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Abstract

Depression is a common mental health issue in today’s society, unfortunately, mental
healthcare is not easily accessible to a large number of people worldwide. Therefore, a lot of
researchers have attempted to study the effectiveness of commercial video games in alleviating
symptoms of depression as supplementary tools to mental healthcare, not as replacements. Even
though some data suggests that there might be an effect, the games used in it are not designed to
achieve such a goal, therefore their positive effect is mostly accidental.

This paper argues that in order for a game to help alleviate symptoms of depression, first,
it must do a better representation of it. Therefore, it initially analyzes two games that arguably do
a better representation of mental health: Celeste(2018) and Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice. Then
based on the results and lessons extracted from the analysis, it presents one iteration of a design
process of “Break It”, a game currently in development, intended to help those who suffer from
depression. It presents the first steps toward a research through design project with the main aim
to create a gaming experience that helps those who suffer from depression heal. Another
potential benefit of such an experience would be the reduction of social stigma towards
depression among players who do not suffer it themselves.
Keywords: Computer games, depression, mental health, representation
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1 Introduction

Depression nowadays is a common mental health condition. According to the World
Health Organization (WHO 2021b) by the end of 2021, 5% of adults (or 3.8% of the total
population) suffered from depression. The number of people suffering from anxiety and
depression during the COVID-19 lockdown increased by 25%(WHO 2022). In addition to that,
teenagers also are highly affected by mental health disorders, with suicide being the fourth
leading cause of their death(WHO 2021a). There is, however, some anecdotal evidence that
gaming helps distract people when they are feeling depressed or overwhelmed(Reddit 2013).

In this thesis, I am going to go through the initial steps towards preparing for a Research
Through Design project, where I would study the possible effectiveness of a video game
specifically designed to help alleviate symptoms of depression. First, I am going to explore how
video games such as Celeste(2018) and Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice(2017) represent mental
health. These two games were specifically selected because they are praised for their more
accurate representation both in gaming communities and academic ones. In order to analyze the
games I will be using a mixed-methods approach where most of the analysis done is through
formal analysis, but some elements of the games were analyzed through textual analysis.

After the analysis, I do a design iteration in which I incorporate the lessons learned
through the analysis in the design of a game that I have previously worked on, which is designed
to represent a person going through depression. I believe that if these mental health states are
represented better in a game, they may help their players empathize or self-identify with in-game
characters, which is also supported by theories of representation. By self-identifying with the
character, I hope to help them learn from the play experience and hopefully some of the lessons
they learn in-game (of how the characters cope with depression for example) may bleed into
their real life. This impact is inspired and informed by the work currently being done in LARPs
and Transformative Play. In addition to that, a proper in-game representation of mental health
may help change public opinion on the topic and help change some negative stereotypes relating
to it.

In 2019 the game industry was the most lucrative entertainment industry by quite a large
margin (Richter 2022). Additionally, during the pandemic, a global survey found that the average
time spent playing games had increased by 39% globally’’(Clement 2021a). Based on these facts
as well as what was stated earlier in the introduction, I would argue that games are worth
exploring as a medium to help alleviate symptoms of depression and anxiety.

1.1 Research Question

Going into this thesis my original research question was “Can you intentionally design a
game to help alleviate symptoms of depression?”. However, because this paper is meant to be an
initial step towards my larger research, that question has to be scoped down a bit, leading me into
two other questions:

“How can we cause bleed through a video game?”
“How can we properly represent mental health and specifically depression in a video

game?”



2 Background

Despite depression being a very common mental health condition, at least 75% of the
people suffering from depression in non-rich countries get no treatment, mainly due to the lack
of resources. Those were the reasons behind a study conducted by Kowal et al (2020). In their
study, they conduct a meta-analysis on research that has been made on the potential for
commercial video games to alleviate symptoms (or help cope with) two of the more common
mental disorders: depression and anxiety. Most of the research they analyzed used commercial
video games, some of the more famous ones being: Candy Crush (2012), Portal(2007), Mario
Kart(1996), Plants vs Zombies(2009), etc. Most of them found a positive relation between
playing these games and mental health. Another more recent meta-analysis (Abd-Alrazaq et al,
2021) comes to a similar conclusion. This study however used a combination of research using:
commercial exercise games, such as Kinect Sports(2010) or Wii Sports(2006), commercial video
games such as Tetris(1984) and ReThink(2017) and serious games such as SPARX. However, the
quality of the data collected was fairly low because the researchers did not follow the
recommended guidelines for conducting randomized controlled trials in order to ensure the
quality of data, as well as lack of bias. Therefore, the findings need to be taken with a grain of
salt. Thus, they suggest that video games be used in addition to more traditional forms of
psychotherapy or in the lack of it, not instead of it. In addition to that, there is a lot of anecdotal
evidence, on platforms such as Reddit, of video games helping people cope with depression
(Reddit 2013; Techquestiontime 2013).

There is, however, some conflicting data when it comes to the effectiveness of video
games in alleviating symptoms of depression. Journey(2012), for example, has been used to
attempt to alleviate the symptoms of depression (Poppelaars et. al., 2021). For their study, they
chose participants that were teenagers between the ages of 15 to 20 with mild or medium levels
of depression. The researchers gave the participants a fixed amount of time of several weeks to
complete the game at least once and then conducted follow-up interviews and tests six months
and twelve months after playing. They, however, found no significant difference in the effect on
the mental health of the participants that played Journey(2012), Flower(2009), or the control
group. Kowal et al (2020) mention that some players self-report positive relations between
depression and playing the game. However, I would argue that Journey(2012) (or its
predecessors Flow(2006) and Flower(2009)) are not games that have been designed to create a
transformative experience, instead, the effect that they sometimes have is accidental. In addition,
the act of playing a game in itself might not be enough to make a lasting effect on a person’s
mental health.

As evident, a lot of research has been conducted on the effectiveness of video games in
helping people cope with depression. Most of it uses commercial video games in their research.
The video game industry is growing yearly. In 2021, the US market value was 85.86 billion US
Dollars according to Statista(Clement 2021b). Thousands of games release every year (Clement
2022), therefore it’s only natural to look at the commercial game market for games that may
alleviate symptoms of depression, because of its size as well as accessibility.



2.1 Representation of mental health in commercial video games

However, arguably a lot of commercial video games do a poor job in representing
depression, or mental health in general. CheckPoint is an Australian company with the goal to
raise awareness and reduce stigma toward mental health and help those who suffer from these
issues. CheckPoint is run by mental health as well as game industry professionals. They state that
it is important for mental health to be properly represented because of three main reasons: mental
health issues are widespread, but often overlooked; mental health is riddled with stigma and
proper representation of it may lead to positive social change or alternatively bad representation
can add to the stigma. Their statement also aligns with what a lot of academics say about the
importance of proper representation of mental health in video games. CheckPoint offers a
checklist(CheckPoint n.d.) of things to keep in mind when analyzing whether games represent
mental health well, which could also be used as a checklist of principles to keep in mind when
making a game that has some representation of mental health. From preliminary analysis and
personal experience, the points where a lot of games make mistakes in their representation of
mental health are stigma, respect, realism and the human nature of characters, the glorification of
harmful behavior, promoting sympathy, and modeling help seeking behavior. Poor mental health
representation in games is also researched by Dunlap (2018) who labels some video games as
“terrible at portraying mental illness”.

There are some games, such as Outlast(2013), that provide a very stigmatized
representation of depression. Goffman uses the term stigma to “refer to an attribute that is deeply
discrediting” (Goffman, 2014) and that is exactly the case in Outlast(2013), the patients there are
in a way dehumanized. Often mental health is used as a tool to add on to the horror of video
games. Therefore, I believe that using a horror game to represent mental health, if not done
correctly, can add to the stigma surrounding these issues. Research specifically focused on how
bad representation of mental health in video games affects the attitude of players towards the
represented group is scarce, however, some research draws parallels between these video games
and other widespread forms of media such as film (Dickens 2017, 108-117) and points to similar
elements found in these harmful depictions in movies, in video games (horror asylums,
electroshock therapy as torture, etc.)

Some games such as Neverending Nightmares(2014), The Last of Us(2013), We Happy
Few(2016), Little Nightmares(2017), and Dark Souls(2011) also have some representation of
depression however in a lot of those titles, it is a secondary element such as in The Last Of
Us(2013) and Dark Souls(2011). Elements in the game touch upon mental health issues. For
example, Joel in The Last of Us(2013) is dealing with grief and depression. However, I would
argue that the game’s goal is not to accurately represent these issues. Instead, it uses them as plot
devices to excuse Joel's decision to save Ellie at the end of the game. The game’s main goal is to
show the journey that the two characters went through, as well as the relationship they formed
together. Similarly, some games such as Cyberpunk 2077(2020) for example, contain direct
references to mental health issues. A few examples would be a side mission about Barry, the cop
suffering from depression, Johnny Silverhand’s PTSD issues, or Judy Alvarez’s grief towards
Evelyn Parker’s death. Once again these are either in the form of side missions or just secondary
elements to the game’s main goals used mainly as plot devices but not explored further. Some
representations such as the cyberpsychos (who are psycho killers spread around the world) are
even more problematic because they may add to the stigma in the way they are handled.



However, there are other games that have arguably done a better job at representing
mental health. Two of them are Celeste(2018) and Gris(2018). For example, Celeste(2018) does
a good (McDonald et al, 2020) job representing anxiety through a combination of mechanics and
storytelling elements as well as a few less obvious cues such as the “You can do this.” message
you see early on. The authors of this paper also mention the usage of CBT (Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy) techniques (McDonald et al. 2020, 60-66) by the main character, during specific parts
of the game such as the representation of the breathing mechanic through the feather. The reason
why this is a positive game element is that it promotes healthy behavior.

Similarly, Gris(2018) is a game that represents grief and depression. Gris(2018) does this
by using visual elements such as color to represent the five stages of grief. There are also a few
storytelling elements that are used, such as the character having lost her voice and being unable
to sing. There is plenty of anecdotal evidence online of the power that Gris(2018) has on the
player’s emotional state, most people saying that it is a deeply saddening experience. Some even
say that they did not understand it until they suffered loss themselves (HxSort 2022; levanathethe
2022).

Despite those games doing a good job of representing these mental states, they are mostly
intuitive designs. They are based on the personal experience of the designers rather than
research. The developers of Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice(2017) on the other hand, worked
closely with mental health professionals (Fordham & Ball 2019) in order to represent psychosis.
The researchers also argue that because of its realistic representation of psychosis, the game
could even be used to draw lessons in order to improve future serious games(Fordham & Ball
2019).

2.2 Empathy and its importance

A good representation of depression in games would potentially make it easier for the
players to feel empathy. Empathy is a useful and important tool in alleviating the symptoms of
depression. Rogers lists empathy(Rogers 1957, 95-103) as one of the six conditions necessary for
bringing therapeutic change. What Rogers means by empathy, is empathy from the therapist
towards the patient, but in the lack of a therapist, the person who was seen as a patient becomes
the therapist, too. Higher empathy may lead to higher self-empathy thus helping the player
understand themselves better.

I would suggest that this self-empathy on an individual suffering from depression might
be easier to foster if they are presented with characters or game elements that accurately
represent what they feel and go through in their daily life, which in this case would be
depression.

A lot of research has been done on the effectiveness of games in fostering empathy. Some
researchers (Diakolambrianou, 2021) connect participation in Live Action Role-Playing Games
(LARP) to increased empathy. By playing different characters, a player is able to more easily
empathize with other people. Even though one is participating in an RPG they are fundamentally
basing their “performance” (or roleplay) on their person. Goffman (2021) mentions how even in
everyday life, each person displays different configurations of themselves, based on the situation
or role they find themselves in. In addition, he says that individuals may deeply involve their ego



in their performance. This extends into RPGs as well. It is virtually impossible for a person to
completely remove their ego from their performance. This is where I would argue that one would
develop self-empathy.

2.3 Immersion and Bleed

In a video game, if a player is put into the shoes of someone recovering from depression,
they might eventually find themselves immersed into the character. Immersion is a term that has
been given many definitions, however, for the purpose of this paper, I will be using Bowman’s
definition of immersion (Bowman 2018). Bowman defines immersion as “the psychological
experience of heightened attention while participating in a fictional game reality by enacting a
role”(Bowman 2018).

Going back to Goffman (Goffman 2021), he says that “the performer has the capacity to
learn”. This, in addition to the Bleed phenomenon, would be fundamental in alleviating the
symptoms of depression. Bleed sometimes is discussed in two terms. Bleed-in happens when a
player’s self (character and experience) is expressed in, or becomes part of the game or
role/character they are playing. Bleed-out is the opposite. It is a phenomenon noticed after the
play, when the character’s thoughts or actions can be seen in the player’s post-game behavior.
There has been quite a bit of research on how game skills or lessons can transfer to real life. Just
like thoughts may bleed into a player and vice versa, so may game learned skill.

Bleed has been explored and studied in Role-Playing (Bowman 2013, 4-25), in Table-top
games (Eladhari 2018), and in video games (Waern 2011, 239-257). Another study, through the
usage of Transformative RPGs (Tf-RPGs), has found that a player’s self-awareness and personal
development can be affected (Daniau 2016, 423-444). Dainau uses a combination of literature
review and experimentation (they conduct an experiment with four groups playing tabletop
RPGs) in order to argue that, through role-playing, the players have the opportunity to improve
their knowledge on a specific topic, improve some basic skills (reading, writing and speaking),
improve their soft skills (creativity, empathy, group dynamics, desire to explore, etc.) and
improve their human skills (changing of their meaning schemes as well as their maturity through
“awareness, emancipation, empowerment, and linkedness” (Daniau 2016, 423-444).

3 Methodology

In this section I initially discuss my positionality, because I have a lot of interest in this
topic and it is one that is partially based on my personal experience. Then I go through the
different types of Design Research (about, for and through) and discuss what kind of research I
did in this paper. Finally, I discuss my method of choice for the analysis of the games I
mentioned earlier.

3.1 Reflexivity and Positionality
I am a 23-year-old Albanian male. I have a BSc. In Computer Science and this is my

thesis for my MA in game design. I have been a gamer since a young age and I have always been



exploratory with my gaming experience, having played a combination of both single and
multiplayer games of different genres.

This project is of particular interest to me because I have suffered from chronic
depression and have seen different forms and intensities of it firsthand. In addition to that, having
grown up in Albania, the topic of mental health has always been riddled with stigma and is a
taboo topic to talk about even in a family environment. Just like me, a lot of my peers have
suffered from some level of anxiety or depression without being able to seek help. I am assuming
that this is not an issue only in my country.

There lies my interest in the topic. It is an attempt to both understand myself better, as
well as an attempt to help further research on the topic of mental health and depression.
Hopefully, one day these games will provide a strong enough transformative experience to help
players be able to understand and help their loved ones suffering from mental health, as well as
help those players, who suffer themselves from those issues, improve their mental health.

3.2 Design Research Categories

As I have previously stated, the way I see this thesis is as a first step toward a larger
research project. The reasons behind some of the decisions made in this project are mainly time
constraint ones.

The project itself is meant to be a Game Design Research project, which can be divided
into three “subcategories” which would be: research ABOUT design, research FOR design, and
research THROUGH design(Lankoski & Holopainen 2017, 169-202; Zimmerman & Forlizzi
2014: 167-189). These three sub-categories are often intertwined when being used in Game
Design Research. However, I am going to provide my understanding of the three categories so
far and then I will describe why this research project needs to use all these subcategories in order
to be somewhat robust.

The first category is research ABOUT design. This category is mainly focused on the
experience of both the designers and the players (Lankoski & Holopainen 2017, 169-202). So
what that means, is that the researcher does a design analysis on the chosen artifact, in order to
find out why the designers made the choices they did; as well as which elements of the design
create a specific experience for the player. Research FOR design is research intended to inform a
designer's work on a specific artifact. As a multidisciplinary field, game design researchers have
a large array of sources to learn from. One commonality between the two aforementioned
categories according to Lankoski & Holopainen (2017, 169-202) is that they are both more
suitable for conducting research (lowercase r) as opposed to Research (capital r). The research
mentioned(lowercase r) here refers to the collection and utilization of previous knowledge (or
artifacts in game designs) in design practice. The latter (Research, capital R), however, is the
creation of new knowledge in a field. The third category (research through design) often is the
more suitable one to conduct Research as its goal is to create design knowledge through iterative
design and testing processes (Lankoski & Holopainen 2017, 169-202; Zimmerman & Forlizzi
2014: 167-189).

The way I have conducted my game design research in this project is by utilizing all these
categories to some degree. The degree to which they have been used in my thesis is largely
defined by time restraints. The first category I want to go through is research FOR design. I have
conducted research for design in two main ways. First and foremost is using a theoretical



framework in order to inform my design and improve it accordingly. In addition to that, I am
using research ABOUT design in order to inform and inspire my design decisions as well as
changes or improvements to previous decisions. One way I am conducting my research about
design is through Formal Analysis(Lankoski & Björk 2015, 23-35).

3.3 Formal and Textual Analysis Mixed Method

It is worth noting that as described by the authors, formal analysis is a method designed
to do an in-depth analysis of gameplay(Lankoski & Björk 2015, 23-35). However, for all intents
and purposes of this thesis, a complete formal analysis of the games is not necessary. Instead of
analyzing every element of the design, I have focused on the ones that are designed to represent
mental health better. In order to do such an analysis, a search through academic sources
analyzing two games: Celeste(2018) and Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice(2017) was done. After
reading through these sources, supplementing them with non-academic ones, where there were
gaps in knowledge in academic sources, I compiled my discoveries including personal
experience with the games. My personal experience notes on Celeste(2018) came through having
played the game myself twice (one complete run and a partial one), while due to not owning
Hellblade(2017), my experience of the game comes mainly in the form of watching a full, no
commentary gameplay video on YouTube (Hihsasuke 2017) as well as several smaller gameplay
clips of game “chapters'' such as the Swamp Shard Trial for example(SourceSpy91 2018).

In order to understand my usage of formal analysis, some terms need to be defined. The
most important term would be primitives. They are the basic elements of the game, which could
be components, actions, or goals. Components are objects that can be manipulated by the player
or game systems, such as characters for example, but they could also be game elements that
define and confine the player, such as environmental elements (walls, doors, etc). Actions can be
both player ones, related to their components (what their character can do), or system ones (score
tracking, non-player character actions, etc.) Last but not least are game goals, whether they are
main goals (final goal of the game), temporary or small-term goals (reaching the end of the
current level), or optional goals (collectibles for example). These primitives are then used to
describe their role in the game and their relations among each other, as well as the overall game
design (Lankoski & Björk 2015, 23-35). Having established that, the way I have used formal
analysis is the following.

First, I identified primitives of particular interest in their usage in the representation of
mental health. After identifying these elements, then I describe their design principles and how
they achieve or fail to achieve what they were designed to achieve.

It is worth noting that a lot of the analysis done previously on games and mental health,
primarily focuses on textual analysis, using metaphors found in the game and its narrative to base
their analysis on. What is often missing, however, is an analysis of the elements that make games
interactive media, the game mechanics. Some information and analysis on how game mechanics
complement its overall message can be found online in the form of blogs and video essays.
However, most academic sources I have found, only briefly mention mechanics at best, therefore
creating a bit of a vacuum in the topic. Interactivity has been theorized to increase prosocial
behavior before(Steinman et al. 2017). Therefore, there might be value in diving deeper into how
game mechanics are or could be used by game designers to support their messages.

I also did some textual analysis(Carr 2017) as a supplement to the formal analysis.
However, my main focus was on formal analysis. As a textual analysis, I fragmented some parts



and metaphorical elements of the game and analyzed their role in shaping and supporting the
game’s representation of these conditions. The textual analysis is somewhat necessary because a
lot of the game’s representation happens within its narrative elements (events, characters, and
setting), whether they are story elements or environmental elements. However, the reason why I
chose to focus on formal analysis is because of its focus on game-specific elements (such as
actions and goals). Meanwhile, textual analysis heavily focuses on the textual elements of a
game. Although a lot of researchers have attempted to adapt textual analysis to games as stated
by Carr (2016), I personally prefer formal analysis as a method specifically tailored to games. As
stated before, even though the formal analysis is my main analysis approach I supplemented it
with some textual analysis. The reason is that even though it is specifically tailored to games, it
focuses on mechanics, overshadowing narrative elements. Textual analysis does the opposite. So
by using these methods together in a mixed-method approach, I believe a more well-rounded
analysis can be done, focusing on mechanics, but not excluding textual elements.

After the analysis, I make a general discussion of where these games have common
grounds in the better representation that they do. Then I go through a design iteration of Break It,
a game that I have previously worked on with three other people. The game was intended to
represent a person going through depression. I change current mechanics as well as introduce
new mechanics or design elements that are meant to better represent a person going through
depression. The iterated components of the game are mainly mechanical ones, but some might
also include the game environment and some character design elements. After the design
iteration, I describe in detail the changes, speculate on the effect they will have on the player, as
well as describe how they fit the overall game feeling and goals. Principles of formal analysis
could be used to assess the design changes. It can also be used to identify potentially
problematic, incomplete, or improvable upon elements of the design.

Finally, this design may be used as a blueprint for a prototype to be built in a future
research project which will be fully focusing on research through design. This thesis serves only
as the first step toward research through design and it will be the foundation for the prototype to
be developed and tested with players. Even in the research through design phase of the future
project mentioned above, each iteration would go through a similar phase as this thesis, where
more games or other media are analyzed and then used to inform the design changes in the
specific iteration, before being developed and ultimately tested again. This iterative process is
very important in serious games in order to create an engaging and interesting experience for the
player, so that they are more engaged in learning(Viudes-Carbonell et al 2021). A similar thing
can be said for transformative games as engagement (or immersion) is just as important there in
order to achieve bleed and ultimately transferring of game knowledge into real life.

4 Analysis
In order to get a better idea of how some games properly represent mental health, I have

chosen two games to analyze in this section: Celeste(2018) and Hellblade: Senua’s
Sacrifice(2017). These games are both praised for their representation of the conditions,
therefore it is only natural to look at them for a better understanding of mental health
representation. I mostly do a formal analysis of the games, by identifying elements in them that
have been used to represent the conditions and discussing some mechanics that failed to achieve
what the developer intended them to.



4.1 Celeste

Celeste(2018) is a narrative-driven, single-player 2D platformer game. Throughout my
research Celeste(2018) has been one of the games that have constantly been labeled as a good
representation of mental health in video games(CheckPoint 2022). The main character of the
game, Madeline, suffers from anxiety. The game itself can be seen as Madeline’s journey
towards overcoming it. Throughout her journey toward reaching the top of mount Celeste(2018),
Madeline comes in contact with a variety of different characters. Theo is an aspiring
photographer, climbing the mountain so he can take pictures to post on his InstaPix account to
increase his follower count. Throughout the game, he meets Madeline several times and even
helps her relax when she is having a panic attack, as well as helps her open up about her anxiety
and depression at the beginning of chapter 6. Another character Madeline meets in her journey is
Badeline (or as known in the game “a part of me”). Badeline represents Madeline’s anxiety and
throughout the game, she serves as an antagonist, by trying to discourage her journey or even
hinder it. Finally, Mr. Oshiro is the ghost of the owner of the “Celestial Resort” hotel, who has
been stuck lingering inside the hotel. Mr. Oshiro’s hotel is in a state of complete disarray when
Madeline reaches it. Madeline tries to help Mr. Oshiro at first, however, she is unsuccessful in
doing so.

4.1.1 Textual Elements

The creators of the game use a variety of ways in order to represent Madeline’s mental
health struggles within the game. More often than not, these ways take a metaphorical approach.
For example, the main obstacle or goal of the game is mount Celeste. Madeline’s goal is to reach
the top. The mountain metaphorically represents Madeline’s struggle with anxiety and her
difficult journey toward overcoming it(Transparency 2021). In chapter 6 Madeline has another
encounter with Badeline, who tells her that she cannot climb the mountain. After that, Badeline
“throws” Madeline down the mountain, making her lose a significant amount of progress.
Madeline’s fall in chapter 6, which is directly caused by “a part of me”, also resembles the
struggles of a person with mental health. It is not uncommon for them to have periods of relapse
during the process of recovering from their mental health struggles(Belsher and Costello 1988).
However, Madeline does not give up and she quickly resumes her climb. Personally, I think this
part of the narrative is very important to the message the game is attempting to convey. I believe
the creators are telling the player that it is okay to fall back down the mountain sometimes, as
long as we get back up. This in turn also reminds me of the struggles of Sisyphus in Greek
mythology. No matter how many times the boulder rolled back down the hill, Sisyphus with
determination kept trying to roll it back up. Unlike Sisyphus though, whose struggles were
eternal, Madeline reaches the top of the mountain eventually.

This is not just a theme in the general goal of the game, however. The same principle can
be observed as a base mechanic throughout the game. The mechanic is the “failure” mechanic.
The game is divided into screens within each chapter. Upon starting a screen the next time the
player fails a jump (for example) they will immediately respawn at the beginning of the current
screen. This is the closest metaphor to the Sisyphus myth that can be seen in the game. No matter
how many times the player fails a screen, they are encouraged to try again until they complete it.
By making respawning seamless, the player is not presented with a “you fail” or “you’re dead”
screen, making it seem less like a fatality and more like a small failure which they have been



given the opportunity to learn from. The seamless factor also makes the player have no time to
linger in the negative feelings that come from failing repeatedly. This also in a way normalizes
relapse and communicates to the player that it is okay for it to happen, as long as we try again.

In addition to the mountain, there are a few other elements that metaphorically represent
mental health in the game. For example, Mr. Oshiro’s hotel is a representation of his depression.
When Madeline reaches the hotel, it is very messy. Therefore an argument can be made about
how the hotel perfectly represents Mr. Oshiro’s depression (Ortiz 2021; Grayson 2018;
Transparency 2021). Quite often, when depressed, people will ignore (or procrastinate) their
chores and self-care routines. We can see him criticize himself for letting the hotel reach the
stage it is currently at. In addition, I would argue that when Madeline attempts to help Mr.
Oshiro, she does so by cleaning up the hotel. This could be seen as an attempt at representing
CBT methods of recovery, or rather an attempt to inspire positive behavior on the player. This
tendency to neglect chores in CBT would be considered as an unhealthy behavior and the patient
would be encouraged to change it. In addition, Mr. Oshiro has locked himself in the hotel which
is also something that could happen to a person suffering from depression. They stop going out.

Madeline ultimately fails to help Mr. Oshiro. However, later in the game she successfully
helps Theo. Transparency (2021) argues that by helping Theo, Madeline learns to help herself by
helping others. This would be a case of self-reflection and self-empathy. However, I would argue
that there is another element to the act of helping Theo. Throughout the game, Theo has been
shown to be a capable and stable climber. It seems as if he does not struggle in his climb at all,
nor does he need anyone’s help to do so. By putting Theo in this “vulnerable” state and making
Madeline help him, I believe the game effectively normalizes the concept of needing and asking
for help. Sometimes, even the strongest of people need the help of others.

Another element of the game worth mentioning is the character known as Badeline or the
“part of me”. The metaphor in Badeline needs little explanation in my opinion as she clearly IS
Madeline, effectively making the argument that our main antagonist is often ourselves
(Transparency 2021). However, there is another reason why Badeline is worth mentioning. In
order for Madeline to be able to climb mount Celeste, she needs to accept the “part of her'' that is
Badeline. This would be another case of a positive behavioral pattern promotion. In addition,
accepting Badeline not only stops her from hindering Madeline’s progress, but it makes
Madeline stronger by upgrading her abilities (now she has a triple jump)(Mignogna 2018).
Anecdotal evidence shows that at first contact, people struggling with mental health found the
concept of accepting their “ugly” side as offensive and repulsive. However, after further
consideration, they came around and accepted it as a good approach that they could apply to their
lives.

Although these elements are all used to represent Madeline’s anxiety, they are mostly
textual elements. Throughout the previous paragraphs, if the reader did not know Celeste(2018)
is a video game, it would have made no difference, because these are elements that can be seen
in other forms of art as well, such as film and literature for example. A lot of these elements can
prove to be important tools and ideas in conveying a message, in addition to “fancy” camera
work in the form of framing, negative space, focal points, and different camera effects. However,
games have an extra element to them that makes that distinction between them and other forms
of art. That element is interactivity.



4.1.1 Mechanics

When we talk about interactivity in video games we are directly referencing mechanics.
Some mechanical elements have been mentioned earlier. However, I will mention them again.
The climb is defined by some core mechanics such as jumping, wall climbing, and wall jumping.
An argument can be said that these are elements that can be found in most platformers. In this
case, I would then argue that it could mean that platformers provide an interesting medium to
either represent or encourage positive and healthy behavior in its players. Another mechanic
mentioned before is the respawning mechanic.

However, there is much more to analyze in the game. The platforming in the game is
quite difficult and the game creators knew it, but in order for the hill not to feel too steep for the
average player, they introduced a few elements to help them throughout their journey. The first
and least intrusive to the gameplay is the encouragement the player is given throughout their
gameplay. From the very first screen, they are told “You can do this!”. A similar positive and
encouraging atmosphere is kept throughout the whole game content.

Additionally, there are some game options in the assist mode that drastically change
gameplay to help the player advance too. Some of these options for example give Madeline
unlimited stamina, make her invulnerable, etc. In the case that a player gets stuck on a particular
screen for a long time, the game tells the players that it is okay to ask for help and it offers them
this help in the form of the assist mode.

There are also some adjustments implemented by the developers in order to help the
player and make the game less precise. These were not directly advertised to the players, but
examples of them are the following. Coyote time(Thorson 2020) is a mechanic that allows the
player to still jump even a few pixels after they’ve walked off an edge. Corner correction is an
adjustment to the player position around corners both when jumping and dashing so that even if
the jump is slightly off, Madeline will still end up on a platform. The same goes for semi-solid
platforms, when the character dashes, their position is slightly altered so they end up on top of
the platform. Wall jump boost is a mechanic that allows the player to wall jump even if they are a
few pixels away from a wall. As Maddie (the maker) states “The game wants you to
succeed.”(Hernandez 2020). These adjustments are not Maddie’s inventions, as they have been
used previously in other games, not just platformers. For example, in some single-player
shooters, there is a mechanic that in the case of the player receiving a lethal hit, there is a certain
probability (20% of the time for example) in which the player would end up with 1 HP instead of
dying. However, in those games, these mechanics are designed to give the player an adrenaline
shot, while in Celeste(2018) they are implemented to make the game feel less difficult and
therefore encourage them to keep trying.

Another mechanic seen in the game is the feather (Transparency 2021) mechanic. When
Madeline has an anxiety attack, Theo tells her to breathe and the player is presented with a
feather that they need to balance. This mechanic is a direct reference to the square (or box)
breathing technique which is used in therapy. The game teaches the player to pause for a bit and
breathe. The technique itself is designed to slow down one’s breathing and therefore slowing
down their heart rate and calming them down. It is a display of a tried and tested method that the
players themselves can use.

Strawberries in the game pose an interesting case for mechanics. They are optional
collectibles that usually pose a challenge for the player to get. In a way, they can be seen as an
important element to the game, in order to give it more replayability and challenge for the more



experienced players. However, it can also be seen as an element that is designed to make the
players explore more and therefore mimic breaking routines. More often than not, when
depressed, we fall into routines and we find it hard to break them. The strawberries can be seen
as an incentive to break them or to keep an eye out for hidden areas. However, in order for the
player not to add to the anxiety, the game deliberately shifts their role to unimportant by telling
the player that their role is only to impress their friends and that they do NOT need to collect
them. At the end of the game, the strawberries play a bit of a role in impressing Madeline’s
friends with how good her strawberry pie is, however without reaching that point the player sees
no real need or stress to collect them, apart from challenging themselves.

Another seemingly unimportant mechanic is the ability to rename Madeline to whatever
one wishes. This mechanic was designed and implemented to make it easier for the player to
self-identify with Madeline. It is such a small element, but it can have a big impact. By
identifying with Madeline the player may more easily convert the game learnt skills into real-life
skills. So their in-game lessons would bleed out in their real life. By self-identifying with
Madeline the player can more easily self-reflect and self empathize.

Next, I analyze how Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice(2017) represents mental health. After
that, I discuss the similarities between the two representations and discuss the findings.

4.2 Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice

Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice(2017) is a staple example of mental health representation in
video games. It is probably the most mentioned title whenever one searches the terms: mental
health and video games(Harris 2021; CheckPoint 2022). Therefore it is only natural for me to use
this game as the next game to take a look at for the purpose of this paper.

Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice(2017) tells the story of Senua, a warrior from a village in
Scotland roughly around 900 AD. The game features elements of both Celtic and Norse
mythology and tells Senua’s story through flashbacks. Senua was the daughter of a druid Zynbel
and Galena (who also shared the same “gift” as her). Her father saw both of their gifts as curses
and ultimately was the cause of her mother’s death. After Galena died, Senua was mistreated by
Zynbel. She was locked away from the world and constantly tortured in an attempt to cleanse her
curse. She learned how to fight by watching and mimicking Dillion, who eventually would
become her lover. Soon they started training together and eventually, Dillion asked her to live
with him instead of her father. Senua led a happy life for a while because of Dillion’s support and
understanding. However, some time later, Dillion’s village was struck by a plague caused by the
contamination of the water because of the bodies that the Norsemen raids had left behind. She
blamed her curse for the tragedy and went into exile into the woods. However, when she
returned, she found the village had been raided by the Norsemen and her lover killed. She then
carried her lover's head through Helheim (the realm in Norse mythology where the souls of those
who did not die an honorable death in battle go) with the hope to strike a deal with Hela (the
goddess of the dead) to return Dillion. Throughout her journey, she had to fight many creatures
resembling the Norsemen as well as many mythological creatures. When she reaches Hela, she
forces Senua to fight all the people she had killed in her path and once Senua eventually loses,
Hela throws Dillion’s head into the abyss. But when the camera turns back to the scene, we see
the roles are reversed with Hela having submitted. This final scene in a way represents Senua
coming to terms with her grief and the loss of her lover.



One of the reasons I believe Hellblade(2017) is a very important game in mental health
representation, is that it is an indie title. As opposed to indie titles, mainstream games’ main goal
is to sell a lot of copies, because of their massive budgets. Indie titles are usually freer to explore
more unconventional and risky topics, such as Mental Health for example, because they are not
bound by profit motives or corporate goals. Having been stripped of the pressure of having to
sell millions of copies, the creators of indie titles may adopt Critical Design (Lankoski &
Holopainen 2017; Zimmerman & Forlizzi 2014) easier, therefore being more provocative and
challenging the player’s expectations and helping them reconsider their thoughts. The other
reason why Hellblade(2017) is worth analyzing, would be the developer diaries (Ninja Theory
2017). Through their developer diaries, Ninja Theory offers us a window into their design and
development cycle and more importantly their goals, desires, and expectations for the game.

4.2.1 Textual Elements

The game itself began with the goal to accurately and deliberately represent mental
health, in the case of this game, psychosis. They acknowledge the taboo surrounding mental
health and want to create an experience such that it may help players better empathize with
people experiencing psychosis. More often than not, in media psychosis has been merged with
psychopathy offering the trope of the psycho-killer. However, psychopathy and psychosis are
two completely different things. Psychopathy is a personality trait generally linked to behavior
that suggests a lack of empathy, while psychosis is a mental disorder/illness in which there has
been some level of loss of contact with reality, manifesting in the shape of delusions or
hallucinations (NIH n.d.), therefore they are neither mutually exclusive nor interchangeable (both
as terms and as conditions of the human psyche). Austin(2021) argues that the trope goes even
deeper in most video games and movies, where female characters are generally shown to be mad,
while male characters are often the psycho-killers. The first way Hellblade(2017) challenges the
stereotype is by making the main character be a female one. As the author states the game
“swaps the crazed nymphomaniac for the noble warrior” (Austin 2021).

In addition, even though Senua has to fight and kill, she often shows guilt and remorse
over her actions. She has trained to fight, however, that is not what she wants to do, she only
fights because there is no other way to survive and achieve her goal of bringing back Dillion.
This expression of empathy and compassion by Senua completely shatters the stereotype of the
psycho-killer trope built by famous TV characters such as Patrick Bateman from “American
Psycho”. Senua is not a cold-blooded murderer, instead, she shows compassion towards other
beings, real or not. Having said that, it is important to address the game’s attitude towards
Senua’s reality.

During the game, Senua’s reality is practically never put into question (Fordham & Ball
2019). The player is never specifically shown what part of what she is seeing and experiencing is
real or fake, therefore by the end of the game they do not have a clear distinction between real
and imagined. I believe this is a very important detail in the game. By not contrasting the real
and the imagined, the game further supports Senua’s view of the world. To Senua, everything
that unfolds is real and for all intents and purposes, it does NOT matter, which parts of it are
hallucinations. I would even argue that, if the player was ever shown “reality”, the game’s goal to
help the player empathize with those who have had psychotic episodes would have been
defeated. I would even go as far as to say that this way, most players did not stop to think about
what is real or not, at all. Therefore, the game does not give the player the “luxury” to make



judgemental remarks toward Senua. The emphasis on Senua’s reality and negligence towards
“everyone else’s” reality I believe helps the player empathize more with her.

4.2.2 Mechanics

One thing I have yet to directly approach is game mechanics. When considering game
mechanics in Hellblade(2017), I found that it can be confusing what counts as a game mechanic
or not, more so than in Celeste(2018). In Celeste(2018) game mechanics that complimented the
game’s mental health representation were more distinguishable as game mechanics. In
Hellblade(2017) however, some mechanical elements are more subtle and borderline
nonmechanical. Therefore, when it comes to the definition of game mechanics, I will be going
with Sharon Boller’s (Boller 2013) definition of game mechanics as “the rules and procedures
that guide the player and the game’s response to the player’s moves or actions”. I believe that
there are two key words in that definition: guide (the player) and (the game’s) response. Having
established what I will count as a mechanic, we can now discuss some of the game’s mechanics.

The first mechanic of the game I want to discuss is the game’s combat UI (or lack
thereof). This game element has been introduced into the game to de-emphasize combat
(Fordham & Ball 2019). This de-emphasizing of combat actually achieves two goals in my
opinion. Firstly, it nicely compliments Senua’s desire to not fight. Secondly, the game slightly
separates itself from fighting or combat games. I see the lack of a UI as an attempt to help the
player focus more on the game experience and the way Senua experiences the world, without
being distracted by complicated UI elements. This technique has been used by other games to
help increase player immersion in the game. One of the games that goes to great lengths to
immerse the player this way is Metro: Exodus (Game Maker’s Toolkit 2019). By increasing
immersion, games may lead to higher experienced empathy by the player (Bowman 2018,
379-394), because of their ability to self-identify more with the character. The lack of UI
elements can be dissected even further. We can start off by analyzing the lack of a compass or
any visual interface serving a similar purpose.

In order to make up for the lack of visual cues, the makers decided to use auditory cues.
These auditory cues come in the form of voices that Senua hears. It is unclear whether the voices
giving her a sense of direction are only hallucinations or her subconscious thoughts, but it also
does not matter, because Senua experiences them as real. These voice hallucinations play a very
important role in the game’s representation of psychosis. It makes use of 3D audio to create an
auditory experience where the voices seem to be coming from different places. From my
experience, these voices not only come from different places, but sometimes they may feel more
distant or closer. Sometimes the same voice feels like it is getting further, giving it a higher sense
of realism or making it feel like it is coming from somewhere not inside Senua’s head. The
voices give her directions, clues, as well as warnings. It is interesting to note that sometimes
these voices conflict with each other. One such instance, for example, is during the trials of Odin
when Senua is being chased. The voices argue whether the one they are hearing is Dillion or not.
This was an interesting element to experience because sometimes the voices start becoming
overwhelming. When Senua is being chased, for example, some of the voices start screaming
when the chaser(s) get closer to her, creating a bit of a cacophony together with the voices that
keep guiding her. Dr. Charles Fernyhough, who has done some work in researching auditory
hallucinations, has labeled this particular representation of them as the best(Fordham & Ball
2019) he has used. The reason why this is important is that some research suggests that exposing



individuals to such representations of hallucinations, may in turn lead to higher empathy and
lower stigma relating to mental illness (Ando et al 2011; Skoy et al. 2016; Kidd et al. 2015,
112-117). Some research uses representations of auditory hallucinations in training occupational
therapy students on how to deal with people suffering from these conditions (Ozelie 2018).

Another element missing from the UI, that I would like to discuss, is the lack of Health
bars. This is an interesting case because I believe it also relates to the most controversial
mechanic in the game, the perma-death mechanic. In addition to what we discussed previously
about the lack of visual UI elements and it distancing the game from fighter games, I think the
lack of health bars also serves to create an atmosphere of uncertainty in the player and to keep
them on edge.

Similarly, the permadeath mechanic was designed to create anxiety and a sense of dread
and impending doom in the players. The game advertised to the player early in the game that
there was a rot spreading over Senua’s body. Every time the player died, the rot/corruption would
spread further and once it reached her head, “ her quest (would be) over and all progress (would)
be lost”(Purslow 2018). As a mechanic on its own, it is very effective in inflicting anxiety on the
player. There is plenty of anecdotal evidence that can be found online for a number of games
having a perma-death mechanic (Minecraft’s Hardcore Mode for example) causing anxiety to its
players (RocketPlays5 2022). That is the reason why this mechanic was introduced. However,
controversy arose because Hellblade’s perma-death mechanic is a lie. Once corruption
completely covers Senua, instead of her dying and the player losing their progress, as suggested
at the beginning of the game, the corruption simply resets. I would argue that the creators wanted
the player to experience this false feeling of dread and impending doom that some people
suffering from psychosis may feel even if the dangers are not real. Some people have argued that
the mechanic itself may suggest complete insanity or suicidal machinations (Fordham & Ball
2019), this may be supported by the story, as we find out Senua tried to suicide when the plague
hit Dillion’s village, but Dillion talked her out of it. I am not going to discuss whether that is true
or not, because I believe it is a very subjective opinion which may change from person to person.
However, in my opinion, the main reason why this mechanic does not work is the modern nature
of the gaming industry.

For a great number of players this lie got spoiled to them in one of these two ways: 1)
through critics or 2) through gaming forums. For example, S. Crawford (2019) states that due to
the fear of losing all progress and the lack of time to replay the game for her thesis, she started
searching for ways on how to survive in the game. As she was reading in gaming forums, she
realized that the mechanic was a lie. This is a very interesting oversight from Hellblade’s
designers. They failed to take into account that the game would become so big and get this much
attention both from the public and critics. It is to be expected that the bigger a game and its
player base becomes, the more people will turn to forums to share knowledge about it. It has
become very difficult to keep yourself spoiler-free on the internet. Therefore, an important lesson
lies here. Game designers should always keep in mind the pervasive nature of games when
designing game elements and mechanics.

Another mechanic that has raised some controversy is the puzzles in the game. Puzzles in
the game often take the form of locating runes to unlock the exit to the next area.
Crawford(2019) suggests that these runes appearing in mid-air might be mimicking a
phenomenon known as “pareidolia”, which often can be observed in people with psychosis. This
is also mentioned by (Fordham & Ball 2019). Pareidolia is the act of seeing patterns and human
faces where they do not exist.



The reason why this mechanic has seen some controversy is because of its repetitive and
often tedious nature. But in addition to that, some people have labeled it as a superpower and
therefore it is not a good representation of psychosis. Crawford(2019) mentions the common
media trope of a disabled person getting a superpower to compensate for their disability.
However, in the game, it is referred to by Galena only as “the sight”. This is another occasion
where the way one sees it is mostly subjective and up to interpretation.

Moving away from mechanics, it is worth discussing another element of the game that is
designed to induce empathy. The setting of the game is at a time when Senua’s and Galena’s
psychosis is seen as a curse. By also putting the player in Senua’s shoes, the game further
expresses the unfair stereotypes people experiencing psychosis have to deal with. Meanwhile, the
game is trying to spread a positive message of acceptance through Galena telling Senua that
other people do not see the world as she does and that it is okay to see the world as she does.

4.3 Analysis Results and Discussion
So after all, what makes a good representation of mental health in video games? Well to

begin with it has to be somewhat accurate when compared to the represented group’s experience.
Both games, Celeste(2018) and Hellblade(2017) have some level of accuracy in representing
their respective mental health issues (anxiety/depression and psychosis). Celeste(2018) for
example uses its dialogue to express Madeline’s anxiety on several occasions. In addition to that,
the game’s metaphors such as the mountain, Badeline, Madeline’s fall, the climb, etc. do a good
job in representing what it feels like to have anxiety. Sometimes these representations are a bit
more direct such as, for example, Mr. Oshiro’s hotel. Hellblade(2017) on the other hand uses less
metaphorical means of expressing Senua’s struggles. In Hellblade(2017), the representation is
made using both visual hallucinations and auditory ones. As mentioned in the analysis section,
the auditory hallucinations are well made and praised even by professionals in the field. It is
worth noting though that it is practically impossible to draw absolute generalizations of these
experiences as the symptoms change between different people. Also, these conditions may have
been caused or affected by different factors both internal and external. Therefore it is very
difficult, if not impossible, to create a one hundred percent accurate representation of any
condition that will be accurate for every person that has experienced it. What is important is that
it is respectful.

Both these games try to be as respectful as possible towards the represented conditions.
Celeste(2018), for example, represents Madeline as a very strong and capable climber. Despite
her anxiety, she manages to finally climb Mount Celeste(2018). Throughout the game, her
anxiety is never represented as a disadvantage or problematic. In Hellblade(2017), Senua’s
reality is never questioned and it is never contrasted to what would be a hallucination-free reality.
The player is therefore given no grounds for comparison to potentially make a negative judgment
of Senua. In addition to that, the game actively attempts to break negative stereotypes.

As mentioned before Celeste(2018) attempts to break stereotypes in several ways. One of
the most common stereotypes around depression and anxiety is that the person suffering from it
is weak (mentally and otherwise). The game shows Madeline to be anything but weak. Firstly,
she is shown to be very capable of handling her situation, even in very difficult situations, like
dealing with the “seekers'' which are supernatural creatures found in chapter 5. In the same
chapter, Madeline is shown to help Theo escape the temple and in the end, she reaches the top of
the mountain. Hellblade(2017) on the other hand distances psychosis from psychopathy, which is
arguably the most common stereotype around the condition. Senua shows empathy throughout



the game so she is not a psychopath. In addition to that, the game also breaks gender-related
stereotypes about mental health that are common in popular media.

One thing both of these games have in common is their inclusion of people who have
experienced the conditions in the design process. In the case of Celeste(2018), the designers used
their personal experiences with anxiety to inform their designs. On the other hand,
Hellblade(2017) takes a more collaborative design approach. The creators of the game worked
with professionals from the beginning and they also talked to people that have suffered from
psychosis. Ninja Theory did so from the beginning of the design process and was open about it,
stating it both in their developer diaries as well as at the beginning of the game.

This was all made in an attempt to create an experience that is impactful to its audience.
Both games make the playable character the one who suffers from these mental health
conditions. By putting them in their shoes, the player is shown how they perceive the world
around them. Therefore, they may be able to empathize with the characters more. There has been
anecdotal evidence of people being able to understand psychosis better. One such example is
mentioned by Fordham and Ball(2019) where a girl thanks the developers for delivering a
message to her brother that she never could after her psychosis. Her brother after playing the
game apologized to her. Celeste(2018) also tries to positively impact the players through its
overall message as well as some elements such as box breathing and the message of accepting
one’s “ugly” side in order to be able to improve one’s self.

Therefore an argument could be made that both games make an attempt to promote
helpful behavior and way of thinking. Celeste(2018) does so by trying to show the player that it
is okay to feel that way. It also promotes accepting your situation in order to start improving it.
Hellblade(2017) does a very similar thing with Senua, it shows the player that it is okay to
experience the world differently from others. This can be seen more directly in Galena’s words
of encouragement to Senua. In addition to that, the games attempt to encourage people who have
not experienced these conditions to be supportive of those who have. Throughout the game, Theo
is supportive of Celeste(2018) and he encourages her to open up about her experience and talk to
him, as can be seen in the campfire scene right before Madeline’s fall. In Hellblade(2017),
similar behavior can be seen in the report between Dillion and Senua. Dillion is shown to be
understanding and compassionate towards her and he sees her beyond her condition.

5 Design
In this section, I will be improving on one design I have previously worked on, trying to

implement some of the principles of design that I discovered existed in Celeste(2018) and
Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice(2017).

5.1 Previous Design
This design iteration will be building upon the original design of Break It. Break It is a

game design that was developed by Casey Hofland, Sophia Palmgren, Tim Jönsson, and myself.
The game is a 2.5D puzzle exploration single-player game about a character suffering from
depression and their journey towards improving their mental health. In order for it to be as
inclusive as possible, the game features minimal verbal elements in it, in order to prevent
language barriers. Therefore most player - non-player character communication will be done
using speech bubbles with clip arts and short animations as well as character animations/ body
language.



The game world starts off as gray and as the player character’s mental health improves, it
begins to fill with color. The core game mechanic is interaction with objects found around the
world. Upon interacting with objects outside of the character’s day-to-day routine (waking up,
going to work, eating dinner, and falling asleep), a color sphere appears around the object,
effectively coloring all the environment inside the sphere. These color spheres grow as the
character’s mental health improves, ultimately filling the whole world with color.

The game is meant to be an exploratory experience in which the player finds their own
path and explores whichever story arcs they chose to, through interacting with objects and
non-player characters. The core game loop is divided into days in a thirty-day calendar.
Throughout the days, a series of random events will take place, in which the player is presented
with new opportunities that they can either choose to follow or not. The day length changes
throughout the calendar based on the player character’s mental health. The days start off as being
shorter and as their mental health improves they get longer as a way to represent spoon theory
(Ader 2021). Spoon theory is a metaphor used to describe how a person has a limited amount of
energy to perform their daily tasks and how during depression they often find that one chore
requires more energy than it normally would, causing them to have less energy to do other tasks.

5.2 Design Iteration
Keeping the lessons learned from analyzing both Celeste(2018) and Hellblade: Senua’s

Sacrifice(2017), I will now attempt to improve and add onto the design of the original game. For
every design change I propose, I will be also describing the reasons behind the proposed change
as well as the expected effect on the player.

5.2.1 NPCs and NPC Communication

The first game element I will be looking at is the Non-Player Characters (NPCs). One
thing that could be implemented is giving the NPCs no detailed features at the beginning of the
game. These features include clothing details as well as facial features. At the beginning of the
game, when the player character is at their most negative mental state, all other characters seem
exactly the same as one another. The reason behind this potential change would be to represent
how when depressed one may lose interest in other people and social interactions or, expressed
differently, socially isolate(Ilardi 2010; NHS 2019). As the game progresses the characters
become more detailed and begin to stand out. One problem with this design, however, lies in the
explorative nature of the game. The game is meant to allow the player to interact with any object
they see in order to explore the environment. There lies the problem, supposing that the player
interacts with these NPCs, it would be difficult for them to remember, or figure out, who they
interacted with. One way this could be solved is by adding details to the NPCs as the player
interacts with them, therefore promoting further interaction as well as symbolizing the player
getting to know more about these characters.

Another element of the NPC interaction is communication. Currently, the communication
is completely nonverbal. It mainly relies on clip art, small animations as well as body
language/character animation. I believe that this is a good decision for two reasons. The main
reason is the lack of language barriers. The other reason relates more to the way a player
expresses themselves. In a verbal communication design, the chatting options would have to be
predefined expressions that a player can choose from, unless a language processing AI is



implemented. The AI would both be overkill for a game of this size as well as it would introduce
more language difficulties for people that do not fluently speak the game’s language(s).
Therefore, icons and small animations provide a more universal communication tool. It should
be noted that symbolism should also be taken into consideration here, as some symbols do not
carry the same meaning in different cultures, but that is one thing that needs to be carefully
considered once the game is in development and story arcs are being designed.

One new design idea for the communication bubbles that would also relate to the
previous NPC design idea would be to “jam”(scramble, make gibberish) the NPC speech. There
could be two approaches to this, either use only scribbles instead of a clip art or leave the speech
bubbles completely empty even if the player is directly being talked to. Then as the player
character’s mental health improves these become clearer and offer more and more context. Two
potential progressions could be implemented. First, the messages could show fewer and fewer
scribbles and instead replacing them with clip art or animations. The other approach would be to
move from complete scribbles into “bad” or “children” (stick-figure-like) drawings and then
finally make them into the clip art that they were intended to be. However, this also runs into the
same issues as the lack of NPC details. Interacting with the NPCs would actually bring no value
to the player, thus they may be discouraged from interacting with them at all. There is also a
small chance of maybe adding onto stereotypes, by making it seem as if these people are either
stupid or negligent towards others. However, this would represent my personal experience,
therefore by disclaiming that the experiences of others with depression might be different, the
chances of people taking this at face value could be small.

Another approach to this would be to have no visible NPCs at the beginning of the game.
The world seems empty. This idea came from a scenario I came up with when the character goes
to buy coffee and the coffee is handed to them by a hand out of vision, or not attached to any
person. The hand could also simply be replaced by having the coffee just “magically” appear on
the counter. As the player's health improves, more and more NPCs can be seen around the world.
This could partially be combined with the “fewer details” design idea, making the NPCs more
detailed as the player interacts with them, but the latter would mostly be a stylistic choice rather
than a metaphorical one. What I would expect this design choice to achieve is showing the player
the loneliness a depressed person may feel, caused by social isolation(Ilardi 2010; NHS 2019)
and how powerless they feel to do anything about it. In addition to that, I believe that after seeing
an NPC for the first time, the player would be inclined to interact with them out of curiosity. This
would improve the character’s mental health further and eventually unlock more NPCs for them
to interact with. This could be seen as an encouragement towards a positive behavior, in this case
socially interacting. Based on personal experience as well as what some research suggests, social
interaction helps a lot with improving one’s mood (Ilardi 2010).

In order to support that, in the office, everything could stay black and white until the
player starts spending time outside of their cubicle, in the break room for example. There they
will be spending time around NPCs and even interact with them. From that point on color could
be introduced into their office space, too.

5.2.2 New Color Interaction

When it comes to color sphere interactions, I would propose a new type of interactable to
be implemented. So far, most interactable objects display a color sphere around them upon
interaction. What I propose is to make another type of interactable, which would be interactables



that do not display a color sphere around them, instead they increase the radius of the existing
color spheres. These interactions would be “healthy routine” interactions such as chores or
socializing. By socializing more the world would become more colorful. This once again is done
with the hope that players would be inspired to do similar things in their real-life in order to
improve their mental health. In addition to that, when the player is around NPCs that they have
interacted more with, a color sphere appears surrounding the two. This color sphere follows them
as they travel to a different location together (to advance the story arc for example). In order for
the player to see the sphere, they would have to be within a certain distance from the NPC.

5.2.3 Multiplayer Element

To further support these social interactions, I had the idea to introduce a small
multiplayer element to the game. One of the reasons why Poppelaars et al (2021) chose
Journey(2012) to test the effectiveness of commercial games in alleviating symptoms of
depression was its multiplayer element. For the purpose of it, small servers of four to five
players would be created. The office break room would serve as a central hub of sorts. This is an
idea inspired by games made by “thatgamecompany”. Both Journey(2012) and Sky have a
multiplayer element to them, where interestingly enough, often one player serves as a mentor,
showing the less experienced player secrets (desert flower in Journey for eg.) and guiding them
around the world. Here the players could have the opportunity to follow story arcs together and
explore around for collectible items. However, this system fails because of how time is designed
to flow in the game. First off, time is divided into days and the time of day plays an important
role in what a character can do. Therefore, if a player joins mid-day they will have lost a portion
of their day, being forced to go to bed earlier. In addition to that, there would be problems with
multiplayer sleep. One solution would be to use a system similar to Minecraft Multiplayer sleep
mods, where night passes without all the players needing to go to sleep. That however removes
agency from other players, as in this game the hours in a day are important to the gameplay.
Secondly, time in the game is designed to be nonlinear, in order to represent spoon theory. The
days are shorter at the beginning of the game and longer once the character’s health improves,
therefore allowing them to do more things during the same day. Having multiple players in the
same world would bring a need to make time more linear, which in turn gets rid of that metaphor.
Therefore, the multiplayer element is unfeasible in this game.

5.2.4 Recreational and Relaxing Interactions

Going back to interactions, a few meditative or recreational interactions could be
introduced. One such interaction could be lighting incense or hitting a singing bowl. This again
is based on a personal experience. The way this interaction would work is through the following
steps. First, after the initial interaction happens a temporary color sphere appears around the
incense stick or bowl. Then game mechanics designed to help the player slow down their
breathing would kick in. There are three such mechanics that could be implemented. First is a
white screen border which appears for a second or two, then disappears for another two, to
mimic square breathing. Inspiration for this mechanic comes from the game Patapon(2007), in
which the game's rhythm is accompanied by a border flash on every beat. The reason why I think
this could work is because of the rhythm element to it. In the game Patapon(2007) a similar
mechanic where a white border appears rhythmically around the screen helps the player’s



internal timer align with the game’s or music’s time(Noire Blue 2016). In Break It, it could also
do a similar thing where it keeps a slow pace on the player’s internal timer, therefore potentially
slowing their heart rate, similar to what music would do. Some research suggests that music can
create cardiovascular and respiratory effects proportional to the speed of it (Bernardi, Porta &
Sleight 2006). Another mechanic would be using the color sphere to do the same exact thing.
The color sphere at first would be smaller, then it would increase over the next second or two,
stay larger for two seconds, and then shrink to the smaller size again in a cyclic manner. The
third potential way would use character animation. The character could be shown to do square
breathing in the game with the hope that the player would adopt it too. The desired effect is to
slow down the players' heart rate consciously or subconsciously and give them a sense of
relaxation. In addition to that, auditory cues can be used to help represent it, such as breathing
sounds. These mechanics do not have to all be present, but their effectiveness is something that
would be tested in the research through design phase in the continuation of this project. These
mechanics could be tested individually as well as combined, in order to find the most effective
combination possible.

This mechanic does not have to be limited to incense burning and bowl playing. Other
activities could be therapeutic to different players. For example, drawing, writing, star gazing,
bird watching, or even simply sitting in a park could be implemented in the game to have a
similar mechanic. This would make sure that each player can find something in the game that
makes them relax in real life too. An activity that is possible for them to do in their everyday
lives and that they have interest in. This goes hand in hand with other non-therapeutic
interactions in the game. The wider the variety of interactions in the game, the higher the chances
of the player following their own path, leading to better in-game self-expression. By expressing
themselves easier in the game, the player may identify with the character more and thus open up
an opportunity for their in-game lessons to bleed into their real life.

5.2.5 Personalization

Another way to increase self-identification with the character would be character
customization. In my opinion, a detailed character customization system would be too much for
the context of the game. In large budget titles, the character customization screens either take a
large portion of a player’s time (Bevan 2021; thisitimten 2018; Enthvllyo 2021) (which is okay
if the game has many hours of content, but this game does not), or it gets completely ignored and
the players just randomize their characters. However, some level of customization could help the
player empathize and identify with the character more. The customization options that I propose
are the character's name, age, favorite food, and potentially their body type. In addition to that,
they may be given the option to choose the character’s clothes and accessories.

The previous game design also included objects that could be collected and placed
around the character’s house or cubicle. I believe that could also work in favor of the player
self-identifying with the character. However, once more it is important to keep in mind the size
and scope of the game. Because it is not a very large game, having a lot of options for completely
changing the character’s house would be of little value. Therefore, I would suggest putting a few
more collectible items around for the player to collect either through discovering them around
the world or being gifted to them by NPCs through completing quests. A few examples of such
objects could be plants, string lights, musical instruments, photographs (maybe even photographs
the player takes themselves), small statuettes, etc.



5.2.6 Camera Perspective

Another potential change in mechanics to increase empathy on the player could be the
camera perspective. Potentially a first-person perspective could increase a person’s immersion
and maybe self-identification with the character, this is also supported by some research
(Denisova & Cairns 2015). This, however, needs to be tested. The change that I propose is only
making interaction animations happen in a first-person perspective. The reason behind it, as
opposed to a complete first-person perspective, is that I believe that the game benefits from the
third-person camera that comes with 2.5D games. A more distanced camera allows the player to
see the environment and the colors in it better. Therefore during interaction animations and
potentially during socializing with other NPCs, the camera could shift into a first-person
perspective.

5.2.7 Game Sound Design

Last, but not least, is in-game sounds. I believe that the game could benefit a lot from
white noise or noise-machine-like background noise. I would suggest that at first when the world
is still in greyscale, background noise is mainly just white noise. The reason why I suggest white
noise to silence is because silence is generally used to create tension, as can be seen in horror
movies and shows for example(Insider 2021). Although this could be used to create a sense of
anxiety, I would argue that that anxiety goes against the general feel of the game, as it is meant to
be a relaxing experience.

After the character’s psyche improves, the white noise can be replaced by city noise or
forest and bird chirping noises. A good example to take into consideration here is the
“mynoise.net” website. The creator of these noise machines is a sound engineer that creates rich
sound machines that include an animation feature. This animation feature constantly changes the
volumes of the different elements of the machine over time, in order to keep the sound feeling
fresh and non-repetitive or tiring to the ear. In addition to that, whenever using voices in the
sound machines, they generally do not have any recognizable words, and thus are not distracting.
I believe this is a good example of background noise because these machines are designed to
boost focus and relax the listener. Therefore to design in-game audio, they would be an
interesting study case or source of inspiration.

5.3 Design Results and Discussion

For the design process, I looked back and reflected on the original design, trying to find
areas where improvements could be made. Then keeping the lessons learned through the
analysis, I came up with as many design ideas as I could. After evaluation, these ideas were
filtered down to the list that can be seen in the design section of this thesis. The ideas were
evaluated both in how well they followed the representation principles, such as being respectful,
accurate, and their rapport to stereotypes. Then they went through a second level of filtering to
figure out which of these design elements would fit or could be slightly altered to fit the overall
feeling of the game better, without being disruptive to the overall design. One example of one
element that showed promise but was not incorporated in the final version of the design is the
multiplayer element. Even though it could be beneficial to the player, this design element would



not fit the game itself, therefore it was scrapped. I believe that it is very important for the game
to be coherent, therefore whenever a new element is to be introduced, it should be seen in the
context of the whole game and only added to the game if it fits the game without breaking its
coherence.

5.3.1 NPC Design Discussion

The above design decisions were all inspired by the lessons learned from the analysis
done on Celeste(2018) and Hellblade(2017). Starting from the non-player character design
decisions, most of them were made to improve the accuracy in the representation of the
day-to-day experience that people with depression may go through. Some people when
depressed start avoiding social contact which can also be interpreted as losing interest in social
interactions, which in turn only worsens the symptoms of depression. However, this lack of
social interaction is difficult to express in a game without relying on verbal means. Therefore, in
order to express it, I have to rely on more metaphorical representations. The first suggestions, the
ones about the lack of details and unclear speech from the NPCs fail because first of all, they do
not fit the exploratory nature of the game, and secondly, there is some room for a negative view
of the game in which the player sees the player character as less smart (because they cannot
understand what others are saying) or somewhat misanthropic (they show no interest in others or
even a dislike). These assumptions may be more probable to be made by those who have not
suffered from depression. Nevertheless, they are just as negative, because they may add to the
social stigma around mental health.

It is for the above reasons that I believe the best approach to the game would be to keep
the world empty at first, only having one or two NPCs appear in the first few days of the game
(when the player character is still depressed). I believe this will show the loneliness the person
feels without adding to the stigma because their perception of others is not represented as altered
or less effective. In addition to that, as I mentioned before, the appearing NPC would serve as a
new stimulus, or change in the environment, therefore hopefully triggering the player’s curiosity
and inviting interaction. That being coupled with the immediate positive feedback (in the form of
color) would hopefully express to the player that these social interactions may help them, or a
loved one suffering from depression, improve their mental state.

5.3.2 Color Sphere and Multiplayer Design Discussion

Having introduced this new mechanic into the game, there was a need to alter or extend
the color mechanic to support it. That is why I propose the color sphere around the two
characters (non-player one and player one) during their social interaction. This hopefully will
provide enough immediate positive response to show the positive aspects of social interactions
during these episodes. Hellblade(2017) and Celeste(2018) also try to teach the players lessons
through their own means, by telling them that it is okay to feel the way they do and that there is
nothing wrong with them or sometimes even more directly in the form of the feather mechanic in
Celeste(2018) for example.

The multiplayer element that was discussed was also proposed for a similar reason. It
would hopefully incentivize these social interactions. This time these social interactions would
be with other real people, therefore they might also be the ones to approach the player first. By
sharing these experiences together, the two (or more players) might form a more personal bond,



knowing that they either have been through a similar situation or have some sort of common
understanding of it. Whether these connections become long-lasting (the two players continue to
play together) or not, does not matter a lot. Poppelaars et. al. (2021) chose Journey(2012) with
the hope that the short-term connections that the players would form with other players would
desensitize them to the feeling of loss. So in a way, there may be benefits both in short-term
in-game friendships (desensitization) and long-term ones (real life social interactions). However,
as previously stated, introducing the multiplayer element to this game would prove to be
practically impossible, not without significantly altering or completely removing other elements
of the game.

5.3.3 Recreational Interactions and Personalization Design Discussion

The relaxation interactions such as the incense burning, accompanied by the square
breathing mechanics are also designed to promote healthy behavior in the players. Just like the
feather mechanic in Celeste(2018), these interactions are coupled with a mechanic designed to
help players learn about square breathing. They serve as a guide in which the game shows the
player explicitly how to do it, through the white color border, the expanding and shrinking color
and if those prove not to be enough (after conducting tests in the RtD project following this one)
through the player animations.

In order to make these not specifically tied to the incense interactions, I also propose to
add several other types of relaxing activities that people might do, such as reading, playing an
instrument, etc. These ideally would be numerous enough, for each player to find one of their
preferred relaxation activities within the game. This also goes for the different types of
interactions and story arcs featured in the game. Ideally, each player would find enough options
in the game, for them to find activities that they themselves would participate in. So by including
a wide selection of possible choices, chances are each player will find some solution that is
feasible for them to solve the “problem” which in this case would be depression.

This goes hand in hand with the proposed customization options, both on player character
details and in environment customization (items placed around the environment to decorate it as
a player likes). These customization elements are inspired directly by role-playing games. The
choices will hopefully be enough to help the player identify as the character they’re playing. If
this identification with the player character takes place, it may in turn make the player more
invested in the game and open opportunities for bleed to occur. It is worth noting that this game
is designed for people who are willing to allow bleed to occur. It does not take into account cases
when the player actively builds barriers (Bowman 2015) between themselves and the character
they are playing to avoid bleed. Therefore, the design ideas that I present are meant to make it
easier for them to immerse themselves into the character they are playing as.

5.3.4 Future Design Directions
Another important detail that is worth mentioning is that a lot of these designs are

currently based on my personal experience with depression. Some of it is also based on the
experience of people I know who have suffered from it, too. However, due to the informal nature
of the conversations I have had with such people, most of the elements are based on my own
experience. This is something that the designers of Celeste(2018) do. However, mental health
experience may vary from person to person, so in order to make sure that the game experience is
not specifically tailored to mine, in the future, a formal inclusion of other people suffering from



depression as well as potentially mental health professionals may be necessary. This approach
would be very similar (if not identical) to the approach the creators of Hellblade had. I would
propose that once the Research Through Design project starts, the current design of the game be
tested with a group of people having suffered from depression, asking them whether the game
depiction resembles their own experience with mental health. Then they could be asked to
provide feedback on how it could be improved or changed to better describe their own
experience.

To finalize this discussion, I would like to mention a few other areas of study that would
be worth exploring in order to add onto this experience, however, they were outside of the scope
of this current study. Color theory for example could prove to be very beneficial to study. It
directly aligns with the core mechanic of the game and therefore it may prove to be imperative to
the design. In addition to that, sound design could also greatly benefit the game. Elements of the
game could greatly benefit from good sound design. Such elements would be background noise
and relaxation interactions. Symbolism could also be of value, as different symbols may carry
different meanings in different cultures.

Last but not least, it is believed by many Transformative RPG and LARP designers and
theorists that debriefing, after having played a character in an RPG or LARP, has a significant
role in the participant’s learning (Crookwall 2011, 898-920), as well as transferring game,
learned skills into real-life ones (Crookwall 2011, 898-920; Daniau, 2016). I believe debriefing is
one subject worth exploring further, especially in video games. Based on the discussion about the
benefits of debriefing (Bowman 2014; 2015), it could help achieve the same function within a
video game as it would after a live-action role-playing session. It could help consolidate bleed
for the player. Informal debriefing(Bowman 2014) is something that might happen naturally in
gaming communities through forums and gaming communities, however formal debriefing if
done right could prove to be more beneficial to the player. The only game (in my experience as a
gamer) that even comes close to attempting some form of debriefing is Detroit: Become Human,
in which upon the player leaving the game and entering the main menu, the hostess (a character
that is seen in the main menu) comments on in-game events. However, this debriefing is not
explored further.

6 Conclusion
To sum up, in this paper I argue how a video game can help players cope with depression,

or alternatively (if they do not suffer from it themselves) help players better understand those
who suffer from it so that they can support their recovery, or at least not hinder it. Proper
representation of depression may help create a game environment which has the proper
conditions for bleed to occur. Bleed is a phenomenon in which a player’s persona is expressed
within their gameplay and in turn, lessons learned through their gameplay may bleed out into real
life. In order for this phenomenon to be present, the player needs to be at some level immersed
into the performance (or the act of play). If a player finds their condition badly represented then
they may detach themselves from the character, therefore not allowing for bleed to occur.
Alternatively, a bad representation presented to a person not being part of the represented group
runs the risk of adding to the social stigma related to the condition.

In order to understand how to properly represent mental health, I analyzed the games
Celeste(2018) and Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice(2017) with a combination of formal and textual
analysis. Both games had similarities in the ways they represented their respective mental health
(anxiety and depression in Celeste(2018) and psychosis in Hellblade(2017)). In addition to that, I



went through a design iteration to alter and improve the design of a game I previously worked
on. The game initially was based on intuition and personal experience, to represent a character
going through depression. However, in this iteration, I have a more research and theory-driven
approach to the design. Each proposed design element is based on either theory or draws
inspiration from the two games mentioned before.

Below is a list compiled from the analysis results with the design principles implemented
into the games as well as examples from both the games and my design iteration:

● Accuracy: Both games Celeste(2018) and Hellblade(2017) attempt to provide an
experience that is somewhat accurate to the represented group’s experience. This
may be done through the usage of story elements: such as dialogue, metaphors
(Mount Celeste), environmental elements or through mechanics such as:
jumping/climbing in Celeste(2018), auditory hallucinations in Hellblade(2017) or
color interactions in Break It.

● Respectful: These games try to be as respectful as possible to the represented
group. One of the main ways this is done is by putting the player in the person’s
(with the represented condition) shoes. The games show the world through their
eyes, not making a difference between what they experience and what is “real”, to
them what is shown to the player is reality.

● Stereotype Challenging: These games try to challenge and break common
stereotypes around mental health. Celeste(2018) shows that despite her depression
and anxiety Madeline is as capable as anyone to climb the mountain (she is not
weak). Hellblade(2017) shows that Senua is not a psychopath, but she shows
remorse towards those who she kills. Break It makes the main character a
functioning member of society, despite their depression.

● Inclusive Designs: It is important for the designers to include people who have
some experience with the conditions in the design process. Celeste(2018) is based
on the designer’s experience with anxiety and depression. Hellblade’s(2017)
developers used a collaborative design approach, where they included both people
having suffered from psychosis and mental health professionals in their design
and development process. Break It is based on the personal experience of the
designers and hopefully in the future it will become more of a collaborative
design.

● Positive Impact on the player. These games try to have a positive impact on their
players. This is achieved through showing the player how the characters perceive
the world through their eyes. In addition to that the games encourage healthy
behavior, often through promoting self-acceptance. In Celeste(2018), Madeline
has to accept the “part of her” in order to become stronger and unlock the triple
jump. It also wants and helps the player succeed through the assist mode as well
as a few secret mechanics such as: Coyote Time. In Hellblade (2017), the game
uses characters (Dillion and Galena) and dialogue to tell Senua and the player that
there is nothing wrong with the way she sees the world. Break It promotes helpful
and healthy behavior through mechanics relating to socialization and relaxation
(added in this design iteration).



6.1 Future Research
As I stated before, this project serves as the initial step towards a much larger research

through design research. Due to time restrictions, it had to be restricted to being a research for
design research leading into a design iteration. In my future research, a similar iterative approach
would be adapted, in which I would once again conduct research for design leading into research
through design. Initially, some mechanics or aspects of the design could be tested separately
from the game and then the whole game, in order to measure the players’ reaction to it and adjust
the design as it may be fit. Ideally, the target group would mostly be people that have
experienced depression or are currently suffering from it. However, during the final stages of the
design, value could be gained from testing with people who do not suffer from it but are close to
someone who does. This would make sure that some data is collected on how those people react
and whether their understanding of the condition is improved.

Apart from my future research projects, this thesis could be seen as an additional voice
adding to the topic of mental health and video games. It displays an attempt at intentionally
designing for a better representation of depression as well as helping alleviate symptoms of
depression. A lot of the design work being done on these topics is intuitive, but I think that an
approach similar to the one displayed in this thesis could be of great value in designing for
mental health.

In addition to that, I would encourage more research to be done on how bleed can be
achieved in video games. Bleed has been studied in the context of Live Action RPGs, however,
there has been little research on how it can be achieved in video games, as well as how effective
it can potentially be. Apart from bleed, I think another concept derived from LARPS that is
worth exploring in video games would be debriefing. As I found out in this paper, debriefing has
been deemed very important in achieving skill transfer from in-game to real life. However,
debriefing has not been attempted in video games, as far as I could find.
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