different emotions when they played Lorn.              
For the first half of the game (meaning sequence 1 and the first half of sequence 2) they felt                   
primarily what we called negative feelings (loneliness, sadness and exclusion) and for the             
second half (meaning the final part of sequence 2 and the entirety of sequence 3) they                
experienced positive emotions like joy, excitement, anticipation and relief. Regarding the           
message, most respondents could also interpret a series of events close to what we intended to                
convey. They described the first sequence as some kind of society, grouping up and excluding               
the different, the second sequence as a journey from loneliness and struggle to growth and               
self-esteem and in the third sequence they expressed happiness and relief for getting out on               
the other side of the struggle. It was interesting to see how the intentional ambiguity in the                 
design opened up for other, not expected, interpretations as well. Among the background             
factors we looked at, such things as age and gender did not seem to affect much on how a                   
respondent interpreted Lorn. What did seem to matter more, was the respondents state of              
mind. The majority of the respondents in this study were struggling, either with some kind of                
cumbersome obstacle or depression. The vast majority of respondents were also able to make              
some kind of reading of Lorn. In the future, standardized diagnostic tools could be used to                
measure the state of mind of the players, permitting a quantitative analysis and correlation. 

Respondents who did not have any current problems tended to make very literal             
interpretations of the scenes. Respondents who were struggling with previous or present            
depression or other similar struggles made more metaphorical and expanded readings. These            
are interesting findings and we hope that this can serve as a base and be explored further in                  
future, bigger studies. 
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Appendix A - Missive 

 

 

Information about a thesis study and request for participation 
 
We, Adam Olsson and Anna Malkan Nelson, are third year game design students at the 
Game department/Uppsala Universitet. This study is a part of our Bachelor Programme. 
The purpose of the study is to explore player experiences of a specific game and if and how 
the player’s background impacts the player’s experience of the game. This is an invitation to 
partake in the study. 
 
For the study, we have developed a small abstract game.  
 
Now we are looking for participants for a play session of the game, followed by a 
questionnaire. The game and questionnaire is available in the link below. The entire test 
should take around 30 minutes to complete. To take part in this study, you need access to a 
computer (PC or Mac) and be able to download and play a small game.  
 
We follow ethical principles for research. This means for example that the participation of the 
study is voluntary and that you as a participant are free to cancel the participation at any 
time. Everything regarding your participation will be handled confidentially, no unauthorized 
person will have access to the material, and the result will be used for research only.  
 
We need the playtest sessions to be completed by 4 May. 
 
To take part in the study follow the link: 
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/181ewasneqzKxCuixyClcimghemb-ltuY?usp=sharing 
 
If you have questions regarding the study, please contact us at: 
 
Adam: email adam.olsson.1746@student.uu.se or Slack, Adam Olsson (adamolsson). 
Anna: email: anna.malkan_nelson.1094@student.uu.se or Slack, Anna Malkan Nelson 
(anna_malkan). 
 
Supervisor Doris Rusch: email doris.rusch@speldesign.uu.se. 
 
Visby 28 April 2020 
Adam Olsson and Anna Malkan Nelson 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/181ewasneqzKxCuixyClcimghemb-ltuY?usp=sharing
mailto:adam.olsson.1746@student.uu.se
mailto:anna.malkan_nelson.1094@student.uu.se


 

Appendix B - Questionnaire 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 



 

Appendix C - Raw Data and Coding Procedure 

 

Follow this link to access the data: 

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1XkQiW3q-WnTLHfRLF42BolNFf6L1lgkt?usp=shari
ng 
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https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1XkQiW3q-WnTLHfRLF42BolNFf6L1lgkt?usp=sharing

