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Abstract 

This paper follows the process of the authors using deep game design as means of expression 

by making a game that models the authors experience of anger suppression. It will be based 

on theories of psychology to define what suppressed emotions are. It also includes other 

game design theories that are different from Deep Games discovered in the books Art of 

Game Design and Game Design Workshop. The ideas of preproduction are looked at briefly.  

Subsequently, the game is tested iteratively through qualitative interviews with the purpose of 

studying how the players identify the metaphors in the game. The development process is 

documented through three iterations, where each iteration is broken down into the technical 

aspect, the metaphors, the results of the playtests, the findings, and then a short discussion. 

The authors find four aspects on how to apply deep game design, and three different 

understandings of their metaphors by the players.  

 

 

 

Den här avhandlingen följer författarnas process att göra ett deep game som ett sätt att 

utrycka sig om undertryckt ilska. Den kommer till största del grunda sig på teorier om 

psykologi för att definiera vad undertryckta känslor är. Avhandlingen innehåller även andra 

speldesignsteorier som skiljer sig ifrån Deep Games som beskrivs i böckerna Art of Game 

Design och Game Design Workshop. Idéerna från förproduktionen undersöks kort.  

Därefter testas spelet iterativt genom kvalitativa intervjuer med syfte att studera hur spelarna 

identifierar metaforerna i spelet. Sedan undersöks idéerna som skapades under 

förproduktionen. Utvecklingsprocessen dokumenteras genom tre iterationer, varje iteration 

bryts ned till dess tekniska delar, metaforer, resultat av speltest, samt en kort diskussion. 

 

Författarna identifierar fyra aspekter på hur man använder deep game design och att spelarna 

har tre olika förståelser av deras metaforer.  

 

Keywords: Emotional Suppression, Anger, Game Design Theory, Deep Game design, Play-

testing, Iterative Design.  
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1. Introduction 

Background  
This paper is a practice-based research, that follows the process of making a ‘deep game’. 

Briefly, Deep Games are games that model the “human experience and making it tangible 

through gameplay” (Rusch, 2017: p.xvii). By human experience, she talks about human 

emotions and feelings, that we must make sense out of. The authors – also referred to as 

developers – were inspired by the process as they followed it in a previous game project 

called “As cross as two sticks” (see Appendix B for more information). “As cross as two 

sticks” explores the human experience of suppressed emotions that manifest as anger and 

how the developers then attempted to metaphorize these experiences as game mechanics. The 

most important aspects for the developers were the immersion with the design, the attachment 

to the game, and the deeper connections created between each other.  

Capturing a human experience, trying to express it through making a game, and test if players 

can understand said experiences is an activity that creates an exciting environment but is also 

a source of tremendous knowledge. Also, during the creation of this deep game the 

developers refine their technical skills in terms of code, logic, design, and art. Another aspect 

is the focus on making a game with the purpose of trying to capture behaviors rather than 

doing market research, finding a target audience, and trying to make the most money. The 

purpose is self-centered around the developers, learning more about their experiences with 

anger suppression and emotional suppression in general. By breaking down the Gestalt 

(Rusch, Making Deep Games, 2017) of anger suppression, the developers will learn to 

objectively look at the problem and to become observers to their thoughts. Some interest is 

also put on how players interpret the interactive, mechanical, and visual representation of the 

designers understanding of emotional suppression. 

This paper and a new game prototype follow a similar manner as the previous game project, 

As cross as two sticks. This time the groups made three small prototypes, with the last 

prototype being their final choice and was iterated upon three times. Each iteration was also 

play-tested by external individuals who are also later interviewed by the developers. 
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Statement of Purpose 
The developers will ideate, design, develop, and produce a Deep Game, that closely follows 

the instructions and guidelines of deep game design (Rusch, 2017). The developers will 

document throughout the process, in the hopes of expanding on existing frameworks of deep 

game design. The developers will also try to recognize and identify the consistency of the 

metaphors and systems that carry the experience of anger suppression through qualitative 

interviews with a selected number of players.    

This research is made up of two parts. In the first part, the developers create ideas, evaluate 

them, and adjust them according to the process of making a deep game and try to develop a 

framework for it. This part is documented and delivered by the developers Alexandros 

Kokkinidis and Emma Österlund. The second part is based on the game. Subjects are asked to 

play the game, and then are interviewed to share their experiences and views on the game. 

This part is documented and delivered by the developers Adam Berghäll and Hampus 

Paulsen. The paper, although has two parts, is still one research and needs parts to be 

intertwined and structured in a way that makes chronological sense and has cohesion. 

 

Research Question 
The questions the developers pose: 

1) How can we apply the deep game design approach to the creation of a game about 

anger suppression, and 2) how do players understand the metaphors in the Deep 

Game we create? 
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Theoretical Framework & Former Research 

Deep Game Design 

“Games are a type of play activity, conducted in the context of a pretended reality, in which 

the participant(s) try to achieve at least one arbitrary, nontrivial goal by acting in accordance 

with rules” (Adams, 2013:2). 

Theories of game design focus on the technical aspects of making a game, on how to make a 

system of mechanics, dynamics, and aesthetics come together to create a consistent 

experience (Robin Hunicke et al, 2004), and how it is the designer duty to entertain and 

educate the player (Adams, 2013). While, they all talk and explain about games having a 

meaning, none of them explicitly focus on human experience. Capturing a human experience 

and understanding it, is a feat on its own, let along to make a game about it. But this is where 

the Deep Games theory comes in. “Modeling the human experience and making it tangible 

through gameplay” (Rusch, 2017: p. xvii). Through previous experience, making a deep 

game is energy consuming, and requires a lot of effort to understand one’s self. But the 

outcome, to see how the experience turns into a unique gameplay, and how others interpret 

said gameplay and align it with their own experiences, is exciting. Games can be about 

something. They can convey messages, ideas, talk about sensitive or funny matters, which 

can even go beyond the game itself. Games can show aspects of the real world or of an 

imaginary world, which makes games representational (Rusch, 2017). 

The sequence that the developers follow through the deep game theory is, creating an idea 

and capturing an experience, modelling the experience, and making it into tangible systems 

and mechanics which later translate into a game. Creating an idea and looking for an 

experience involves the methods of Morning Pages and Inner Game Designer, which are 

described in the subdivision of this chapter Method, Deep Game ideation, p. 8. With these 

methods the developers find issues or problems, or even just understand their own selves. “It 

is helpful to become a mind reader – not necessarily of other people’s but at least of one’s 

own mind” (Rusch, 2017: 1). Afterwards, the experience needs to be broken down into 

tangible parts that then needs to be translated to a system of metaphors. These metaphors will 

represent the said parts of the abstractions that experience comes with. One theory that helps 

do so is the breakdown of the Experiential Gestalt. “The patterns that define the abstract 

structure of a schema are called experiential gestalt”  (Rusch, Making Deep Games, 2017, p. 

50). The gestalt is not the experience itself.  

Different experiences can share a gestalt, and they are recognized and classified by virtue of 

the given gestalt. An experiential gestalt has five dimensions: 1) Participants, 2) Parts, 3) 

Stages, 4) Linear Sequence, 5) Purpose. Participants. The actors (animals, people, object) 

distinguishable from the actions they perform that take part in the gestalt (ibid). Parts. The 

experience physical objects naturally pose on us, or the way we perceive them and interact 

with them (ibid). Stages. The parts of an experience needed to carry it out, e.g., walking 

(where I am, where I should go, when to start walking, when to stop) (ibid). Linear Sequence. 

The sequence that the stages need to be carried out. In the walking example, one must first 

decide where they want to go before start walking (ibid). Purpose. Actions we take to satisfy 

our needs. From there on, the developers take their findings and try to produce the game. It is 

fair to mention, Deep Games have more aspects, like allegorical games and participatory 

Deep Games, but are outside of the scope of this research.  
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Emotional Psychology 

When the developers were breaking down the experience, they found it difficult to name the 

shared experience in proper psychological terms. When referring to the experience they feel 

as if the underlying emotions is “bubbling up” and “boiling over”, leading to an emotional 

explosion. Two different theories are found – Repressed emotions and Suppressed emotions – 

to which both feel like they could be applied to the described experience. 

Repressed Emotions 

“… repression typically refers to an unconscious process wherein aspects of undesirable 

content are excluded from awareness” (Schwartz & Kline, 1995: 178). Schwartz et al. note 

that it is a process that happens when the mind tries to cope with “painful ideas” and 

“impulses out of conscious awareness”. The conscious is not aware of the action taking place, 

but it is still energy consuming. The authors state that “In its broad sense, it [repression] 

might be considered synonymous with inhibition” (Schwartz & Kline, 1995: 178), meaning 

to restrain a mental process or behavior. 

Therefore, repression is a way for the brain and mind to handle certain situations that are 

difficult to process, leading to the conscious mind forgetting about the certain experience or 

feeling. 

Suppressed Emotions / Emotional Regulation 

‘Emotional Suppression’, is part of emotional regulation which one’s ability to actively 

control theirs or others’ emotions and emotional response. Avoiding conversation about 

something specific in order not to get oneself angry or others, is an example of regulation of 

emotion antecedents in oneself. As Gross and Levenson (1993:1) have defined it, “emotional 

suppression is the conscious inhibition of one's own emotional expressive behavior while 

emotionally aroused”. 

Anger suppression is then regulation of feelings of frustration, irritation, aggression, and 

unfairness. For example, if a person has had a bad morning, they choose to not let out their 

frustration during an important meeting, but rather save it for the lunch break where they can 

gossip with their coworkers. Therefore, emotional suppression is generally a healthy action 

when used properly. Built up angry emotions can lead to mental and physical exhaustion, 

such as feelings of stress, dissociation, depression, poor self-esteem, and aggressive behavior 

(Liebmann, 2008) (McCarthy, 2015).  

The biggest difference between the two theories, is the unconscious mind and conscious 

mind. While both affect the consciousness, only repressed are pushed to the ‘back’ of the 

mind, where they reside and affect the subject. Even though Schwartz et al. (1995) refer to 

repressed emotions as a defense mechanism of the mind, they still torment the subject and are 

usually long-term memories or experiences that are being repressed from the past. The 

subject is usually not aware that they have repressed emotions and it is not something they 

are actively doing. In contrast suppressed emotions is part of one’s emotional regulation, 

which is an active conflict. The subject becomes emotionally aroused, e.g., get angry at 

something and have the strong feeling of breaking something, hopefully something 

inanimate, but instead decide to suppress the behavior, which in turn suppresses the emotion 

since it was not vented and expressed – by no means do the developers claim breaking stuff is 

a proper way of venting or expressing anger. The suppressed emotion, though still in one’s 

mind, it is not referred in any of the sources that it has the possibility to turn to repressed 
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emotions over longer periods, and the details of such claim move outside of the scope of this 

research. Thus, the developers consider their struggles as suppressed emotions, and during 

discussions, nowhere was it mentioned or recognized that there were any repressed emotions. 

The design is therefore focused and aimed at suppressed emotions, and specifically, 

suppressed anger. 

Psychotherapeutic Techniques 

Art Therapy and Anger (Liebmann, 2008) and Deep Play (McCarthy, 2015) consists of case 

studies from several therapists with different patients. In Art Therapy and Anger (Liebmann, 

2008), many patients were struggling with anger either through explosive aggression, self-

destructive behavior or mentally harming behavior. Many of the patients share a frustration 

over not being able to fully communicate their struggles or see where their problem is lying, 

which the developers drew connections to their own emotional and anger suppression 

experiences. To individually understand themselves, the developers read and reflect upon 

different case studies of therapists dealing with angry patients. The therapists provide an 

analytical outside view of the patients struggle, which is helpful for the designers to be able 

to reflect upon their own feelings and behavior. 

In Deep Play, therapists tend to see repeating patterns of certain metaphors and symbols in 

patients play ( (Rodier, 2015) & (Bimka, 2015)). In Art Therapy and Anger, therapists also 

observe metaphorical imagery in the patients works, like representing their “angry self” as a 

demon with horns and a split tongue (Godrey, 2008) or how the story of ‘Androcles and the 

Lion’ was compared to the process of dealing with anger (Godrey, 2008). The developers 

compared these deep game designs focus on translating abstract experiences into concrete 

imagery and other game elements. Instead of using toys and sandboxes or paint and clay to 

express the designers experience, they use deep game design tools. For the visuals of the 

game, inspiration can be taken from the subjects that express their anger creatively. 

 

Method  

Deep Game ideation 

Morning Pages are two to three pages of longhand writing, strictly stream-of-consciousness. 

They might also be called brain-drain, since that is one of their main function and they need 

to be done daily (Cameron, 1992). 

Morning Pages (Cameron, 1992) were used as part of some of the developers’ practice. It is a 

way to “silence the inner critic or censor that blocks creativity” (Cameron, 1992), and 

understand the emotions and though, in this case, the suppressed emotions and expressions. 

The morning pages are merely a tool for creativity and clearing of the mind.  

The Inner Game Designer (IGD) is an inner projection of the designer themselves, that 

constantly probes with questions deeper into oneself (Rusch, Making Deep Games, 2017). 

After the use of the morning pages as a raw vent, the designer then starts the conversation 

with the IGD and try to find together the systemic qualities, the goals, the conflicts, and the 

win-lose conditions of the human experience at play (Rusch, Making Deep Games, 2017) – 

which in this case is stress originating from emotional suppression.  
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The developers have taken inspiration from IGD and applied it to team exercises. In their 

discussions they took some time to write journals to themselves, stating questions about the 

research topic. The conclusion from this “inner monologue” was shared with the developers 

if the author felt comfortable in doing so. This helped the team dynamics, and the developers 

open more about their feelings and thoughts on the subject, or other emotions that come up. 

The developers wanted to encourage open conversation and wanted to create a safe and non-

judgmental environment. 

The developers held design exercises where they broke down the “gestalt” of inner 

experiences and emotions. The developers discussed their findings and collected a library of 

metaphors and systems of experiences in the sense of concepts and game ideas. The 

developers used this as a tool to help them find concrete meaning and be able to create a 

system with components representing emotions and inner experiences. This helped the 

developers with the design process of the game as well as with coming up with an interactive 

system.  

Execution of a prototype 

Part of game design is the timing of the first prototype. Boyer (2011) argues that game design 

is about making things. The more a team discusses and analyzes the idea and the concept, the 

more time they lose from the actual making of the game. The ideation and research process of 

a game is referred to as ‘talk’ and the development and production of the game is referred as 

‘rock’, and thus, ‘Less talk, more rock’ (Boyer, 2011).  

On the other side, Rusch (2020) argues that many designers want to fast forward to making 

the game rather than staying with the abstract. Taking the time to grasp what it is that one 

wants to conjure in the possibility space of the game is terrifying. The philosophical 

engagement of the game’s subject is not seen as part of making the game because it involves 

a lot of thinking with little playable output to show for at first. If one’s goal is to make a 

game, delaying the development for the sake of a deeper understanding of its subject can be 

unsettling and anxiety inducing. It is thus frequently shortchanged. “I want to create some 

room for this here and hope it will get designers’ creative juices flowing” (Rusch, 2020, p. 

10).  

The developers want a balance between the two – thoughtful conversation and quick 

development – to successfully create deep game prototype. Making the abstract concrete 

through game building and development, helps understanding the experience of suppressing 

anger. Through continuous game iterations and player feedback, the developers will more 

accurately be able to represent their experience. 

Game Design Process 

The developers created game prototypes from scratch using the Unity game engine. The final 

prototype took about three weeks to make, and for every week they conducted playtests with 

the new iterations. The developers had several game design meetings together where they 

talked about emotional suppression and how it could be translated into game mechanics. The 

game is based upon the research they have gathered and their own personal experiences. The 

focus starts on emotional suppression and evolves into suppression of anger towards the last 

prototype, which is important that the mechanics of the game model the behavior shown by 

the developers. 
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Iterative Design Process 

Schell (2008) gives a thorough explanation on ideation, playtesting, and how games improve 

through iterations. The developers use Schell’s book to learn how to conduct playtests and 

the importance of iteration, while leaving the part of ideation out as that process is highly 

inspired by Inner Game Designer and Morning Pages.  

The game is designed from the developers own feelings and therefore creates a new challenge 

for the developers to keep the mechanics, systems, and design of the game as a representation 

of the developers’ personal behaviors. This should be done while still making sure to validate 

the play-testers feedback. As Bill Fulton states in Game Design Workshop (Fullerton T., 

2008: 264) “The traditional analysis of the problem is that teams are too close to their game 

to see it objectively, much the way that many parents seem to believe their child is above 

average “. The developers were still hesitant to do playtests as they felt that their Deep Game 

would be too influenced by testers opinions and thoughts. However, Schell (2008:80) states 

that; “The Rule of the Loop: The more times you test and improve your design, the better 

your game will be. The Rule of the Loop is not a lens, because it is not a perspective — it is 

an absolute truth.” Therefore, the developers decided to properly conduct playtest and 

qualitative interviews to follow an iterative process that will be discussed further down. A 

total of three playtests were conducted on the last prototype (Final Concept: Emotional 

Baggage) and one week of iteration followed these tests. With each playtest new features and 

polish was added to the prototype, complementing player feedback and the developer’s vision 

of the game.  

Qualitative Interviews and Data Coding  

The developers conduct three qualitative interviews where they interview a minimum of eight 

different subjects each test, for a total of 27 subjects. The interviews consist of seven to eight 

questions and all answers are documented by the developers. Chapter 12 of Qualitative 

Research in Education (Lichtman, 2012) thoroughly explains the process of Making meaning 

from your data and guides the developers on what to do with the data they have gathered 

from their interviews. “The goal of qualitative analysis is to take a large amount of data that 

may be cumbersome and without any clear meaning and interact with it in such a manner that 

you can make sense of what you gathered.” (Lichtman, 2012: 250). The process of analyzing 

qualitative data is only vaguely described by other authors that have gone through the 

process. Thus, there is no right way to do this, and the process described in this chapter 

should pose as a starting point, rather than the definitive way (Lichtman, 2012). The 

developers will therefore only be guided by Lichtman (2012) and find their own way to make 

mean of their data. The exact process that is executed for this project will be described in 

detail in a later stage of this paper.  

Journaling 

Game Design, discussions and exercises are written down in a shared virtual document. All 

developers can add text, but one member is mostly responsible. The purpose of the journal is 

to keep track of timestamps, workhours, progress, and planning. Journaling will help the 

developers reflect on their work process and show the growth of the game idea.   
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2. Ideation process 

Preproduction 
The developers spent their meetings openly talking about suppressed emotions, anger, 

aggression, and unhealthy coping mechanisms. The topics were inspired by ‘As cross as two 

sticks’ (see Appendix ), where the underlying emotions were frustration of suppressing anger 

and dealing with aggression. The developers created a social exercise inspired by the IGD 

tool. The members would take a few minutes to create an inner monologue to discuss about 

emotions that made them feel uncomfortable or experiences that were bothering them 

recently. The findings from their monologue would then be shared with the developers. Each 

member brought up different issues and topics, such as stress about procrastination, fear of 

social negligence and frustration of emotional miscommunication. It was important for them 

to get different perspectives to better understand themselves.  

From the social IGD exercise the developers are trying to find emotions in common which is 

more troublesome than expected. Some topics that were discussed, was denying 

uncomfortable emotions, pushing feelings away or ‘hiding something away from the world’. 

They chose “emotional suppression” as it feels the most interesting and it is broad enough to 

be relatable for the developers. These discussions are used to find metaphors and ideas for 

later brainstorming. 

Brainstorming 
In the previous project, ‘As cross as two sticks’, the developers broke down the gestalt of 

anger to be able to brainstorm game ideas and come up with a game concept (See Appendix 

B1). For this project, it required several cycles of breaking down a gestalt and brainstorming. 

The gestalt breakdown of emotional suppression helped the developers to find words and 

form sentences to create metaphors for the experience of emotional suppression. The 

developers compared parts of the experience to real life actions, to help build metaphors. 

Suppressing was compared to hiding and pushing things away or feeling tied down.  

When expressing those suppressed emotions, it was compared to a tree explosively growing 

through a home, drastic weather changes or a person forcefully turning into a werewolf. New 

metaphors arise during the brainstorming sessions and the developers started to build game 

systems. These sessions started with quiet brainstorming where the members wrote ideas 

down on notes. The ideas could be about anything from random words to whole game 

concepts. Several ideas came to the table; dragon flying simulation, where the dragon flies 

alone and tries to survive the harsh environment; A tree growing exponentially, and the 

player needs to cut it down, so it does not destroy their house; A platformer where the player 

picks up orbs that burden them and create a festering black goo on their chest that they need 

to get rid of; building statues and hiding them away. While these ideas carry metaphors, they 

were either too shallow or did not represent well the experience and were lacking parts that 

would make it cohesive. Eventually, the group reached an idea that felt visually and 

conceptually strong from the start.  

Prototype 1: Statue game (Game design document) 
The player character is a sculptor, that starts with finding a base piece for a sculpture. The 

character will put it onto its working station, and a vague outline of the final statue appears 

on top of the base. The player will then scavenge for rocks in dark areas that they have to 
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carry and bring back to complete the statue. Each statue design will also feature different 

faces to show different emotions. In fear of being judged by others, the player must push 

away the finished piece into a warehouse, instead of presenting it. The player leaves it there 

together with hundreds of other abandoned statues. The game then starts over from the 

beginning, and the process is repeated endlessly.  

Analysis  

The statue game serves as a metaphor for emotional burden and suppression. The developers 

talk about how it feels when uncomfortable or unwanted emotions occupy their minds. The 

emotional burden is compared to physically exhausting tasks, like carrying a bag of heavy 

rocks or pushing a boulder up a hill. The longer the suppression of an emotion, the heavier it 

gets.  

In the prototype, the rocks represented parts of an emotion while the statue represented a 

whole emotion. The dark areas that the player would scavenge for rocks, represented the 

subconscious where the emotions linger. By bringing the stones from dark to light, the 

emotion is being brought out to the conscious mind and show up clearly once the statue is 

completed. The developers discussed how different creative tools such as writing, drawing, 

and playing an instrument can help them express their emotions by themselves and 

temporarily lessen their burden. The developers compare the “collecting and building” to 

these creative venting tools.  

To really help the developers to “get rid of” the emotion, they would need to talk to someone 

they know and trust. The fear of being judged by others or feelings being neglected, kept 

them from expressing their bothersome emotions. There would be a gallery and a basement, 

the gallery representing a space for the character to express their emotion by putting their 

statue out there. The basement would represent a place to hide the statue, a way of 

suppressing their emotions. The gallery would be empty of statues, indicating that the 

character never has and never will be displaying their emotions to others. It would also 

represent the extreme case of the character becoming emotionally numb, not showing any 

emotions. Other ideas for “fear of social judgement” that were discussed but never applied, 

were that the character would have to avoid spotlight to not get hurt or to drag the statue out 

of the light to not melt or crack.  

While the idea has metaphors that are trying to capture an experience, it does not correspond 

with experience of suppressed emotions. According to the developers, it is not mentioned 

that the emotions are petrified or frozen in any way. The experience of seeking out the 

pieces did not correspond to emotions bubbling up, since it is unwanted. Emotions arise 

from the inside and are not sought out in the mind. When an emotion is being suppressed, it 

is uncomfortable or undesirable to think about it or to express it, and according to Gross and 

Leversson (1993), therefore some emotions become suppressed. Another issue was the 

metaphor of building an artistic creation. Building a statue is about the character being an 

artist or wanting to express themselves in a creative way. Hiding the statue is mistaken for 

social anxiety or performance pressure. The idea has multiple systems to it and forces the 

player to focus more on playing the game than the metaphors; thus, it became too gamified 

and disconnected with original experience of Emotional Suppression.   

The developers decided to delve deeper into the characteristics of emotions. What do certain 

emotions feel like? Where do they come from and what do they want? The emotions are 
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given motives, actions, and reason, thus becoming their own individual characters. The 

developers had to start building a game prototype instead of getting drowned in 

conversation. Making the project concrete removed the abstract confusion.  

Prototype 2: Emotion Cubes (“Toy”) 
Emotion Cubes was made independently by Emma 

and Alex. The idea was inspired from a supervision 

meeting when they discussed the “emotions coming 

to life” and a previous game idea about cleaning an 

apartment filled with annoying toys or creatures. 

Different emotions were visualized as cubes in 

separate colors, behaviors, and interactions. For 

example, the purple cube symbolized Stress and 

would constantly follow the player (the white 

cube). The emotions became a living system that 

could be interacted with in different ways.  

Analysis 

The developers had more discussions about how emotions and experiences feel, and how they 

can affect oneself in different ways. The main topic of this iteration was trying to give life to 

the emotions, as mentioned above. Giving them a shape, behavior, and logic, made them less 

abstract and easier to manipulate. The idea behind this, was basically a dirty room where the 

player had to clean, but the objects were moving around, almost sentient about what they did, 

and how they interacted with player. To help further build on the idea, two out of the four 

developers decided to visualize it. Instead of doing a communal game – where all developers 

would portray their personal feelings around emotional suppression and try to design them as 

one – , the decision was to scope it down to more personal matters. They decided to switch 

back to anger suppression and aggression, like the previous game project ‘As cross as two 

sticks’. 

The developers went back to the drawing board, discussing how anger suppression felt for 

them. The act of suppression was compared to hiding or pushing things away. Anger eruption 

became the new core idea; how anger can take away rationality, transforming the subject into 

a violent, but vulnerable and defensive being; how emotions do not just come out of nowhere; 

one always carries them along, no matter where they are. They just become visible depending 

on the situation. This was compared to carrying or dragging a heavy weight. With all these 

thoughts and ideas, a third prototype came.  

 

3. Final Concept: Emotional Baggage  
The last idea stepped on the previous idea about cleaning an apartment, shoving things away 

instead of properly stacking objects or folding clothing. This modelled the experience of 

suppressing emotions – Pushing things aside, instead of taking care of the problem properly 

and immediately, letting it grow and gradually become overwhelming. This was later 

combined also with the idea about emotions coming alive. One of the developers thought of 

toys becoming alive, annoying the player while they are performing a task, and they would 

have to interrupt their task to take care of the toys. The toys would represent the underlying 

Visualization of the prototype. 
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emotions of anger creeping up, while taking care of some mundane task. The toys would 

progressively multiply, grow or become stronger to eventually overthrow the player; this 

represents how anger can be overwhelming and remove sense of rationality once it takes 

over.  

The developers described the different experiences of anger suppression as emotional loops; 

one where they keep on suppressing their anger, and the second where they have built up so 

much that they burst in an emotional turmoil (see Figure 1).  

After these ideas, the developers started to develop on their last and final idea, which they 

called “emotional baggage”. 

The developers decided to create a character, to be able to slightly distance themselves from 

the project. When working with heavily emotion driven work, it can be difficult to take 

criticism. Work that derives from emotions burdens the workload. Personal investment 

becomes a barrier in the design – at least in this group scenario – that stalls the production, 

thus creating the need for the selection of a single vision holder. 

Iterative Process 

Iteration 1 

The player is represented by a character wearing a backpack where a creature is hiding. The 

creature will come out of the bag and try to possess the player, to which the player can push it 

away momentarily. Pushing the creature away would be synonymous to suppressing your 

anger. The anger would eventually become unbearable, and the player would no longer be 

able to suppress their anger, turning them into a raging beast or the “explosive anger 

expression”. Turning into a beast represents the mental process of “losing control” to your 

anger. When enraged, they become irrational and violent. This can lead to either physically, 

verbally, and/or mentally hurting themselves or others. The developers wanted to create their 

anger as a separate being, as they feel like when their anger is unleashed, they do not feel like 

themselves anymore. After some time, the character turns back to normal, forcing the player 

to stand still, shrouded in a black vignette. This signifies the clarity, or as the developers 

called it “post-action-depression”, where they realize the destruction that they have caused. 

After a moment they would turn back to normal, and the loop would start over again.  

For the first iteration, the players had to traverse a level with minimal obstacles and no loss 

condition (Appendix C1). The character changes to a distressed state, with a creature coming 

Figure 1: Experience of anger suppression 
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up from behind, embracing them. This is the suppression phase (Appendix C2) where the 

player must quickly and repeatedly press the E key to breakout. By following the instructions 

(press the E over their head), the players would become enraged and transform into a beast 

for a given time (Appendix C3).  

 

Interviews 

The developers conducted qualitative research done by interviewing subjects that played the 

game. The purpose of these interviews was to understand how players understood the 

metaphors and how to improve the game. The game did not have a strict target audience, the 

playtests were conducted where the developers had connections: Friend circles and peers 

from school. Covid-19 restrictions made it harder to find a variation of subjects but the 

adaptation to online life helped conduct the interviews and playtests much faster. 

The developers were careful regarding how they conducted the playtests and interviews to 

assure that they got valuable and unbiased data. “But for most playtests, you will need to tell 

players something to get them started. Use extreme caution when you do so — a few 

misplaced words right before play begins can spoil the entire test.” (Schell, 2008:397). Every 

tester was therefore only given minimum instructions before every playtest, so they have 

minimum insight to the prototype. The instructions were: Play a prototype for a minute and 

then answer a couple of questions. The testers were also shortly instructed on how to play the 

game before every playtest. These instructions were once again minimal, and they led; You 

can move with WASD, jump with SPACE, and I want you to keep on playing until you reach 

point B.   

Seven different questions were asked in the following order: 

1.              What was your experience playing the game? 

2.              What do you think the goal of the game is? 

3.              Did you try to win? 

4.              How did you go about that? 

5.              How would you describe the conflict in the game? 

6.              Thinking of the character, what did you notice about it in the course of playing the 

game? Be specific and name anything that comes to mind. 

7.              How would you explain this game to a friend? 

For playtest two and three, one more question was added after question five that led: 

· How did you move on from said conflict? 

As the instructions, the questions were asked to not influence the testers. By not explicitly 

asking them if they noticed how the backpack grew, or if they noticed that they got slower or 

faster, they were asked to think about the character. Giving the developers honest answers of 

what the testers remembered. Additionally, the developers also wanted to observe the players 

to see how they react, behave, and to stop the playtest when the testers would not be able to 

https://uppsalauniversitet-my.sharepoint.com/personal/emma_osterlund_4484_student_uu_se/Documents/thesisOutline_MERGED.docx#_msocom_126
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complete the game. Therefore, when the testers played the game, they were asked to screen 

share their playing experience.  

Data Coding 

Notes from the playtests were transcribed in a Google survey form to easier sort all the 

answers. When all the data was recorded and the interviews were done, the developers started 

doing data coding learned from Qualitative Research in Education (Lichtman, 2012). An 

example on this process: 

The question asked: 

Thinking of the character, what did you notice about it in the course of playing the 

game? Be specific and name anything that comes to mind. 

Answer from tester one: 

“A scary guy, transformation makes you back to schoolboy, introverted, feel the 

need to go to the end. Obstacles no specific role other than blocking the way.” 

Hampus Coding: 

“Scary // Transform back into schoolboy // Just blocking the way.” 

Adam Coding: 

“Scary character // Schoolboy // Introverted // Has a goal // Boring obstacle.” 

Answer from tester two: 

“Not supposed to be the monster. Avoid being the monster. Not sure though. It was 

trying to run away from something, an overburdened, stressed, normal man in a 

suit, that turns into a monster. The monster itself looked bigger but did not feel like 

something was dragging me down.” 

Hampus Coding: 

“Monster bad but unsure why // Burdened // Stressed //Man turns into monster.” 

Adam Coding: 

“Suppress the monster // Overburdened // Stressed // Man in suit // Bigger but not 

bad.” 

A review session had to be done where the developers sat together to distinguish between 

biased code and proper coding. The reviewed code would then be moved to a different 

program called Plectica, where they clustered the codes together to create themes for every 

question. The themes resulted from these answers were: 

Negative Emotions // Unfinished Game // Superficial // State change // Generic 

Design 

https://uppsalauniversitet-my.sharepoint.com/personal/emma_osterlund_4484_student_uu_se/Documents/thesisOutline_MERGED.docx#_msocom_135
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The developers were now able to go back to the initial answers from the testers and add 

checkmarks on each answer to see which theme they would “fit into”. So, for instance, tester 

two would check the box for “Negative Emotions” because they talked about being 

overburdened and stressed. This process facilitates a percentage per theme, and the 

developers can now confidently say that 50% of the two testers in this example mentioned the 

theme of negative emotions when they were asked to describe the character in the game. It is 

important to note that the percentage will be higher than 100% on most questions as the 

percentage is based on the themes and not the question itself. A tester can “fit into” more than 

one theme and every question have their own themes (See appendix F).  

 

Playtest 1 

What was your experience playing the game?  

Four out of nine (44%) of the testers said that they thought the game had an unclear 

goal. For instance, tester two answered the following to this question: 

“Uhm, confusing what the goal is, E is confusing, try to move around, see 

what the character can do.”   

Tester two also ties in to the three out of nine (33%) of the testers who had problems 

with the controls as they used the theme of unclear controls.  Combining these two 

gives the majority result of namely seven out of nine (77%) of the testers that had a 

confusing experience playing the game.  

  

What do you think the goal of the game is?  

Eight out of nine (88%) testers said that finishing the level was the goal of the game. 

Four out of nine (44%) also thought that they had to suppress an enemy while 

finishing the level. Answers such as  

 “Moving from point A to point B.”,  

 and  

 “Go to the right, not turn into the monster and get past the obstacles.”   

Defined that finishing the level was as simple as moving right, towards point B and 

trying to “not turn into the monster” shows that they suppressed something.  

 

44,00%

33%

22% 22%

11%

Unclear Goal Unclear
Controls

Prototype Intuitive Exploration

What was your experience playing the game?
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Did you try to win?  

Five out of nine (55%) testers plainly described that, yes, they tried to win. However, 

two out of nine (22%) felt unsatisfied with their victory and used quotes as:  

 “Didn't feel like a win, but I did it.”  

Three out nine (33%) testers decided to explain how they tried to win instead, and 

those testers mentioned either exploring or to be as efficient as possible. 

 

How did you go about that?  

The answers from how the testers tried to win were all shallow. Five out of nine 

(55%) testers described the actions as platforming and used quotes as:  

 “There is only one direction, just jump over the obstacles.” 

Four out of nine (44%) testers said they did not explore their surroundings and said:  

 “Get to the end as fast as possible.” 

Three out of nine (33%) testers described that they just spammed a button to win, 

tester one states that:  

 “Press a button.” 

Was their way of winning.  

 

 

How would you describe the conflict in the game?  

There were two clear paths for this question as five out of nine (55%) testers 

mentioned an enemy as the conflict of the game. One tester specifically said:  

“Tried to walk slower, maybe it will make the thing jump slower? Something 

was attacking, didn't really know why.” 

Four out of nine (44%) testers mentioned a mechanical challenge as the conflict of the 

game and used quotes as:  

“People who play games always try to win, I don’t know about the conflict, 

the only struggle was spamming E, only thing I had to deal with, I got 

snared?” 

Only one tester out of nine (11%) talked about both an enemy and a metaphorical 

conflict. This was tester one and they described the conflict as;  

 “Tormented mentally, fight, keep the pressure down, keep the beast in.”  
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Thinking of the character, what did you notice about it in the course of playing the game? Be 

specific and name anything that comes to mind.  

Five out of nine (55%) testers thought the character had negative emotions. Tester 

seven said that:     

“If you are looking for a deeper analysis, playing depressed kid or at least not 

happy trying to not get stopped by his anger issues "on his shoulders". I guess 

that is what the game is about, the ground you are walking on is pretty empty, 

I don’t know about the story.” 

Five out of nine (55%) mentioned a state change in the character. However, three of 

these five (60% of the 55%) also talked about negative emotions, while two out of the 

five (40% of the 55%) testers exclusively spoke about the state change. A state 

change means that the character somehow transformed during the tester's gameplay. 

As tester eight described it: 

“Very grey, skinny, until you turn big. Small character is friendly, big 

character is not that friendly.” 

While the rest also tied into the negative emotion answer showing that they 

understood the game on some deeper meaning.  

 

How would you explain this game to a friend?  

While explaining this game to a friend, all the testers (100%) described the game 

using genre conventions of Platformers. Three out of the nine (33%) testers would 

also describe that they had to fight a monster in the game, a quote from tester 

nine: “There is this guy, and you have to reach point B, but he constantly wants to 

become a monster, so you have to stop him from becoming this monster while 

reaching point B while also jumping.” 
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Discussion 1 

Seven out of nine (77%) of the testers had a confusing experience playing the game (adding 

together the testers in the unclear goal and unclear controls theme). This can be explained by 

there not being much to do in the game. The tester could only walk from point A to point B 

and follow the instructions presented on the screen. This combined with the fact that there 

were no tutorial or proper instructions given, gives the testers a confusing experience and 

these answers were justified.   

The goal of the game was interpreted in two clear paths for the testers. The first path was 

suppression which was represented by four out of nine (44%) testers. They gave various 

examples such as, “dispelling the monster, not turn into the monster, fight off fire on the 

back, avoid the thing that jump on player”, that shows that they were trying to escape from 

something fictional and that they did this by either fighting or avoiding it. The second path 

were the four out of nine (44%) testers that exclusively talked about finishing the level, and 

that can be seen as them not getting the deeper meaning in the game and that they only see 

what is right in front of them. Three out of the four (60%) testers that thought the goal of the 

game was finishing the level, also felt that the game had an unclear goal or unclear controls 

in the earlier question. This could be since they did not grasp the mechanical representation 

of the suppression mechanic, so they just thought of it as pressing a button and did not see it 

as anything deeper than what they could observe. For them, simply pressing E did not 

translate to the act of suppression once again proves the shallowness behind the current 

mechanic.  

Five out of nine (55%) answered by saying that yes, they tried to win the game, but three out 

of nine (33%) testers decided to go about it by answering how they did it instead. The most 

important feedback from this question were the two out of nine (22%)  testers that thought 

their victory felt unsatisfying. The developers do not want their game to end in an 

unsatisfying way as that proves that the testers found no deeper meaning behind the game 

design. Successfully suppressing with the E mechanic, ignoring the suppressing event, and 

eventually finding point B were all dissatisfying.   

In the next question the interviewer asked the play-tester how they went about that (trying to 

win), all nine (100%) of the play-testers gave surface level answers to the question that can 

be explained by the lack of a deeper interpretation of the game as earlier discussed. Five out 

of nine (55%) said they were platforming to do so. Three out of nine (33%) testers answered 

that they spammed a button, and four out of nine (44%) stated that they won by not 

exploring. These three surface level themes further strengthened the theory that the 

suppression mechanic designed by the developers (pressing E) was underwhelming and 

shallow.   

There was a clear difference in the level of cognition from the testers while analyzing 

question five, when they were told to describe the conflict. Five out of nine (55%) testers had 

a fictional interpretation of the game and described that they were attacked by an enemy. 

They used descriptions such as “ghost, beast, villain, demon, thing, and monster”, to describe 

this fictional enemy. Four out of nine (44%) testers talked about a mechanical challenge and 

three out of the four (75%) of these testers did not perceive anything else (one of them 

mentioned being slowed) than that and did not touch upon any of the other themes. One out 

of nine (11%) described a metaphorical and fictional conflict using examples as, “tormented 
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mentally”, and “keep the beast in”. The developers can see a clear pattern of testers that 

either see a fictional conflict that is presented through art or a mechanical challenge that is 

presented through the suppression event that they are forced into. Only one tester had a 

deeper interpretation of the conflict and described it as a negative emotion but not the act of 

anger suppression.    

Five out of nine (55%) of the testers mentioned negative emotions as part of the character 

description, and only one of the testers, who talked about a mechanical challenge in the 

earlier question, did not talk about emotions in this question. This is an indicator that most of 

the testers understood that there was something beyond the surface going on with the 

character. The testers did however describe the negative emotions as, “overburdened, 

stressed, anxious, and depressed” showing that they interpreted the negative emotion of 

suppressed anger differently than intended. One tester described it as anger issues, showing 

that at least one tester interpreted it like the way it was intended. Analyzing this question and 

looking back to the earlier question, the developers derived at the conclusion that some of the 

testers found a deeper meaning when asked to describe the character, but that they did not 

identify it as the conflict of the game.  

All the testers (100%) from playtest one would use the genre convention of platforming when 

describing the game to a friend. This is justified as they have been instructed to reach point B 

as their only win condition. Jumping and pressing E is vital to reach this point and would thus 

leave an impression on the testers. Three out of the nine (33%) testers would also describe a 

fictional monster and how they must either stop it or push it away to complete the game. 

Testers eight and nine were a part of these three, and they almost solely focused on 

describing an opposing force when describing the conflict of the game in an earlier question. 

This shows that the art of a demon or monster left a lasting impression on them, but only on a 

fictional level. Tester seven was a tester that had not touched the topic of a fictional monster 

before, however they spoke about negative emotions as “depression, and anger issues” when 

asked to describe the conflict of the game. While describing the game to a friend, they said 

that “It's about a kid who tries to walk to his destination while shaking off or getting rid of 

his demon on his shoulders/anger issues” mentioning anger once more.  

To conclude the first iteration, the developers documented that their testers had a confusing 

experience playing their game. The suppression mechanic, pressing E, did not properly 

represent their suppression of anger as most testers only found a deeper meaning behind the 

character, not behind their actions. Even though feelings and emotions were used to describe 

the character, only one tester described it as anger.  

 

Iteration 2 

For the second prototype the developers spent some time looking back at the experience. The 

“suppression mechanic” appears after a certain amount of time has passed in the level and is 

not dependent on character position. The developers felt that this was a misrepresentation of 

their anger. Their anger surfaces when something in their surroundings or mental space 

triggers a stress reaction, like things not going accordingly or someone being unfair. The 

timed events were then changed to “trigger boxes” that the character walks into, triggering 

the suppression event. The player has no choice but to commit to the action. It is only by not 

doing as the game suggests, the player will be able to win the game. The game at this point 
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described the inner conflict of the designers, where suppression feels like the only option 

when an emotion wells up. Giving in and expressing the emotion (non-violently) is difficult 

but needed to be able to fully understand and resolve the conflict before it is too late.  

The developers thought about how they would show the character “suppressing their anger” 

in a physical way. Previously the character stood with their hands on their head, looking 

scared, while the creature is coming out of the backpack putting their hands on the characters 

head. For the next iteration they wanted to show the player character actively doing 

something against the creature. Anger – and other feelings of pain, stress, sadness or 

happiness – “triggers the release of adrenaline”, which causes heightened “awareness and 

responsiveness” (Hendricks, et al, 2013: 5). This rush of adrenaline can cause muscle tension, 

sweating, and/or increase of heart and breathing rate (ibid).The developers suggested ways of 

suppressing anger through, e.g., passively taking deep breaths, counting to ten, or actively by 

exercising or other means of letting out the adrenaline. They explained it as a way of actively 

“pushing away” or “fighting back” the anger within. The developers first idea was to portray 

the character trying to calm down, by taking deep breaths and the creature slowly going back 

into the backpack. They changed the idea to the character taking of their backpack and 

pushing the creature down instead. This physical action of the player character also serves as 

a symbolic action of mentally pushing away angry feelings. This action resonated more with 

the message of unhealthy suppression.   

The developers felt that the game needed consequence and to be clearer with its message, to 

tackle the perceived unsatisfying win condition. Harmful and violent actions can be 

threatening to oneself, others, or the physical environment. Verbal abuse like shouting or 

saying mean things can also be self-harming and harming to others. The developers wanted to 

show that through the game’s environment; the floor would crack more as the player 

suppresses and these cracks are permanent on the level until the player finishes the level or 

restart, representing the personal damage they do by suppressing. Too much suppression 

would eventually lead to an explosive anger expression, this explosion would lead to the floor 

breaking and the player character falling to their death.   

The player now had to press Q and E sequentially. The letters were displayed above the 

player character with a set of circles each. Both circles had the same center-point, but one 

circle had a small, fixed radius, and the other had a bigger radius that was slowly reducing, 

indicating the timing and which key to press. This would repeat for several seconds 

depending on how quick the player was. It is not required to press the buttons timely, if the 

player does so before the circles match. The suppression mechanic is also changed to a 

trigger-based system instead of time-based to cohere with the experience – the player must 

walk past a certain point to initiate the suppression mechanic. Multiple animations were also 

added, a walking animation as well as an animation during the suppression state that shows 

the character stuffing the creature in their backpack while black and red smoke escapes (see 

Appendix C4). The ground shattering was implemented as a loss condition. 
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Playtest 2 

What was your experience playing the game? 

A metaphorical experience was described by two out of eight (25%) of the testers. As 

tester 2 describes it: 

“Something to do with stress and overloading yourself, I noticed changes in 

the floor.” 

The biggest trend was that four out of eight (50%) of testers said that the purpose of 

the game was unclear. 

“Unpolished, looked like you had a point but not worth my time. When the 

ground breaks it breaks after a certain condition was made, it was confusing.” 

 

 

 

What do you think the goal of the game is? 

Broad answers were given to this question and the testers therefore overlapped in 

more than one theme. Four out of eight (50%) of testers talked about reaching the 

literal goal of the game and four other testers (50%) thought the goal was to press 

hotkeys. One of the testers overlapped in both themes and responded with:  

 “Go from point A to point B while doing the hotkey mechanics.” 

Five out of eight (63%) of testers spoke about containing a monster. Three out of 

eight (38%) had an emotional interpretation when asked about the goal. Tester three 

checked both themes and responded with:  

“Because of the obstacles maybe it was maybe about mental health, fighting 

demons maybe? Saving the character in a metaphorical way.” 

  

Did you try to win? 

Six out of eight (75%) testers answered yes, and two of the testers (25%) also had a 

deeper meaning behind their win. Tester five said that: 

“Always but what was the journey? Doing something to stop it from jumping 

out of the backpack is the narrative element that drives it forward.” 

  

How did you go about that? 

Four out of eight (50%) of testers talked about the solution being metagaming. The 

developers’ definition of metagaming was that the testers tried to complete the game 
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with the help of information they have gathered from outside the game. The answer 

provided from tester four also helps to explain this. 

“By not doing what you told me to do in the game.” 

Three out of eight (38%) of the testers described their way of winning as being as 

efficient as possible and tester two described that as:  

 “Go in one direction, I didn't think of going to the left.” 

Two out of eight (25%) testers spoke about having a fictional battle, and one out of 

eight (12%) said that there was a mental battle Tester six, the only tester that checked 

both themes said that:  

“Tough one, contain whatever is in his backpack while stopping the thing in 

the backpack from consuming his mind. Evil is erupting from your mind.” 

  

How would you describe the conflict in the game?  

Two clear paths arrived when the developers analyzed the answers from this question. 

Four out of eight (50%) testers spoke about a mental conflict in the game,  while five 

out of eight (63%) either mentioned a fictional monster or pressing prompt as the 

conflict. Tester two used both mental conflict and fictional monster and answered 

with: 

“Some kind of nightmare, psychic breakdown, you become a monster, 

something going on in the character's head.” 

 

  

How did you move on from said conflict?  

There were three clear paths from the testers when asked how they moved on from the 

said conflict. Two of eight (25%) testers said that they were exploring, two (25%) said 

that they just kept on running, and two (25%) had some kind of battle with a fictional 

monster. The two remaining testers (25%) did not receive the question or decided to 

not answer the question. Tester four had the answer describing most of this:  

“Not sure but run and try to keep it in the bag by pushing it back or maybe 

with some magic.” 
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Thinking of the character, what did you notice about it in the course of playing the game? Be 

specific and name anything that comes to mind. 

The biggest theme used to describe the character of the game was to use shallow 

characteristics. Five out of eight (62%) testers did this and tester four, the only tester 

that exclusively used this theme when thinking back on the character said that:  

“Not gender specific, I don’t know the character’s gender, it was maybe a 

technical school kid or an older teenager.” 

  

Four out of eight (50%) of the testers thought of something metaphorical and the 

same testers also mentioned that the character was mentally harming himself when 

asked to think back on the character. Tester five stated: 

“He becomes hurt a lot. He became enraged and became the hulk and he had 

a sad phase, I’m guessing that’s a metaphor for something.” 

Tester eight was a tester that used all three themes (metaphorical, mentally harming, 

and shallow characteristics) when describing the character. However, tester eight was 

also part of the three out of eight (37%) that spoke about suppression. The answer 

given was:  

“Guy, wearing backpack, wasn't old, around 20 years old, from my experience 

there was some kind of struggle, suffering from something, trying to suppress 

the monster but at a certain point the monster comes out anyway.” 

  

A fictional and an angry transformation were two additional themes that testers 

brought up while answering this question. Four out of eight (50%) used fictional 

transformation, and three out of eight (37%) used angry transformation. Tester three, 

the only tester to use both themes said that:  

“The character reminded me of an anime character, he transformed into a 

hulk, was that transformation of help to solve it? His hair was like a character 

in Jujutsu Kaisen called Megumi Fushiguro, the one with the animal spirit.” 

By separating the two different transformations, the developers wanted to show that 

some testers only thought about it as fictional while others connected it to anger. Two 

new art assets were added into the game, the backpack started growing and that the 

ground cracked after every suppression state. This was noticed by seven out of eight 

(88%) testers as they mentioned the themes of either bag or cracked floor when 

describing the character. 

 

How would you explain this game to a friend? 

The trend to how the testers would explain the game to a friend of theirs were to use 

the theme of obscurity. Six out of eight (75%) testers used this theme and tester one 

gives us an example by answering: 

“Guess it's similar to the saying knowing when to walk away.”  

Three out of eight (37%) testers would explain the mechanical aspect of the game, 

another three out of eight (37%) would focus on the genre, and two out of eight (25%) 

explained it as an adventure. The answer from tester six used all these themes and was 

the following: 

“Side scroller, Q – E mini adventure, abstract.” 

 

Discussion 2 

The biggest trend regarding their experience playing the game is that the testers are unsure 

about the purpose of the game, but a quarter (25%) also touched upon a metaphorical 
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experience. This is an improvement from the first test where not a single tester stated that 

they had a metaphorical experience. The developers discussed the reason for this outcome 

and derived two different grounds, first one being that there was now a loss condition, a 

consequence to the testers’ actions. Second reason being that there was now more content to 

the game, as written in the different iterations, the game now had more complex mechanics, 

the backpack grew, and the ground cracked. There were considerably more assets to look at 

for the testers and this gave the testers more to describe when thinking back of their playing 

experience. Compared to the first test when there was nothing of importance for the testers, 

what they remembered were the controls along with the goal of the game and how this was 

unclear.  

    

Compared to the first test, there were no testers mentioning suppression when asked to 

describe what they thought the goal of the game was. However, the biggest trend was that 

five out of eight (63%) thought that containing monsters was the goal of the game. Tester one 

said, “Not be the big guy I turned into” and tester five states “he is consumed by monster”. 

This is like the answers given by the testers in test one and those answers were themed into 

suppression while it was themed into containing monsters for this test. To see if the testers 

had a deeper interpretation and not just fictional, the developers analyzed the other themes 

and noticed that two out of the five (40% out of the 63%) testers who thought containing 

monsters was the goal also had an emotional interpretation. They described it as “It was 

maybe about mental health, fighting demons maybe?” (Tester 2) and “I think it’s about 

containing your demons'' (Tester 7) and this shows that these two testers had a deeper 

interpretation on the same level as the earlier testers from play-test one. They understand that 

there is an underlying meaning with the game, but they cannot describe exactly what it is. 

There was one more tester describing an emotional interpretation and that adds to a total of 

three out of eight (38%) testers with emotional interpretation in mind when describing the 

goal of the game. All the testers (100%) did also have a shallower description of the game 

where four out of eight (50%) said that it was pressing hotkeys and another four (50%) said 

that it was goal oriented. What they mechanically did and what they strived to reach always 

stays at the back of their minds. 

  

There is a strong trend of plainly answering the question: “Did you try to win?” with a simple 

yes, which makes sense due to the nature of the question. However, two out of the eight 

(25%) people touched upon a deeper meaning of the game, tester two stated “I didn’t know 

how to be more abstract about getting there” and tester six said “Doing something to stop it 

from jumping out of the backpack which is the narrative element that drives it forward”. The 

developers interpreted this as the testers having a deeper thought process about their victory, 

the testers felt importance in describing how they won and they themselves understood that 

there was something else than just saying “yes”. However, the deeper meaning is subjective 

and none of them are close to discussing the suppression of anger. 

  

Half of the testers (50%) thought that the solution to winning was with the help of 

information they have gathered from outside the game (Metagaming, see appendix F2). Six 

out of eight (66%) testers won by either being as efficient as possible or by trial and error 

and these three themes – metagaming, being as efficient, trial and error – show that the 

testers give literal descriptions when the talk about how they behave in-game. This ties into 

the earlier discussion where the developers noticed mechanical and descriptive answers from 

the testers when they describe their own actions. The deeper meaning lies within the game 

and the character, having the testers understand that and describing their own actions with the 

characters feelings would be the only way for the answers to be more metaphorical. This also 
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applies to tester six that used the theme mental battle and said “Tough one, contain whatever 

is in his backpack while stopping the thing in backpack from consuming his mind, evil 

erupting from your mind” this answer is mainly descriptive as the tester cannot pinpoint 

exactly what the mental battle is.     

  

Four out of eight (50%) of the testers mentioned a mental conflict in the game using phrases 

such as “psychic breakdown”, “snapped from the sheer stress”, and “got mad and enraged”. 

The other half (50%) would either describe the conflict as pressing a prompt or that there was 

a fictional monster.  This shows a clear difference in understanding and interpretation 

between the testers where half (50%) of them describes what literally was presented to them. 

While the other half (50%) sees a deeper meaning behind the art assets.  

  

The answers were divisive when asked to describe how they moved on from the conflict that 

they describe in the earlier question. Two out of eight (25%) testers in each theme of 

exploring, straight running and battling something fictional. The last two (25%) people did 

not get categorized into anything as they did not receive the question or decided to not 

answer. The testers do once again show the trend of only describing what they mechanically 

did while playing the game.   

  

Four out of eight (50%) testers described the character with something metaphorical and that 

the character was mentally harming himself. Most answers were shallow when asked to 

describe what their actions were, but when they think outside of themselves and are asked to 

describe the character, that is when they connect to it on a deeper level. Two out of these four 

(50% out of the 50%) testers also mentioned that the character was suppressing something, 

and as tester eight states “there was some kind of struggle, suffering from something, trying to 

suppress the monster” once again showing that they understood that there was something 

going on with the character. Analyzing this proves that the players do not see the metaphor of 

suppressing anger while the character pushes down the creature. Three out of eight (38%) 

testers mentioned an angry transformation, showing that they understood what emotion the 

character was feeling. Testers three and five said that the character turned into “The Hulk” 

and “He became enraged and became The Hulk” which is a fictional embodiment of anger. 

Five out of eight (63%) testers used the theme of shallow characteristics, however, only one 

of these five (20% out of the 63%) exclusively used this theme. That shows how most testers 

not only focused on how the character was looking but also what was happening to him. Four 

out of eight (50%) testers felt that it was important to describe how they noticed the bag, 

however, only one tester solely focused on the bag and said, “The backpack stood out, a pilot 

bag kind of” (Tester 7).      

  

Six out of eight (75%) testers would describe the game in an obscure way to a friend of theirs 

using phrases such as “some complexity, everything is not what it says, and abstract”. There 

is no tutorial nor indication that shows when the player does the right or wrong move. Six out 

of eight (66%) testers would either mechanically describe how to play the game or use 

generalizations as genre conventions to describe the game. These answers show no deeper 

understanding or that the testers show no importance in describing anything metaphorical to 

their friends.  

 

To conclude playtest two, the developers noticed that the testers were still unsure about the 

purpose of the game. The testers understand that there is deeper meaning because of the new 

consequence, complex mechanics, and visuals added to the game. The testers still only see 

this deeper meaning behind the character and not behind their own actions.  
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Iteration 3 

The developers thought more about anger expression and suppression, and how not all anger 

that is expressed is a bad thing. For the developers, anger only becomes explosive and violent 

when it has been locked in for a long time. The developers considered talking calmly and 

rationally to the person responsible or a friend they trust about it would help them express 

their anger in a healthy way; or letting out the anger in tiny spurts, by exercising, playing 

music or writing about it can help disperse it. An extra element was added to the prototype, 

showing the “positive/healthy anger expression”, which is seen when the player chooses to or 

fails to suppress anger at the first or second trigger. This is portrayed by the player sprite 

changing to them being bigger and a bit more frustrated, but not fully enraged. The player is 

given a jump boost, which can help them traverse the level in certain ways. The player will 

only turn into the “healthy anger expression” character, if they let the creature take over the 

player character at an early state. The developers wanted to communicate that anger should 

be expressed while it is present, instead of letting it build up over time to become violent and 

explosive. The purpose of this design was to make the players realize that there is a deeper 

meaning behind their actions and to complete the experiential model.   

 

Figure 2: Experience of Anger Suppression (Last iteration) 

The developers also wanted to emphasize that the bag is weighing the character down after 

suppression, so they made the bag grow even bigger after each time, becoming thrice the size 

of the character at its biggest. Despite the ridiculous size difference, the intent became 

clearer. 

The timing mechanic of pressing the Q and E buttons stayed the same for this iteration, 

however the player had the choice to ignore the suppression event. The player would have to 

wait for the event to be over and then the player character would be transformed into a so-

called healthy anger state. A new level had been implemented at this point that was supposed 

to promote a playstyle that made the players feel like they could save time by letting out their 

anger every now and then to jump higher (see Appendix C5). If the player decided to do the 

suppression event, they would get into the suppressed anger state where they would be 

slowed, and their bag would grow. The more the player would complete the event, the more 

the bag would grow, and the ground would crack (see Appendix C6). Whenever the player 

reached four consecutive suppressions, they would turn into the beast, the explosive anger 
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expression state, that was present in previous iterations of the game (see Appendix C3). The 

world would shake, and when the enraged phase was over, the ground would shatter and the 

player would fall, resulting in a loss.  

 

  

Playtest 3 

What was your experience playing the game? 

All testers (100%) were either mechanically confused or thought that the gameplay 

was unclear. Three out of the nine (33%) testers were both mechanically confused and 

thought that the gameplay was unclear, tester one gives a good example of this:  

“Didn't matter how fast you played, you always lost, it was a bit "spicy" I 

didn't understand what happened, backpack got bigger, I didn't understand Q 

– E.” 

Three out of nine (33%) testers used some simple adjective while describing the game 

and another three out of nine (33%) thought that it was important to mention the 

backpack. Tester one also used these themes, and by going back to their answer the 

developers can see an example of this. Another three out of nine (33%) of the testers 

described their experience as if they had something to do with a fictional demon. 

Tester two described his experience as following: 

“Initially I was intrigued, I was carrying a demonic creature, getting 

somewhere without removing it, I felt like I needed to get somewhere without 

getting corrupted, I got confused by the demon form, I was thinking I wasn't 

fast enough when I died. I formulated a hypothesis, a process of elimination, 

was it timed based? Then I finally figured it out, the creature is compelling, I 

had a nice time!” 

Two out of nine (22%) testers thought that their experience was to learn by failing, an 

example of this is given by reading the answer from tester two once again. Emotional 

balance, a theme used by two out of nine (22%) of the testers where they tried to 

describe how their experience was to balance an emotion within the game. Tester five 

gives an example on that:  

“It did have some meaning, right? When the back opens and things get out of 

the bag, the bad thoughts got out, his bag got bigger when his anger got out, 

his bad demon got out and he needed to fight that.”  

 

 

56%

33%

56%

22% 22%

33% 33%

What was your experience playing the game?
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What do you think the goal of the game is? 

Seven out of nine (78%) testers talked about reaching the literal destination as the 

main goal of the game. Two out of these seven testers (29% of the 78%) only 

mentioned the literal goal and one of them said the following:  

“Get to point B, move forward, keep going to the right of the screen.” 

Five out of nine (56%) testers described the goal with either semiotics (two testers, 

22%), mental health (two testers, 22%), or that it was learned by failing (two testers, 

22%). Tester three used two themes (which explains why there is two testers in both 

mental health and semiotics), semiotics and mental health, and their answer was:  

“Maybe suicide at the end when I jump off, everything around you breaks, 

maybe the ground stood for the things around you, people, things etc. The 

game ends in suicide, either the effect would happen perpetually, or I can end 

the cycle by dying.” 

 

Tester nine thought that the sole goal of the game was to learn by failing: 

“Not trust the inputs, see what happens if you fail it first. I don't understand 

the bag getting bigger.” 

 

 

Did you try to win? 

Three different results are presented here as five out of nine (56%) testers said yes, 

two out of nine (22%) testers were not entirely sure but still answered yes. The last 

two out of nine (22%) thought that winning or completing the game was not part of 

the primary goal. Tester one gives a quote on how they were unsure about their 

victory:  

“Yes, I tried, I think; I tried to win, I tried to get as far as I could.” 

Tester seven gives an example on how they felt that there was another goal or victory 

condition in the game:  

“No, I just tried to figure out how to not get big, but that's still part of trying to 

win?” 

  
How did you go about that? 

 When asked how they tried to win, seven out of nine (78%) of the testers spoke about 

a mechanical solution, e.g., tester seven stated: 

 “Jump over cracks, I don’t know, jump less? I still don't know why I get big.”  

Four out of nine (44%) of the testers claimed that they learned by failing and 

eventually had a way to complete the game. Tester nine said that:  

“At first, by following the instructions, but then I realized I shouldn't follow 

the instructions, so I stopped playing the minigame.” 

Tester two had a broader answer which touched the two earlier themes (Learned by 

failing and mechanical solution) and the last theme, time pressure, they stated that: 

“First, I tried to experience the game, I based my intention on genre 

conventions, I just figured out the mechanics and found quick time event and I 

assumed I had to do the quick time event quickly because my brain has been 

brainwashed. I felt the creature might pop out due to a timer due to bag 

getting bigger and I got transformed into an abstract monkey, I thought I had 
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to be fast, I thought I was too slow, and I was ready to criticize the balancing 

of the game, then I tried being slower and I figured it out.”  

Three out of nine (33%) used the theme of time pressure and tester two was one of 

them. 

 

 

 

How would you describe the conflict in the game?  

Five out of nine (57%) of the testers thought that emotions were the conflict of the 

game, tester five stated that:  

“A guy with depression or mental issues, that's the symbolism of the backpack 

and at some point, it burst out, maybe when he shared his thought with others, 

he got stronger and could jump higher.”  

Three out of nine (33%) testers thought that the instructions given by the designers 

where the main conflict of the game, tester nine states that:  

“The instructions conflict with the goal of the game. If I did the right thing, I 

actually lost.” 

Four out of nine testers (44%) either shallowly explained the conflict (two testers, 

22%) as “Time was running out.” (Tester 8) or spoke about something subjective 

(two testers 22%) “It felt personal, it’s you and your inner demons, the more you tried 

to stop them the more they kept weighing you down.” (Tester 3) 

 

  

  

How did you move on from said conflict?  

Five out of nine (56%) of testers talked about metagaming and tester nine once again 

mentioned the instructions in his answer: 

“By not following the instructions, I skipped the minigame.” 

Adam and Hampus coded a theme to show how some testers thought more about the 

inner emotions than how they behaved when playing the game. Which is why four out 

of nine (44%) testers fit with the theme of emotional thinking when describing how 

they moved on from said conflict. Tester two states that 

“Emotional struggle of the main character, internal conflict from the 

character because of the grim tone. The character is going through an 

internal emotional conflict, maybe the emotions have to be let go and you can 

amplify yourself by expressing the emotions. You acquire the message by 

replaying, very thought-provoking.”  

33,00%

57%

22% 22%

Instructions Emotions Shallow
Explanation

Subjective

How would you describe the conflict in the 
game?
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Three out of nine (33%) testers spoke about pressing buttons and another three out of 

nine (33%) testers talked about time pressure. Tester six describes their experience 

with both themes and states that:  

“I should have pressed the buttons earlier, I questioned if I was bad at doing 

it in time.”  

  

Thinking of the character, what did you notice about it in the course of playing the game? Be 

specific and name anything that comes to mind. 

. Eight out of nine (89%) of the testers thought about the backpack (themed as bag), 

five out of nine (56%) described a fictional monster, a demon, a gorilla, or “thing”. 

Four out of nine (44%) described something mechanical, as in what controls they 

used to play the game. Three out of nine (33%) described that they saw some particle 

effects and tester one used all four of these themes with their answer that says:  

“The character had a backpack., I don’t know what happened when I stopped, 

some reddish animation, some change, the backpack grew, I did it two times, 

after a while when I had a Q - E prompt I had a demon on my shoulder and 

when I transformed, I turned into a monster or a human version of a gorilla.” 

Most of the testers, seven out of nine (78%), described the character with some 

shallow characteristics as ‘male’, ‘slender’, ‘grey’. While two out of nine (22%) 

testers described some negative emotions when thinking back of the character. Tester 

three used both themes and said:  

“From his appearance he was a normal guy at first, maybe a school kid or 

college student with what could have been a school bag. The other form when 

he was angry was still him, but his anger issues were coming out. He is trying 

to push his feelings down; it’s visualized by pushing things into the bag.” 

 

  

How would you explain this game to a friend? 

When asked to describe the game to a friend, two out of nine (22%) mentioned mental 

health in some form and three out of nine (33%) would use genre conventions as help. 

Tester five gives a short and precise answer while using both themes:  

“Psychological platformer, the dev is telling you a story about depression.” 

Other testers would describe a way to complete the game to their friend by either 

giving simple instructions or by describing a form of metagaming; both of these 

groups have four out of nine (44%) testers. Tester four gives an example of simple 

instructions: 

 “Run right, press Q and E fast, try to reach the end. that is, it.” 

Tester six gives an example on metagaming: 

“Don't follow instructions on the screen, that feels like it honestly.” 

 

Discussion 3 

There were three out of nine (33%) that described that they had an experience with a fictional 

demon. Two out of the three testers (66% out of the 33%) did not understand the game any 

deeper than that, they saw a fictional level to the game and then fell into the theme of 

confusion. The last tester, tester three, additionally described their experience as trying to 

keep an emotional balance, proving that they experienced a deeper level of cognition when 

playing through the game. One more tester described emotional balance, but this tester did 

not describe their experience on a fictional level at all. This tester mentions how the 

characters “bad thoughts” come out from the backpack and how they tried to stuff it back in. 
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Eventually these thoughts would surface, and they had to fight them off. Two out of nine 

(22%) testers experienced trying to keep emotional balance within the game. This time, the 

testers described how they had to balance their inner emotions to win the game. Compared to 

how the earlier testers described that there was something metaphorical in the game but could 

not further develop those thoughts. The developers saw this as an improvement from the 

second playtest. 

  

In this test, seven out of nine testers (78%) mentioned the literal destination as the goal of the 

game and four out of the seven (57% out of the 78%) testers who talked about reaching the 

literal destination did not see anything deeper in the goal of the game. As mentioned earlier, 

one of the few instructions that the testers received was to “reach point B”, and the 

developers documented that at least 50% of all testers in every test would mention this as a 

goal. Following what Schell (2008) earlier stated, the developers kept the instructions to a 

minimum in order not to create biases for the testers towards the metaphorical meaning of the 

game. Two out of the nine testers (22%) used semiotics to describe the game and they 

understood that the game was representing something but could not describe exactly what. 

They used phrases such as “the snow could mean something” (Tester 5), this could indicate 

that they are trying to find some meaning, but it is not clear enough for them. The other 

tester, tester three, also described mental health, however, they went even deeper, trying to 

find meaning where the developers did not intend. They described the ending of the game as 

“the game ends in suicide, either the effect would happen perpetually, or I can end the cycle 

by dying”. The developers thought it was interesting to see how this tester found meaning 

behind the win and loss condition but not in the suppressing mechanic that was intentionally 

designed as a metaphorical mechanic.     

  

In this iteration, five out of nine (56%) said they tried to win, but the interesting result is that 

the other four out of nine (44%) either were unsure if they won or thought that there was 

something else that they could have done. This proves that almost half of the testers noticed 

that there was something else than just running towards the end. That they were trying to 

figure out what it was but could not express what it was.   

  

All testers gave shallow answers when asked to describe what they did to complete the 

game. Seven out of nine (78%) talked about a mechanical solution such as pressing the 

buttons quicker while others also thought there was some sort of time pressure in the game. 

The testers interpreted the button spamming event as a pressure that would come on a timer. 

They thought that they could speed through the game and escape the little monster that 

eventually would spawn to make them lose the game. Four out of nine (44%) testers said that 

they had to learn by failing to complete the game. The intended design were to nudge the 

testers to suppress their anger, lose, and start over to eventually understand that it was 

possible to ignore the suppressing mechanic (Pressing E). The developers looked at their 

suppression of anger as something they have done over and over until they eventually 

realized that it was unhealthy. The developers therefore noticed that their testers behaved 

exactly as they behave outside of the game. However, even though the testers behaved the 

way the developers wanted, the testers never understood why they behaved this way. They 

only realize that they must replay the game to understand the mechanics, not to understand 

the meaning behind their actions.   

  

When talking about the conflict of the game, five out of nine (55%) testers mentioned 

emotions, using words such as “a guy with depression or mental issues” (Tester 5). This is a 

trend that shows that most of the testers understand that there is a metaphorical conflict in the 
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game. However, as the developers have documented throughout all tests, the testers that 

notice a deeper meaning always have their own subjective interpretation. As the developers 

can see from these answers, the testers reply using words as “descent into madness (Tester 

1), emotional struggle (Tester 2), inner demons (Tester 3), something internal (Tester 4). The 

developers see this as a confirming trend but still realize that there is more to be done to the 

game if they want their players to understand the actual meaning behind their metaphors. The 

developers also notice that two out of four (50% out of the 44%) of the testers who described 

that they had to learn by failing in the earlier question also thought that the instructions of the 

game were the main conflict of the game. Proving that they replay the game to understand the 

mechanics, not the meaning. 

  

Emotional thinking was the second biggest trend with four out of nine (44%) when the testers 

were asked to describe how they moved on from the conflict. To give an example, tester five 

states that “when he had bad thoughts, I let him release his things from the bag”. This 

demonstrates that tester five thought of the particle effects as “bad thoughts” and not just an 

art asset. Every one of the testers that answered with emotional thinking to this question also 

described the conflict of the game with emotions. It is safe to say that these four out of nine 

testers saw something under the surface within the game.  

  

A fewer number of testers found it important to describe the characters emotions in this test 

compared to test two. What captured the interest of the testers in this iteration was the 

backpack, as eight out of nine (89%) of them mentioned it. Two out of the nine (22%) testers 

described the character with negative emotions, and they were a part of the earlier group that 

used emotional thinking when moving on from the conflict and described the conflict of the 

game with emotions, which shows that only two out of nine (22%) of the testers still feel the 

importance to mention the deeper meaning behind the character. However, tester four 

described these negative emotions as “the other form when he was angry was still him but his 

anger issues coming out. Trying to push feelings down, visualized by pushing things into the 

bag” validating that the metaphorical mechanic was interpreted exactly as the developers 

intended it to be by this tester. Even though there were fewer testers describing the character 

with either emotions or metaphorical concepts, the developers found this iteration a success 

as there were more testers that used these concepts when describing their actions in the game. 

The answers flipped if they were to be compared to earlier tests. In test two, testers only 

found metaphorical meaning while describing the character. In test three, they found meaning 

behind their own actions, through the mechanics, and in the conflict.    

  

Most of the testers feel the need to inform their friends on how to complete the game by 

giving simple instructions, genre conventions, or by telling them to think ‘outside of the box’. 

However, testers three and five found it important to describe that the game was about mental 

health and put less effort into describing how the game is supposed to be played. Testers 

three and five have had a deeper understanding present through all the questions and it does 

therefore explain that they also find it important to describe this to their friend. This is an 

improvement from test one where none of the testers would describe anything deeper when 

explaining this game to a friend closer to emotional balance.  

 

In summary, the testers now understand that there is an emotional meaning behind the game. 

They also understand the emotional meaning behind their own actions and not only when 

describing the character. The emotions described are however subjective and it is rare to see a 

tester describing it as anger. 
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Prototype 3: Emotional Baggage (Summary) 
The player character is wearing a backpack with a creature inside that grows bigger over 

time. The creature will escape from the backpack and try to take over the player character, 

which the player can respond to with suppressing it down again. This action will be harder 

to do over time, as the player will have to do it more and quicker. 

If the player keeps suppressing, the creature will eventually erupt from the backpack, taking 

over the character and transforming it into a violent beast that is difficult to control. After 

some time, the character will revert to normal and be stunned for a moment, which shows 

the post-action realization of what they have done. Afterwards, the ice breaks underneath 

their feet and they fall into the abyss. If the player decides to not suppress the creature at an 

early stage, it will still take over the player but in a vigorous way.  

The point of the game is to make it to the other side, without becoming enraged. The idea is 

that the more the player suppresses their feelings, the worse the outcome. If the player let out 

their feelings earlier, it will help them get through their struggles, instead of drowning in 

them.  

The game prototype displays how the developers experience suppression of anger, but also 

other emotions like stress or sadness. The player character being an abstract representation of 

themselves and the creature in the backpack the underlying uncomfortable emotion that 

surfaces at certain times. The game itself is a representation of their mindset and thinking 

process. The game also represents the inner conflict, where it feels like the only option is to 

suppress. It is by not doing as the game tells the player to do, they will reach the end.   

In conclusion, the game prototype was rather a showcase of a game system, one clear 

mechanic, a metaphor for anger suppression, and how the experience is felt by the 

developers. It has a much richer and coherent system than “As cross as two sticks”, and the 

player’s actions have now meaning and consequence to the experience.   
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4. Conclusions 

Playtest conclusion 
The progression of understanding the metaphors in the game significantly increased from 

playtest one to two, and there was a slight increase from test two to three as proven by the 

data. Analyzing the first question regarding their experience the developers recognized that 

the testers were confused during the first test, understood that there was something 

metaphorical in the second, and finally found emotional meaning in the last playtest. When 

the testers described the conflict of the game, only one tester mentioned a metaphorical 

conflict in the first, while four out of eight (50%) and five out of nine (57%) mentioned 

mental or emotional conflict in the second and third, respectively.  

 

How the testers moved on from the conflict was not asked in the first playtest, however, it 

was still a significant improvement between the second and third playtest. In the second, the 

only deeper answer given by the testers was the four out of eight (25%) that mentioned a 

fictional battle. In the third test, four out of eight (44%) mentioned emotional thinking 

showing that they understood that their actions served a purpose. How the testers described 

the game to their friend went from all the testers explaining it as a platformer in test one, to 

six out of eight (75%) of the testers being ambiguous in the second test, and lastly two out of 

nine (22%) mentioning mental health in the third test.         

 

Concluding, the developers noticed three overarching patterns in the testers.  

• No understanding of a deeper meaning. These testers think on a surface level and 

either describe it mechanically or what they see. They start the game confused and try 

to metagame their way through the level. They compare the game to similar games in 

the same genre and try to complete it through known methods.    

 

• Fictional interpretation. They see a monster or an enemy that tries to battle them 

throughout the game or they try to explain how some art assets could be a 

representation of something else.     

 

• A metaphorical or mental. These testers find a mental meaning within the character 

and sometimes try to translate the character's actions into metaphors. These metaphors 

were subjective, and only three testers mentioned anger throughout the three tests 

(which is what the developers attempted to model).  

 

In general, the feelings and emotions mentioned by testers were stress, anxiety, depression, 

burdened, angry. 
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Game making process conclusion 
The IGD Exercise that the developers came up with, is meant to help the developers open up 

to each other and find something that they all related to. Looking back at the exercise, it did 

provide room to openly discuss ‘hard-to-talk-about’ and complicated emotions. On the other 

hand, the developers felt that the tool was misused in a way that the members felt like they 

were forcing themselves into finding issues and problems within themselves. Some felt like 

they were not completely honest with themselves when they are put on the spot. When they 

later compared each other’s notes, they realized that it was difficult to find a red thread 

between them. The exercises might have been better if it was switched out to a daily solo 

exercise or emotional diary.  

The morning pages were written only by the developers Emma and Alexandros, as a tool for 

clearing the mind in the morning. Alexandros had been doing morning pages long since 

before the project started and has made it part of his morning routine. His takeaway was that 

he managed to get a “full stream of consciousness” on paper by writing while he was still 

“half-awake”. The only problem was that he later was not able to read his notes – the notes 

were physically unreadable –, deeming them useless for recording purposes.  

Emma struggled to keep up with the pages, because she felt the stress of having to spend 

“precious morning time” on it. Her notes were readable, but she felt as if she spent too much 

thought on spelling and readability, so that the mind was able to filter things before they 

came on paper. Both developers felt that the pages were a useful tool for emotional venting, 

stress relief, and organization. The texts usually consisted of dreams, day or week planning, 

emotional struggles, and present actions and feelings. They could tune into their feelings 

more when they were alone rather than if they were openly talking with the rest of the 

developers. The pages helped them work more focused in the design process but also help 

them mentally outside of the project.  

The two early prototypes – Emotional Boxes and Statue game – were very different from 

each other, but the developers learned valuable things from them both. The statue game had a 

nice visual idea but did not have a coherent system. It inspired the developers to look further 

into the experience and to map out the different parts. Even if it pushed them a few steps 

back, it was better than continuing a broken concept. From the second prototype they learnt 

that it is better to start building something instead of just over discussing every piece. In 

“Less Talk, More Rock” (Boyer, 2011), the author discusses about how too much text and 

talk can disrupt both game production and games. The developers only started fully 

developing the prototype after something was concretely built. The same could also be 

applied to the toy and the prototype, the developers wanted as little text as possible to leave 

room for the imagination and interpretation.  

The biggest learnings and outcomes of the production and design was the failure of the 

communal design, and early prototyping.  

Making a ‘communal’ design for the game was flawed, where the design is heavily 

influenced by every single designer. The importance lies in modelling the chosen 

experiential system consistently. The game can be about the developers’ individual 

experiences and comparisons, but personal experiences cannot be part of logical design 

decisions. If a member cannot relate to the actions taken, it does not mean one of them is 
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wrong. All members want to have emotional input on the project, but one person must take 

the last call so that design decisions can be made.  

Prototyping could have been applied earlier. The significance and importance of it lies on 

kickstarting of the project, and in a way letting ideas flow. Visualizing the idea helped the 

developers understand the systems that are needed to be ‘fleshed out’ for the game to be 

operational. A lot of ideas were put away because the design was not easily comprehended, 

and it was also hard to explain the idea – communal design contributed to this as well, as not 

everyone agreed on a said idea. The moment the first line of code was drawn for the first 

prototype (Prototype 2: Emotion Cubes (“Toy”)), the game became easier to understand and 

it became possible to break down the mechanics and metaphors. While it is important to stay 

and talk about the game and idea as pointed out in the theory (Rusch, 2020), overanalyzing 

can hinder the project from even starting.  

Another problem they faced before development was that the developers constantly had 

problems with perspectives and understanding of different words. The developers 

understood each other the best when they talked about their own experiences with their own 

words. When the developers later tried to make a communal project and put everything 

under the same “umbrella term”, arguments started about misunderstanding the concept. 

Suppression was the word the developers referred to when they talked about “pushing away 

their feelings”, but each developer viewed the definition differently. The developers should 

not try putting their experience under an umbrella term, because it leads to generalizing and 

depersonalizing. By stating the obvious, the developers are not a “hive mind” and each 

developer will picture the same topics differently.  

The developers found that through meaningful discussions, system planning and rapid 

prototyping they managed to successfully work towards a game prototype. The discussions 

served as a base for the development and to broaden the members perspectives on 

psychological struggles. Mapping out the experience into a connected system allowed the 

members to get a concrete view of the problem. They then managed to create a new game 

system, inspired by the experiential system.  

While the full game was lackluster, the mechanic that defines the system has embodied the 

experience of suppressing and expressing anger, according to the developers. The character 

together with the changing environment manages to portray how the developers experience 

the feeling of suppressed anger. From the beginning, discussions were made about the 

awareness of suppressing emotions, it is not a solution, but still happens involuntarily. The 

‘control’ of behavior while emotionally aroused, creates a feedback loop of distress. In-game, 

this conflict is represented by the system of the bag and the player’s action; the player pushes 

the creature down but must go against said mechanic of ‘pushing down’, and instead release 

whatever is inside to win.  

In conclusion, several aspects could be different in the case of making the project again. First 

and foremost, focus on one problem from one perspective. Having one designer be the ‘center 

piece’ of the research or having an outside perspective with people that are willing to share 

their experience and/or troubles, makes more sense. The experience captured on the current 

project, while still conveying an important and relevant experience, was shallow, and 

arguably not as true to the original designs. Secondly, a new approach with an earlier 

development, would have made room for more iterations, and a bigger focus on ‘trial-and-
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error’. Discussion was a big part of the process, while useful to execute, to make sure the idea 

is captured properly and explained clearly. The discussions in this project where however too 

much, issues and ideas were over-discussed and over-analyzed. When the developers finally 

made prototype 2, it dissolved the tangled discussions and lead to beneficial design 

discussions and game production. 

So, to answer the question “How to we apply the deep game design approach for a game 

about anger suppression?” in a few words: 

• Deep game design tools and theories can be used to further express and understand 

anger and feelings such as stress, frustration, and aggression. By breaking the 

experiences down to its essential parts, it can be translated into game systems with 

gameplay that speaks about the experience. The goal is to model the experience of 

suppressed anger into coherent metaphorical systems.  

 

• It is easier if only one person holds the vision for the game. Emotions are 

experienced differently by everyone and therefore, compromising about certain game 

design decisions is complicated.  

 

• While discussions need to be made properly – according to theory – and fully capture 

the experience, there still needs to be a ‘hard line’, where the discussions end, and the 

production of the game begins. 
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Appendix 

Appendix A 
Emotional Baggage – Final Iteration 

https://alex0817.itch.io/prototype-1?secret=mx4X1e1KP5AxixKeCXVyG4Jci8 

Appendix B 
As cross as two sticks. 

You are a witch that is brewing potions. To brew one potion, you need to pick it from the 

recipe book, and collect the materials needed. When the potion is done, a ghost appears. You 

then need to figure out a way to deal with it! 

There is currently no ending to the game, you successfully play it if you’re able to brew 

potions and release the ghosts. And on the same note, there is no real loss condition either. 

We deemed it as a loss if players stop playing because they don’t understand how to play the 

game.  

 

The game is based on one of the developer’s personal experiences, which was suppressed 

emotions and anger ventilation.  

https://alex0817.itch.io/as-cross-as-two-sticks 

Appendix B1 

Data collected from a journaling document used to design the game “As cross as two sticks” 

We wanted the parts of the anger gestalt to easier design the game, so we broke it down. 

Participants: Angry person 

Parts: anger, suppressing feelings, temporarily venting anger, progressive frustration, 

sadness, imbalance of emotions, pent-up feelings, OR hurting people (L), productive venting 

anger(W) 

Stages: 

Linear Sequence: getting progressively angrier by different frustrating factors > rage builds 

up > getting more angry > vicious spiral ensues until you reach boiling point > unhealthy 

coping mechanisms > cycle repeats ad infinitum. 

Purpose: Productive venting 

  

https://alex0817.itch.io/prototype-1?secret=mx4X1e1KP5AxixKeCXVyG4Jci8
https://alex0817.itch.io/as-cross-as-two-sticks
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Appendix C 
These are in-game screenshots referenced earlier in the text. 

Appendix C1 
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Appendix C2 

 

Appendix C3 
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Appendix C4 

 

Appendix C5 
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Appendix C6 

 

 

Appendix D 
These are the questions that the subjects were asked.  

One question is added for the second and third playtest which is “How did you move on from 

said conflict”, when the subjects are asked about describing the conflict. 
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Appendix D1 
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Appendix C2 

The questions that were asked were identical for test two and three
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Appendix E 
These are the Plectica Data Coding Maps for all playtests.  

Discussions were held over the final themes and thus some of them were changed. It is 

therefore possible that there are slight differences in the themes written in Plectica and for the 

final step as the developers did not hold the process in Plectica under the same level of 

scrutiny. 

The question “How did you move on from said conflict” is added for test two and three. 

Appendix E1 

Playtest one Plectica coding. 
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Appendix E2 

Playtest two Plectica coding.  
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Appendix E3 

Playtest three Plectica coding. 
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Appendix F 
These are the results from the playtests. The questions are in cell A1, A16 and so on. The 

exact answers of the play testers documented by the assistant are in cells A2 - A10, A17-25 

and so on. The categories created from coding the playtests are in cells B1 – F1, B16 – E16 

and so on. The data that is then marked with a 1 in cell B2 – F10, B17 – E25 and so on if it 

applies to the given category. These are then turned into percentages in B13 - F13, B28 – E28 

and so on. 

Appendix F1 
What was your experience 

playing the game? 

Unclear 

Goal 

Unclear 

Controls 

Prototype Intuitive Exploration 

confusing, it wasn’t clear what is 

the point. a run through the end. 

didn’t understand the 

transformation. no danger, but 

looks terrifying,  

1         

uhm, confusing what the goal is, E 

is confusing, try to move around, 

see what the character can do. 

1 1 
  

1 

very larger similarity to dinosaur 

game in chrome. have some 

animations.  

  
 

1 
 

  

nice and easy. intuitive, easy 

controls 
  

  
1   

pretty straight forward. Objective 

wasn't clear 
1 

  
1   

going in the dark, no context, idk, it 

felt unfinished, not positive but not 

negative either, like an unfinished 

flash game 

1 
 

1 
 

  

didn’t know if he had to stop, felt 

longer if walking but not sure 
  

   
  

it feels like a platformer, didn't 

understand the spamming, attacked 

by spiderman 'thing' 

  1 
  

  

Did not understand what the E 

button did. She thinks that every 

time the character became a 

monster she had to press it to go 

back.  

  1       

Number of players 4 3 2 2 1 

Total Players 9 9 9 9 9 

% of players  44,44% 33,33% 22,22% 22,22% 11,11% 
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What do you think the goal 

of the game is? 

Suppressing 

an Enemy 

Platforming Finish 

Level 

Hinder a 

transformation 

not let the transformation 

happen.  
      1 

to get to the end.    
 

1 
 

go to right, not turn into the 

monster and get past the 

obstacles 

1 
 

1 
 

go from point a to b   
 

1 
 

get from point a to b, 

jumping, dispel the monster.  
1 1 1 

 

get to point b asap, fight off 

fire on the back 
1 

 
1 

 

reach the end without 

enraging 
  

 
1 1 

point a to b, avoid the thing 

that jump on player, but 

maybe can win without 

removing the ghost.  

1 
 

1 
 

Moving from point A to point 

B 
    1   

Number of players 4 1 8 2 

Total Players 9 9 9 9 

% of players  44,44% 11,11% 88,89% 22,22% 
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Did you try to win? Yes Exploring Unsatisfied Efficient 

not let the inner self go out         

didn’t feel like a win, but I 

did it 
1 

 
1 

 

get to the end of the map   1 
  

yea, think so 1 
   

try to multitask, not lose time   
  

1 

ofc, always, or maybe escape 

in this context 
1 

   

honestly I just explored I was 

surprised by how quick it 

ended, I was unsure about the 

last edge, idk if I should've 

tried to be careful, I only tried 

to find an alternative route 

once. 

  1 1 
 

yes 1 
   

Yeah 1       

Number of players 5 2 2 1 

Total Players 9 9 9 9 

% of players  55,56% 22,22% 22,22% 11,11% 
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How did you go about that? Platforming Not 

Exploring 

Button 

Spam 

press button.      1 

traverse the terrain, get 

through obstacles 
1 

  

there is only one direction, 

just jump over the obstacles 
1 1 

 

learn by doing, see what 

happens, just run and jump 
1 

  

get at the end as fast as 

possible 
  1 

 

keep running forward until I 

hit the end goal 
1 

  

by spamming e I wanted to 

see what happened, I tried to 

crouch I just tried to get to the 

end I didn’t stop to find out 

what happened if I got de-

buff 

  1 1 

Go forward, try to get to the 

end of the level.  
  1 

 

Jumping the little fences and 

trying to not make him 

become a monster, the 

monster dude.  

1   1 

Number of players 5 4 3 

Total Players 9 9 9 

% of players  55,56% 44,44% 33,33% 
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How would you describe 

the conflict in the game?  

Movement 

Impairing 

Mechanical 

Challenge 

No Conflict An 

Enemy 

Metaphorical conflict 

tormented mentally, fight, 

keep the pressure down, 

keep the beast in 

      1 1 

there was no conflict, you 

turn into a monster, but no 

punishment.  

  
 

1 
 

  

Stop moving or spam E. 

More calm to see the 

simple dude. But what 

happens if I continue as a 

monster.  

  1 
  

  

good question. the ghost is 

the villain. (noticed the 

ghost coming out of the 

bag) 

  
  

1   

easy to understand 

(technical) , confusing 

what happens, not clear 

why it happens (still 

talking about the technical 

aspect)  

  1 1 
 

  

idk but it looked like a fire 

or demon on the back or 

something like that where 

at random intervals it 

happened, not tied to 

movement. if I didn't press 

E fast enough I was turned 

into a monster 

  1 
 

1   

ppl who play games always 

try to win, idk about the 

conflict, only struggle was 

spamming E, only thing I 

had to deal with, I got 

snared? 

1 1 
  

  

tried to walk slower, 

maybe it will make the 

thing jump slower. 

Something was attacking, 

didn't really know why 

  
  

1   

I think what he did mainly 

was to make the player 

slower. That The ghost 

would make the player 

slowed.  

1     1   

Number of players 2 4 2 5 1 

Total Players 9 9 9 9 9 

% of players  22,22% 44,44% 22,22% 55,56% 11,11% 
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Thinking of the character, what 

did you notice about it in the 

course of playing the game? Be 

specific and name anything that 

comes to mind 

Negative 

Emotions 

Unfinished 

Game 

Superficial State 

change 

Generic 

Design 

Monster 

from 

Spiderman 

a scarry guy, transformation 

makes you back to school boy, 

introverted, feel the need to go to 

the end. obstacles no specific role 

other than blocking the way. 

1 
  

1 
 

  

not supposed to be the monster. 

avoid being the monster. not sure 

though. It was trying to run away 

from something, over burdened, 

stressed, normal man in a suit, 

that turns into a monster. The 

monster itself, looked bigger, but 

didn't feel like something was 

dragging me down  

1 
 

1 1 
 

  

before the monster, the character 

seems anxious, trying to get 

away.  

1 
  

1 
 

  

he gets angry, transforms in a 

way.  
  

  
1 

 
  

the design is generic, anxious kid 

walking around, gets attacked by 

demons (inner demons), but the 

you turn into a gorilla, not exactly 

panic attack, but something like 

that. 

1 
   

1   

living inside you like the black 

version of Spiderman (Venom) 
  

    
1 

if u are looking for a deeper 

analysis, playing depressed kid  

or at least not happy trying to not 

get stopped by his anger issues 

"on his shoulders" I guess that is 

what the game is about, the 

ground you are walking on is 

pretty empty, idk about the story 

1 1 
   

  

very grey, skinny, until you turn 

into the big. small > friendly, big 

> not that friendly 

  
 

1 1 
 

  

Regular guy but at one time when 

becoming the monster it was like 

a Spiderman character. Reminded 

her of Spiderman, kind of on the 

uniform.  

        1 1 

Number of players 5 1 2 5 2 2 

Total Players 9 9 9 9 9 9 

% of players  55,56% 11,11% 22,22% 55,56% 22,22% 22,22% 
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How would you explain 

this game to a friend? 

Fighting 

Monster 

Button 

Spamming 

Goal 

Oriented 

Unfinished 

Game 

Platformer 

platformer, point a to b. 

some obstacles, some basic 

functionality, some story, 

reach end destination.  

    
1 

platformer. empty, not a lot 

in it. EMPTY PLATFORM 
  

  
1 1 

side-scroller, point a to b. 

find the best way to finish 

the map.  

  
 

1 
 

1 

point a to b, jump over 

obstacles, press E if you 

turn. 

  1 
  

1 

easy platformer, get over 

obstacles, an extra mechanic 

to keep in mind. 

  
   

1 

Simple side scrolling 

platformer with jumps 
  

   
1 

its about a kid who try to 

walk to his destination while 

shaking off or getting rid of 

his demon on his 

shoulders/anger issues, 

describing the gameplay - its 

simple, u can walk and jump 

and the only mechanic is 

shaking off the enrage by 

spamming a button 

1 1 
  

1 

platforming, that you cant 

lose, cant die, you jump, you 

run, and you get an evil little 

thing on your back.  

1 
   

1 

There is this guy and that 

you have to reach point B 

but he constantly wants to 

become a monster so you 

have to stop him from 

becoming this monster while 

reaching point B. While also 

jumping.  

1       1 

Number of players 3 2 1 1 9 

Total Players 9 9 9 9 9 

% of players  33,33% 22,22% 11,11% 11,11% 100,00% 
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Observation Notes Unclear 

Controls 

Focusing On 

Suppressing 

Clear 

Controls 

Random 

Movement 

Platformer 

timer, letter doesn't make 

sense. no he is sad he turns 

into the monster,  

1 
   

  

didn't understand the 

spamming mechanic. 
1 

   
  

The idea of the game is a bit 

ambiguous (tester is a 

chemist) 

  
   

  

instantly got the mechanics. 

There is a point to get off 

the angry guy. Not pressing 

E loses the game 

  
 

1 
 

  

instantly understood the 

spam.  
  

 
1 

 
  

struggled a bit to get over 

the second obstacle, went 

back and forth a bit. 

  
  

1 1 

stops to press e   1 
  

  

they stopped to press the 

button.  
  1 

  
  

randomly jumping at the 

start of the game. Did not 

understand that pressing E 

would remove the enrage 

form. Had to be instructed to 

spamming E to get out of 

the enraged form. She then 

stopped every time the E 

button appeared, to spam it.  

1     1   

Number of players 3 2 2 2 1 

Total Players 9 9 9 9 9 

% of players  33,33% 22,22% 22,22% 22,22% 11,11% 
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Appendix F2 
What was your 

experience playing 

the game? 

Changes 

to 

Environ

ment 

Positive 

towards 

mechan

ics 

Wants 

Technica

l 

Clarifica

tion 

Unclear 

Game 

Purpos

e 

Simple Learn 

by 

doing 

Unique 

Design 

Metaphor

ical 

Fun 

I didn’t really get what 

was going on, good for 

a prototype, I liked the 
controls, they were 

easy 

  1   1           

I guess it tried, 

something to do with 
stress and overloading 

yourself, I noticed 
changes in the floor 

1 
      

1   

it was fun but simple   
   

1 
   

1 

it was fun, it happened 

so quickly, idk what 

happened, I wasn't sure 
how Q - E worked if I 

could spam or time it, 

maybe it was timed? 
(question to Adam) 

  
 

1 
     

1 

a game where u have to 

figure out stuff 
yourself, supposed to 

not give hints about 

gameplay 

  
    

1 1 
 

  

very interesting 

concept, developed on 

mushrooms, weird 
mechanics, he wants a 

tutorial, Q-E is weird, 

was it timed or a 
specific point in the 

game? Events are both 

location based and 
timed 

  
 

1 1 
  

1 
 

  

unpolished, looked like 

u had a point but not 

worth my time when 
the ground breaks it 

breaks after a certain 

condition was made, it 
was confusing 

1 
  

1 1 
  

1   

mechanics are smooth, 

fast response, 
satisfying moving and 

jumping, didn’t really 

get why the ground 
was cracking, have to 

play more to figure it 

out. it felt at some like 
walking in the middle 

part. Didn't understand 

how to avoid death, 
tried to jump on a box. 

overall, like the 

mechanics, graphics 
are eephy, goal is not 

clear. 

1 1   1   1     1 

Number of players 3 2 2 4 2 2 2 2 3 
Total Players 8 8 8 8 8 8 8 8 8 
% of players  37,50

% 

25,00

% 

25,00

% 

50,00

% 

25,00

% 

25,00

% 

25,00

% 

25,00

% 

37,50

% 
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What do you think the goal of the 

game is? 

Pressing 

Hotkeys 

Containing 

Monster 

Goal Oriented Emotional 

Interpretation 

not be the big guy I turned into, get 

from point a to point b 
  1 1   

maybe point b was on the left side 

idk, know when to stop maybe, it was 

obvious that the character was under 

some sort of distress 

  
 

1 1 

because of the obstacles maybe it was 

maybe about mental health, fighting 

demons maybe? Saving the character 

in a metaphorical way 

  1 
 

1 

idk, a monster in the backpack 

maybe? I maybe had to get away 

from him fast before he took control 

of me 

  1 1 
 

Go from point A to point B while 

doing the hotkey mechanics 
1 

 
1 

 

spam q -e  to preserve your life, or 

some sort of journey through 

narrative, he is consumed by monster 

who lives in his backpack 

1 1 
  

half sure, but I think its about 

containing your demons, something 

in the backpack, spam Q - E to 

contain it, but I’m not sure how deep 

the idea actually is 

1 1 
 

1 

do something to prevent the ground 

from cracking, maybe press Q E 

faster? maybe stand on the little 

boxes?  

1       

Number of players 4 5 4 3 
Total Players 8 8 8 8 
% of players  50,00% 62,50% 50,00% 37,50% 
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Did you try to win? Yes Unsure Underwhelming Deeper 

Meaning 

Mechanical 

Thinking 

idk   1      
I was trying to get to point 

b but I didn't know how to 

be more abstract about 

getting there 

1 
  

1  

Yeah I did but it was 

confusing 
1 

   
 

Yeah 1 
   

 
Ye 1 

   
 

always but what was the 

journey, doing something 

to stop it from jumping out 

of the backpack which is 

narrative element that 

drives it forward 

1 
  

1  

idk I was jumping around, 

not sure what the win 

condition actually was 

  1 1 
 

1 

Yea 1        
Number of players 6 2 1 2 1 
Total Players 8 8 8 8 8 
% of players  75,00% 25,00% 12,50% 25,00% 12.5% 
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How did you go about that? Trial and 

Error 

Fictional Battle  Metagaming Efficient gaming Mental Battle 

N/A          
go in one direction I didn't think of 

going to the left 
  

  
1  

while playing I was trying to figure out 

other ways, any puzzles maybe that I 

didn’t find? 

1 
 

1 
 

 

tried to go as fast as possible because I 

saw the floor cracking and that the 

monster was taking control over me (she 

thinks its timed and a speed run) 

  1 
 

1  

by not doing what u told me to do in the 

game 
  

 
1 

 
 

tough one, contain whatever is in his 

backpack while stopping the thing in 

backpack from consuming his mind, evil 

erupting from your mind. 

  1 
  

1 

I tried to figure out the win condition, 

trying to meta game is, was it trigger 

based or time based? Seems to be trigger 

based! Not sure if ground breaking was 

win condition, he tried to fail Q -E 

mechanic but it didn’t count idk it was 

weird I cant fail this 

1 
 

1 
 

 

first time was testing out, second thought 

I had to be quicker, third I wanted to 

land on the little box.  

1   1 1  

Number of players 3 2 4 3 1 
Total Players 8 8 8 8 8 
% of players  37,50% 25,00% 50,00% 37,50% 12.5% 
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How would you describe the 

conflict in the game?  

Floor 

breaking 

Pressing 

Prompt 

Fictional 

Monster 

Mental Exploration Particle 

Effects 

the thing flying out of the guy, idk 

how to stop from turning into him 
    1    1 

the player seeped out blood from 

their backpack and then they hulked 

out, snapped from the shear stress of 

it all 

  
  

1  1 

I would go back to my previous 

answer, I would try to figure out the 

puzzles and what is going within the 

character 

  
  

1 1  

the floor is slowly breaking and the 

backpack monster is getting loose 
1 

 
1 

 
  

the floor breaking I’m guessing it 

has to do with how he transforms, he 

got mad and became enraged, idk 

about the conflict between the 

character and environment, 

interesting game 

1 
  

1   

to keep going in 1 direction while 

surviving Q  - E, trying to explore 

different routes and stuff, using 

abstract strategies 

  1 
  

1  

I think the game is about 

impatience, or betrayal I do what 

I’m supposed to do, I do what the 

instructions are. Modern games 

always have quick time events, 

some games have it optional and 

then u have another outcome after 

  1 
  

  

some kind of nightmare, psychic 

breakdown, you become a monster, 

something going on in the 

character's head 

    1 1   

Number of players 2 2 3 4 2 2 
Total Players 8 8 8 8 8 8 
% of players  25,00% 25,00% 37,50% 50,00% 25% 25% 
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How did you move on from said conflict?  Exploring Straight Running Battling Something Fictional 

q and e, obviously I clicked it but I felt I got the 

demon anyway, idk if I did anything wrong 
    1 

I didn't counter but I just kept moving forward 

after Q - E 
  1 

 

I guess I was just trying to find other ways to go 

about the obstacles 
1 

  

not sure, but run and try to keep it in the bag by 

pushing it back or maybe some magic 
  1 1 

N/A   
  

N/A   
  

N/A   
  

projected the game as point A is start, point B is 

the end, but the maybe there was a hidden spot? 
1     

Number of players 2 2 2 
Total Players 8 8 8 
% of players  25,00% 25,00% 25,00% 
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Thinking 

of the 

character, 

what did 

you notice 

about it in 

the course 

of playing 

the game? 

Be specific 

and name 

anything 

that comes 

to mind 

Mental 

Harm 

Metaphor

ical 

Shallow 

Characteri

stics 

Fictional 

Transform

ation 

Crack

ed 

floor 

Bag Physi

cal 

harm 

Angry 

transforma

tion 

Suppress

ion 

he turned 

into the big 

guy and 

then he 

became 

normal 

again and 

the floor 

got a bit 

cracked 

  
1 1 1 1    

they tried 

to jam 

things back 

into their 

bag and 

floor 

started 

cracking 

some sort 

of allegory 

for 

spreading 

themselves 

too thin, 

they got 

possessed 

by a ghost 

and that's 

like when  

u lose it, 

then he 

calmed 

down and 

he sort of 

had tunnel 

vision and 

he had a 

blood spurt 

from their 

ankle and 

that is 

when u 

need to go 

back 

because of 

physical 

harm and u 

just fell 

down, 

normal 

character 

meant to 

do be an 

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
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average 

guy 

the 

character 

was like 

and he 

reminded 

me of an 

anime 

character, 

he 

transforme

d into a 

hulk, was 

that 

transformat

ion of help 

to solve it, 

his hair 

was like a 

character 

in Jujutsu 

Kaisen 

called 

Megumi 

Fushiguro, 

the one 

with the 

animal 

spirit 

  
  

1    1  

not gender 

specific, 

idk 

characters 

gender, it 

was maybe 

a technical 

school kid 

or older 

teenager 

  
 

1 
 

     

he 

becomes 

hurt a lot. 

he became 

enraged 

and 

became the 

hulk and 

he had a 

sad phase, 

I’m 

guessing 

that’s a 

metaphor 

for 

something 

1 1 
 

1   1 1  
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he bends 

down and 

tries to 

contain it 

inside his 

bag, he 

becomes 

normal and 

the world 

becomes 

dark, and 

the glass 

floor 

shattering 

symbolizes 

a descent 

into 

madness 

1 1 
  

1 1   1 

backpack 

on the bag, 

it looked 

like an 

unpolished 

game. not 

an 

outstandin

g 

character. 

the 

backpack 

stood out, 

a pilot bag 

kind of 

  
 

1 
 

 1    

guy, 

wearing 

backpack, 

wasn't old 

(20yo), 

from my 

experience 

there was 

some kind 

of struggle, 

suffering 

from 

something, 

trying to 

suppress 

the 

monster 

but at a 

certain 

point the 

monster 

comes out 

anyway. 

1 1 1    1   1 

Number of 

players 
4 4 5 4 3 4 2 3 3 

Total 

Players 
8 8 8 8 8 8 8 8 8 

% of 

players  
50,00

% 

50,00% 62,50% 50,00% 37.5

% 

50

% 

25% 37.5% 37.5% 
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How would you explain 

this game to a friend? 

Mechanical 

Discussion 

Adventure Genres Visuals obscure 

wasd to walk, jump with 

space, easy hard game. 
1 

   
 

guess its similar to the 

saying knowing when to 

walk away  

  
   

1 

simple graphics, some 

complexity within the 

game, trying to  

  
  

1 1 

a fun little adventure, like 

a horror fantasy 

adventure, idk 

  1 1 
 

 

a game where you have to 

think about how to beat it 

yourself, everything is not 

what it says  

  
   

1 

Side scroller q - e mini 

adventure, abstract 
1 1 1 

 
1 

a to b, u do as your told if 

u do it your own way then 

u win. the ground cracks 

too, sometimes a demon 

is a dick to you, when u 

do quick time event u lose 

the game. not sure about 

the details 

1 
  

1 1 

platforming, not easy to 

grasp, tricky, but exciting, 

want to play again! 

    1   1 

Number of players 3 2 3 2 6 
Total Players 8 8 8 8 8 
% of players  37,50% 25,00% 37,50% 25,00% 75% 
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Observation Notes Confused Speed 

running 

Eager to replay Cautious 

Gameplay 

pretty straight forward 
 

1 
 

  
he is confused by cracks, 

"is there a point b?" 
1 

  
  

struggling a bit to do 

mechanics, became angry, 

struggles with jumping a 

bit, understands that rings 

closing have no 

significance 

1 
  

  

notices cracks, plays 

slowly 
  

  
1 

assumes I jumps too 

much, just runs straight 

ahead, he doesn't get it at 

all, briefly stopped to look 

at cracks, walks slowly, 

he wants to figure it out, 

"what if I don’t do 

anything" "ok it did 

nothing", he beat it on 

attempt 3 

  1 1 1 

spams q - e and loses fast 

and tries again "abstract 

concept" 

  1 1   

carefully walking, walks 

back with monster, he 

gets the mechanic and 

finishes 

  
  

1 

didn't figure out the 

mechanic.  
1       

Number of players 3 3 2 3 
Total Players 8 8 8 8 
% of players  37,50% 37,50% 25,00% 37,50% 
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Appendix F3 
What was your experience 

playing the game? 

Simple 

Adjectiv

e 

Mechanica

lly 

Confused 

Fictional 

Demon 

Unclear 

Gamepl

ay 

Learn 

by 

failing 

Emotion

al 

Balance 

Mention

ed Bag 

Time 

Pressure 

didn't matter how fast you 

played u always lost, it was a 
bit "spicy" I didn't understand 

what happened, backpack got 

bigger, I didn't understand Q - 
E  

1 1   1     1   

initially I was intrigued, I was 

carrying a demonic creature, 

getting somewhere without 
removing it, I felt like I 

needed to get somewhere 
without getting corrupted, I 

got confused by demon form, 

I was thinking I wasn’t fast 
enough when I died, I 

formulated a hypothesis, 

process of elimination, was it 
timed based etc.? Then I 

finally figured it out, the 

creature is compelling, I had a 
nice time! 

  
 

1 1 1 
  

1 

I kept thinking of the word 

baggage, maybe because of 

literal baggage, seeing the 
demon come out I suppose 

was the inner demon some ppl 

feel and push down but if u 
keep pushing it down u might 

eventually break, if I let it out 

a little bit it didn’t seem quite 
as bad, I don’t get the big 

demon 

  
 

1 1 
 

1 1   

it was kind of interesting, 
discovery of what is going to 

happen 

1 
      

  

it did have some meaning 

right, when the back opens 
and things get out of the bag, 

the bad thoughts got out, his 

bag got bigger when his anger 
got out, his bad demon got out 

and he needed to fight that.  

  
    

1 1   

weird, idk what to do, I had 
an idea, but was it really a 

good one, should I try it? 

Really simple just go straight 

1 1 
 

1 
   

  

I felt I got mad at myself 
because I didn’t figure out the 

mechanics and why I got 

transformed, it feels like I got 
to complete it to settle 

down/calm down 

  1 
     

  

I thought I was doing fine 
until I died, it felt 

straightforward, I got stuck 

and not sure how to continue 
with q e and such, easy to 

understand, the hulk moving 

the opposite direction and 
such, felt easy at the start, idk 

if the difficulty went up, if I 

was doing something wrong 
or if the game was impossible 

 
1 1 1 
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very confused, first that 

happens what's up? I did it 

wrong the first (just pressed 

E), so I turned into the small 
buff guy. but then I did the 

mechanic right, but I kept 

failing, so I thought I should 
skip the mechanic, and it 

worked! 

  1     1       

Number of players 3 5 3 5 2 2 3 1 
Total Players 9 9 9 9 9 9 9 9 
% of players  33,33

% 

55,56% 33,33

% 

55,56

% 

22,22

% 

22,22

% 

33,33

% 

11,11

% 
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What do you think the goal of the 

game is? 

Literal 

Destination 

Semiotics Learn by Failing Mental Health 

Get to point B, move forward, keep 

going to the right of the screen 
1       

I feel like the explicit objective to get to 

point B, learning to draw one’s 

emotions, partially because I know 

about the topic, and writing thesis on 

similar subject 

1 
  

1 

maybe suicide at the end when I jump 

off, everything around u break, maybe 

the ground stood the things around u, 

people, things etc., the game ends in 

suicide, either the effect would happen 

perpetually, or I can end the cycle by 

dying 

  1 
 

1 

probably not to make him be the 

monster, it was faster in the beginning, 

didn't press the buttons as fast. from 

point a to point b, without becoming the 

monster 

1 
  

  

idk, tell a story of a guy it had a little 

bit more plot, what is his purpose, why 

is he carrying the bag, the snow could 

mean something too, it reminded me of 

a guy walking from school to home or 

something 

1 1 
 

  

Reach point B 1 
  

  
reach point b, to do that I need to figure 

out where point B is 
1 

 
1   

get as far as u can, or a destination 1 
  

  
not trust the inputs, see what happens if 

you fail it first. I don’t understand the 

bag getting bigger 

    1   

Number of players 7 2 2 2 
Total Players 9 9 9 9 
% of players  77,78% 22,22% 22,22% 22,22% 
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Did you try to win? Yes Unsure Yes Winning not Primary goal 

Yes, I tried, I think I tried to win, I tried to get as far as I 

could 
  1   

Yes, for sure, in terms of the direct goal, if I reach point 

B I managed to control the creature. 
1 

 
  

it’s possible I could have gone all the way back, maybe 

that's just my completionism instincts kicking in 
  

 
1 

yea 1 
 

  
Yeah, I couldn’t figure out the mechanics, what was I 

doing etc., oh fuck I need to Q -E fast, later when I saw 

the demon, I was like oh that’s another animation so I let 

it happen and it changed the game 

1 
 

  

Yeah, I guess, if that’s the goal   1   
No, I just tried to figure out how to not get big, but that’s 

still part of trying to win? 
  

 
1 

Yeah ofc 1 
 

  
yea 1     

Number of players 5 2 2 
Total Players 9 9 9 
% of players  55,56% 22,22% 22,22% 
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How did you go about that? Learned by failing Time Pressure Mechanical 

Solution 

I thought the goal was keep moving as a side scroller, to 

win was to get to the end, Mario style 
    1 

first I tried to experience game, I based my intention on 

genre conventions, I just figured out the mechanics and 

found QuickTime event and I assumed I had to 

QuickTime event quickly because my brain has been 

brainwashed I felt the creature might pop out due to a 

timer due to bag getting bigger and I got transformed into 

an abstract monkey, I thought I had to be fast, I thought I 

was too slow and I was ready to criticize the balancing of 

the game, then I tried being slower and I figured it out 

1 1 1 

explore all the different options, maybe something 

different would happen if I didn’t stop and let the demon 

escape 

1 
 

  

tried pressing the buttons faster.    1 1 
While I was climbing up the path, I was hesitant to jump 

and I thought I could go back and take another path so I 

did. 

  
 

1 

at first, I followed buttons, but then I tried ignoring them 1 
 

1 

jump over cracks, idk jump less, I still don’t know why I 

get big 
  

 
1 

like trying to figure out the fastest, keep moving all the 

time, trying to be as efficient as possible, when I knew 

the hulk was coming, I was preparing by holding A to 

move as far as possible 

 
1 1 

at first, by following the instructions, but then I realize I 

shouldn't follow the instructions, so I stopped playing the 

minigame 

1     

Number of players 4 3 7 
Total Players 9 9 9 
% of players  44,44% 33,33% 77,78% 
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How would you describe the conflict in the 

game?  

Instructions Emotions Shallow 

Explanation 

Subjective 

idk what u mean by conflict but if u mean the 

hard part so to speak then like getting past, 

keep on moving when you transform, plot-wise 

it’s your descent into madness or transform into 

brute 

  1 1   

emotional struggle of the main character, 

internal conflict from the character because of 

the grim tone, the character is going through an 

internal emotional conflict the character had to 

go through, maybe the emotions has to be let go 

and you can amplify yourself by expressing the 

emotions and to let go of the emotions and not 

hold it in and u acquire the message by 

replaying, very thought provoking. 

  1 
 

1 

it felt personal, it’s you and your inner demons, 

the more u tried to stop them the more they 

kept weighing you down. 

  1 
 

1 

backpack was getting bigger, something 

internal, metaphor, the backpack represents 

something else.  

  1 
  

a guy with depression or mental issues, that the 

symbolism of the backpack and at some point, 

it busted out, maybe when he shared his 

thought with others he got stronger and could 

jump higher 

  1 
  

not to press buttons, don’t follow instructions 

on screen 
1 

   

(Played during questions and figured it out mid 

interview)  

 

idk really the game is telling u to press q e but 

if I don’t follow blindly, I can reach point B 

1 
   

Time was running out   
 

1 
 

the instructions conflict with the goal of the 

game. If I did the right thing, I actually lost 
1       

Number of players 3 5 2 2 
Total Players 9 9 9 9 
% of players  33,33% 55,56% 22,22% 22,22% 
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How did you move on from said conflict?  Pressing Buttons Emotional 

Thinking 

Metagaming Time 

Pressured 

First Q - E came up and then when I reach a 

point when I transform, I guess there was a 

demon on your shoulder and u turned into a 

monster, the next conflict was that I 

transformed and my movement was different, I 

had to switch keys. I was thinking when I got to 

the point I stopped, the animation was the same 

until, maybe it should be the opposite of the 

prompt for the Q E when I turned into a 

monster 

1 1 1   

emotional struggle of the main character, 

internal conflict from the character because of 

the grim tone, the character is going through an 

internal emotional conflict the character had to 

go through, maybe the emotions has to be let go 

and you can amplify yourself by expressing the 

emotions and to let go of the emotions and not 

hold it in and u acquire the message by 

replaying, very thought provoking. 

  1 
 

  

find the best alternative, the best choice was 

clearly to not stop the demon, point B felt like 

some point of ending even if the ending may or 

may not be suicide 

  1 1   

uhm, not sure, he was running, the ground was 

breaking, I tried more to go to point B than 

focus on what is happening, it felt timed 

pressured.  

  
  

1 

when he had bad thoughts, I let him release his 

things from the bag, when the devil comes up I 

spam q e to sway him away 

1 1 
 

  

I should have pressed the buttons earlier, I 

questioned if I was bad at doing it in time 
1 

  
1 

u don’t think outside the box that often   
 

1   
trying to be as efficient as possible on each stop   

 
1 1 

by not following the instructions, skipped the 

minigame 
    1   

Number of players 3 4 5 3 
Total Players 9 9 9 9 
% of players  33,33% 44,44% 55,56% 33,33% 
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Thinking of the character, 

what did you notice about it 

in the course of playing the 

game? Be specific and name 

anything that comes to mind 

Bag Particle 

Effects 

Shallow 

Characteristics 

Negative 

Emotions 

Fictional 

Monster 

Mechanical 

The character had a backpack., 

idk what happened when I 

stopped, some reddish 

animation, some change, the 

backpack grew, I did it two 

times, after a while when I had 

a q - e prompt I had a demon 

on my shoulder and when I 

transformed I turned into a 

monster or a human version of 

a gorilla 

1 1     1 1 

he was slender, male, he 

seemed sort of based on the 

bodily way he expressed 

himself, he leaned forward 

because he had a heavy burden, 

his appearance was rather pale, 

he had hair, I think he was 

wearing grey and dull clothing, 

sort in the background 

  
 

1 1 
 

  

from his appearance he was a 

normal guy at first, maybe a 

school kid or college student 

with what could have been a 

school bag, the other form 

when he was angry was still 

him but his anger issues 

coming out, trying to push 

feelings down, visualized by 

pushing things into the bag 

1 
 

1 1 
 

  

hmm, backpack bigger, the red 

things flying when you lose, 

casual clothes, nothing too 

specific about the char itself 

1 1 1 
  

  

pretty normal bloke, when the 

demon attacked him, he turned 

into a monster and the world 

around him broke, each time I 

closed the bag the whole world 

shattered, that was a nice thing 

and that's when I realized 

something was wrong and 

when he got buffed the 

character got more courageous  

1 
 

1 
 

1   

the character was obvious, but 

the monster and backpack was 

the interesting thing I was 

paying attention to, the 

different stages as well 

1 
 

1 
 

1   

the more I E the heavier I got; 

the conflict is him vs the thing 

in the bag 

1 
   

1 1 

the backpack got bigger all the 

time, every time I stopped 

doing the Q E and stuff, red 

stuff was coming out after each 

stop, nothing else special, it 

was a guy, I guess. it looked 

like a person 

1 1 1 
  

1 
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the backpack had some 

monster inside, and it grew 

bigger when I put it in, and the 

red boy had inverted controls. 

If I didn't follow the mechanics 

and I turn to the small buff 

guy, but the bag becomes 

smaller 

1   1   1 1 

Number of players 8 3 7 2 5 4 
Total Players 9 9 9 9 9 9 
% of players  88,89

% 

33,33% 77,78% 22,22% 55,56% 44,44% 
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How would you explain this game to a friend? Simple 

Instructions 

Genre 

Conventions 

Mental 

Health 

Metagaming 

I would explain it by saying moving to the right 

and go as far as it goes, not sure if maybe I should 

have walked to the left and explore for yourself 

1 
  

1 

I think I would say the game that goes against all 

your expectation and it goes against your 

assumptions, and u have to to device new 

hypothesis to problems u didn’t know existed. 

  
  

1 

a game about dealing with mental health, idk which 

type, but feeling frustration and that u want to not 

show to other people and u will show it eventually, 

what happens without help is my answer to that 

  
 

1 
 

run right, press q and e fast, try to reach the end. 

that is, it.  
1 

   

Psychological platformer, the dev is telling u a 

story about depression and how the guy got  
  1 1 

 

don’t follow instructions on the screen that feels 

like it honestly, u get fucked 
  

  
1 

a mind puzzle game, u just need to figure it out by 

yourself, it’s a platform game, I only got the 

instruction to get to point b and eventually I figured 

it out 

  1 
 

1 

Super Mario but different, a speed game, trying to 

get as far as possible in a 2d world, platformer 
1 1 

 
  

simplistic game, try to move through a level, the 

further you go the better.  
1       

Number of players 4 3 2 4 
Total Players 9 9 9 9 
% of players  44,44% 33,33% 22,22% 44,44% 
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Observation Notes Time 

Pressured 

Brute-forcing Replaying Metagaming Shallow 

Understanding 

He just runs through and dies twice, 

he didn’t realize the mechanic, I 

think he thinks he can brute force it  

 
1 

 
  1 

Runs through, "probably just going 

to die again", he gets it on the 4th 

time 

  1 1 
 

1 

didn’t do Q E for a couple seconds 

but then went "oh" and did them, 

then he didn’t do it and became 

happy angry, he one shot the game , 

"oh does the ice break when I do 

the thing, "yeah it does interesting”, 

“will I get even heavier?", goes 

back and explores a bit again with 

fast form, wants  

  
  

1 
 

went the opposite side first time, 

understood the minigame, jumps a 

lot, failed first time. spammed 

harder second time, failed second 

time.  

observation: thinks it’s time based. 

Bug: Trigger didn't reset fast 

enough. 

don’t get it, wants to try hard it. 

1 1 1 
  

Just runs fast, "oh my backpack is 

getting larger", "hm", "What will 

happen if I do this (doesn’t press q - 

e),  

  
  

1 
 

runs through quickly, gets it on 4th 

try  
1 

 
1 

 
1 

Laughs at big guy "near", keeps 

trying, "am I doomed to fail, or do I 

just suck?" tries to brute-force it  

  1 
  

1 

Tries to speed run it, doesn’t seem 

to understand the deeper message 

behind the game at all 

1 
   

1 

didn't press q e the first time. Failed 

the first time. (failed 5 times). 

figured it out! 

  1 1     

Number of players 3 5 4 2 5 
Total Players 9 9 9 9 9 
% of players  33,33% 55,56% 44,44% 22,22% 55,56% 

 

 


