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Abstract 

 

The aim of this thesis is to design a game, created in the form of a game design document, that 

represents lower socioeconomic class struggles. It is done by using a research through design 

method, with which we delve into studies and simulations of poverty, socioeconomic classes, 

previous games and studies on empathy. To make the representation unappropriated, an 

autoethnographic method is utilized to write down personal experiences as stories to use as 

inspiration. The studies and methods are used to inform the design decisions for this game called 

Lesser<Than... . The results show an overview of a finished game design document alongside 

informed design decisions. We also break the game down into and discuss its mechanics, dynamics 

and aesthetics. Extra attention is paid to the narrative too, since that is the biggest area of 

socioeconomic representation. For the conclusion, from this finished game design, we are also 

picking out three key ways of representing lower socioeconomic classes and explaining why these 

ways work for us. 
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1 Introduction 

 

Being in poverty is relative and exists everywhere in one form or another. When most people who 

live in Global North developed nations think of the term “poverty” they think of those in 

developing, far away nations who can barely afford to feed themselves. But in reality, poverty can 

be experienced in any society, no matter if it is in a capitalist superpower or not. Due to this mental 

image, industrialized nations put impoverished people into low socioeconomic classes which come 

with their own sets of struggles. We want to take a closer look at those who are in the Western 

Global North, and how people in the low socioeconomic class are hidden under the guise of a 

“wealthy country”. We want to present a method of representing these issues and spreading 

awareness. 

 

Currently in the media, like movies, and TV series, there is some problematic representation of 

certain lower socioeconomic classes’ struggles. There is also a lack of attention around the 

systemically oppressive nature of being in low socioeconomic status in the Global North, and 

western setting. Society is obsessive about television following and glamourizing rich people: 

Keeping Up with the Kardashians, Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous, and the downright worship 

of celebrity culture in magazines and on social media. Lower income situations are usually 

trivialized for entertainment like Extreme Cheapskates or The Briefcase, or just dehumanized as a 

headline numerical statistic. 

 

Now that video games are making their way up as a forefront of entertainment, these problems are 

making their way over to games, often using impoverished people and areas as set dressing for 

environments (Sezen, 2013) or having mishandled financial management mechanics, such as The 

Sims (Electronic Arts, 2000). Life simulators have the right idea but can be improved upon for a 

better purpose and also offer awareness through games. Prosocial, serious, and moral learning 

games are games that take on serious subject matter and create awareness through an interactive 

experience. The importance of making these experiences interactive lies in the potential of 

immersion and active engagement with a presented topic, which other types of media might not 

achieve. One of the ways to do this is conducting in-person poverty simulations, which proved to 

be effective in terms of empathic responses. However, the same concept of an interactive 

experience can be transferred to digital games. In addition, games can reach a much wider audience 

and have a longer lifetime. 

 

In this thesis, using a research through design method, we will devise a way to use video game 

design to create the outline of an experience showing Western Global North low socioeconomic 

struggles. This game design seeks to build an empathic response from future players and to provide 

a learning experience for social justice if the game was fully developed in the future. 

 

 

1.1 Research Question 

 

How can we design a game that shows Western Global North low income and socioeconomic 

struggles? 
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1.2 Thesis Aim 

 

The aim of this thesis is to create a Game Design Document (GDD) that has a ready to be made 

design for a specific game, that seeks to portray Western Global North low income and 

socioeconomic struggles. The preferable outcome of this game is to be spreading awareness about 

the issue and perhaps, even inspiring some change. This design allows for a game to be produced 

in the future. 
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2 Literature and Game Review 

 

In this section, similar bodies of work that have been done similarly to our research question are 

discussed. Studies, academic tests, and other related games to poverty simulations, or game 

systems that contributed to the design research are also described here. 

 

 

2.1 Previous research  

 

There are not a lot of studies about poverty in games, but we have found a few relevant to our 

cause that we would like to touch on. An unusual type of study that also got our interest were 

poverty simulations, which we are mentioning here as well. 

 

Tonguc Ibrahim Sezen (2013) in his article “The Representations of Poverty in Digital Games” 

about representation of poverty in digital games explores the ways in which poverty can be 

represented in the unique medium that is digital games. He compares it to books and movies that 

are more “show and tell” (Sezen, 2013, p.48), while games are much more participatory. He goes 

on to write how generally, poor characters in games are used as background set pieces, with limited 

functionality and shallow narrative, which, overall, keeps the poverty itself rather ignored. Later 

in the article, he investigates the classic rags-to-riches storyline in games, discussing how starting 

these games, even with very little resources, with enough time and following the rules of the game, 

the player will reach prosperity. Only failing to follow the set rules of the game will punish the 

player, which might send a wrong message. With this he raises a question, if this is the only way 

to represent poverty in games. 

 

Roussos and Dovido (2016) write in their article “Playing below the poverty line: Investigating an 

online game as a way to reduce prejudice toward the poor” about how consuming media can reduce 

prejudice and discuss how digital games can have the same effect. They explain how games are 

much better for a more immersive way of perspective-taking and how that makes a positive 

influence on the player in a form of empathic concern and less prejudice toward people in poverty. 

In contrast, they criticize the stigma that might come with how “controllable” a game is, in turn 

making people in poverty situations look controllable too. They continue to write about the first 

study they have made on groups of people playing the game SPENT (Urban Ministries of 

Durnham/McKinney, 2011), or observe someone playing it. They go on to further discuss their 

concerns over empathy and stigma and later record the subjects’ responses. The overall results of 

the first of two studies they conducted indicated “increased positive attitudes, empathic concern, 

and support for government-funded anti-poverty policies.” (Roussos and Dovido, 2016) 

 

Smith-Carrier, Leacy, Bouck, Justrabo, and Decker Pierce (2019) explores results in participants, 

who were a part of a poverty simulation and how their beliefs about causes and effects of poverty 

changed. While the participant’s beliefs changed, they did not take any action to reduce poverty 

after the simulation. The simulation had incorporated Segal’s (2007) model of empathy and had 

volunteers who had experience with poverty. At large, the simulation was groups of subjects 

interacting with volunteers that represented local community agencies and organizations (schools, 

food banks, employment services) and listened to the volunteers who had experience with poverty 

tell their stories. All simulations were carefully crafted scenarios and family backgrounds that the 
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subjects had to work with. Results were calculated using data from their -pre, -post and -follow-

up questionnaires. In the end, in both authors’ subject groups, the emotional response post-

simulation was over 90%. 

 

Another similar poverty simulation was also tested amongst post-secondary students by Nickols 

and Nielsen (2011) also involving students taking roles of low-income family units to promote 

understanding and empathic attitudes towards impoverished people. Similar to the previous 

simulation, participants post-questionnaire felt they had more insight and empathic opinions. 

 

Schrier (2017) in her article “Designing role-playing video games for ethical thinking” performs a 

test to find out how to design role-playing games that promote ethical thinking. Her test was 

conducted with twenty participants playing and making choices in the game Fable III (Lionhead 

Studios, 2010), while ten were in a controlled position with written ethical scenarios. Due to a 

large margin of gaming cultural ills being blamed on men, all the subjects in this study were male. 

The results were used to come up with four design principles that could support ethical thinking. 

Every subject (playing and in the controlled environment) went through the exact same scenarios, 

and the results of their actions made the author propose the following principles: Enable virtual 

relationships with characters in game, make it possible to exchange ideas and perspectives with 

the game’s characters, even if they’re non-playable characters (NPCs), provide appropriate 

consequences to the player’s actions and implement good feedback, and make it possible to go 

back and test other options, or “iterate on their experience”. 

 

 

2.2 Previous games 

 

Here we will talk about already made games with similar themes that have positively inspired us 

and our own game’s mechanics and aesthetics. 

 

First of all, gameplay-wise SPENT (Urban Ministries of Durnham/McKinney, 2011) is a browser 

game that works like a multiple-choice questionnaire. It presents a goal to the player to “survive” 

30 days and goes on to give the player problems and choices every day. It can range from paying 

bills, picking a job and a place to live, picking which groceries to buy, and deciding whether to 

participate in fun things like a lottery with friends. The game also gives the player a dependency, 

which is a child. This child comes up in the prompts by needing new running shoes for school or 

wanting to participate in a school trip. This game does a good job at showing many different 

financial decisions an adult in poverty might have to make. With a dependency that is the child 

and a very limited, always dwindling budget this game becomes a stressful challenge. After most 

choices that are made, the game also presents statistical facts on impoverished Americans. After 

finishing the game, it immediately offers the player to donate at least 10 dollars to those who are 

living in similar situations to SPENT. 

 

Papers, Please (Lucas Pope, 2013) is a puzzle simulation game that is set in a fictional dystopian 

Soviet Bloc-like country Arstotzka. The players get a role of an immigration inspector at a border 

checkpoint into the country. The gameplay mainly consists of checking immigrants’ or travellers’ 

documentation, which gets more complicated each day but there is an additional set of decisions 

to be made after each day, as the player must support their family and pay the bills. This may 
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encourage them to make hard moral choices and risky decisions at work like taking bribes or 

making deals with shady individuals. 

 

Sweatshop (Littleloud, 2011) is a simulation game for a Sweatshop. It is heavily discussed in the 

serious game design assessment framework outlined by Mitgutsch and Alvarado (2012) as a great 

example of a serious game. Due to Flash Player (Adobe, 1996-2020) being gone, it is no longer 

playable, and we are relying on the researchers’ analysis on it. In this game, the players must go 

through thirty levels managing this sweatshop and dealing with an unfairly demanding Boss, tired 

workers, and their well-being, including a sweet child-labourer. It seeks to accurately portray the 

adversity of working hard for little pay and being in the system, getting exploited by people like 

the games’ Boss. It is inspiring how well incorporated the purpose is into all the game systems, as 

mentioned by (Mitgutsch and Alvarado, 2012). Sweatshop makes a good example of not making 

anything appear “right” or “wrong”, just choices that will influence the player characters’ needs in 

one way or another. 

 

Even though The Sims (Electronic Arts, 2000) series is not exactly realistic in any way when it 

comes to simulating finances, we want to investigate their system of Needs. While The Sims 

portrays all the basic human needs like Hunger, Hygiene, Bladder, Energy, Social and Fun, we 

would like to change it up and have the players manage resources and needs like Money, Energy, 

Hunger, Confidence, Conscience, Happiness, Social. In our game we want to assume basic 

hygienic needs covered to instead focus on more mental aspects of everyday life with 

socioeconomic struggles. 
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3 Theory 

 

This section presents the theoretical framework for the thesis and the GDD. The design of the 

game was heavily inspired by various theories and texts on class, socioeconomic status issues, and 

topics of empathy, especially empathy in games.  

 

 

3.1 Class Theory 

 

As a theoretical frame for our GDD narrative section, we will work with the concept of 

socioeconomic class, we draw on the Gilbert-Kahl model. This class model which we will use as 

perspective for “low socioeconomic” or “low income” situations is devised mostly by American 

Sociologist Dennis L. Gilbert. The model draws influence from German sociologist Karl Marx’s 

class theory of struggle for the means of production between the wealthy elite bourgeoisie who 

own the factories and facilities, and the lower-class proletariat workers who sell their labour to 

afford to live. Much of Marxist class theory is centred around one’s work experience and 

production to be central to one’s connection to society, social life, and survival. But the Gilbert 

model expands further on social stratification more than just means of production, and starts to 

incorporate ideas from Max Weber, another German sociologist. Weber, also influenced by Marx, 

fleshed out social stratification on not just economics, production, or property ownership, but with 

common everyday social interactions between people, such as relationships, education or skills 

and that the Marxist proletariat group was actually quite diverse. Weber also discussed how 

different social classes would have different “life chances” or opportunities, and different status in 

terms of prestige, such as family honour, job importance, overall income, or certain types of social 

lifestyle or consumption habit phenomena. 

 

Using influence from both Marxist and Weberian class theories, combining economic factors with 

job and education prestige, Dennis Gilbert and his late co-author Joseph Kahl developed a class 

system divided up into 6 categories. It was based on American inequalities, incomes, and 

percentages, but we believe it is applicable to other global north-western capitalist nations. The 

Capitalist class, or wealthy elites sit at the top who are the 1percent corporation owners, investors, 

or executives, and then below them are the Upper-Middle class, or working rich, who are the well-

paid educated professionals or medium sized business owners; these top two classes are referred 

to as “the privileged classes”. Moving downwards, ‘blue-collar’ versus ‘white-collar’ (labour 

versus business work) is not separated, but rather the income wage, education and skill is 

considered. Next is the Middle class who are somewhat educated and work lower-level positions 

such as salespeople or craftspeople, and below them is the Working class who have jobs that 

require less skill, such as menial work or retail sales. The penultimate group is the Working Poor 

class who are the lowest paid manual or service workers often with no benefits and low security, 

and at the bottom is the Underclass, and are considered to have unstable low income, total 

unemployment, or require government assistance. While Gilbert recognizes Weber’s social status 

phenomena, this model is based upon income and work (Gilbert, 2018, p. 29-31). 
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3.2 Socioeconomic Status Issues 

 

Being in the working class or below, which is our focus group to represent, comes with its own 

socioeconomic problems and stigma. Even when these people have jobs, them and their families 

might end up on the border of poverty. People in this class are generally those who have their basic 

needs covered like having a roof over their head or access to clean water and internet access but 

because they are stuck in their economic status, they must make hard choices every day when it 

comes to food, comfort, and expense management with no way to save up or work to make it 

better, causing immense amounts of stress. Discussed heavily by Elizabeth A. Segal in her article 

“Social Empathy: A Tool to Address the Contradiction of Working But Still Poor” (2007), 

socioeconomic issues also include the struggle of the systemically oppressive cycle of 

socioeconomic class, and how it is difficult to rise above these adversities, or rather ‘escape’ the 

financial stress to improve quality of life.  

 

Other issues and stressors facing these socioeconomic classes are debt and overuse of credit; how 

many people are tempted by predatory loans and to pay for general costs. When individuals who 

have low or unstable income, may think towards a ‘present bias’, to feel the alleviation of being 

able to make a purchase in the moment and forgetting about having to repay that credit later with 

interest. This is one of the problems that makes it sometimes seem impossible to save for the long 

term for a person with lacking finances. This behaviour is otherwise defined as “Time-

Discounting” by Johannes Haushofer and Ernst Fehr (2014, p.862). They discuss people living in 

poverty in the US, and how they are more likely to avoid taking risks, discounting bigger payoffs 

in the future, and opt for more immediate means of acquiring money. 

 

There is also an issue of a psychological impact that can be caused by a low socioeconomic status 

itself. Haushofer and Fehr (2014) discuss the psychology of poverty, and their evidence suggested 

that there is a relationship between short-sighted decision-making and poverty, which in turn keeps 

people who are in poverty in negative financial loops. Not only did their findings show how people 

get stuck in poverty because of how it affects them mentally, they also tested 102 583 people from 

131 countries and found how better income directly affects people’s life satisfaction. On top of 

that, they mentioned a study by Cohen et al. (2006), which indicated heightened levels of the stress 

hormone cortisol in people with low income and education. 

 

In contrast, Haushofer and Fehr (2014) also writes about a study from Costello et. al (2003), in 

which they experimented with introducing guaranteed incomes to people through various means 

and pay-outs and found that increased income reduces rates of hospitalization for mental health 

problems. It might seem easy to just blame individuals in poverty for not working hard enough, or 

not saving up enough, but poverty in these cases is largely due to low pay and underemployment 

- which is defined as “doing work that is below skill level or working fewer hours than the person 

desires”. Last thing to keep in mind is, as Haushofer and Fehr (2014) say, most people just happen 

to be born into these situations and if they are not, it is most likely for certain environmental 

coincidences. 

 

A worry of stereotyping, scapegoating and shame or stigma is also present for impoverished people 

(Segal, 2011). Often members of lower socioeconomic classes are stereotyped and blamed for their 
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own situations, that they are lazy or not doing anything to help themselves. Elizabeth A. Segal 

(2011) also discusses how this leads to scapegoating, and how some of the financial upper classes 

will blame the lower ones for being a drain on taxes and do not deserve help, such as welfare. In 

addition to stigma, Beverly Skeggs (1997. p. 74-95) discusses how respectability is centred around 

class; upper class opinions of work and self-care, that working class people, especially working-

class women are not respectable compared to the upper classes and must fight against social 

shaming. These working women often must invest extra money and time into things such as their 

appearance, hobbies, and extra possessions just for the sake of being perceived as respectable and 

not part of the working class. 

 

 

3.3 Empathy 

 

Having all these issues in mind, a central concern for us developing the GDD is the issue of 

empathy, and we want to encourage empathic emotions in relation to individuals from the working 

class. The reason for this is that these people face a lot of discrimination, stigma, and unfairness 

in their life (Segal, 2011). Therefore, it is our primary goal to raise empathy through our project. 

Segal (2011, p. 266-267) describes social empathy, which we want to focus on, as an ability to 

perceive someone’s life from their perspective, and in turn, see the structural disparities that caused 

their inequality. She goes on to write that this increased understanding and perspective-taking can 

lead to positive change. In another text, Segal (2007, p. 355) adds to this definition by saying that 

social empathy helps us consider what exactly impacts the working poor that needs change. That 

is how social empathy encourages developing means to help people in these situations with better 

practices, policies, and services and with that, promoting social justice. 

 

In contrast, Bo Ruberg discusses empathy in a different way, saying that empathy right now is an 

umbrella term that includes a “self-satisfied feeling of allyship” (Ruberg, 2020, p.55), which they 

highly criticize. Ruberg goes on in the paper to further discuss how usually marginalized 

experiences can be exploited or appropriated under the guise of empathy. Best we can do is not 

fulfil their concern, that creating empathy games is just exploiting experiences of marginalized 

people and making it into a safari for privileged people. Moreover, we are making use of personal 

experiences through autoethnographic journaling and game design, so we are not going to promote 

or use the colonizing effect of empathy games, which the author greatly criticizes. 

 

Exploitation is not our goal. Instead, we are looking at studies similar to the poverty simulation by 

Nickols and Nielsen (2011) that achieved positive change by teaching students about poverty and 

saw an increase in a reinforcement of social empathy. When collecting participant’s responses 

before and after the simulation, the study achieved a 95% increase in levels of empathy. One of 

the students in that simulation noted that “When completing the pre simulation poverty quiz, I 

laughed at some of the questions asked. However, after completing the simulation, I realized that 

many of the assumptions and stereotypes surrounding families/individuals in poverty included on 

the quiz were legitimate issues” (Student 13, female). This is precisely the kind of impact we would 

like to make. 
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4 Methodology 

 

As a means of conducting our research, we are taking a scholarly research through design 

approach, and referencing an outline and example thoroughly described by Zoë Sadokierski (2019) 

in Critical Journal/Contextual Portfolio: A framework for documenting and disseminating RtD as 

scholarly research. It is a means of showing the research we put into making our GDD while 

incorporating our literature, design choices and reflections, and some autoethnographic material 

while mapping out the steps and decisions that resulted in our design artifact (the GDD). Self and 

peer critique takes place through the process. As stated, possible by the author of this method, we 

are adapting this for the contribution of two people instead of one, and some aspects may be altered 

to accommodate our design process. For example, we are cutting out the experiment logs from our 

method, because they did not feasibly work with our design process. Additionally, our final 

contextual portfolio will not include any literature summaries, as the literature is widely explored 

throughout this text already. So, in the end, our method, the journaling is conducted in three parts. 

 

The first step and component, critical journaling, is described as the process of documenting what 

takes place during the design and makes explicit connections between previous research and 

designing activities. We have a list of objectives to complete to fill all aspects of a GDD, and that 

will occur over several design meetings with tasks, discussions, alongside reflective personal 

notes. First, a part of critical journaling is overview maps. The maps are a tool to focus design 

meetings and are a sort of zoom out of the project at the current time when they are made, to look 

at the design project as a whole picture. They record the focus and through processes of the current 

time. These maps are made on a regular timely basis, and we will be making maps whenever we 

have design meetings on a particular day, to cover the overarching purpose and goals of a specific 

part of our GDD. These are then documented and then reflected on when the contextual portfolio 

is being made and shows an evolution of the design process. In addition, one of the sub-

components of critical journaling is finding “anchors”, or published literature, projects, research, 

or in this case games, that influence or inform our design process in a large way. These anchors 

are texts or sources that influence or inform our design choices. They are written as summaries, 

and it is critical to discuss why the text or literature is relevant to our design research. Some anchor 

material that we are going to be using is most of our bibliography, which relates to empathy studies, 

game design frameworks, purposeful game design genre conventions and approaches, as well as 

psychology studies and poverty simulation studies. We will also be contributing to the anchors 

with autoethnographic material, or experiences and cultural reflections from our own lives living 

in low-income situations. These anchors will be referenced for different parts of our GDD. For 

example, our autoethnographic material will be used to inspire narrative components, our 

psychology research will inform stress management mechanics, and our game design and prosocial 

game design research will affect how our game is framed and how systems interact with one 

another. 

 

The second part of our method is combining research through design with an autoethnographic 

method following guidance from the Handbook of Autoethnography (Stacy Holman Jones, Tony 

E. Adams, Carolyn Ellis (Eds.), 2016). Autoethnography places the reflections and observations 

from the researcher themselves and is a method of cultural discourse or critique from insider 

knowledge. (Jones et al., 2016, p.22-25) Autoethnographic writing can be very evocative and talk 

about sensitive subjects, insecurities, and can also be an emotional upheaval of trying to ‘right 
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wrongs’ or work through painful emotions. (Jones et al., 2016, pg. 32-37) A part of our anchor 

material will be autoethnographic material, coming from our perspectives of living with 

insecurities stemming from low-income situations in our life. Greta has grown up in a divorced 

working family in Eastern Europe in what could only be described as “not living, but survival” 

and the other co-author Levi lived also in a divorced low-income household in Western rural 

Canada strangled by debt, and then faced with financial instability after a move to Europe. We 

determined this was crucial to include because these experiences and feelings will influence some 

of our design decisions and could be considered a basis of what we want players to feel as 

aesthetics from our game. 

 

We are writing this autoethnographic material as a collection of real-life stories of struggles in a 

low socioeconomic status and the impact that it and our surroundings had on us because of it. 

These stories are used as inspiration and material to build the world, characters, and narrative of 

the game we are making a GDD for. Both co-authors of this thesis are taking a similar approach 

of writing many short stories as they remember them and summarize these stories or hard choices 

they had to make in life as random fragments of memory and organize them in short story 

paragraphs so they could be used as narrative points in the game we are designing. This helps the 

authors set some personal boundaries with the journaling and not include names of other people 

involved in those stories and decide which stories to leave out for any personal or other reasons. 

 

For much of the sources, and our own experiences, the cultural discussions are taken from the 

Global North, referring to the developed, capitalist, industrial countries. Our main focus in this 

group will be what is often seen as “western” continents, such as Europe, and North America 

(mostly Canada) because of our experience and knowledge of these regions. We lived in these 

countries for the longest time and experienced their issues first-hand. A good example of these 

issues are some statistics on the poverty rates there. A synthesis report produced by the European 

Social Policy Network (ESPN) (2019) states that 9.4% of all EU-28 workers lived in households 

that are at risk of poverty, which amounts to 20.5 million people, and it keeps increasing. Also, 

according to Canada Without Poverty (2020), taking the numbers from Statistics Canada (2018) 

states that 1 in 7 Canadians live in poverty. And finally, the Lithuanian National Anti Poverty 

Network (2020) states that “At-risk-of-poverty rate in 2019 in the country amounted to 20.6 

percent”. 

 

The last step of the overall research through design documentation is the contextual portfolio, 

which is a synthesis document of all the collected raw data, such as anchors, notes, and iterative 

changes. This is the post process that frames the research for a specific audience and summarizes 

the work completed as knowledge next to scholarly research with the design artifact. Primary 

research and key insights are summarized and organized to communicate the design processes in 

the most appropriate manner for the project to highlight its significance. For all intents and 

purposes of this thesis, and for brevity, our contextual portfolio are the key design summaries 

formatted in section 5, the results and analysis.  

 

The core of our contextual portfolio, or our results, is the design artifact, or our result will be a 

game design document (summarized as GDD) and included as an appendix. It will consist of 

crucial and relevant information for producing a finished product - the game. The outline we are 

using was created by Diane Pozefsky (n.d.) and we have modified it according to our needs, such 
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as removing combat related sections and exchanging levels with days. We consider the crucial 

information for this game to be its general summary (genre, target audience, scope, camera, game 

concept, etc.), mechanics, gameplay, the world it is set in, player and non-player characters, their 

motivations and backgrounds, narrative, aesthetics of the game, goals, and outcomes. We have 

summarized all key game components and the desired experience while playing the game, 

supported by our design work. Some figures and concepts are also included for the clarity of some 

of the more visual components. 
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5 Results and Analysis 

 

Here the finished game design document will be overviewed as a game. This is considered the 

contextual portfolio of our design work. Then, the discussion will be separated into mechanics, 

dynamics, and aesthetics, otherwise known as MDA (Hunicke, LeBlanc, and Zubek, 2004). It is 

an approach to understanding games with a different methodology that is fit for designing, 

criticizing, and researching games and is widely used in the Uppsala University’s Game 

Department. Finally, because of its importance to the game, there is an overview of the game’s 

narrative. The reading of this section might prove to be difficult, because the GDD, that is added 

as an appendix should also be read and referenced to see and understand all the moving parts of 

this game design in further detail. 

 

 

5.1 Game overview 

 

In the finished GDD that is added as an appendix, we have a design for a game called 

Lesser<than…, which is a 3D, first person adventure game/life simulator. The game is set in a 

fictional city called Vezhin, which is a combination of the authors’ home cities Panevezys (Greta) 

and Hinton (Levi) and it is set during the month of July (Appendix A, p. 49). This game is played 

with two main player characters, Laura (Appendix A, p. 39) and Sam (Appendix A, p. 40), that 

the player alternates between each in-game day and the characters lead different kinds of lifestyles. 

One of them is a wealthy student girl named Laura, who gets a regular allowance from her parents, 

which supports her upper middle-class lifestyle (Appendix A, p. 39). The Gilbert-Kahl model 

(Gilbert, 2018) describes people in the upper middle class as being in one of the “privileged 

classes” characterized by working rich or well-paid educated professionals. In the game, Laura’s 

family are working rich people, and she can live off of their status through allowance. The second 

character is named Sam, who lived with her divorced mother, moved out to a cheap apartment, 

and could not afford an education. She is in the working poor class, meaning that she does not 

have a stable job and income, and does not have any benefits. Sam only has a part-time night-shift 

position in a shopping centre’s warehouse, which is unstable, unsustainable, and hard, manual 

labour.  

 

The setting, like mentioned before, is a fictional city called Vezhin, and its centre and plaza are 

the areas with the most key places that the player will explore. It has shops, cafes and a shopping 

centre inspired by the authors’ hometowns. This type of plaza was inspired by Greta’s hometown’s 

“Laisves aikste” in Panevezys, that has a lot of trees and greenery in it and a lot of the stores and 

cafes like Cosmos and the shopping centre Boom are taken from around there. Other key places, 

like the hair salon Hair by Bridget and Roxy Cinema are taken from Levi’s hometown Hinton. The 

players will explore this city while trying to manage their social needs, or when they need to eat 

or get groceries, clothing, etc. however, the people who work in those shops may treat each 

character differently. Always looking worse for wear, Sam is more often stigmatized and under 

suspicion, unlike Laura. The game will look as close to realism as possible, to not fictionalize the 

situation, or soften the impact of the game’s message. We draw on Khaled’s (2018) research where 

she suggests that games that favour direct confrontation over sugar coating and stealth learning 

will prompt more reflection from players over the content they have played through, rather than 

just seeing it as a fun fictitious scenario. 
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Our core gameplay is inspired by The Sims (Electronic Arts, 2000), or, more specifically, their 

system of “needs”, which we changed and repurposed to represent the character’s physical needs 

like Hunger, Energy, but also indicators for their mental wellbeing like the need for Social 

Interaction and Confidence, or the build-up of Stress and Guilt. The game’s narrative and game 

feel are heavily inspired by Detroit: Become Human (Quantic Dream, 2018), because of how they 

made the story flow while playing from more than one different character perspectives. 

Additionally, we were inspired by how they tell a story through a game that allows exploration 

and interaction with the world, that allows multiple choices. 

 

At the beginning of the game, the characters are separate and do not know each other. They deal 

with their daily lives and struggles on their own and take life day by day. The game is played from 

the first-person perspective and will not show what the player character looks like while being 

played. Also, while the player has the control of a player character, like Sam, they can see and 

meet the other player character. For example, the player will see Laura as an NPC out in the city 

without knowing that she is the other player character. The story progresses slowly by them 

encountering each other more and more each week, dropping subtle hints about each character’s 

lifestyle for the player to figure out their identities. Both player characters have inner monologues 

and occasionally, the player will hear their thoughts about other people and things happening 

around them. However, the other player character will be the only one that is seen and commented 

on consistently. In the end, the story culminates with the two characters being stuck in an elevator 

of the tax agency and they reveal who they are and talk how they kept noticing each other out in 

the city and talk about their vastly different lifestyles. Laura understands a little bit more about 

poverty and learns that people have no easy way out of it, whether it is their own fault or not, and 

offers to help Sam find a better job through her mom. 

 

The artistic look to the game is purely realistic, with subtle changes in colour, contrast and 

saturation and how characters perceive the world, their environments and objects around them. 

The colour of the world around the player character will alter depending on the character’s 

respective stress level, and colours will become more washed out, grey, and have darker contrast, 

the higher the stress meter. These ‘stress effects’ can also take place temporarily when stressful 

narrative events occur. No matter what the stress level is, or which character the player is currently 

playing, the environment parts that are always colourful and saturated are advertisements and items 

store fronts. This is from our autoethnographic material, which is a discourse on capitalistic 

culture, and how commercialism and the ideal of having a lot of money and buying expensive and 

new things equal happiness or success in consumerist cultures. “I still don’t understand the western 

capitalistic shopaholic culture. I don’t know how people “just buy” things and how everyone, 

regardless of their financial situation, is being convinced that buying will make one happy and 

worthwhile. I still don’t understand being a “brand slave”. I never, ever imagined myself buying 

something way overpriced just because of the brand: “Apple”, “Supreme”, “Louis Vuitton”, and 

the list goes on.” (Minkeviciute, 2021) 

 

The key challenge to the player in this game is need management put in the tone of a prosocial life 

simulator game. During the last weeks of the game, there should be a feeling of disorder or being 

overwhelmed as a challenge. This was decided after reading studies about the mental health and 

physiological impacts having low income puts on a person (Cohen et al., 2006) and also consulting 
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our autoethnographic material about how stressful it is to live on low funds or live in a working-

class family.  “I remember being told as a kid that life would be better in another country, and 

emigrating is our only way out of poverty, because our country’s economy kept us stuck in a loop.” 

(Minkeviciute, 2021) and “I have defined my self-worth by how ‘expensive’ I was as a child to 

my parents, and even when I had no control over money, it stressed all of us out. The debt my 

parents were in and how they would talk about money all the time. I felt like I was stressing out 

my parents financially by existing.” (Taillefer, 2021)  

 

Each character has different availability of resources at their disposal to manage their needs, such 

as different price ranges of stores and different qualities of foods, and different amounts of energy 

and money. Each character will also encounter narrative events (Appendix A, p. 41-49) which can 

put temporary or permanent changes to needs or resources, causing a greater difficulty curve for 

our low-income character who has to manage more cautiously or sacrifice other needs. 

 

For a handful of our narrative events and choices, we are referencing Haushofer and Fehr (2014) 

article called “On the psychology of poverty”, which touches on tests done on one hundred ninety-

three adult subjects that confirmed that lower income is directly linked to increased amounts of 

stress hormone cortisol in the human body. And while we want to leave that up for the player to 

make the decisions for Sam, Haushofer and Fehr (2014) found that poverty and stress caused by 

poverty affects people’s decision making, favouring short term rewards, instead of long-term 

beneficial decisions. The game will have these short-term and long-term choices available. For 

example, in the game Sam has an injury at work, and she can either stressfully endure through it 

to save money or spend (or even loan) some money on treatment for a long-term benefit. 

 

The choices we are describing are ways of interacting with the objects and the world, for example, 

interacting with a fridge might have choices to either check what is in there to make a grocery list 

or take things out and start cooking. Many of the choices with the objects and the world, as well 

as choices in narrative situations and cutscenes are directly inspired by our autoethnographic 

writing of things that happened to us while being impoverished. That makes Sam and her 

environment a loose reflection of our personal lives and experiences. Some examples are: “I 

remember convincing myself that eating less or eating cheap for a time being is worth for another 

purchase.” (Minkeviciute, 2021) and “I never really buy new pants or jeans until the ones I have 

get holes around the seams. Also, after coming to Sweden, when our family was dealing with very 

low savings and unemployment, I bought jackets and shoes from the thrift store.” (Taillefer, 2021) 

In contrast, us making the characteristics and choices for Laura might seem disingenuous, since 

she would be based on guesses and assumptions. However, both authors had and still have friends 

or relatives who are wealthy. Spending time with them, seeing their properties or possessions or 

having sleepovers allowed this step into a different life and a chance to observe how a household 

functions when it is not financially crippled. These observations allowed us to create a genuine, 

nice character who happens to be wealthy. 

 

With the game summed up as a whole, the discussion will move on to separating the game’s most 

important mechanics as different working parts of the game that the player can interact with. Then, 

they will be connected into dynamics, which are the behaviours of the game, that happen when the 

player interacts with the mechanics. Lastly, aesthetics will be discussed, which are the feelings 

that the game’s dynamics invoke in the player, when interacted with. There are eight set types of 
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fun that Hunicke, LeBlanc, and Zubek, (2004) describe in their framework and some of those 

apply, but unique aesthetics that we defined are written on as well. 

 

 

 

5.2 Mechanics 

 

Described by Hunicke, LeBlanc, and Zubek, (2004), the Mechanics of a game are various parts 

like actions, behaviours and mechanisms that make up gameplay dynamics. Every single mechanic 

can be operated by the player. The first mechanic that the player in our game would encounter is 

needs (Appendix A, p. 37, 54). In the game, human needs are meters that show a character’s 

wellbeing and fluctuate because of actions taken or time passed. Like mentioned before, these 

needs consist of “Green Needs” (Energy, Confidence, Social Interaction) that benefit the player if 

their meters fill up and “Red Needs” (Hunger, Guilt, Stress) that benefit the player when they go 

down. The initial idea for this mechanic came from the game The Sims (Electronic Arts, 2000), 

after considering the best ways to clearly portray a character’s wellbeing. These needs are a 

mechanic that we introduced to directly show how choices that people make can directly and 

immediately affect them. While they are abstracted into meters, they send a clear message of the 

character’s wellbeing and show a clear distinction between the effects of actions that different 

people (Laura and Sam) can take day by day. 

 

Heavily intertwined with the character’s needs is money (Appendix A, p. 36-37). Money is a 

necessary inclusion in the game, as it is a key part of indicating both wealth and poverty, as well 

as being a direct bridge between a person and many possibilities. It is another mechanic similar to 

the other needs, except that it is steadily earned and lost in a semi-controlled manner. An amount 

of money the player character has can directly affect stress. Money can also potentially be spent 

to improve other needs, which is discussed more in the dynamics section. Discovered by the 

poverty simulation by Nickols and Nielsen (2011), people who have never been in this situation if 

constant micromanaging find it difficult, or eye opening for how much of a struggle it actually is. 

The game captures this sort of stress as a game challenge, and there are real life consequences for 

low-income people trying to manage and sacrifice accordingly, such as high interest loans, a lack 

of emergency savings, mental complications inhibiting work or daily activities, or 

malnutrition/dehydration. 

 

The last mechanic that relates to manageable resources in game is time (Appendix A, p. 36). There 

is a 24-hour clock that represents time in the game, which needs to be allocated to different 

activities. For simplicity's sake, real world hours translate to game world minutes. Every action 

that is to be taken by the player will bring the time forward and not leaving enough time for rest 

will have its consequences on Energy. The only action that does not take time is walking within 

the player character’s apartment or within the city, because the constant pressure of time is not 

what we want to be the main challenge. However, we still needed to introduce a mechanic that 

makes sure a day can be started and ended to progress through the game. 

 

A fourth mechanic that affects the previous three is what we call an interaction mechanic. Most 

objects, places, and non-playable characters have a white dot on them when approached, meaning 

that when clicked, there are possible ways of interacting with them. The only repercussion that is 
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shown with the choices of interaction is the amount of time it would take to complete. Otherwise, 

the results can be only guessed with the player’s own judgement. Interaction is the direct way of 

affecting the player character’s needs, as, for example, interacting with a fridge grants an option 

to have a snack or prepare a meal, which would affect both energy and hunger, or interacting with 

a closet might enable the character to change into new clothes and feel more confident. In some 

cases, just looking at something might count as an interaction that affects needs, like walking past 

a homeless person and not donating or seeing a stray cat roaming around and not helping it might 

increase guilt. The game needed a way to allow the player not only to interact with a living, 

breathing world but also have more than one way of doing so and be able to explore their options. 

The game does not have additional missions or objectives besides survival, to keep the player’s 

focus on the daily issues of being impoverished. Schrier, (2019) writes how moral knowledge 

games solve real-world problems through playing them and one of the key design principles to 

achieve that is enabling appropriate choices and consequences to these choices. 

 

Another mechanic we have in this game is location. Main ones are a player character’s apartment 

and the city centre, but there are smaller locations within. Different actions can be taken there, and 

these smaller locations can be subcategorized into convenience/grocery stores, restaurants and 

cafes, miscellaneous buildings, and clothing/other item stores. The access to, and possibilities 

within these locations vary between the two player characters, further showing the contrast 

between different peoples’ opportunities and options. Different locations are needed for this game 

to encourage exploration and interaction with other characters, which is a key part of our story 

progression. 

 

 

5.3 Dynamics 

 

Going further, Hunicke et al. (2004) connect mechanics into dynamics, saying that dynamics 

describe the behaviour of the game’s mechanics, when they get interacted with by the player. As 

a first example, our needs mechanic creates a need management dynamic. The player, upon 

learning about the needs, should quickly understand that they can influence them and must 

maintain them at optimal levels (up for “Green Needs” and down for “Red Needs”). Of course, for 

the most part this dynamic only works because of the relationship between the needs and the 

interaction mechanic. The player needs to interact with the world and objects around them to 

influence the needs and then learn to manage them every in-game day. 

 

Another important dynamic related to the previous one is the financial management or spending 

dynamic, created by the existence of an in-game currency and goods and services available in the 

game’s environment. This is a very important dynamic, because it allows the player to make 

financial decisions fit for the character they play and manage this resource that represents their 

economic status, which is more stressful on Sam than Laura. Sometimes, financial decisions are 

forced unto the player in terms of rent or other bills, which shakes up the game. It makes the player 

rethink their strategy while managing their money and makes them consider taking out a loan, 

adding some depth to this financial management or spending dynamic. This is based on real 

financial management experiences: “I don’t have a lot of experience of just going “shopping” for 

clothing, which alienates me from friends sometimes. I almost only buy clothes when I’m in a dire 

need or a clothing item before it got worn into an unusable state.” (Minkeviciute, 2021) and “My 
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whole life I just hoard money in case I need it. Even when I intend to go out shopping, I almost 

always never return with anything or the very thing I set out to buy. I remember pacing around a 

department store in Stockholm, debating if I should buy a 90 crown ring I liked. I have to debate 

with myself for a very long time if I really need that or if I’m even worth that kind of a purchase. 

You could say I’m the polar opposite of a shop-a-holic. Spending money becomes nerve 

wracking.” (Taillefer, 2021) 

 

A dynamic established by the location mechanics would be exploration. The player explores their 

own player character’s apartments and later the city outside to search for tools to achieve their 

goals, primary one being needs management. Exploration is a must-have dynamic in this game, 

which is encouraged by how the time mechanic is made to work. Every interaction takes time but 

walking in and around an area to find what they are looking for and exploring costs no time. A 

single exception stands for Sam, when she needs to commute from her apartment to the city centre 

and back. She needs to take an action to either ride the bus or walk there, which will take time like 

all the other actions. It works in similar fashion to The Sims (Electronic Arts, 2000). When a 

character chooses to perform a task, it shows how long the task will take with a circular meter in 

relation to the in-game clock. 

 

Another dynamic that sticks out is time management. The game’s mechanic of time and how it 

works enables the player to plan and manage their time for the maximum benefit to their character. 

It is included with almost every interaction, with small exceptions of opening doors or walking 

and sightseeing. Time is also intertwined with money in a way that with some actions, the player 

can spend money to save time, inspired by a lot of real-life situations where paying extra costs can 

save time. The most prevalent example being eating out or ordering food instead of cooking or 

renting a taxi to go directly to your destinations instead of taking public transport. 

 

 

5.4 Aesthetics 

 

As defined by the authors of the MDA approach, aesthetics of games are centred around how the 

player should feel, or the emotional response the player gets from the dynamics of a game. They 

are more descriptive and poignant terms for classifying a game to feel “fun” or enjoyable to players 

(Hunicke, et al., 2014). While we are actively designing around how we want our players to feel, 

ultimately, it depends on the right mechanics, which make up certain dynamics, which evoke 

desired types of fun. Because of this chain, a lot of times the aesthetics become unpredictable, 

since they also depend on how the player interacts with the game. In our finished GDD, the 

aesthetics can be guessed, before the actual game is played. Right now, our possible aesthetics, 

from those listed in the MDA framework are challenge, narrative, and discovery. There are also a 

few more examples of aesthetics further in this section which describe very specific feelings or 

moods discussed in our autoethnographic material. 

 

First one of the aesthetics, taken from the MDA framework, is challenge. It utilizes the mechanics 

of money and positive or negative needs, and the dynamics of money management, need 

management and time management. The challenge becomes far more apparent in Sam’s life, due 

to low income, a lack of long-term savings and a comparably lower amount of time than Laura, 

due to Sam’s work schedule (Appendix A, p. 34). As she spends and balances her salary throughout 
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two weeks, it becomes more challenging for the player to manage as more difficult narrative events 

occur. Some narrative events can occur at random times, but with harder to manage consequences 

in later stages of the game. For example, Sam can experience burn out from work and having a 

permanent stress multiplier which needs to be managed accordingly (Appendix A, p. 52). On the 

contrary, Laura’s life offers far less challenge regarding money and mood management because 

she has a surplus of allowance, no rent bills, and no lack of energy from work due to the fact she 

is on a summer break from university. This challenge contrast reinforces our game's message about 

how having more available finances is inherently less stressful and requires much less management 

and sacrifice (Cohen et al. 2006). Sam aesthetically requires more challenge to live, and Laura 

aesthetically requires less challenge, creating our own aesthetic of contrast between lifestyles 

within the game.  

 

The game’s second MDA aesthetic - discovery stems from the dynamic of exploration. The 

discovery manifests from different areas that the player can explore and take in without any time 

pressure. Together with that, the player can explore their different choices in game, that trigger 

different effects on the player character’s needs and in turn, make the player feel more stressed, 

relieved, satisfied or even regretful. These are all the feelings we want the players to experience, 

as they would ground their in-game choices in reality. Once again, the game seeks to invoke the 

contrast of how strong these feelings are while playing the two different characters. For example, 

making a bad financial decision with Laura can be shrugged off more easily and recovered from 

more quickly. On the other hand, overspending with Sam in play could be much more stressful, as 

it also threatens the player with spiralling into losing the game. This comparison and stress might 

evoke empathy in the player, as it did in the poverty simulation, conducted by Nickols, et al., 

(2011). 

 

The third aesthetic from the MDA is narrative. It is very closely intertwined with the discovery 

aesthetic. While discovery makes the game feel as uncharted territory, narrative aesthetic makes 

the game get experienced as a drama. The narrative events which will be explained in more detail 

in the next section are very randomized, and could occur at any time, but they still build towards 

the conclusion of the game’s story, where the two player characters meet face to face and talk. 

Before this conclusion, the player slowly discovers things about each of the characters and their 

lives by exploring and learning about their environments and the city that accommodates them. 

The player also learns more about the characters as the day progresses, as the player is technically 

in their head and can hear their thoughts, motivations, opinions and ideas about people and things 

around them. 

 

Going away from the MDA’s list of aesthetics, a very important aesthetic we want to invoke in 

our players emotionally is empathy and understanding. We were very inspired and influenced by 

the concept of prosocial games; a genre of video games that promotes empathic attitudes and 

cooperative behaviour and are often targeted at younger audiences as a sort of teaching tool 

(Harrington and O’Connell, 2016.). The core design inspiration around our narrative and 

gameplay, and the decision to use personal journals stemmed from the concepts of social empathy 

discussed by Segal (2007, 2011), saying that people should be given opportunities to be educated 

on contextual inequalities and possibly see or hear experiences of the lives marginalized groups. 

Segal also writes how people who experience forms of social injustice can create a first step or 

bridge to creating empathic thinking by sharing their struggles and stories. It allows genuine 
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experiences to come through with insider knowledge, an important quality to the use of 

autoethnographic material. Insider knowledge allows for autoethnographic essays to include 

emotions, thoughts, and reactions of an author that any other observer could not perceive. It also 

allows better insight for those who have never experienced what the authors are describing from a 

primary source with unseen nuances. (Jones, Adams, and Ellis, 2016, p.33-34) It also prevents the 

game experiences from becoming fabrication and appropriation, expressed as a possible issue with 

empathic game designs by Ruberg (2020). This fabrication and appropriation is avoided by 

extensive research on the topics of poverty and the use of real, personal experiences. In addition, 

this game’s aesthetic of empathy is more of a desired outcome than a buzzword that defines the 

whole game. On the other hand, empathic reinforcement and learning has also shown to be 

exceptionally effective surrounding participants or players in simulations or games, such as in 

studies by Nickols et al. (2011) and prove that games designed with empathic aesthetics in mind 

are effective forms of awareness. This game achieves it through showing the reality of 

socioeconomic struggles in its story, as well as the management dynamic, which portrays how 

difficult it can be to micromanage Sam’s finances, needs and time in comparison to Laura. The 

game also offers a very intimate perspective of the player characters, having the player hear their 

thoughts and motivations. 

 

Other, more specific aesthetics inspired by the autoethnographic material from our lives could be 

phrased as pressure, stress, expressions of morality or being overwhelmed. Descriptors like these 

are utilized heavily in our narrative events. This game is meant to have very exposed and upfront 

prosocial motivations at its core, and these experiences are a sort of learning and genuine 

experience of this subject matter. The aesthetic of pressure comes from our mechanics of time, 

money and need management, and how a lack of one of these resources can pressure the player to 

make sacrifices or decisions they would not normally take due to lacking energy, a daily time limit, 

or to keep the character’s head above dangerous need limits. For example, being in a situation 

where a character is pressured to steal something or pressured to sacrifice food to pay for getting 

their phone fixed, which are some of the examples from our autoethnographies: “I know the panic 

of having a phone, or a piece of tech break down and not knowing if I will be able to replace it, or, 

if I replace it, will I have to eat less for a month or longer.” (Minkeviciute, 2021) and “I have stolen 

money I found on the sidewalk or stuck in a bush. I’ve also asked a family member that I needed 

money for taxes, found out that I actually got all of the money returned due to a loophole, and 

pocketed the money without telling them. They had seriously wronged me in the past, and had a 

good paying job, so I felt justified that it wasn't a serious loss to them.” (Taillefer, 2021). Stress 

and feeling overwhelmed comes from the fact that low-income issues and living is a breeding 

ground for chronic stress. Working and not being paid enough, not being able to collect savings 

due to daily costs or expensive emergencies, or not being able to live in a safe or stable 

environment all cause stress. Linking this aesthetic to the narrative aesthetic, some scripted story 

events will add permanent fluctuations to the need meters, like our low-income character suffering 

burnout, and then later, an injury, which leads to higher stress. In some cases of narrative events, 

we took how we felt in some of our own experiences of low-income situations, and wanted to 

translate those emotions into tangible aesthetics, for players to experience and feel empathy 

towards the characters when encountering them. Overall, the aesthetics combine into what makes 

up the emotional impact of a game. While it is hard to predict without testing, the emotional impact 

on our players that we designed for would be a stressful experience, that makes the player in a way 
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both relieved and sad when it ends, leaving them more introspective and thoughtful after the game 

is over, which would elicit empathic, prosocial thoughts. 

 

Much of the moral expression aesthetic stems from narrative events and how the player manages 

their needs and what they consider important. For example, a more introverted player could gladly 

sacrifice social needs for time and energy, or a player could choose to prioritize money over 

everything and could leave some meters much lower than others to save as much money as 

possible. Moral decisions also come into play when certain narrative events occur, like returning 

or taking money a stranger dropped by accident, choosing to steal something regardless of if the 

character really needs it or not, or relying on short term stress fixes, like alcohol or cigarettes, 

rather than spending money or energy to alleviate large stressors. These types of moral expression 

aesthetics were influenced by our own experiences and autoethnographic material, for example, “I 

have seen and experienced (legal!) substance abuse because of poverty around me and in my 

family circle.” (Minkeviciute, 2021) and “My parents drank very often to relieve stress over 

finances. I picked up this habit of alcohol abuse when I started dealing with finances for rent, 

university and therapy (when I reached legal age).” (Taillefer, 2021). This topic is also explored 

by Schrier (2019). She writes how in moral learning games, letting the players experiment with 

their moral identities leads to a more meaningful play experience. Khaled (2018) also writes about 

it in a sense to spark a sense of reflection in players, there should not be clear-cut answers and we 

want to challenge players to look at their assumptions and biases. We want to provoke our players 

to think on their decisions and not give just a straight “right and wrong” answer.  

 

 

5.5 Narrative Events 

 

Discussed further back in the game overview, there are three major components to our narrative. 

Main player characters, random story occurrences, and scripted story occurrences.  

 

To preface the character section, the initial designs included a single vague character, or a 

nondescript vessel for the player within the game, being subjected to various low-income 

situations. After more design refinement, we went with the idea of contrast, and directly showing 

a living situation where the character has money at their disposal, and then showing how much 

more stressful a living situation becomes with low finances. Due to how relative the concept of 

being impoverished is between different societies, this gives a very clear idea of what type of 

western, global north situation we want to portray. Other affirmations of making the change to two 

substantially designed characters with thoughts and backgrounds came from the idea that players 

can often have a stronger empathy and identify towards established characters and their 

perspectives, often circumventing any emotional distancing from the player and on-screen events. 

(Papoutsi and Drigas, 2016, p. 36-37) and it also feels less invasive than a 2nd person narrative, 

where the game is telling a self-insert of the player how they are supposed to feel regarding needs 

or thoughts. Both of our characters are white women, as both authors are also white women. 

 

The first character the player will encounter is Laura Moore, and the main point behind our design 

with her is a similar concept that low-income people are dealt, which is people cannot control what 

financial situation they are born into. In this case, Laura isn’t meant to be a stereotype of a selfish 

rich person, like the villainous caricatures communists had used to portray bourgeoisie in 
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propaganda. The purpose of her character is to depict someone who has lived with different 

opportunities and privileges than the working-class person and is uneducated or unaware of how 

others truly live outside of her family and social bubble. Laura is likeable and compassionate but 

is very short sighted. She is just used to being able to afford everything she would like, especially 

a hobby of collecting expensive fashion, and not being forced to budget every penny to live. This 

was inspired by a part of Levi’s autoethnographic material and seeing a second-hand experience 

of how wealthier people lived compared to her own situation. “I had a friend in middle school 

whose family was far wealthier than mine would ever be. Her grandparents owned a local concrete 

and construction company, and she had horses on her family’s ranch. Their family had a lot of nice 

ATVs, hunting supplies and big trucks and campers. She got a new custom truck when she was in 

high school. She wasn’t mean and still very kind but was just living in a completely different world 

than me.” (Taillefer, 2021) A note from Segal’s article, (2007) in a similar thought to Levi’s 

comment, she discusses how many members of congress where rich white men making decisions 

for those with little or no income, and how unaware these people are of the low-income public; 

they are not inherently bad but just cannot relate in terms of lifestyle. Moving forward, Laura’s 

appearance also reflects her financial status, being able to shop for designer clothing whenever she 

feels like it, she can go to the gym to keep her body in shape, and she can choose to eat at a 

restaurant without a second thought. And most crucially, she does not have to work for the money 

she receives from her doting parents, so for her character, credit numbers have nowhere near the 

same ‘weight’ as they do to Sam, our low-income character.  

 

Our second player character is Sam Brooks, who is the contrasting character to Laura. Once again, 

not made after a stereotype of a homeless person begging on the street, but more of a person that 

has a roof over their head, a semi-regular job and food for the most part. The biggest difference 

here is how and where she was raised and how that affected her lifestyle. She was raised by a 

single mother, which was inspired by both the co-authors’ lives and autoethnographic stories; both 

growing up in divorced homes. Because of it, Sam grew up in a much less advantageous 

socioeconomic situation but could not help it due to being born into it and not being able to do 

anything about it, since she does not have the same privileges and opportunities as Laura and her 

family. Even though the fictional city Vezhin has free education, like Sweden, where both co-

authors live currently, savings need to be had to pay rent and other expenses while in education. 

Unlike Sweden, however, student loans in this city are inspired by Lithuania and North America, 

being unfair and predatory, so Sam could not afford it. This upbringing led to Sam being rather 

pessimistic and cynical, from how stressful and exhausting everyday life can be when it is “on 

hard mode” and working exhausting jobs, inspired by Greta’s stories from her autoethnographic 

material: “I remember living as five people in an apartment that has one room, one kitchen, one 

small bathroom for the toilet and one small bathroom for the shower and sink. We had very little 

money too, and I was constantly stressed when at home. I would always try to get out of it as much 

as possible and would hesitate to show it to my friends.” (Minkeviciute, 2021). Sam’s appearance 

is inspired by both co-authors’ autoethnographies and struggles, like being overweight from poor 

quality food, having a slumped posture and demeanour from working and general stress 

exhaustion, as well as having something about her body, which in Sam’s case is her birthmark, 

that money could fix or hide, but she is unable to pay for it and it really affects her confidence. 

 

We have elaborate character appearance designs, so it might seem contradictory to keep this from 

the player while they are playing the character, but it makes sense from the narrative point. Within 



22 

 

the game’s logic, the characters know what they look like and what they are insecure about, but to 

keep both of the player character interactions in the world natural and for the player to grow with 

the characters and narrative, they have to be unaware of who it is they keep seeing at first. While 

it is not completely avoidable, with this rather unique perspective-taking of two different 

characters, we want to reduce the likelihood of the player knowing much more than the player 

characters. 

 

This narrative and character growth is shown through what we call random occurrences and 

scripted occurrences. The random occurrences are basically random events that trigger when 

certain conditions are met, but due to the loose and non-linear nature of playing the game, they 

happen in a random order. The only constant there is the amount of how many of these occurrences 

can happen each week where the two characters encounter or notice each other. This amount keeps 

increasing each week, to create a progression of story and to make the two player characters notice 

each other specifically as Non-Playable-Characters (NPCs) more. To ensure the success of these 

random occurrences, a significant pool of these events must be made, to accommodate different 

playstyles, strategies, and to make sure a week does not pass by without having the required 

amount of these occurrences happen. We have created a handful, based on our experiences and 

autoethnographic stories, but they can be rewritten, changed, and more can be added. What is in 

already is there to be an example. The same list has examples of any unlimited, simple events and 

interactions that can happen in the characters’ daily lives and affect their needs to varying degrees. 

A few of the examples would be Laura seeing Sam enter a thrift store and thinking to herself: 

“Who wants used clothes, it sounds unhygienic”, in contrast, Sam could see Laura entering an 

expensive clothing store and thinking to herself how she does not understand the worth of brand 

names and how it is a waste. These passing thoughts, only known to the character, and heard by 

the player, apply to random strangers too, but the other player character is the only NPC that keeps 

repeatedly getting noticed and commented on. Thoughts on random passers-by can be as simple 

as Sam noticing a stranger’s shoes and thinking they look expensive or Laura seeing a homeless 

person begging and thinking that they should work for their money instead of begging. 

 

To give some structure to the narrative flow, there are scripted events that happen with the help of 

cutscenes no matter what on certain days (Appendix A, p. 51-53). They are the main plot points 

that lead to the game’s conclusion. There are three of these scripted events in total. The first one 

happens on Day 7, and that is when Laura receives her allowance and thanks her parents, also 

inviting them for dinner at Dom’s Pizza (a pizzeria in the city). This event is scripted to happen at 

21:00 and on her way there, Laura notices a figure (Sam) having a smoke break from work alone 

in the shopping centre’s employee parking lot. Laura just makes a comment to herself how 

unhealthy and unnecessary it is. The second event happens on Day 21, and it is once again Laura’s 

day of receiving allowance. This time, she decides to go to Dom’s Pizza with her friends, and when 

she is there, she notices Sam going by and briefly stopping by the window and looking in, but 

Dominik himself sees this and storms out to scare her off, since recently the place was broken into 

and robbed by an impoverished person. The last scripted cinematic event happens on the last day, 

Day 30. This time, the day is played from Sam’s perspective, and with some scripted set-up on 

days 28 and 29, they will both end up in the tax agency building, going to renew their IDs. They 

both take the same elevator, which gets stuck, and after calling the emergency number, they say to 

stay put, as the only available mechanic is on his lunch break. To break the awkward silence, they 

start talking, and summed up, they start by talking about how they kept noticing each other in the 
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city and then about their financial situations. Laura learns about the repeating nature of poverty 

and offers to help Sam find a more stable job through her mother, who is on the board of directors 

of the hospital. While the job would end up being something like a janitor, it would still be more 

reliable and stable. The true ending to our narrative is where we really push for one of our biggest 

anchors of this research, a literal showcase of Segal’s (2007, 2011) idea of how to establish social 

empathy, and the first step is to listen to those who are marginalized, just like when Sam talks 

about her situation to Laura. In turn, we see a best-case scenario, where Laura offers to do what 

she can to help Sam. It is not meant to be a happy, ‘sunshine-and-rainbows’ situation where one 

wealthy 20-year-old solves socioeconomic injustice, but she listens, and realizes that other people 

are far lacking in life opportunities, and then does what she can to help. We wanted to design this 

in a way that seems realistic while still presenting a situation where empathy is bridged, and 

awareness is spread. The game tries to achieve a prosocial motivation where players take what is 

shown in this game and listen to those who need to be heard. Unlike other games, there is no clear-

cut solution, or written out quest with an objective because this game’s problem is real and does 

not have a definite solution. And it does not plan on solving the whole world’s problem with 

financial inequality, it just focuses on one individual at a time, and what one person can do to 

change. 

 

In between these scripted cinematic events, some simple scripted events might happen, like 

surprise bills and forced choices. Their severity varies depending how far into the game the player 

is, for example, on days 8-13, a dog shelter adoption drive happens, which gives both characters a 

choice to adopt a pet or just alleviate stress by interacting with the dogs. Towards the end of this 

week, Sam also receives a surprise service bill from her landlord for a broken public washing 

machine that she must pay within five days. On days 15-20, Laura is bound to notice that her hair’s 

roots start showing up, but she can just go to the salon and get it fixed, regaining the lost 

confidence. Sam, however, gets a scripted event of feeling psychologically burnt out from her 

night shift work, which will add some multipliers to her “red needs”. Lastly, on days 22-27, Sam 

gets injured at work and must pay for painkillers and a hand brace or try to shrug it off at the cost 

of stress and worse performance at work. Meanwhile, whenever the player wakes up as Laura, 

they find out that the previous day, she dropped her phone in the bathtub, left it out to dry, but 

upon checking it that day, it still does not work. To replace it, she needs to buy a new one, which 

is not a problem, unless the player was really careless with her finances. These scripted events 

brought even more structure and life to the story, also ramping up the difficulty of the game, to 

keep the player engaged and feel a sense of challenge and accomplishment and not get bored when 

they understand the ropes of the mechanics. (Adams, 2014, p. 418). The author explains it as a 

concept called a “difficulty curve”, which is very important for engagement with games. It is a 

difficult balance to keep for the player to have maximum enjoyment with a game, providing 

enough challenge while keeping up with the player’s ability so they do not get bored. 

 

Lastly, our game’s narrative has multiple endings beside the true ending described above 

(Appendix A, p. 44, 48-49), and the rest are separated into fail-states or game overs. Both Laura 

and Sam have game overs, but Sam’s endings are much more impactful, and she can fall victim to 

them if the player mismanages her money, or if the green needs fall to 0 or the red needs are maxed 

out. Sam has a unique ending correlating with each of the red and green needs, and can have serious 

consequences, like being evicted, losing her job, or becoming dependent on her mother as a last 

resort. It was also decided to include facts about impoverished people to show concrete information 
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that correlates to each game over. Laura only has one bad ending and is more of a ‘just in case 

anyone is curious enough to attempt it’, but if Laura loses too much of her savings or any of her 

red needs are maxed out or her green needs are empty, she simply goes back to live with her parents 

and gets the help she needs with no issue. We designed the game, so it is much harder to fail as 

Laura, but we have an ending just in case. This is also to show how those with lower income 

sometimes do not have a lot of resources to fall back on, especially if they do not have money 

saved up for such a situation. 
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6 Discussion 

 

In summary, we have found three key ways that helped us portray western global north low income 

and socioeconomic struggles in our design of a game. The first one might not apply to many genres 

of games, but it ended up being very important for this one. That is the mechanic of the needs 

system, as it seeks to portray human needs in a tangible way and showing how certain actions 

affect them. Additionally, this system shows how difficult it can be to satisfy those needs 

depending on the opportunities a character has, especially finances. While money cannot buy 

happiness, it can help with a lot of things for a person’s wellbeing, like food, clothing, and a good 

place to stay. Mechanically, the idea of need management stems from a life simulator genre basis. 

It is a more clear and concise way to visualize the complexity of human emotion, physiological 

needs, and mental needs. Mitgutsch and Alvarado (2012), informed this choice by determining 

what sort of “verbs” the game is using to show the purpose. Need management, and money 

management is what low-income people are forced to do on a daily basis. It directly shows in the 

game design how stressful life can be when people are struggling with these issues in an interactive 

manner. After researching how literal situations of resource management in simulations (Nickols 

and Nielsen, 2011; Smith-Carrier et al., 2019) are very effective in informing people about these 

inequalities, this mechanic was essential and integral to our gameplay. 

 

The second key part is showing contrast between different characters. In this game, it is done by 

having two player characters from very different socioeconomic classes, working class and upper 

middle class (Gilbert, 2018). In addition, we made sure to write down that all the NPCs roaming 

the city should not look to be of uniform wealth (Appendix A, p. 41). Instead, there would be some 

extremes like very rich and extravagant looking people and homeless people, but also those in the 

middle, more like Sam or Laura. The contrast between our player characters Sam and Laura 

manifests not only in their wealth but also worldview, habits, and character. For a character to be 

realistic, they need to reflect what they went through and have good and bad sides to them. In our 

case, Laura is a happy go lucky person, but is ignorant about socioeconomic struggles of others 

and is quite obsessed with her self-image. Sam, on the other hand, is more passive, tired from her 

lifestyle and work, has confidence issues because of her birthmark and unhealthy coping 

mechanisms like smoking. In contrast, she is open and understanding of others, but judgmental 

towards capitalistic culture of looking for happiness in expensive things. The player characters are 

meant to be as real as possible with faults, vices, and their ways of expressing emotion. They 

should not be “good” and “evil” caricatures. For example, Sam has the choice to steal if she wants 

or must, which could be considered immoral, and Laura is not seen berating poor people or not 

feeling compassion, she is just oblivious to others’ situations. This is to clearly emphasize how 

socioeconomic divides can sometimes cause people to live in completely different worlds, with 

different expectations and their own circles of reality. We were also very aware of pre-established 

stereotypes of low-income people approaching this design, and we wanted to avoid exaggerated 

fabrication by basing certain actions and narrative points on our own experiences. 

 

The last and most extensive key part to this is the realism of it all. A central part of this overall 

design choice was not waiting to fictionalize the game design’s purpose and clearly show the 

player what this game is trying to teach (Khaled, 2018). The city is based on real locations and is 

designed to feel like a moving, breathing world. Also, like mentioned before, the characters are 

made to feel as realistic and as “human” as possible, including the non-playable ones. Realism is 
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integrated into the gameplay as well, especially through the management dynamic, where the 

player character has needs, finances and their time to constantly worry about. Unlike traditional 

games, this one does not have constant objectives to hold the players hand and guide them. Rather, 

the game shows the player problems, and then it is up to the player to solve them through whatever 

means they see fit by exploring, experimenting, and making their own decisions regarding choices 

and needs. All these problems and ways to solve them are shown in an unobtrusive user interface 

(UI) the game seeks to have. Most of the information like needs, finances and location are in a part 

of UI that activates or “comes out” only by holding a button, otherwise leaving an open, empty 

camera. Without this UI the player can only constantly see the time and subtle dot indicators on 

things they can interact with. In gameplay, visuals, and narrative, this game design holds realism 

and understanding at its core and combined with the amount of research and self-reflection put 

into it, this game will show socioeconomic struggles of the western global north in a clear and 

informative experience. The locations, gameplay events and characters are inspired by the real 

world, specifically previous research and autoethnographic work. Both authors went through 

socioeconomic struggles, similar to the character Sam. Drawing from these real experiences was 

very important for the authenticity of the game and a realistic representation of socioeconomic 

problems. These experiences are also what inspired the design of the game in the first place and 

shaped it into what it is now. 
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7 Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, the aim was to design a game that portrays Western Global North low income and 

socioeconomic struggles. The result is a finished Game Design Document for a game called 

Lesser<Than... . It is a design for a game, with fleshed out gameplay based on personal game 

design studies and a polished narrative, that was inspired by real life experiences. Anchor 

information, such as literature and games, was combined with autoethnographic journals as a 

central detail to create mechanics, narratives and world building as unappropriated and genuine. 

All of those components were central to designing and portraying the experience of lower 

socioeconomic classes. The research that was done to support the design process was in the field 

of poverty, socioeconomic class structure, similar games, and empathy. Research on poverty gave 

a broader point of view on people in poverty, how it affects them, and how people who are not in 

poverty see them. All of which influenced the creation of a game world full of characters grounded 

in reality. In the GDD, it is reflected through the design of the world and how all the characters 

interact. It became a complex system that is not just painted in black and white. Meanwhile, 

studying socioeconomic class structure gave us a reference point and different standardized 

perspectives to take from, based on a model by Gilbert and Kahl, in turn taking reference from 

Marx and Weber. This reference point made us keep up a consistent representation, not leaving 

realistic socioeconomic bounds, even when it came to the more unfamiliar lifestyle of Laura. A 

plethora of related and semi-related games were also studied for inspiration in terms of mechanics 

and game feel. One of the core examples of those studies was the needs system, inspired by The 

Sims (Electronic Arts, 2000). It ended up being one of the key ways of portraying what was aimed 

to portray. Additionally, the game Detroit: Become Human (Quantic Dream, 2018) heavily 

contributed to helping us picture the vision of how the game itself is played and how it flows from 

the player’s perspective. Finally, studying empathy was central to design prosocial game elements 

and learn how to elicit a positive empathic response to people who struggle socioeconomically and 

need to be heard. To achieve this central part of the game, pre-established characters were made 

with backgrounds, emotions, and personalities, that are grounded in the authors’ autoethnographic 

writing for added realism. Additionally, the game seeks to always emphasize the contrast between 

different lives and lifestyles, showing how much harder the same task or issue can be to others.  
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1 Game Overview  
  
1.2 Game Concept  
  
A game about two characters, which the player controls every in-game day. The game starts with 

the player character Laura waking up in her house and having to start her day, taking care of her 

resources: Money, Time, needs: Energy, Confidence, Social Interaction, and negative needs: 

Hunger, Guilt, Stress. The first player character, Laura, is one that is well off (upper middle 

class) and has everything she needs at home, she can go out without any problems, go shopping, 

interact with other people or friends. What the player interacts with and how is up to them, but 

each action takes in-game time. There is also a possibility to meet the other player character and 

express your thoughts about them without knowing who they are. Next in-game day, the player 

wakes up as another character, Sam. However, she is different, she has the same needs, but they 

are looking worse. Going around Sam’s house, it doesn’t have so many commodities, clothing or 

food like Laura does, and it looks much worse. Options when going out are limited and choices 

this character can make are different (working poor class). This character can also meet the other 

character, now as an NPC (non-playable character), still without knowing, because the 

player doesn’t know what they look like, and also have some thoughts about them. Them being 

the other player character will be hinted at more and more throughout the game. While the 

primary gameplay is managing needs and interacting with the world, the end result or a goal will 

be for the two player characters to meet and become friends, making the impoverished character 

happier and feel more accepted and the well-off character changes her mind, tries to help out a 

little and clear up the stigma.  
  
1.3 Genre  
  
3D First person adventure game/life sim.  
  
1.4 Target Audience  
  
We want our target audience to be mostly people who are living comfortable lives and people 

who stigmatize those in poverty. This game would probably be liked by people who are fans of 

Telltale games (2004) and specifically Detroit: Become Human (Quantic Dream, 2018) or other 

narrative-driven games.  
  
1.5 Game Flow Summary  
  
The player moves through the game smoothly, with a human fast-walking pace. It needs to feel 

realistic and not too rushed, so the world can be taken-in and things around the player could be 

seen and heard. The bottom of the interface has the needs and phone displayed (with a key to 

toggle it, for better immersion) and the top of the screen shows the time of day. The way the 

players interact with the world is coming up to various places and objects that have an 

unobtrusive dot on them. Looking at it with the mouse (or a controller) and clicking it will 

prompt possible interactions and show the time it takes to complete them. Sometimes just 
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looking at things or listening to conversations happening in the world will trigger the player 

character’s inner thoughts to be heard by the player.  
  
1.6 Look and Feel  
  
The look of the game world should be as close to realism as possible, but the artistic 

interpretation comes in with the lighting, colour saturation, and contrast. The setting is in a 

nondescript city, but the affluent character lives in an expensive flat in the wealthier downtown 

area and can take a car to get around, and the impoverished character lives in the more run-down 

inner city and must take public transit or walk to get around.  
The scene will become more washed out and less saturated the more stressed out a character is 

feeling. This may cause the low-income character’s scene to appear less vibrant due to more 

financial issues piling up but may not affect the affluent character as badly. This “stress view” 

can also become heavily contrasted if the character has a stressful event happen to them.  
For both characters, the objects that always have the most vibrancy with contrast are 

advertisements, stores, shop windows, or restaurants. In this sense, commercialism and 

purchasing expensive things may be less noticeable for the affluent character, but much more 

noticeable and distracting for the stressed-out low-income character.  
  
2 Gameplay and Mechanics  
  
2.1 Gameplay  
  
2.1.1 Game Progression  
  
The game is played from the perspective of two different player characters, a wealthy one and an 

impoverished one. Day one always starts with the wealthy character, and then they alternate, one 

day for each, last day being played from the impoverished character’s perspective. Gameplay 

lasts for an in-game month, divided into four in-game weeks, after each week each player 

character gets paid their allowance or salary. To finish the game and reach the “good” ending, 

the player must play through the entire in-game month without losing. Losing happens when one 

player character’s red needs go fully up, or green needs go fully down (difference between the 

needs is explained further on).  
  
2.1.2 Challenge structure  
  
The challenge is managing the player’s needs and finances and choices every week for both 

player characters. While there should be very little or no challenge at all to manage everything 

for the well-off character, it’s there to give the player a break, offer some more character and 

world building and show the big contrast between the lives of these characters. Different 

scenarios or problems can come in out of nowhere and each character must deal with said 

problems within their means.  
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2.1.3 Objectives  
  
The objective of this game is to survive a month with both characters and get the “happy 

ending”. The narrative will flesh out the longer you keep yourself playing.  
  
2.1.4 Play Flow  
  
The game flows on a day-to-day basis, with every morning starting similarly, waking up in the 

player character’s bed. After that, depending on their needs, they’re free to do things and explore 

the world as they please. The number of actions to do in a day is limited, since each action takes 

time.   
Generally, the day goes like this:  

  
Wake up.  

Check needs.  

Do what you can about those needs in home (Eat, Dress up, Clean).  
Go outside for other needs (Socialize, Eat, Shop for groceries/appliances/hobbies).  
Interact with NPCs (non-playable characters).  
Go home.  
Work/Sleep.  

  

During any of these steps, there could be random events that may require to make hard/moral 

choices.  
The main types of management throughout the day would be time management, money 

management, energy management.  
  
2.2 Mechanics  
  
2.2.1 Physics  
  
Realistic Earth physics and gravity.  
  
2.2.2 Movement in the game  
  
Simple 1st person movement at the speed of fast walking.  
  
2.2.3 Objects  
  
Objects in the game cannot be directly picked up or moved, but interactable objects will have an 

indication on them, and so, interacting with it will reveal the prompts of what can be done, 

which, upon choosing, plays out. The only objects that can be interacted with without a prompt 

are doors.  
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2.2.4 Actions and Controls  

  
Camera can be controlled with mouse movement, for looking around.  
WASD keyboard buttons are used for movement.  
Left Click on the mouse is used to interact with everything that’s interactable with in game, 

including NPCs, as well as picking options after initiating interaction.  
TAB button brings up the needs and the phone with the money information from the bottom of 

the screen.  
ESC button to pause the game.  
  
2.2.5 Economy  
  
We have an economy of time, money and needs, and the central mechanic of the game is 

management of this economy. Everything that is at your disposal or is a necessary thing as a 

functioning human has a meter and a supply. First and foremost, money in the game is a 

numerical value and is a nondescript currency- credits (a midpoint between euros and 

(us)dollars). Money is managed and spent on food, clothes, services, bills, transport, or 

healthcare. Credits are meant to reflect real world money, so the player can take loans or 

accumulate debt. Obviously, the wealthy character has a surplus of credits, and the low-

income character needs to budget carefully. There is also an energy value and time resources. 

Doing things throughout the day costs time for either character, but the lower income character 

has less energy to spend during the day from working the night shift, and the wealthy 

character isn’t working during the course of the game. The player also has to manage hunger, 

stress, confidence/self-esteem, social interaction and other human needs that need to be 

accounted for. Certain actions may cost time, energy, or money but will replenish other personal 

resources. Some of these resources are shown in numbers, colored bars, or as screen effects, such 

as stress.  
  
These resources are categorized into three interacting systems and described in more detail 

below:  
  
Time - Time is a resource that must be managed in the game. While it is up for iteration through 

playtesting and seeing what feels better, we will start with 24 hours, that in the game translate 

into 24 minutes for not so bogged-down gameplay. One thing that doesn’t cost time is walking 

and exploring, to give the player time to take in the environment and get accustomed to the house 

they’re in at first and then the city. However, time is taken away once any action is selected. For 

example, waking up and walking into the house’s kitchen leaves the player with 24 minutes (in 

game hours) still, but interacting with the fridge to make and eat breakfast, depending on the 

choice, might take 20 minutes to 1 hours. No matter if the action is done successfully or not (like 

stealing), the attempt will always take the amount of time that is shown but will have different 

impacts on the needs of the character. Every sentence in a casual conversation with an 

NPC wouldn’t cost time but an average conversation, at the end of it, will have lasted for 5 to 10 

minutes. Lastly, to have maximum possible energy benefits next day, 8 hours of in-game time 

need to be dedicated to sleeping.  
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Money - In game world currency. Functions as a fictional currency called “credits” and is a value 

that is a median between US dollars and Euros. It is displayed as a numerical value in each 

character’s bank account and can be checked on their phone (in the UI) or by interacting with an 

ATM. Credits are earned, in Laura’s case she receives money from her parents at the end of 

every week, and Sam gets paid from her job at the end of every week. Money works the same as 

in real life, and can be used to buy clothes, food, services, or objects. Playtesting needs to be 

done to fully decide on the in-game economy that makes sense. However, it will need to be 

saved, managed, and budgeted. Loans can also be acquired but must be paid back within a 

week.   
Money can become a negative value if the character has a pending service bill. If the money 

value is still negative past the bill’s due date, the game ends. If there are no pending bills, then 

money remains at a minimum of 0. These kinds of scenarios, like spending or saving money can 

greatly impact the character emotionally through their needs. Also, in some cases, money can be 

used to save time, for example, commuting in and out of the city.  
  
2.2.6 Needs  
  
Green Needs - The fuller these meters are, the more of a positive effect they have on the 

character’s mood and health. If one of the meters hits 0%, the game is lost.  
  
Energy - It is a self-explanatory need. Depending on how much time the player dedicates the 

character’s sleep, the character wakes up with the bar filled up to a certain extent (8 hours = 

100%). Throughout the day, most actions cost a certain amount of energy. This amount is only 

indicated to the player after the action is finished and depends on the physical and mental 

difficulty of the task. In addition to sleeping, small amounts of energy can be regained by eating, 

taking an action to sit still or lie down and rest for an hour (as many times in a row as the player 

wishes).  
  
Confidence - This is a mental need that is affected by the player character’s self-image. 

It doesn’t gradually decrease over time, but it can be mildly affected by certain events, like 

getting caught stealing or getting mocked or insulted by someone. Not changing your player 

character’s outfit every day lowers it by 10%.  
  
Social Interaction - This need goes down by 10% every day the player character has gone 

without socializing with a person they consider a friend. In a dire situation, interacting with a 

stranger can boost this need by 5% if this stranger wants to engage in a two-way conversation. 

However, bad social interactions, like getting scolded, decreases this need by 10% too, as the 

character likely would want some comforting. Both characters have different levels of depletion 

because Laura is a social butterfly and Sam is quite introverted. Laura will need social 

interaction more often than Sam.  
  
Red Needs - When these meters decrease, positive effects are had on the player character, and in 

contrast, if any of them are filled to 100%, the game is lost.  
  
Hunger - This meter is empty or low when a character has eaten a sufficient amount of food. 

Better quality food causes the bar to increase slower, and junk or fast food increases faster. 
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Generally, without eating, 0% to 100% of this bar increases over 16 in-game hours. Simply not 

choosing to eat or having to sacrifice meals to save money will increase this bar.  
  
Guilt - When the player character does something immoral, rude, or against their values, this bar 

increases. Each character has separate actions they can perform or consider guilt worthy. For 

example, Sam has the ability to steal, and will feel guilty afterwards, or splurging money on 

expensive non-essential items. On the other hand, Laura can choose to ignore her friend’s 

requests to socialize or spend too much of her savings at one time, causing her to feel more 

guilty. Guilt can decrease through good, selfless actions, or little by little over time (10% a day) 

and cannot be quickly forced down to zero.  
  
Stress - Stress is both a meter and a visual effect. Stress is a culmination of all meters and 

resources, and if more red needs are full and green needs are empty (including money), the 

player character will be affected by stress. Stress can also show up and be multiplied suddenly 

during stressful narrative events. The more stressed out a player character is, the more the 

environment’s colors will be washed out and grey. Stress can be depleted minimally with social 

activity or rest, or by receiving money. However, it will not decrease by itself over time.  
  
2.2.7 Screen Flow  
  
Main menu screen - A screen where the game can be started, quit, saves loaded and 

options accessed.  
Calendar screen - Select the day you want to continue from. A small pop-up appears with small 

details that occurred on already played days.   
Main gameplay screen - A screen in which the gameplay happens.  

Pause menu screen - A screen that is on when the game is paused. Can be used to look at options, 

reload a save or go back to the main menu.  
Game Over screen - A screen with many variations depending on how the game was ended. 

Includes buttons for going back to the Main Menu screen, button to go to the Calendar screen 

and reload to a day and a statistical fact relating to what happened to the player character.  
The End screen - similar to the game over screen, but this one appears when the player 

successfully plays through the game. It has a background of a still picture with the two player 

characters, a thank you for playing text and an encouraging message, an option to go back to the 

main menu and option to go to the Calendar screen and reload.  
  
2.3 Game Options  
  
For players with different devices, we want to include Video Quality and resolution settings, 

Volume control and Brightness.  

For accessibility’s sake we want to include an option to turn captions on and off and to be able to 

reallocate key bindings or allow for controller input alternatively.  
  
2.4 Replaying and Saving  
  
The game saves automatically every day and can be reloaded to any previous day during any 

point, to allow some room for experimentation for the player. The player can restart from a 
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previously played day, either as a quick play/no save day, or to restart their total saved progress 

from that day forward.  
  
2.5 Easter Eggs  
  
We would like some easter eggs to be included in the world, mainly as shops, places, or 

monuments from the areas where we grew up (Panevezys, Lithuania for Greta and Hinton, AB, 

Canada for Levi) for a personal touch.  
  
3 Characters, Setting and Story  
  
3.1 Player Characters  
  
3.1.1 Laura  
  
Character Background/Personality:  
The wealthy character, or Laura Moore, is a 20-year-old young woman, born into a wealthy 

family of a surgeon father and a mother that is on the town’s biggest hospital’s board of 

directors. Laura is currently a medical student on a summer break, living in a nice flat in the city, 

paid off by her wealthy parents. She wants to spend her summer relaxing, shopping, hanging out 

with friends, catching up on studies a little and not worrying about a thing. Being in a wealthy 

family, there is no need for her to have a job. She is a nice, popular girl who likes to always look 

and dress fashionably; never in sweatpants, so to say. She has a circle of friends that live a 

similar lifestyle, so she is rather oblivious of people outside such a life. Laura is used to being 

extremely social, and always likes to be surrounded by friends. She will always help a peer who 

is, for example, struggling with studies but she has never thought of donations or charity for 

those less fortunate, because from her perspective, and seeing how hard her parents work, she 

just thinks that impoverished people are simply lazy and don’t work hard enough.  
  
Character Appearance:  
She is a fair-skinned, skinny girl with straight, long blonde hair and blue eyes. She has a well-

cared for skin and always well-manicured nails. Her favorite color is pastel green, so a lot of her 

accessories and clothes come in that color.  
  
Character Animations:  
All of her animations will be walking, sitting, talking and interacting with the world when she is 

portrayed as an NPC, her movements have quite a bit of energy and pep to them, due to the fact 

that she isn’t working or exhausted, and is on summer break. Her facial expression is very elated 

and warm even when neutral but can become worried and fearful if something goes wrong. She 

often makes over exaggerated hand movements when she talks.  
  
3.1.2 Sam  
  
Character Background/Personality:  
The impoverished character, or Sam Brooks is a 22-year-old young woman, who was not born so 

fortunate. Her parents divorced when she was 6 and she was raised by a single mother who did 
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not have a higher education, so she worked bad paying menial jobs for long hours and little pay. 

She moved out from her mother’s place at 18, as is often expected from children, but to pay for 

this rent, she had to work and couldn’t get a higher education (also due to a not so academic 

performance in high school). As a young woman with no experience or a degree, she can only 

get unstable, unreliable jobs and right now, she is working part-time night shifts in a warehouse. 

She can come off as cynical and abrasive, but she never judges a person by their looks. She had 

few good friends that got distanced from her as they finished education and moved away, so 

currently she is pretty lonely. She isn’t very needy socially, due to being picked on in school, so 

she is quite introverted. Not having much to fall back on, and with a constant need to stretch and 

juggle finances, stress is always looming around her. She wants a better life but doesn’t know 

how to get out of this loop, so she is a bit envious of those more fortunate, but she is not too 

spiteful about it.  
  
Character Appearance:  
She is a pale, chubby girl with Ashy brown hair and brown eyes. Her hair is shoulder length, 

frizzy and messy. She has a red birthmark around her right eye and forehead. She has calloused, 

dry hands, like a person who works a lot of menial labor. Her clothes a lot of times are random 

and don’t really fit together, but most of her wardrobe is gray or black.  
  
Character animations:  
Just like the other character, all her animations will be walking, talking, sitting, interacting with 

the world, etc., but the mood is completely different. Her walk is a bit more slouched and leaning 

forward, from being exhausted from work and stress, and insecure about her birthmark. Her 

facial expression, when neutral is a bit more sour looking from living a life full of worry and 

constant back pain from menial work. She is not very expressive in her movements when talking 

or interacting with things, even when the emotions she feels are strong.  
  
Their relationship:  
At the start of the game, they don’t know who each other is (the player doesn’t know either), but 

by going into the city they keep meeting and interacting, slowly getting closer and revealing to 

the player that they are both the player characters. In the end they become friends and understand 

each other more. Laura helps Sam out by recommending her for a better job at the hospital. 

While it is still janitor work, the hours are more reliable and the pay is better, allowing to live 

more comfortably and securely.  
  
3.1.3 Other, non-playable characters  
  
A sweet old lady in her 60s named Margaret. She works in a bakery nearby where Sam’s mom 

lived and where she grew up. Margaret saw Sam grow up and loosely knows of her family’s 

story, so she sometimes takes pity on the child giving her some free “reject” breadsticks or other 

pastries.  
  
A snobby man in his late 30s named Dominik, who owns a fancy restaurant in town and is 

friends with Laura’s family. He is very rude and prejudiced towards poor people and the 

homeless, especially since his restaurant was once broken into and robbed by a homeless old 

man.  
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Laura’s group of friends is five people around her age (19-23) that are also studying in the same 

university. There is a sweet, shy, red haired girl called Beatrice, an outgoing, sporty guy called 

Tom, a nerdy, skinny, and shy guy called Robert, a very active and sporty girl called Kim and a 

very fashionable and a little snotty guy named Mark.  
  
Sam has one friend and coworker from her night shift job, Jesse, a 25-year-old musician, trying 

to make it big as a solo artist, but is stuck in the “starving artist” situation with some bar gigs. 

The night shifts are pretty lonely, so Sam and Jesse talk a lot while working.  
  
Sam also has two former friends from high school named Darius and Christina, but they have 

become distant from Sam since they moved elsewhere to go to separate colleges. Sam wants to 

get back in contact with them at some point…  
  
There will be many NPC characters that aren’t directly significant to either Laura or Sam. They 

will populate the retail spaces and the streets and will only act accordingly to the player 

character’s actions (react to them being nice or doing something bad). A very important part is 

that these random citizens should represent different amounts of wealth, instead of all looking 

uniform and fine. There should be some people more like Laura and some people more like Sam, 

and people in-between, as wells as a few VERY rich looking individuals and a few homeless 

people.  
  
3.2 Story and Narrative  
  
The game is set in the month of July in the city called Vezhin. The game follows the daily lives 

of two women, Laura and Sam for 30 days. Laura is a wealthy student, having fun on her 

summer break and Sam is an unfortunate, working class woman trying to make a living for 

herself. Their lives aren't related or intertwined, but through random occurrences they sometimes 

meet or notice each other in the central part of this rather small city until eventually they become 

friends after accidentally being stuck in an elevator together and talking the time away. Laura 

hears out Sam’s story and offers to help find her a better job though her mom. After being freed 

from this stuck elevator the game ends and they part their ways to home. This ending is played 

out through a cutscene.  
  
You as a player take on the perspective of the woman for that day and can therefore hear said 

woman’s thoughts and comments that she says or doesn’t say out loud. These characters can 

make various observations about mundane or eye-catching things or people while with friends, 

alone, or out and about.  
  
Day to day events and Random Occurrences (inspired by our autoethnographic material):  
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3.2.1 Laura’s Occurrences  
  
Encounters with Sam  
  
Laura sees Sam enter a thrift store, has a passing thought like “Who wants used clothes, it sounds 

unhygienic.”  
  
Laura is waiting in a grocery store’s line and Sam is in front of her. Looking at Sam’s almost 

empty basket with only some packs of instant noodles, Laura thinks how lazy and unhealthy such 

a diet is.  
  
When Laura is hanging out at the fast-food restaurant with her friends, she might notice Sam 

going up to order and asking for something from “the dollar menu”. She then thinks: “Didn’t 

think anyone actually ate that.”  
  
Laura sees Sam pick something off the floor (a hair tie, beanie, money note) and pocket it. 

Thinks how she would never do that.  
  
Laura sees Sam sitting on the bench in the plaza in less than fashionable and new clothes, thinks 

how some people are too lazy to go the extra mile to just look nice.  
  
Laura sees Sam walking down the street with a visibly broken shoe. Just thinks to herself “Jeesh, 

I’d get a new pair.”  
  
When Laura sees Sam get on the bus, she thinks “I never liked taking the bus, I’d much rather 

call a taxi.”  
  
If Laura sees Sam leave her work at Boom in the morning, in her work uniform, she thinks “I 

would never take on a night shift job, it’s so unhealthy”  
  
Other Actions and Events  
  
Laura sees a homeless person begging on the street, ignoring them rises Laura’s guilt a little bit.  
  
When Laura goes to Dominik’s restaurant for a meal, she has a friendly conversation with him, 

mostly about studies, wealth, and her parents.  
  
Laura can go out shopping for clothes with her friends and have some fun. The shop that she 

and her friends prefer is expensive.  
  
Laura has enough money to take a taxi or ride service anywhere she wants to go. She can also 

choose to walk or jog but it's sometimes not the best option if she needs to be somewhere at a 

certain time.  
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Laura lives in a nice flat in a high-rise apartment building downtown. Things in her apartment 

can become too slow or break down, but she can either contact the building’s handyman or buy 

new appliances or electronics on the spot.   
  
If Laura sees a very well-dressed person on the street, she will think to herself “wow, I like this 

style! Gives me some ideas.”  
  
Laura can choose to either cook for herself, order fast food to her flat, or go out to a restaurant. 

Cooking for herself will be less expensive and be of a lower quality, and she can save money by 

eating leftovers.  
  
When Laura sees a homeless person begging on the street, she thinks to herself “They could just 

find a job instead of being so depending on kindness.”  
  
If Laura sees someone with an intricate, neat hairstyle, she thinks to herself “I should try 

something new”  
  
Laura has an array of clothing and accessories at her flat and gets a confidence boost when all 

her clothing and accessory items match as a set.  
  
Laura has enough energy and time during the day to go to the gym or exercise, either alone or 

with her friends as a social activity. This takes some energy but boosts her confidence and social 

meter.  
  
Laura has a big enough social group that she can talk to someone, even just over messages when 

her social needs are low. This contrasts to Sam, as her friend and old friends are too busy to be 

social whenever.  
  
If Laura sees a street musician, she appreciates the music and can toss a few credits to them, but 

she also thinks “This kind of talent is wasted on the streets, they should produce something in a 

studio.”  
  
When Laura sees a group of people enter Dom’s Pizza, she thinks “Glad to see Dominik’s 

business is going well.”  
  
Laura can choose to clean up her apartment or do laundry at the cost of energy, or she can just 

hire an in-home maid service to do it for her.  
  
Laura can gain weight from eating too much junk food or unhealthy food from restaurants. She 

can then make plans to go to the gym or jog to counteract this effect.  
  
Laura can spend some time to paint her nails, which boosts her confidence and reduces her stress 

by a small amount.  
  
Laura can have a stressful moment if she notices hair roots appear in the mirror on her dyed hair. 

She can then have the option to go to the salon to reduce stress.  
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Laura can boost her confidence by posting an update to her social media. (She has a substantial 

following from her high fashion posts)  
  
If Laura sees a random stranger wearing clothes/accessories of her favorite color (pastel green), 

she will think to herself “That looks nice, I wonder where they got it.”  
  
Laura can choose to adopt a dog from a local adoption drive in town. While being a monetary 

dependency, interacting with the dog reduces stress, and time needs to be taken from then on to 

care for it and walk it.  
  
Laura can choose to study a bit in her home, which reduces her guilt.  
  
Laura can eat out with her parents to increase social a little and reduce guilt.  
  
When Laura is shopping for groceries and sees someone picking up an exotic fruit, she thinks “I 

wonder if that’s any good, I should try some too.”  
  
If Laura sees someone littering/tossing something onto the ground she will think “What a jerk.”  
  
Laura can lounge around watching TV to reduce stress and increase energy.  
  
Laura can have a falling out or disagreement with one of her friends, which may cause her to feel 

guilt and stress, and not be as social until she has the opportunity to make up.  
  
Laura can do many more things in her apartment and in town with various effects, depending on 

how the apartment and town is designed.  
  
Laura can go get her teeth whitened for an extra confidence boost.  
  
Laura can make fashion sketches and outfit ideas to reduce stress and spend time on her fashion 

hobby.  
  
Disclaimer: These are our examples. Not all of them have to be used, and more can be made up, 

following a similar format. Consequence severity as well as the affected needs can also be 

changed to suit the increasing difficulty curve of the management gameplay.  
  
Laura’s Bad Ending:  
  
If the player manages to either get one of her green needs reach zero or red needs max out OR 

the player burns through all of her savings, she simply moves back into her parent’s place as they 

deem their daughter unfit to live on her own. The game is “over”, but she’s completely fine.  
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3.2.2 Sam’s Occurrences   
  
Encounters with Laura  
  
Sam sees Laura enter an expensive clothing store and thinks to herself that 

she doesn’t understand the worth of brands and that it’s a waste.  
  
If Sam walks by Dominik’s restaurant and lingers in front of it, Dominik will storm out and scold 

her, saying he knows what she’s thinking and what she’s up to (The player might catch a glimpse 

that Laura is eating there at that time and think that she’s lucky to just be able to do that)  
  
When going to a fast-food place, Sam might notice a table with Laura eating and talking to her 

friends, laughing, and joking around. This will bring up Sam’s memories of her old high school 

friends.  
  
Sam can scroll through her phone and possibly see Laura’s fashion posts on trending pages of 

social media, which could lower her confidence.  
  
Sam can see Laura and her friends getting into a taxi that just arrived. Sam sighs as she wishes 

that she could just get a ride home rather than walking or sitting on the bus.  
  
Sam while in the plaza can see Laura coming out of a clothing store with her friends laughing, 

and many shopping bags in hand. Sam thinks that it’s almost unbelievable that someone 

could afford that big of a purchase on a casual shopping trip.  
  
Sam can see Laura eating outside with her parents at a fancy restaurant, which makes Sam try to 

even remember the last time she had a nice dinner at any restaurant.  
  
Sam can see Laura inside the fancy hair salon, and thinks about how expensive getting a trim is, 

and thinks about how she can just cut her own hair for free or get a cheap box of hair dye if she 

really wanted to.  
  
Other Actions and Events  
  
If Sam decides to go to the bakery, she has a nice chit chat with Margaret, get a few breadsticks 

but feels a little bit guilty about receiving charity.  
  
When Sam tries to dress up nicer for the day to boost her confidence, it actually goes down, since 

some clothes she liked don’t fit anymore and she needs new ones.  
  
Sam sees a barely touched sandwich at an outside cafe with no one around it. Does she just try to 

take it?  
  
Sam sees a stray cat outside her apartment block, it is very friendly but a hungry stray. Does she 

take it? If not, the cat will return to the same spot every following day. If yes, the cat will be a 

dependency on Sam and will cost her money.  
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Sam can spend money on cigarettes to slightly alleviate stress, but sometimes gets lectured by 

the cashier that a young lady shouldn’t smoke.  
  
Sam sees a lost, dirty, and beaten hoodie on the pavement with no one around it, maybe it could 

be washed and worn again? Does she take it? (If taken, it reduces confidence in the moment but 

might raise it in the long run)  
  
If Sam spends over 20 credits a day on something, she will not rest well due to guilt and anxiety 

about it.  
  
Jesse invites Sam out for a coffee. It might be good to socialize but it will cost. Refusing will 

alienate Sam from her only friend a bit.  
  
Going up to an outside display of clothes outside a decent clothing store, Sam can choose to try 

and steal something nice, however, she might get caught and fined, or, if done successfully, she 

will feel guilty about it.  
  
When Sam sees someone in very high-fashion, expensive looking clothes, she thinks “I bet that 

is way overpriced. Looks ridiculous too. How far will some people go to stand out?”  
  
If she goes to a thrift store to look for clothes but checks the price of an item she can’t afford, it 

will stress her out.  
  
If Sam sees someone at the grocery store picking up an exotic fruit or an expensive food item, 

Sam thinks “I never had the chance to try that. Wonder what it’s like.”  
  
Sam can buy grocery store makeup to try and cover up her birthmark and feel more confident 

about it.  
  
Eating a lot of cheap and fast food in a row will plummet her confidence, as she will see an 

increase in weight.  
  
Sam can see someone working on a sleek new laptop at the café and thinks “I wish I could afford 

fancy tech like that. All I have is my ancient phone.”  
  
Eating only fast food for 12 days straight will make it so her clothes don’t fit anymore, and she 

needs new ones.  
  
Sam can see a well-dressed person walking down the street and will start thinking about how she 

wishes she could have an actual wardrobe of clothes at some point.  
  
When Sam sees a homeless person begging, she thinks “Hope I don’t end up like you soon.”  
  
Sam can sit outside and look at birds or other people to pass time and alleviate some stress.  
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When Sam sees someone eating at the Silver Plate, she wonders “How can anyone afford that. 

Mom wouldn’t take me there even for my birthday.”  
  
There is a 50/50 chance when Sam enters a retail store that the cashier will mention security or 

possibly follow her around the store, stereotyping her appearance as a poor thief.  
  
Sam notices a 20-credit bill fall out of a stranger’s pocket on her way to work at night. She picks 

up the bill and no one sees her doing it. Does she return the money to the stranger, or keep it for 

herself?  
  
Sam’s rent can increase unexpectedly. Her small apartment is also old and partly underground, 

so other random costly occurrences could be: a burst water pipe, her microwave breaking 

(requiring a service), electricity becoming shotty, or leaking windows (windows that are level 

with the sidewalk above). She can attempt to fix these problems herself for a lower cost, but it 

risks hurting herself or making the problem worse, prompting a bigger service bill.   
  
Sam can take a big hit of stress if her phone breaks down. If no service or exchange can be done, 

money can only be checked at an ATM. She also has no other access to social media.  
  
Sam can choose to buy a new pair of shoes when hers start to get too worn out. She could try and 

splurge on a higher quality pair of shoes, but if she can’t afford it, then she has to buy a lower 

quality pair which could wear out faster or unexpectedly.  
  
Sam can choose to buy groceries to make a healthier dinner at home. This option requires a bit 

more money, time, and energy, but she can save more money and eat leftovers for multiple days. 

If she doesn’t have enough energy, time or money, then she has to eat fast food, which will affect 

her health over time.   
  
Sam can only choose to walk or take public transit to get where she needs to go for shopping, 

food, or work. Walking will take more time and energy, but she can save the cost of a bus trip for 

another time.  
  
Sam can go grocery shopping and pick what she wants, however, the food has different prices 

and qualities.  
  
Sam can interact with some puppies from a dog adoption drive in town to slightly reduce stress.  
  
Sam can do many more simple things in her apartment or town, depending on how these places 

are designed.  
  
Disclaimer: These are our examples. Not all of them have to be used, and more can be made up, 

following a similar format. Consequence severity as well as the affected needs can also be 

changed to suit the increasing difficulty curve of the management gameplay.  
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Sam’s multiple bad endings:  
  
If the player reaches a bad ending with Sam due to Hunger being maxed out, the game ends, 

saying that Sam became malnourished, couldn’t keep her job due to weakness and had to give up 

her flat and go depend on her mom. This ending screen also includes a statistical fact: 11% of the 

world’s population are undernourished – this means they have a caloric intake below minimum 

energy requirement. (Max Roser and Hannah Ritchie (2019) - "Hunger and Undernourishment". 

Published online at OurWorldInData.org. Retrieved from: 'https://ourworldindata.org/hunger-

and-undernourishment' [Online Resource])  
  
If the player reaches a bad ending with Sam due to Social Interaction being depleted, the game 

ends, saying that Sam lost her job and her flat due to severe depression and has to go depend on 

her mom for help. Statistical fact: Common mental disorders are about twice as frequent among 

the poor as among the rich. For example, evidence indicates that depression is 1.5 to 2 times 

more prevalent among the low-income groups of a population. (Breaking the vicious cycle 

between mental ill-health and poverty. Geneva, World Health Organization, 2007 (url: 

http://www.who.int/mental_health/policy/development/en/index.html, accessed 4 September 

2007; Mental Health Core to Development Information Sheet, Sheet1).)  
  
If the player reaches a bad ending with Sam due to Stress being constantly maxed out, the game 

ends, saying that Sam suffered a nervous breakdown and lost her job due to absence. She also 

has some accumulated hospital debts to pay back now with the last of her savings. Statistical 

fact: A study by Haushofer, J. and Fehr, E. found that poverty is directly linked with higher 

amounts of stress hormone cortisol in people. (Haushofer, J. and Fehr, E., 2014. On the 

psychology of poverty. science, 344(6186), pp.862-867.)  
  
If the player reaches a bad ending with Sam due to grossly incompetent Money management 

(cannot take any more loaned money and has been in the negatives for four in-game days with 

bills and expenses piling up, the game ends, and Sam is evicted from her flat and has to stay in a 

shelter until her mother can make space for her and has to sell her possessions to pay off some of 

the debt. Statistical fact: In the EU in 2018, 5.8% of the population were severely materially 

deprived. More than a quarter of the population was at risk of poverty or social exclusion in 

seven Member States: Bulgaria (32.8%), Romania (32.5%), Greece (31.8%), Latvia (28.4%), 

Lithuania (28.3%), Italy (27.3%) and Spain (26.1%). (European Food Banks Federation FEBA, 

2019. Poverty in Europe. Available at: https://www.eurofoodbank.org/en/poverty-in-europe 

Accessed on May 5, 2021)  
  
If the player reaches a bad ending due to Energy being fully depleted, she is hospitalized from 

exhaustion and overworking, which loses her the job. Statistical fact: Night shift workers are at a 

higher risk of developing occupational fatigue because they tend to sleep less than day workers. 

Our body has a circadian rhythm which tells us when to sleep and when to be awake. Night shift 

workers have a hard time getting more quality sleep because they are trying to override their 

natural sleeping pattern. (Ergonomic Trends, 2020. Workplace Fatigue Statistics and its 

Staggering Costs (2020 Edition). Available at: https://ergonomictrends.com/workplace-fatigue-

statistics/. Accessed on May 5, 2021)  
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If the player reaches a completely empty Confidence meter, the game ends, and Sam is 

mentioned to have stopped caring about herself, her hygiene, or even showing up for work. 

She doesn't care to be seen by the outside world, or what happens to her. She loses her job, is 

evicted, and her mother has to intervene and help her get psychological assistance. Statistical 

fact: Poverty can be a trap. For someone to get out of poverty, they need opportunities such as 

education, clean water, medical facilities nearby, and financial resources. Without these basic 

elements, poverty becomes a cycle from one generation to the next. (Peer, A., 2020. Global 

poverty: Facts, FAQs, and how to help Available at: https://www.worldvision.org/sponsorship-

news-stories/global-poverty-facts. Accessed May 5, 2021)  
  
If the player reaches a bad ending due to the Guilt meter maxing out, she becomes a shut-in, 

unable to show herself and deal with her own actions. Statistical fact: Recent estimates for global 

poverty are that 9.2% of the world, or 689 million people, live in extreme poverty on $1.90 or 

less a day, according to the World Bank. (Peer, A., 2020. Global poverty: Facts, FAQs, and how 

to help Available at: https://www.worldvision.org/sponsorship-news-stories/global-poverty-facts. 

Accessed May 5, 2021)  
  
If Sam attempts to steal, and gets caught more than 3 times, the game ends, and Sam is arrested 

and put in jail for theft. Statistical fact: The new figures show that three-quarters of the boroughs 

in London with the highest levels of violent offending are also in the top 10 most deprived, while 

the same boroughs also have higher proportions of children under 20 living in poverty than the 

London average. (Greater London Authority, 2019. Revealed: full links between poverty and 

violent crime in London. Available at: https://www.london.gov.uk/press-releases/mayoral/full-

links-between-poverty-and-violent-crime. Accessed on May 5, 2021)  
  
3.3 Game World  
  
3.3.1 The City  
  
The city called Vezhin is a small city with an area of 50 km² and a population of about a 100000. 

It is a nice city with a busy centre, full of various shops and cafes and a good balance of nature 

inside and outside the centre. In the middle of this center there is a plaza with a few fountains 

and some benches to sit on. This city has a few churches and parks, as well as a skate park 

nearby. The city centre is very busy from 9:00 to 23:00, since there is a very popular 

shopping centre and most people’s preferred restaurants and cafes. There is also a hair salon, 

souvenir shops, a thrift store, and more shops one would expect in a city of this size. Since it is 

quite a big plaza there are often public events hosted there, charity or donation drives or general 

celebration. For specific key locations, the centre has Dominik’s pizzeria called Dom’s Pizza. 

There is also a fancy hair salon called Hair by Bridget, a Cafe Bar called Cosmos, a big 

shopping centre called Boom, a fancy restaurant called Silver Plate, a grocery store 

called FreshMart, a gym called Pump It, a shoe store called Laced Up, a cinema called The 

Roxy, a designer clothing store called Bella Martin, a more casual clothing store called G&L, an 

ice-cream cafe called Glassed, a liquor store called Chalice, a Tax agency building, a kebab 

kiosk called Karl’s Kebabs and a fast food restaurant called VFB. All those key locations that the 

characters will be interacting with the most can be spread out either in the centre around the 

plaza or inside of the shopping centre. Outside of the centre, on the way to Sam’s apartment 
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there is also a cute small bakery called Twisty Pretzel, run by Margaret. All empty spaces can be 

filled with random stores, buildings, houses, and patches of nature as seen fit.  
  

 

  

  
Figure 1: Loose sketch of the city and plaza and surrounding buildings, up for interpretation. 

 

3.3.2 Player characters’ flats  

  
Sam lives on 138th Avenue in what is considered the southern inner city of Vezhin. Very 

densely populated with higher rates of crime, and hardly any green space between shops or 

apartment buildings. She lives on the basement floor of her apartment building, a cramped area 

that is mostly underground with windows touching the ceiling that opens up to the sidewalk 

above. The building is very old so the electricity can become shotty and the water 

often doesn’t come out crystal clear. She only has a fridge, a microwave, and a hotplate to cook 

with. Only being a two-room apartment with a bathroom and a living room/bedroom/kitchenette. 

She has to keep her windows locked and the air is always quite stale. She has to share a washing 

room with the rest of the building and sometimes a shirt or hoodie goes missing.   
  
Laura lives on Jasper Avenue in a freshly renovated high rise apartment building overlooking 

one of the bigger parks in the northern downtown area. It is a 4-room apartment with a full 

kitchen, a living area, a bedroom, a bathroom, and a spare room Laura has turned into an office 

space for her university studies. Each flat has its own washer and dryer in the bathroom, and her 
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apartment is fully furnished with a television and computer. There are a lot of windows for 

natural light and her building is quite secure and safe. She also has a large wardrobe and closet to 

keep all of her clothing and accessories in.   
  

 

4 Days (Levels)  

  
Day 1 - First day starts with the player character Laura waking up in her apartment. Being the 

first day, it will be used to show how to bring up the HUD with the phone and needs, and show 

the player around the house, instructing of possible ways to take care of those needs. The 

character needs to dress up, eat something and get a notification from her friends to go out 

shopping. This will introduce the city to the player and some possible interactions. This day 

should go by without much of a consequence and rather quickly. Going to the clothing shop, in 

passing Laura sees Sam and some other people and just makes a short mental comment on Sam 

walking into a thrift store instead of a nice clothing store.  
  
Day 2 - Second day the player character wakes up in a different, much worse apartment. This 

time they’re playing from Sam’s perspective. They have the same objectives as with Laura the 

day before, but different means of achieving them. There aren’t so many choices of clothing or 

food, for breakfast she can finish the last bit of cereal and take a mental note to go to the grocery 

store. She also doesn’t have much money in the bank and less energy than what Laura started out 

with. She receives no notifications from any friends to hang out or socialize, but her social meter 

starts out more filled than Laura’s due to being more introverted, so it is not an emergency. If she 

wants to go to the city to get groceries or do something else, she has to take a 20 min. bus ride 

for 3 credits or take a 40 min. walk.  
  
Days 3-6 Keep alternating between these characters day by day, and what to do is up to them 

with the needs and resources they have, but when the player returns to the other character after a 

day of playing another, a random amount of money is missing from their banks, because they 

were living through these days. A set possible range of missing credits needs to be made for each 

character, but Sam’s should be significantly lower. This can be done once the world’s economy 

is figured out. During this time Laura and Sam will see each other at the same location again. 

Other than that, regular narrative situations and manageable situations will occur for each 

character. This week and the following ones, the weekends are Sam’s days off work. Nothing too 

difficult to manage shows up here, since the player is getting used to the game.  
  
Day 7 - This day is Laura’s turn, and on this day, she receives some money in her bank from her 

parents as an allowance, shown in a notification in the bank. She sends a thank you message and 

offers to go out to Dom’s Pizza with them for dinner to talk and hang out. During the day before 

that, she can do her usual thing and stay and do things at home or go out and explore, interact 

with places, people, and things. On her way to Dom’s Pizza, which is a scripted event happening 

at 21:00, she notices one person near the back door of the 

shopping centre’s (Boom) employee parking lot. A figure (Sam) is having a smoke break from 

work/before work (Laura wouldn’t know) and she makes a comment to herself how unhealthy 

and unnecessary smoking is.  
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Days 8-13 Once again keep alternating between the two, once again going through their days and 

managing their resources. However, during this period, the characters notice each other 3 times 

in total, depending on the places they wish to go to and things they wish to do. 

These encounters will happen 2 times from Sam’s perspective and 1 time from Laura’s 

perspective. During this week, the dog shelter adoption drive in the city happens, and Laura gets 

to choose if she wants to adopt a dog. Towards the end of this week, Sam will be notified by her 

landlord for the broken washing machine since she was the last one to use it and now has to pay 

a service bill within 5 days. Any other bad encounters can happen to Sam randomly this week, 

depending on where she goes.  
  
Day 14 - This day is when Sam receives her salary, and if she decides to go to town and spend it 

somewhere, depending on the place, she will have another encounter with Laura, whether it’s the 

grocery line or at a fast-food restaurant, or somewhere else.  
  
Days 15-20 Keeps alternating, but more bad things happen to Sam, making this week quite a 

stressful one. The narrative events will ramp up with heavier consequences that the player must 

manage around, obviously much harder for Sam. Laura has her event with noticing her hair roots 

show up, which gives her a little bit of stress, but she can just go to the salon, if the player 

chooses to. Otherwise, the stress will stay, and confidence will go down. Sam will get a narrative 

event this week that she feels psychologically burnt out from night shift work, which will also 

add multipliers to some red needs. Depending on which character is being played or where the 

characters go during the day, the player will have (a maximum of) 4 encounters with the two 

women in the city center or on social media.  
  
Day 21 - This day, Laura receives her allowance again and decides to go out with her big group 

of friends to chat and eat at Dom’s Pizza. This is again a scripted event, which gets “initiated” 

once Laura sees the allowance notification. When they are there, Sam briefly stops by the 

window of this pizza place and looks in, but Dominik himself serving a table near the window 

notices and storms out to scare her off, since recently this place was robbed by an impoverished 

person.  
  
Days 22-27 The players alternate again, and the usual gameplay keeps going, but in the middle 

of this week, Sam gets injured at work and has to pay for painkillers and/or a hand brace or try to 

shrug it off at the cost of stress and possibly a worse work performance. When the player wakes 

up as Laura, they figure out that the previous day, when she was not played, she apparently 

accidentally dropped her phone in the bathtub, but tried to get it to dry out overnight. This is 

made clear when the player pulls up the HUD and the phone is not working/showing anything. 

To replace it, she needs to go to the shopping centre and pick a new one. During this week, they 

both have up to 5 encounters with each other, once again, depending on the places they go to.  
  
Day 28 - This day Sam gets her salary again, but next to that notification, there is also a 

notification for a rent bill. If she doesn’t have enough money for it, the player can choose to take 

out a loan for it (if they haven’t before). After doing her usual rounds in the house, either at 4 

hours after waking up or just before going outside, Sam remembers that her ID is expiring in 3 

days and decides to go to the city’s tax agency to renew it on the 30th at 12:00.  
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Day 29 - This day is pretty usual for Laura, but just like Sam, at one point (either right before 

leaving or 4 hours after waking up) she remembers that her ID is about to expire too, so she plans 

to renew it at the Tax Agency on the 30th at 12:00.  
  
Day 30 - This day is played from Sam’s perspective and it is the final day of the game. She has 

to go to the Tax Agency at 12:00 and she woke up at 9:30. She has time to get ready and eat, but 

30 min before the deadline the game will force her to go out to either take the bus or walk very 

fast. Once in the building, she is guided by signs to the elevator where she meets Laura and the 

cutscene starts: They exchange a few words about where their stop is and get going, but not long 

after the elevator just stops moving. They call the emergency number, but they are told to stay 

put, as the only available mechanic is on a lunch break and will be available in an 

hour. They’re reassured that the elevator is stable and they’re in no immediate danger, so to 

break the awkwardness, they start talking:  

  
Sam: Not to sound weird, but I’ve somehow seen you around in the city a lot.  

 

Laura: Oh, don’t worry, I’ve actually noticed you quite a bit too, even though we visit very 

different places. What’s your name, by the way? I’m Laura.  

 

Sam: I’m Sam. We have different lifestyles, I guess. Do you have a good job to support it?  

 

Laura: No, I’m studying to become a doctor right now, but I receive an allowance from my 

parents. Don’t you?  

 

Sam: Oh no no, my mom can barely support herself, I work any job I can get, but right now I 

only have part-time night shifts at the shopping centre’s warehouse.  

 

Laura: Can’t you get a better job?  

 

Sam: It’s harder than you think, neither me nor my mom could afford me a decent education, so 

I take any job I can to get by.  

 

Laura: I never thought of it that way, sounds horrible to be stuck like that.  

 

Sam: …  
Laura: I don’t want to bring any false hope, but would you like it if I asked my mom if there is a 

job opening in the hospital? She is on the board of directors and while you can’t be a doctor 

without an education, you could have more stable hours as a janitor at least.  

 

Sam: You have no idea how much I’d appreciate that.  

 

Laura: I’ll try asking when I can! Can I have your number to contact you when I know the 

answer?  

 

Sam: Yeah, here it is: … .  
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They talk further, Laura asking questions and Sam sharing more details about how much of a 

struggle it is in her current situation. Laura listens intently. In Between recollections they also 

make more lighthearted conversation in a friendly manner.  
  
There is a knock on the opposite side of the elevator, the mechanic must be here. Sam and Laura 

step out and go to the offices to get their cards renewed, both with a happier stride, the scene 

stops into a still image and text appears:  
  
You have reached the end, thank you for playing!  
  
For some people, their daily lives are very different by the choices they have to make every 

day. It's rarely their fault and they get stuck in those situations. Look around you and look at 

your friends, some of them might need help or a push in a better direction.  
  
5 Interface  
  
5.1 Visual System  
  
There is a small digital clock always in the top left of the screen, otherwise, additional HUD can 

be brought up by pressing TAB, like mentioned before. This HUD contains:  

On the left, a smartphone screen with money (credit) balance that’s always shown, bank 

notifications and messages.  

On the right, A green HUD background with the green needs’ meters and on the right of that, A 

red HUD background with the red needs meters.  
  
  

  

Figure 2: Concept of the in-game user interface. 
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Otherwise, every object, person or place that can be interacted with by the player has a white dot 

on it, which indicates this intractability, and pressing on it brings up text bubbles with written 

down choices and the amount of time each of them takes. On the first day, all of that is explained 

by tutorial text on top of the screen. The camera is first person, situated where the player 

character’s eyes would be.  
  
All the game over screens are darkened still pictures that show the described situation of what 

happens to the player character, with white buttons and text on top.  
  
The main menu has a slow pan of the city plaza, slightly darkened and white game name and 

buttons on top.  
  
The pause menu is a transparent, darkened blurry screen that blurs out what’s in the game with 

white buttons on top.  
  
The calendar menu is a realistically drawn picture of a European calendar, with the 1st day being 

Monday, the week having 7 days in total and the last, 30th day ending up a Tuesday.  
  
5.2 Audio, Music, Sound effects  
  
Most sounds in the game are ambient sound, especially when in the busy shopping center. City 

life, cars, traffic noises, busses, trains, people talking and walking about. Rain is also a dominant 

sound outside when the weather changes. Key locations, like stores and restaurants have their 

own ambient music that can be heard inside the stores away from the noise in the plaza. Each 

player character also has a character theme in a form of ambient music that can be heard in the 

background when they are alone at their respective apartments.   
Sam’s apartment also has some muffled street and people noises due to her close proximity to the 

sidewalk and street.   
  
Ideally, this game would be fully voice acted, and with a sound modification so you can hear 

when the player characters are talking out loud or talking to themselves in their thoughts.  
  
Most interactions (like interacting with the phone or interacting with highlighted objects or 

people) make a soft clicking sound. The same confirmation sound is used when selecting 

dialogue options.  
  
5.3 Help System  
  
When a character’s need falls below (or above, for the red needs) a 30% threshold, the character 

has a thought, heard by the player that should help them out. Example: “I’m starting to feel 

hungry, maybe I should get a snack”. These thoughts get much more extreme once a 5% 

threshold is passed: “I’m starving. I need food. NOW”.  
  
In the phone, the player can pull up a small map, which shows a white street grid on a green 

background, with red dots for key locations with their names, when hovered. Clicking one of 
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these red dots will activate the GPS, guiding the player with a narrow white line on the ground 

and clicking the red dot again will deactivate it.  
  
 

6 Artificial Intelligence  
  
6.1 Vendors  
  
Any shop vendor just stands respectively in their working spot at the register unless they need to 

get something like fast food from the kitchen and hand it to the player. They have their regular, 

polite retail worker dialogue, with an occasional comment about the player’s purchases, for 

example, if Laura buys some clothes, the cashier might say it is a very nice 

dress/skirt/shirt/whatever, or if Laura buys groceries, they might occasionally say something like 

“That’s my favorite product too!”. However, when Sam interacts with the vendors, they might be 

a bit colder and standoffish, except for Margaret, of course. The grocery store vendor also shortly 

lectures Sam if she buys cigarettes. Restaurant servers act in the same manner, except they will 

walk around to walk up to the seated player and then bring their food.  
  
There is a 50/50 chance, but when Sam walks into a retail store the vendor or clerk may think 

that she is trying to steal and will trail her throughout the store to keep her in their field of view. 

When Sam approaches the register, they will return to their post behind the register. Attempting 

to steal while this is occurring means that there is a 100% chance that Sam will be caught and 

fined.  
  
6.2 Citizens  
  
Citizen characters are background people that populate the plaza or streets and can appear in 

stores or sitting in fast food places or restaurants. They can spawn and walk around usually as 

single entities but can spawn in stationary groups of up to 4. They need pathfinding to move 

around the world, avoid bumping into the player character, and require animations and AI to 

choose enter stores or look in shop windows. They have a few basic dialogue lines, depending on 

which character interacts with them (generally nicer to Laura and colder towards Sam) and they 

have appropriate reactions if they see the player doing something illegal. If the citizen is sitting 

and not walking anywhere, there is a small chance they will go into a bit of a deeper 

conversation with the player about something mundane. Generally, that would be older people. 

Cars and busses can also be seen populating the roads and require pathing.  
  
6.3 Support AI  
  
Objects and people have basic collisions, so they don’t phase through buildings or people. The 

mentioned citizen AI will also attempt to not collide with the player character’s collider area.  
  
There needs to be a pathfinding AI for the GPS feature in the player character’s phone.  
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7 Technical  
  
7.1 Target Hardware  
  
Our primary target is PC, but we would be open to releasing this game on PlayStation and 

Xbox later on, if the game gets any traction.  
  
7.2 Target Software  
  
We have no preference for the engine or software used, as long as it can handle and produce our 

vision as close as possible.  
  
7.3 Network Requirements  
  
The game will be played offline, so no network connection is required but if played online, with 

the players consent, the game will collect anonymous data on the player’s choices in game for 

some statistics.  
  

 


