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Abstract 

The paper would focus on the game narrative and empathy, more specifically, the primary goal 

of this paper is to see how game narrative evokes players’ empathy and get some narrative 

design principles that can be used in future game design and research. To fulfill the research 

goal of the paper, I will analyze three role-playing games To the Moon(2011), A Bird 

Story(2014), and Finding Paradise(2017). They are all developed by a designer Kan Gao, and 

focus on storytelling, especially To the Moon, receiving praise for its narrative and was given 

the "Best Story" award by GameSpot(“To the Moon,” 2022). The result of the paper can 

complement the study on the intersection of game narrative and empathy, also it can supply 

some practical cases in the game field for Keen’s(2006) narrative empathy theory. And the 

study can help researchers to study deeper in this field, and provide more empathic narrative 

design strategies for game designers. And those devices about plot twists, flashbacks, camera 

angles, etc, may also apply to the literature and film creation for evoking the audience’s 

empathy. 
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1 Introduction  

In the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English (2009), empathy is defined as “the ability 

to understand other people’s feelings and problems.” In recent years empathy has been studied 

and applied to many fields, in which one reason is that empathy is proved to be beneficial for 

encouraging people’s prosocial behavior(Schrier & Farber, 2021). For cultivating the empathic 

skills of people working in the hospice, where empathy is a competitive requirement, Hudnall 

and Kopecky(2020) developed a tabletop game to help them improve empathy, which would 

benefit the good mood of patients. In the educational field, increasing students’ empathy is 

thought to help reduce school bullies(Antle et al., 2019). Empathy is also tested in some 

immersive films and virtual reality videos to see its influence(Barreda-Ángeles et al., 2020; 

Jones & Dawkins, 2018).  

Nowadays, games have been used as a tool for learners to study new knowledge, and in some 

researches, games are expected to increase learners’ studying enthusiasm(Antonaci et al., 2017). 

And empathy, as an ability or skill, can be practiced and learned in many ways, some methods 

have a high risk or high cost, and playing games to increase empathy is one of the low-risk 

methods(Hudnall & Kopecky, 2020). Additionally, games as a popular entertainment tool are 

also believed to easily provoke empathy owing to their role in providing players with a 

perspective-taking experience(Belman & Flanagan, 2010). Belman and Flanagan(2010) also 

believe games can create stronger empathic feelings than other media like newspapers, books, 

and films. Taking news of refugees as an example, a newspaper can make the audience see the 

life of a refugee but games can make people experience that kind of life then it might be easier 

for people to feel empathy for refugees(Belman & Flanagan, 2010).  

So far, some studies already have focused on empathy in games. And perspective-taking is one 

component of empathy so some researchers tried to focus on the topic. Some scholars explored 

the relationship between perspective-taking of non-player characters and player empathy and 

immersion(Ho & Ng, 2020). The findings have indicated that light players taking the 

perspective of NPC in prosocial VR games would increase their closeness and empathic 

feelings towards NPC, and also are easier to immerse themselves in the game. In addition, 

Belman and Flanagan(2010) analyzed the game empathic design and summarized four 

principles that may be helpful for designers who want to create empathy in games.  

The research above on the game empathy also can show another feature which is the emergence 

of empathy is all based on the game narrative. Whether making the participants act as refugees 

to experience a poor life or play a firefighter to save a robot, the participant’s empathy is always 

evoked when they know the background, characters, or experience some events.  It can show 

another idea of no empathy being evoked without narrative. Almost all games evoke players' 

empathy through narrative because participants are always put into a context that may be full 

of kinds of meanings such as a protagonist required to save old people or experience some 

homeless people's life, only in the narrative they can understand the characters’ feelings or feel 

the feelings. As is said, the game narrative is essential for players to identify with 

characters(Simons, 2007), and identification is an important prerequisite for eliciting players’ 

empathic emotions(Bizzocchi & Tanenbaum, 2012), furthermore, identification also can be 

considered an aspect of empathy. Thus narrative has a tight relation with empathy, and Green 

et al. (2004) also implied that empathy is connected to transportation which means being 

transported into a narrative world and leaving reality behind.  

Although the game narrative is so important to arouse players’ empathy, nowadays, there are 

some debates on the importance of the game narrative, although we have to admit in some game 



 

genres narrative's role may not be as vital as mechanics, such as shooting games and jumping 

platform games, but it is always necessary. If no narrative, in a shooting game, players just tap 

the keyboard and click the mouse shotting an object and don't know any background about what 

the action is for, it is impossible to arouse their empathy. But if we tell them they are acting as 

soldiers and the objects are children, or they are police, and the objects are serial killers, it is 

obvious that owing to different narratives, even with the same mechanics, the events and 

emotions are different. The narrative could provide players with context so that players can 

know who they act and why they act in a game, increasing players' immersion and identification. 

Thus, the game narrative is very important in a game to invoke players' empathy. Although 

there are already kinds of research delving into the intersection of game and empathy, according 

to a systematic review article on empathy and game, peer-reviewed articles about the topic are 

very few(Schrier & Farber, 2021), let alone the narrower topic on game narrative and empathy, 

which is more few.  

A lot of game design students felt enthusiastic to design games fostering players’ empathy, so 

there has been a study related to how to design games to evoke players’ empathy but it doesn’t 

stress the game narrative’s role in those design principles(Belman & Flanagan, 2010).   

Therefore, to show the importance of the game narrative, the paper would focus on the game 

narrative and empathy, more specifically, the primary goal of this paper is to see how game 

narrative evokes players’ empathy and get some narrative design principles that can be used in 

the future game design and research. To fulfill the research goal of the paper, I will analyze 

three role-playing games To the Moon(2011), A Bird Story(2014), and Finding Paradise(2017). 

They are all developed by a designer Kan Gao, and focus on storytelling, especially To the 

Moon, receiving praise for its narrative and was given the "Best Story" award by GameSpot(“To 

the Moon,” 2022).  

The result of the paper can complement the study on the intersection of game narrative and 

empathy, also it can supply some practical cases in the game field for Keen’s(2006) narrative 

empathy theory. And the study can help researchers to study deeper in this field, and provide 

more empathic narrative design strategies for game designers. And those devices about plot 

twists, flashbacks, cameral angels, etc, may also apply to the literature and film creation for 

evoking the audience’s empathy. 

To answer the research question of how game narrative evokes players’ empathy, I would use 

the close reading method and autoethnography to analyze how narrative elements such as 

characters, plot twists, game goals, and camera language in cutscenes, etc, create empathic 

feelings for me. And then I will draw some conclusions from the analysis parts and propose 

some principles that might evoke empathy among players. And in the end, I would discuss the 

limitation and possible future exploration of the research. 

 

1.1 Research Question 

 

This research aims to answer the research question “how does game narrative evoke players’ 

empathy?” 

 



 

2 Background  

How to define empathy depends on the context it would be used, and there are two types of 

empathy – cognitive empathy and emotional empathy often researched together. Therefore, in 

the background part, we would delve into empathy’s definitions, benefits, whether it can be 

developed and how to develop it in different media. 

 

2.1 Empathy 

 

In the Oxford Reference, empathy is defined as “the ability to imagine and understand the 

thoughts, perspective, and emotions of another person”(Empathy, n.d.) But empathy has been 

studied under different disciplinary lense, therefore, it is also considered as a word covering a 

variety of meanings, which could be slightly different in different situations(Zaki, 2017). 

According to Keen’s explanation in the theory of narrative empathy(Keen, 2006), empathy is 

also very similar to sympathy but the difference is that empathy can be thought of as “I feel 

your pain”, while sympathy is “I feel pity for your pain.” Keen also mentioned empathy is a 

little subjective because when we feel what another person feels is actually what we think that 

we feel is the person’s feeling. Some researchers believed empathy is “the ability to understand 

and share in another’s emotional state or context”(D. Cohen & Strayer, 1996). Not only an 

ability but empathy can also be thought of as a kind of experience that puts one into another’s 

shoes and think about things from another’s perspective, rather than one’s own(Belman & 

Flanagan, 2010). As said above, empathy is always connected to two steps, in which the first is 

to understand others’ emotions or situations standing from another’s point of view and the 

second is to share the emotion. We can consider them as two parts that correspond to exactly 

two kinds of empathy, cognitive empathy, and emotional empathy.  

Although with the development of research on empathy, it has been divided into several 

categories with different names such as fantasy empathy, global empathy, critical empathy, 

etc(Schrier & Farber, 2021). But in the social psychology area, empathy is often “divided into 

two kinds of broad categories, cognitive and emotional”(Belman & Flanagan, 2010). Moreover, 

the two types of empathy are often mentioned in scholarly articles and always discussed 

together(Schrier & Farber, 2021). Thus we will focus on them in the paper. 

 

2.1.1 Cognitive Empathy 

Cognitive empathy means perspective-taking, which refers to deliberately taking other people’s 

points of view(Belman & Flanagan, 2010). For example, if person A wants to know another 

person B how to think about a thing, A may try to know the mindset, beliefs, and cultural 

background of B, then A may understand how B perceives a thing, and this can be considered 

a process of perspective-taking(Darvasi, 2016). Perspective-taking can be a process, an ability, 

and a personal trait(Ho & Ng, 2020), and in the research of Belman and Flanagan(2010), 

perspective-taking is more often understood as a cognitive process or an experience. 

Perspective-taking can be induced by simple interventions such as asking people to envision 

themselves in another person's shoes(Ho & Ng, 2020). As mentioned above, the action of one 

thinking about things from another’s perspective and understanding another’s emotions is a 

cognitive process, which is not necessary to include an emotional response or the sharing of 

emotions(Dishon & Kafai, 2020), for example, in a game, you know a female character’s story 

and the situation, then you may understand or assume what she feels and can take action based 

on her perspective but that doesn't mean you share her emotions.  



 

And another similar phrase to the perspective-taking in the game is identification, which is also 

explained as “put ourselves in someone else’s shoes” by Gaut (2010), or it is said that 

identification also involves perspective-taking(van Krieken et al., 2017). In games, 

identification is highly connected to players’ empathic feelings(Bachen et al., 2016). There is a 

kind of identification that is very similar to perspective-taking, which is called imaginative 

identification, referring to imagining oneself in another’s situation from her point of view and 

imagining feelings what she feels(Gaut, 2010). According to the explanation to “identify with 

some” in the Cambridge Dictionary, it is “to feel that you are similar to someone and 

can understand them or their situation”(Identify with Someone/Something | Meaning in the 

Cambridge Essential American Dictionary, n.d.). Cohen (2006)believes encouraging people’s 

identification with a character may rely on their likeability, and they may tend to identify with 

characters that are “good”, in other words, those characters may have the same values or norms 

as them. Thus comparing identification and perspective-taking, the similarity between 

characters and audience is emphasized more in identification.  

From the above definition, in this paper, we define that in the game, perspective-taking and 

identifying with a character are both the experience of cognitive empathy. 

I mentioned that most definitions of empathy are the understanding of empathy and the sharing 

of emotions. Cognitive empathy is connected to the understanding of characters’ mental states, 

and emotional empathy is related to the sharing of emotions(Belman & Flanagan, 2010). 

 

2.1.2 Emotional Empathy 

Emotional empathy, which is also called affective empathy, is related to one person's emotional 

state and refers to the share of affect spontaneously(Keen, 2006). According to a study, 

emotional empathy is also subdivided into two empathy, of which one is called parallel empathy, 

and another is reactive empathy, although they are all related to emotions but a little 

different(Stephan & Finlay, 1999). Parallel empathy means you share the same emotion or 

similar emotions with another. For example, a student felt awkward because that student was 

laughed at by other students owing to some reason, and I felt embarrassed for him, and that is 

a parallel empathy. But if I feel pity or sad for that student, it could be considered reactive 

empathy.    

And in the game design, inducing players’ both cognitive and emotional empathy is important. 

Some findings found some bullies have a high perspective-taking ability so they could harass 

their peers and create maximum hurt because those tormenters just understand their victims’ 

emotions but don’t share them(Belman & Flanagan, 2010; Sutton et al., 1999). Therefore, 

considering the game narrative to trigger both players’ cognitive and emotional empathy is 

necessary. 

In the research, we would focus on two basic categories of empathy, cognitive empathy and 

emotional empathy consisting of parallel empathy and reactive empathy, which is also 

frequently researched by many empathy-related topics. 

 

2.2 The Benefits of Empathy 

 

No matter what kinds of empathy, they are mostly describing interpersonal connections, 

therefore empathy also has some benefits for social interaction(Rumble et al., 2010). According 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/essential-american-english/feel
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/essential-american-english/similar
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/essential-american-english/understand
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/essential-american-english/their
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/essential-american-english/situation


 

to some studies, empathy improves aiding, cooperation, and some other altruistic 

behavior(Rumble et al., 2010; Schrier & Farber, 2021). In the education field, increasing 

students’ empathic emotions is also a way that helps reduce school violence(Antle et al., 2019), 

and from a cultural perspective, empathy may contribute to the understanding of the culture of 

other groups and decrease bias(de Vos et al., 2013). Therefore, due to those merits of empathy, 

it is important to study empathy deeply and see if there are any methods of improving empathy. 

 

2.3 Whether Empathy Can be Developed or Not 

 

Before looking into the way of developing empathic ability, we could know if empathy can be 

nurtured first. Some researchers believe the most influential element of empathy is the gene, 

while others think empathy is an ability that can be developed with some techniques(Demetriou, 

2018). People’s empathic level is also different, and novelists have a stronger empathic ability 

than others, and Keen assumed it is probably because they often write novels in the process of 

practicing taking characters’ perspectives(Keen, 2006). Hence I believe empathy can be 

developed through some techniques so this is also one of the reasons I would like to study how 

game narrative elicits players’ empathy and in the future maybe the experience can be 

transferred to a kind of ability in the real life. 

 

2.4 How to Foster Empathy 
 

Empathy has been researched in the literature, film, and game field, and different media have 

their approaches to eliciting empathy. 

 

2.4.1 Novels and Empathy  

So far some studies have explored the way of inducing empathy. For instance, Keen (2006) 

focuses on eliciting empathy through literature, especially fiction, and she even came up with 

the concept “narrative empathy”, referring to “the sharing of feeling and perspective-taking  

induced by reading, viewing, hearing, or imagining narratives of another’s situation and 

condition.” She suggested the two important components contributing to empathy are character 

identification and narrative situation such as adopting another person’s point of view, but 

Keen’s theory lacks the empirical experiments to prove it and is often used to analyze novels in 

the literary field, which seems a little limited. And using the theoretical framework of Keen’s 

narrative empathy, Monaco(2020) analyzed how Irish writer William Trevor’s novels like Love 

and Summer and Reading Turgenev evoke empathic feelings in readers. After analyzing 

Reading Turgenev, Monaco believed Trevor tried to connect two novels set in different worlds, 

encouraging readers to find the same love and loss feelings between the two novels, and 

eliciting their empathy. In addition, Turgenev’s novels are famous in the reality so when readers 

found the character in another fiction also read Turgenev’s novels, which may help them feel 

the similarity between themselves and the character, then contribute to the empathy for the 

character. Moreover, Monaco also came up with another narrative device evoking empathy 

through a temporarily disordered narrative including kinds of flashbacks and gaps, which makes 

the narrative temporarily disrupted and needs readers to find truth through fragments. For 

example, a character in the novel can be both murderer and a victim, but another identity of the 



 

character needs further reading to find it. The disordered narrative seems challenging for readers 

to understand but more compelling and easier to evoke their empathy. But those narrative 

devices evoking empathy still need experimental support. 

 

2.4.2 Films and Empathy 

Furthermore, in the film field, Jones and Dawkins(2018) focus on how to create empathy in 

immersive films, analyzing three short films based on VR technology. The first film's 

protagonist is a little girl living in a camp who is also a Syrian refugee, but the film failed to 

create empathy because the viewer didn't have a connection with the girl except being a VR 

viewer. The second film is about a family living in a war-torn area. Although the invisible 

viewer didn't be given a role in the narrative, the viewer still could follow a girl in the family 

to find something which is considered a mini-game, and also experienced being buried owing 

to the crush of the house, which provokes empathic feelings. And the third film the viewer was 

given a role in the narrative who is an American inmate. The viewer is put into a room at a 

prison, which is reminded of feeling the inmate's life. It is considered that a given role to the 

viewer may disrupt the immersion. From the study, we can see the way of provoking empathy 

in the second film is to have a game increasing the interaction and engagement of viewers and 

the film. Another similar study is paying attention to how immersion in nonfictional 360-video 

stories affects people’s empathy and enjoyment(Barreda-Ángeles et al., 2020). It also conducted 

an empirical study on the relationship between empathy and enjoyment. And the result shows 

that enjoyment would cause a decrease in empathic concerns, but does not affect cognitive 

perspective-taking. In other words, enjoyment hinders people who share others’ negative moods 

but boosts perspective-taking. Therefore, it suggests that if designers want to evoke people’s 

empathic response through some sad stories related to wars or poverty, they would better focus 

on how to provoke emotional responses but not the design of perspective-taking. 

 

2.4.3 Games and Empathy 

Besides literature and films, games have also been connected to empathy or used to elicit 

players’ empathy in recent ten years. I mentioned above even in the study on immersive films 

and empathy, one of the experiments is thought as the most effective way of inducing empathic 

feelings, in which one reason is a mini-game was added in the film (Jones & Dawkins, 2018). 

There is already existing research arguing that some specific game design principles may elicit 

players’ empathy. Belman and Flanagan(2010) studied the game empathic design, and they 

propose four principles inducing empathy that are concluded from the literature review. They 

also analyzed how those principles emerge in three published games. The study focuses on 

theory and game analysis but it didn’t apply those principles to practice. 

Some researchers tried to develop empathic table games to study if participants’ empathic levels 

would change after empathic gameplay. Hudnall and Kopecky(2020) conducted an empathy 

project designing a table game to develop people’s empathic skills. They thought it was 

necessary for people working in the hospice to increase their empathy so that it can be beneficial 

for patients’ emotions. However, the previous ways are high risks, and researchers think using 

games to develop empathic skills is a low-risk way, so they developed a tabletop game, tested 

among nurses and medical students. Before gameplay, participants need to be tested their 

empathy based on their empathic language, and after gameplay, the same measurement tool 

would be used again. The result shows participants used more empathic languages after playing 

the game. But the experiment uses tabletop games requiring high play conditions such as at 



 

least two players in the same place, physical props, and longer preparation time than computer 

games such as inviting participants in advance, which is more complicated for individuals to 

develop empathy. Therefore, in my research, I prefer picking console games as analysis objects 

because they are more friendly for solo players who want to have an empathic experience. 

Owing to the development of technology, virtual reality is used in the game industry sometimes. 

Also, games with virtual reality technology are considered a good way to induce empathy, 

because VR games can conveniently help people take another person’s point of view, which is 

the part of cognitive empathy, and also may provide people a vivid details of the world, assumed 

to have some connections with empathic concern(Gaesser, 2013).  

And perspective-taking is an important element when evoking player empathy in games. But in 

the above study, we can see whoever perspective takes, participants all take the protagonist’s 

role and see things from the protagonist’s perspective, but if players take the role of the non-

player characters, what would happen? In one study(Ho & Ng, 2020), researchers assumed 

players taking the perspective of NPC in prosocial VR games would increase their closeness 

and empathic feelings towards NPC. In the experiment, participants first played the NPC role 

which is a robot trapping and burying in a dangerous situation, then played the game in which 

the goal is to act as a protagonist firefighter who is required to save trapped robots. From the 

first experiments, all hypotheses were unproven, then participants were divided into two groups 

light gamers playing games for five hours or fewer every week and heavy gamers whose game 

time was over five hours every week. Finally, all hypothesis is found to have effects on light 

gamers, which can prove the Elaboration Likelihood Model Theory(Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). 

Light players with lower game levels and less game experience are easily affected by the 

perspective-taking of non-player characters. The study also points out that it is less immersed 

in heavy games if taking the NPC perspective, which may be interpreted as heavy gamers 

always getting used to standing on the protagonist’s point of view so the shift in perspective-

taking may disrupt their habits of playing games. 

 

2.4.4 Game Narrative and Empathy  

Narrative is a persuasive technique that frequently elicits empathy, a feeling of caring and 

sympathy(Clair et al., 2016). A game includes two important parts, which are narrative and 

mechanics. And in the systematic review of empathy and game, it is found that game narrative 

has a strong connection with empathy(Schrier & Farber, 2021), while game mechanics focusing 

on entertainment may reduce people’s empathic feelings(Belman & Flanagan, 2010). In the 

well-known debate between narratologists and ludologists, ludologists assert narrative is not 

necessary for a game(Domsch, 2013), but narratologists believe a game can be a story. As a 

player liking game narrative and a designer student with experience in game narrative design, 

I would better adopt the narratologist’s points. Taking a narratologist’s perspective, game 

narrative in the paper as everything in games contributing to the story, in other words, 

mechanics or user interfaces that contribute to the story are all thought of as the components of 

game narrative. 

 

2.5 How to Test Empathy 
 

The measurement of testing empathy is various, and so far I found Toronto Empathy 

Questionnaire might be useful. The Toronto Empathy Questionnaire with self-report measures 



 

consists of sixteen questions that can test people’s empathy in a single factor. To construct and 

prove the validity of the TEQ, researchers conduct three studies to look into current scales for 

testing empathy and their correlation with TEQ(Spreng* et al., 2009). Also, it still has some 

limitations because its participants are all university students. In the game field, the TEQ could 

provide the questionnaire to help test players’ empathy in-game but the specific questions have 

to be changed slightly because the original TEQ didn't target game players. In addition, in 

Hudnall and Kopecky’s empathy project(Hudnall & Kopecky, 2020), they invited specialists to 

observe the subjects’ empathic languages and rate their empathy scores, which seems easier to 

see participants’ changes during the test than a questionnaire.  

Some other technical measurements might be used to test empathy. Nowadays, with the 

development of technology, eye-tracking technology is noticed by researchers, which is 

considered to be a tool for detecting players’ emotions. Cox et al. (2006)designed an eye-

tracking experiment to detect people's immersion, which required participants to play an 

immersive game task and a non-immersive game task in a period. Although there is no practical 

data to support the experiments, it is assumed that when participants conduct immersive tasks, 

they would have more fixations with a short duration. And in the non-immersive tasks, they 

would have fewer fixations with longer duration. However, the assumption is still needed data 

to be confirmed and the assumption is for testing game immersion but not empathy. 

 

2.6 Theoretical Framework 
 

When empathy is put in the context of game narrative, it can base on two conceptions narrative 

empathy and empathic play. Empathic play means that “Empathetic players intentionally try to 

infer the thoughts and feelings of people or groups represented in the game (cognitive empathy), 

and/or they prepare themselves for an emotional response, for example by looking for 

similarities between themselves and characters in the game (emotional empathy)(Belman & 

Flanagan, 2010)”. The conception also stresses the two types of empathy – cognitive and 

emotional empathy I want to focus on.  

Apart from empathic play, while analyzing a game narrative, I would consider Keen’s narrative 

empathy theory because the description “Narrative empathy is the sharing of feeling and 

perspective-taking induced by reading,  viewing,  hearing,  or imagining narratives of another’s 

situation and condition. (Keen, 2006)” also can apply to empathy provoked by game narrative. 

But one of the differences between narrative in fiction and games is that game narrative may 

contain more interactivity and can make people experience the narrative but not merely read or 

imagine. Keen believed the important component of creating empathy is to make readers 

identify with characters through some techniques of characterization such as backstory, settings, 

and naming. The two techniques eliciting empathic feelings she mentioned all can be achieved 

through in-game narrative, which might be more efficient than novels because the game has 

interactivity and could immerse players into it through some mechanics like role-playing and 

players even could participate in the story creation(Green et al., 2004). In conclusion, in the 

analysis part, I would adopt the above definition of empathy, and I would also look at if the 

games adopted strategies mentioned in the theory of narrative empathy and empathic play to 

elicit my empathy, which may provide experimental support for that theory, and the uniqueness 

of game narratives to engage empathy can also complement the two theories.  

From the study above, we can see some research focuses on the connection between empathy 

and games or digital media like films or VR videos, but few kinds of research conclude practical 



 

techniques from a game narrative perspective, although game narrative plays a vital role in 

evoking players’ empathy. Thus this paper would focus on the analysis of game narrative 

evoking empathy in players and conclude with some narrative design strategies that could be 

used in the future. The results can give new insight from the narrative aspect for game scholars 

and game designers.  

 

3 Methodology 

Back to my research question: how do game narratives evoke players’ empathy? To answer the 

question, it would be better to see previous games which have evoked my empathy in the 

playthrough. And I would use the methodology of close reading which is often used by 

humanities disciplinary and autoethnography, testing my empathy on my own.  

 

3.1 Close Reading and Autoethnography 

 

Close reading is a method often used in some game research or game analysis. For example, 

some researchers study how game design foster empathy with the close reading of three released 

games to see how they provoke empathy among players while also fitting the empathic design 

principles summarized by previous research (Belman & Flanagan, 2010). Bizzocchi and 

Tanenbaum(2012)did a close reading of the famous game Mass Effect 2 and analyzed the game 

narrative design from an analytical narrative framework consisting of narrative arc, story world, 

character, emotion, and narrativized interface. The process of the close reading starts with 

multiple playthroughs because the game has a branching story and multiple playthroughs allow 

them to experience different strategies and characters. Then it is a joint playing that one scholar 

plays the game, one would make some annotation, while others would discuss the game 

experience during the break of the gameplay. The close reading process cost about five days 

and they had a lot of conversation, notes, and screenshots. After the gameplay, they began to 

review and analyze those materials.   

In my study, I need to do the whole close reading on my own, therefore there is no group 

discussion or watching other people playing the games. And my objects of analysis are three 

games To the Moon, A Bird Story, and Finding Paradise which all focus on narrative and have 

short game flow. Before I wrote the analysis part, I played those games first. The first game I 

played was To the Moon, and this was also the most influential game developed by the FreeBird 

studio. During the gameplay, I have written down some important points and some of my 

thoughts and saved a lot of screenshots. When I started to analyze, I would review the 

information I have collected and also watch the playthrough video again in case I forgot or 

missed some points. And another two games Finding Paradise and A Bird Story are also 

analyzed in the same process.  

As I mentioned above, another method I applied in the research is autoethnography which 

means I am the only test subject and the test focuses on my game experience. Autoethnography 

requires reviewing and describing a personal experience, however, it is a little contentious as it 

is not like the traditional social research method often used by scientists, thus some people think 

it is unscientific(Ellis et al., 2011). But the games I would choose as objects are all console 

games that only suit individual players, in other words, players always play solo so 

autoethnography as a way of focusing on the personal experience can help me analyze and get 



 

the result of how the game narrative elicits empathy in a solo player. Another thing deserving 

to mention is that this is the second time I have played those games in this study and the first 

time I played them is about five years ago. Although this research would mainly focus on the 

second time experience, I would also refer to the experience I first played them, because since 

there is a long time between the first play and the second play, which means the feeling of the 

first time I can still remember now must leave a deep impression on me, deserving to analyze, 

especially in the paper with the autoethnography method. 

 

3.2 Positionality and Reflexivity 
 

With a lot of experience writing novels since I was a child, I also like reading kinds of fiction 

so this is also the reason why I put my focus on the game narrative when I studied games 

because the game narrative is very similar to novels. In addition, I like playing games, especially 

role-playing games because they involve more narrative than other kinds of gamers such as 

shooting or strategy games, mainly focusing on the game mechanic design, and I don’t like 

games with violent or intense gameplay. Therefore, my enthusiasm for game narrative and 

disgust with some specific game machines may affect my emotions and thus have an impact on 

some results with the method of autoethnography. 

Although mentioned above Keen said novelists might have higher empathic ability owing to 

their writing experience in the process of identifying characters(Keen, 2006), the theory is hard 

to confirm and I can’t sure if I have a high empathy ability or if my empathy is easier to be 

evoked. Evoking my empathy may depend on a lot of factors at the moment. Therefore, in the 

analysis part with the method of autoethnography, I will combine my situation, and my long-

term emotional states during the period time of writing the paper to consider when my empathy 

is evoked by the game narrative and if it will also relate to some out-game elements connecting 

to my personal experiences such as hobbies or beliefs. 

Additionally, I have some experience in writing game narratives, for me, a game narrative is a 

very important part of a game, but when I worked on the game companies in China last year as 

I know some of my colleagues would underrate the importance of the game narrative, and the 

average salary of the narrative designer is also lower than other game designers such as a game 

level designer or system designer. From my perspective, I always believe the role of game 

narrative at least should be equal to other parts of a game, therefore, in the paper, I would take 

a lot of points from narratologists. And to find out the effect of game narrative on players’ 

emotions then showing the importance of game narrative is also the main motivation of the 

research.  

And one main reason I choose the three games To the Moon, Finding Paradise, and A Bird 

Story as the research objects is that To the Moon is my favorite game and since I played it there 

is no game narrative like it moved me ever. Owing to the game’s huge impact on me, I decided 

to become a game narrative designer since I first played it in the year 2017. Another two games 

are all related to it so I chose them all, also in the below analysis part, I will also focus on To 

the Moon more.  

In brief, the methodology - close reading and autoethnography from humanities and social 

science are both suitable for my study so I would combine them to analyze three story-driven 

games to answer research questions.  



 

4 Results and discussion 

In the result part, to seek out the principles of evoking players’ empathy, I would analyze three 

games and focus on how my empathy is provoked by their narrative. As already mentioned, 

there are two kinds of empathy, one is cognitive empathy, and another is emotional empathy 

which can be subdivided into parallel empathy and reactive empathy, which are listed in the 

table below. And in the analysis, I would see which moment my cognitive empathy or emotional 

empathy is evoked by what narrative design.  

 

Empathy Category Definition 

Cognitive Empathy 

Perspective-taking/ 

Character Identification  

 

 

Emotional Empathy  

Parallel Empathy Feel the same emotion or 

similar emotions with 

another  

Reactive Empathy Feel different emotions 

towards other’s situation  

 

 

4.1 The Analysis of Game To the Moon 
 

To the Moon (2011) is a story-driven game about two doctors traveling backward through a 

dying man's memories to artificially realize his last wish by altering his memories. Some 

reviews of the game are “It’s simple, poignant, and full of heart.” from a game magazine 

GamePro(To the Moon on Steam, n.d.), and “To the Moon's poignant story and swooning 

musical score will move you like few games can.” from GameSpot(“To the Moon Review,” 

n.d.), a popular game website. In addition, To the Moon also won the "Best Story" award given 

by Gamespot and “Best indie RPG of 2011” by RPGFan(“To the Moon,” 2022). From those 

reviews, we can see To the Moon is good for narrative evoking players’ emotional responses. 

In my opinion, no games have moved me as much as "To the Moon" so far, and this is one 

reason I want to analyze it first.  

The story of To the Moon is that two doctors Rosalene and Watts work for a high-tech company 

Sigmund which has a technology, that can make people traverse back through the dying 

people’s memory and help them fulfill their last wishes by altering memories. The doctors 

accepted a task to help an elderly dying man John fulfill his wish which was to go to the moon. 

But John also didn’t know why he wanted to go to the moon, then two doctors revealed the 

reason in his memory that it was because he and his wife River’s promise in their first encounter 

in their childhood - they will regroup on the moon if they couldn’t find each other. However, 

owing to an accident John forgot the promise. Dr. Rosalene decided to implant a new memory 

in John’s head which is removing River in John’s teenage time then John would have the 



 

motivation to become an astronaut and go to the moon. Finally, in the new memory, John and 

River all became the astronaut of NASA, flying to the moon at the last moment of John’s life. 

Players play two doctors in the game, but in some tasks, players can choose to play one of the 

doctors Rosalene or Watts to conduct the task but it wouldn’t affect the main storyline except 

for some dialogues. And some plots require players to play only one doctor. The game 

mechanics are very simple, players need to explore John’s memories, collect “memory orbs”, 

items appearing in John’s memory, which is also the key to unlocking “mementos”, the most 

important object in every memory to enter the next memory from John’s old age to youth.  

Before the analysis, I played the game for eight hours with many notes and screenshots. Since 

the research focus on empathy and game narrative, the analysis of games will center on 

narrative-related elements such as narrative goal, narrative techniques, characters, and, etc.  

The game goal is vital in a game because for a player goal is their motivation to play. And in 

general, a ludological goal can be understood as winning conditions that players need to meet 

to succeed in a game, and a narrative goal is also a ludological goal but with some meanings, 

for instance, in Super Mario saving a princess is a narrative goal (Cardona-Rivera et al., 2020). 

Narrative techniques or narrative devices are used in the literary field often, so it is also called 

literary technique, they emphasize the way in that a creator convey narrative, in other words, 

the strategy a creator employs to communicate information to the audience, such as flashbacks 

and plot twists(“List of Narrative Techniques,” 2022). In a game, owing to its visual, auditory, 

and interactive elements, the narrative techniques it has is more than fiction, for example, 

cutscenes, visual effects, sound effects, and even some narrative mechanics also can be 

considered narrative techniques. Narrative game mechanics can be understood as player actions 

“that support the construction of engaging stories and fictional worlds in the embodied mind of 

the player. (Dubbelman, 2016)” 

And characters in games consist of “visual design, goal-oriented behavior, and an expression 

of an underlying psychology that gives the character consistency and depth”(Bizzocchi & 

Tanenbaum, 2012). Beliefs, personality, speaking style, habits, and even cultural background 

also can be considered components of a character. 

And I will analyze how those narrative elements evoke my cognitive empathy, which is more 

related to perspective-taking, as well as emotional empathy connected to the emotional response. 

The narrative design in To the Moon evoked my empathy mainly related to the goal and the 

way of achieving the goal, and some other techniques such as cutscenes, plot twists, flashbacks, 

etc.  

 

4.1.1 Cognitive Empathy in To the Moon 

The player’s main goal of the game is very clear - sending John to the moon in his memory. 

And to achieve this goal, according to the game’s settings, players have to know why John 

wants to go to the moon and his life from old age to childhood through traversing in his memory, 

then alter the key memory. Trying to know a person’s life including his hobbies, his family and 

his daily activities, etc then understanding his thoughts can be considered as the process of 

perspective-taking. The goal and the way of fulfilling the goal can be viewed as an instruction 

that requires players to take the perspective of John, especially in the game mechanics of 

exploring John’s memory and collecting important items in his life. Everything in the memory 

I saw is from John’s perspective, even in the game my role is the doctor, but I still stood in 



 

John’s point of view, after knowing what a person he was like, then try to understand and 

analyze the whole thing, especially why he wanted to go to the moon. And another thing that 

can prove I have taken John’s perspective in To the Moon was that in the first chapter of the 

game before the doctors entered the memory, in the reality of the game there was a task to 

explore John’s house and when I controlled one of the doctors Rosalene to enter the basement, 

I saw a lot of paper rabbits. At this moment, I felt those rabbits were a little weird. When doctors 

entered John’s memory, there were still many paper rabbits in the house, which all were folded 

by John’s wife River she folded those rabbits almost every day. John was confused about 

River’s behavior, and he thought this might indicate River’s autism worsened. I understood 

John’s thoughts here because when I saw those rabbits first, I also felt very strange and didn’t 

understand why River folded so many rabbits. Collecting clues in John’s memory helps me 

perceive the situation from his perspective.  

 

Figure 1: John’s house full of paper rabbits folded by River 

Due to the narrative goal and mechanics, I must explore the memory carefully and try to know 

his life in detail, which not only made me see things from his point of view but also provide 

much information about him, so when I tried to infer the reason why he wanted to go to the 

moon I would deliberately consider it in the context of his life experience, his hobbies, and his 

marriage, etc. Therefore, the game goal and narrative game mechanics involving perspective-

taking instruction and processes in the game elicit my cognitive empathy. 

The design of cutscenes is also helpful for me to take John’s perspective. In this game, the 

cutscenes are the most important narrative device because John’s many memories are displayed 

by them, and during the memory exploration cutscene also can be thought of as a reward for 

players. Normally, cutscenes are “a sequence in a video game that is not interactive, interrupting 

the gameplay”, also sometimes it is used to create an emotional connection for 

players(“Cutscene,” 2022). As already mentioned, in the game I play doctors so I should take 

the doctor’s perspective, but in most cutscenes, my focus was always on John, although doctors 

appeared in many cutscenes, compared to John, their looks grey and a little transparent, 

sometimes I even ignored them, so they wouldn’t distract my attention. In the narrative settings, 

the transparent grey appearance of doctors is because they choose to be invisible in the memory. 

In addition, occasionally doctors even didn’t appear in cutscenes, although theoretically, we see 

the memory through the doctor’s eyes, as a player, I always put my attention on John, adopting 

his point of view to perceive those cutscenes. Thus in cutscenes, highlighting John through 

visual design helps me empathize with him cognitively. 



 

 

Figure 2: John’s visual appearance is clear but the doctor is transparent 

 

4.1.2 Emotional Empathy in To the Moon 

The empathy I mentioned above is mainly on a cognitive level. To the Moon makes me 

impressed for so many years not only because of the good perspective-taking design, but also 

my strong emotional response during gameplay. Whenever I talked about the game, I often 

mentioned, “this is the game making me cry a lot.” The part in the game making me cry most 

is one of the cutscenes, and the cutscene not only moved me but also some other players. When 

I watched the gameplay video on youtube, there is a comment with thirty-three likes 

“3:04:00~3:14:00 gets me bawling like a baby every time…”(1_Julia_1, 2014), which is 

describing the cutscene.  

The cutscene always evoked my emotional empathy towards River - John’s wife even though I 

watched it several times. As I mentioned above, finding the reason why John wanted to go to 

the moon is very important, and the cutscene reveals the truth. In the cutscene of John’s earliest 

childhood, at first little John sat on the cliff, viewing stars, then little River comes, which is out 

of my expectation because according to the previous memory, they should meet at a teenage 

time. Then they had a good chat, they promised each other next year they would still come to 

the same place same time. And River asked if they got lost, how to do it? John answered they 

would regroup on the moon. Therefore, this is the real reason for John wanting to go to the 

moon because River died John had to go to the moon even though he forgot the reason because 

beta-blockers suppress the memory.  



 

 

Figure 3: First encounter of John and River in the childhood 

The narrative in the cutscene is a plot twist, which is “a literary technique that introduces a 

radical change in the direction or expected outcome of the plot in a work of fiction.”(“Plot 

Twist,” 2022), totally changing my previous impression of River. To construct the twist that 

surprised and moved players, there were another two devices red herring and flashback applied. 

According to the Wikipedia(“Plot Twist,” 2022), they are common plot twists, and “A red 

herring is a false clue intended to lead investigators toward an incorrect solution”, and a 

flashback is a “sudden, vivid reversion to a past event”, which are often used to reveal secrets 

or characters’ true identity.  

In the previous memory, mostly I took John’s perspective to look at everything, John and his 

friends all thought River was doing some strange things, as John said in the game “ever since 

the incident, she’s been making these strange rabbits out of paper.” and his friend Nicolas 

inferred it was owing to River’s Autism, and John also agreed. Additionally, two doctors found 

River “declined treatment for the sake of a lighthouse”, and they also thought she was very 

strange, but from Rosalene’s opinion River wasn’t their client so they shouldn’t care about her. 

Doctors also thought they should “forget those stupid rabbits.” Furthermore, roadkill rabbits 

also appeared several times, so doctors also connected roadkill rabbits to paper rabbits.  

 

Figure 4: A John’s memory about the roadkill rabbit 

Also, there is even a false message from John that he mentioned he and River’s first encounter 

was at the school, and I didn’t realize it would be a problem, because, in that chat from the 

dialogues between River and John, the point is John apologized to River that he shouldn’t 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Red_herring
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Red_herring
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flashback_(narrative)


 

approach her just because she seems odd, and John said, “I shouldn’t have tainted our first 

meeting like that.”. Therefore, my focus was on that thing but not on the “first”. 

Those clues or red herrings induced me to consider River’s strange behavior just because of 

Autism and didn’t care too much about origami rabbits, which are the most important memento 

in the game. Therefore, we can see the narrative device of red herring intentionally designed 

through some dialogues from important characters and events to make me distract from River 

and paper rabbits, and mislead me into believing they first meet at the school. 

Back to the tear-jerking cutscene, on the cliff outside a carnival, the truth was revealed and I 

misunderstood River all the time. She folded rabbits day in and day out to remind John of their 

first meeting, where they talked about the moon, which looked like a rabbit. And in old age, 

she gave up treatment for the sake of a lighthouse because in their earliest childhood she said 

stars were like lighthouses and she said “one day, I am going to befriend one of them.” 

Everything she did all the time was because she wanted to arouse John’s missing memory, but 

until she died no one understood her, even her lover John thought that behavior just means her 

autism worsened. I felt sad for what River suffered and guilty for misunderstanding her, which 

means my emotional empathy was evoked here and my perception of River was overturned by 

the flashback in the form of memory. The red herring and the flashback contribute to the plot 

twist showing a suffering woman who can’t express thoughts directly and was misunderstood 

by all people around her, even the love of her life until she died, thus River’s tragedy provokes 

my strong emotional empathy. 

The plot twist reminds me of Severus Snape in Harry Potter(“Harry Potter,” 2022), before he 

died, I disliked him very much, especially since he killed Albus Dumbledore, a very kind person 

in the book, for an evil reason, which is also a red herring misleading readers. After his death, 

his memory flashback revealed the truth that most things seem evil he did was to protect Harry 

Potter and other students, and even Albus Dumbledore required Severus to kill himself. At the 

moment I felt very sad for him, who is a great person but misunderstood by many people, even 

me, as a reader.  

In summary, from the cases above, narrative design makes me empathize with a character 

emotionally is by designing a character at the beginning, leading me to perceive the character 

incorrectly or one-sidedly through some misleading cues (red herrings) such as others’ 

impressions or some events during the plot development, and then near the end, revealing the 

truth and discovering the person's true identity, the process of revealing truth can use flashbacks, 

in addition, a truth that is preferably closely related to the misleading clues and shows me the 

more tragic side of the person such as in To the Moon River was always misunderstood until 

she died. 

Furthermore, it is said that the emergence of a twist can also present a new conflict to 

readers(“Plot Twist,” 2022). In To the Moon, the plot twist above make doctors stuck in a 

dilemma about whether to delete River in John’s head. Finally, Dr.Rosalene decided to remove 

River from teenage John’s memory so that John can be affected by the promise of regrouping 

on the moon with River, then stopped John’s brother died in the car accident so he wouldn’t 

need to take the medicine to forget some memories. Then there is a cut scene showing a new 

memory that doesn’t have River, and my emotional empathy toward River increased again. 

River tried almost the rest of her life to fold paper rabbits to help John remember their first 

meeting, but in the end, she had to be deleted from John’s head, even though the reason for 

John’s wish is because of her. Knowing what she did and what a person she was like, deleting 

her is the cruelest injury standing from her perspective. As said above, before the cutscene of 

removing River, I already felt sad and guilty about her suffering, then the designers used the 



 

plot of erasing her to make the emotion stronger. Flashbacks are also used to display the plot, 

not for revealing the secrets, but for showing the players the real memory and the altered 

memories, which were repeatedly reminded of players River’s disappearance. For example, in 

the real memory, the first dating location for John and River is a cinema, John sitting in the hall 

of the cinema to waited for River, and then she came out from the right door of the cinema, 

walking toward John, then they both gradually disappeared and the scene has grey tones. After 

a flash, the scene becomes colorful, and John with his brother Joey and friend Nicolas came 

from the left way and walked into the left door of the cinema. Likewise, another grey scene is 

in the reality John and River were riding horses, then they all become grey shadows gradually, 

which always represent meaningless NPC in the game. And the replaced colorful scene is John 

sitting in a car alone. The cutscene uses several grey scenes and fading away characters to 

deliberately repeat River’s disappearance, and following new colorful scenes after grey scenes 

showing now John'new memory is replacing the old memory, where River is being erased. In 

the process of viewing those flashbacks, my emotional empathy, feeling sad in response to 

River’s suffering, was elicited.  

In conclusion, To the Moon elicited my cognitive empathy through the main narrative goal and 

narrative mechanics involving perspective-taking instruction and processes such as exploring 

memories and collecting important mementos.  

Emotional empathy is evoked by the complicated plots showing the misunderstood, and real, 

side of a tragic character, and repeating the character’s suffering through the common narrative 

techniques such as red herring and flashback, which are mostly displayed to players in cutscenes. 

And as I said before, emotional empathy can be subdivided into parallel empathy (sharing the 

same emotions) and reactive empathy (feeling different emotions), in this case, I felt sad for 

River and her sufferings, but the game didn’t adopt many scenes or text to describe River’s 

emotions, so in To the Moon, in my opinion, most emotional empathy in me is reactive empathy.   

And the visual design such as color changes in characters’ appearance helps highlight roles or 

present the narrative clearly. And those visuals are also a part of the narrative that can induce 

either cognitive empathy or emotional empathy.   

 

4.2 The Analysis of Game A Bird Story 
 

A Bird Story(2014) can be thought of as a minisode connecting To the Moon(2011) and Finding 

Paradise(2017), which is a sequel to To the Moon(“A Bird Story,” 2022). It is a short game that 

can be finished in about one hour, and even if players never played To the Moon, it doesn’t 

affect their understanding of the narrative. The game describes a little lonely boy who saved an 

injured bird and took care of the bird, during the process of taking care of the bird, they became 

friends, and finally, the bird recovered and flew off. It also uses a lot of scenes to show the 

boy’s everyday life in detail. Comparing To the Moon, the game lacks unexpected twists, and 

I can easily know what would happen next, which may also cause my bad first impression of 

the game, as a narrative lover. Some reviewers also think it may be not for everyone because 

its pace is a little slow(“A Bird Story,” 2022). 

The most different thing from To the Moon is that A Bird Story doesn’t have any dialogues, in 

other words, it is a wordless game, only with visuals and sound showing the narrative. Also, 

from my gameplay experience, in 2017, I first played To the Moon and then played A Bird 

Story, what impressed me the most was I was affected by To the Moon very much, feeling a lot 



 

of emotions such as happiness with some dialogues and sadness towards River and John’s love 

story, but I didn’t have any emotional response or feelings of perspective-taking to A Bird Story. 

The only thing through the gameplay I remember is that the designer Kan Gao wants us to see 

a lonely boy, experiencing his day-to-day life and empathizing with him. As the game review 

from Gamespot said, “…a small, simple, but incredibly affecting story that showcases the 

power of the ability to encourage empathy”(“A Bird Story Review,” n.d.). However, it failed 

to provoke my emotional empathy towards the boy the first time I played it.  

But recently for the research, I played To the Moon and A Bird Story again, and the emotions 

towards the two games are still different. Owing to my previous game experience of To the 

moon, I almost know every key plot, so my emotions were evoked slightly, not as strong as I 

first played it. But when I played A Bird Story, my emotional empathy towards the protagonist 

the little boy was extremely strong than what I have expected. I realized the most determining 

reason is that my life experience has changed since the first time I played the game, and it 

affected my emotions during playing the game. Now I can easily walk myself into the boy’s 

shoes and share his emotions, because of some similar experience.  

In the analysis part, I will analyze how A Bird Story creates my cognitive and emotional 

empathy with the boy, from two aspects: in-game design elements and out-game my own 

experience in reality.  

 

4.2.1 Cognitive Empathy in A Bird Story 

In the game, the little boy is the only protagonist. In addition, the little boy looks different from 

all non-player characters because he is also the only one with a colorful figure, and the other 

characters are shown as black shadows. Therefore, owing to those elements, when I started the 

game, my focus was quickly put on the protagonist, then followed him until the end, which 

make me identify with him gradually. This is also “because the audience shares one subject’s 

perspective more often or contrastingly, if shown one subject as a focal point more often an 

audience may further identify with them”(“Over-the-Shoulder Shot,” 2022). Not like two 

avatars - Dr.Rosalene and Dr.Watts in To the Moon I often shift my perspective between them, 

and in most cases, my focal point is on John, thus I rarely identified with doctors.  

 

Figure 5: Colorful protagonist and shadowy NPC in A Bird Story 

 



 

In addition, wordless narrative design with detailed visuals also help me take the boy’s 

perspective deeply and understand his situation and emotions. 

The game shows the boy’s everyday life in detail, and I controlled him to go to school, have 

class, then go home, watch cartoons, sometimes he would play alone in the forest and fold paper 

planes, etc. It told me everything visually, I even didn’t know the boy’s name, but I still can 

understand what happened through detailed visual designs including animation, cutscenes, 

illustration, etc. His daily routine and special events such as saving a bird provide me with 

adequate information about his background and personality, and they are also the prerequisites 

for me to stand on his perspective to think about things. For instance, in the below scene, we 

can see there are some white papers on the desk, and it increased gradually. Other things in the 

room faded out, then those white papers became the only thing left on the screen. 

 

Figure 6: A cutscene emphasizing those white paper 

And the designer intentionally wants us to notice those white papers with the design but no 

subtitles indicating what are they or what content is on them. I believe the design intention here 

is to encourage players to imagine what they are. Thus owing to the previous visual description 

of the boy’s life, in which he always did everything alone, his parents never appeared, and the 

only friend he had might be the bird, combining those clues, I considered those white papers 

were some diaries full of his loneliness, or they may be some letters from his parents. The 

consideration shows I tried to take his perspective and think about what the paper was, based 

on the situations I’ve seen before. According to Keen’s narrative theory(2006), “imagining 

narratives of another’s situation and condition” can be considered to be empathy with another. 

And owing to no words as an explanation, I had to guess more on his point of view, but if at the 

cutscene some subtitles are explaining what the paper is, I wouldn’t take his perspective to think 

about it. Moreover, when the boy interacts with his classmates, also no dialogue here, only the 

wave-handing gesture, I  subconsciously guessed what they were talking about, maybe it was 

just the invitation“Come to play with us!” The thoughts are all based on the boy’s situation and 

can be considered the process of perspective-taking. As I mentioned before, all the NPC in the 

world are black shadows, besides visual effects highlighting the boy, it also helps me understand 

the boy’s emotions. From the previous visual narrative, I have already known the boy is lonely, 

and his color is different from others makes me sure– he is lonely and the designer also wants 



 

to convey the loneliness to us. Therefore, the wordless and detailed visual narrative design 

contributes to my cognitive empathy for the little boy. 

The design elements mentioned above encourage my cognitive empathy toward the lonely boy, 

but I also said I didn’t feel any emotions when I first played the game, therefore those elements 

maybe not be enough to create an emotional response for me. There are some explanations for 

the case.  

When I first play the game, I just played To the Moon, moved me in a way that no game ever 

did, so I had some expectations around attractive plots and funny dialogues for A Bird Story. 

However the game didn’t meet my expectations, so it caused my disappointment at the first 

impression, then it was difficult to evoke my emotional response toward the protagonist. 

Another reason is related to the environment or the situation where I stayed during the gameplay. 

The game requires players to play a lonely boy and it may also want players to experience 

lonely feelings. But when I first played the game, I lived with my friends in the university 

dormitory, almost every day we had some interesting activity or chatted with each other, so I 

didn’t feel alone. Thus it was difficult for me in an environment accompanied by friends to feel 

the same lonely feeling as him, even though I knew he was lonely.  

 

4.2.2 Emotional Empathy in A Bird Story 

Recently I played it again and the environment I stayed different from when I first played it in 

2017. In my opinion, this is the main reason why I can feel a strong emotional response to the 

game this time. The scene evoking my loneliness and sadness most is the moment the lonely 

boy stayed on the balcony silently, seeing the sunrise, sunset, and even rainy days. No words 

told me he was lonely, but I just knew he was lonely. Those months I lived alone and often 

stayed in the room the whole day, without speaking any words. My life is similar to the boy’s 

life, cooking, writing a thesis, often watching scenery outside my window for a long time, 

sunrise and sunset, cherry blossoms and fade. One day, seeing the sunrise at around 4 AM, I 

stuck in the silence and loneliness, slowly writing down something in Chinese, “Foreglow and 

afterglow, for me, are the same(朝霞与余晖，一般无二 ZHAO XIA YU YU HUI, YI BAN 

WU ER)”. Loneliness is the emotion I have experienced most often in the last six months. 

Therefore, the cutscenes of the lonely boy sitting on the balcony remind me of the similarity 

between him and me, my loneliness aroused in the meantime, then I felt sadder for him because 

he is just a child, younger and more vulnerable than me as an adult.  

 

Figure 7: The lonely boy staying on the balcony and watching the scenery 

 



 

 

Figure 8: When I felt lonely, I also watched outside and took some pictures 

In conclusion, the way of evoking my cognitive empathy in A Bird Story is the wordless but 

detailed visuals that lead me to stand on the boy’s point of view to understand his emotions and 

thoughts and imagine narratives. Moreover, a one-protagonist design can make me focus on the 

avatar, which makes me identify with the character easily. 

For emotional empathy, the similarity between the boy and me aroused my lonely feelings same 

as him, which is also the emotion I have had for a long time, easily being aroused during 

gameplay, in other words, the boy shared the same lonely feelings with me, so my parallel 

empathy was elicited. But I also felt sad about our experience, therefore at the moment, sadness 

was provoked, which can be considered reactive empathy. 

 

4.3 The Analysis of Game Finding Paradise 
 

I played Finding Paradise for a total of sixteen hours, six hours were played five years ago, 

which is also the first time I played it, and ten hours for the analysis. It is the sequel to To the 

Moon, however, I found it can only provoke my cognitive empathy but not emotional empathy, 

whatever once or twice I played it. Thus in addition to the analysis of the cognitive empathy in 

Finding Paradise, I would also analyze why it failed to provoke my emotional empathy during 

the gameplay. 

Finding Paradise is still based on the game setting of To the Moon, which tells a story that a 

dying old man Colin booked the service of Sigmund’s company, fulfilling his last wish -  he 

hoped doctors to give him a fulfilling life while changing as little as possible. Two doctors 

Rosalene and Watts felt confused about the wish, and they entered Colin’s, then found he had 

some regrets in life, for example on his honeymoon he knocked over a bottle of lemon juice 

and got his wife Sophia’s clothes dirty, etc. In addition, the doctors also saw a little girl Faye in 

Colin’s childhood and youthhood. She accompanied Colin in his lonely time, encouraging him 

to pursue his dream of becoming a pilot. Soon after Colin met his future wife Sophia, Faye 

never appeared in his memory again. The two doctors found it difficult to fulfill Colin’s all 

regrets by changing as few things as possible, so they discussed if they could delete Faye from 

Colin’s memory, but they didn’t expect that Faye heard those words, and start to fight with the 

two doctors because she didn’t want to be deleted. With the exploration of those memories, the 



 

doctors found out that Faye was only Colin’s imaginary companion since he was too lonely 

when he was a child. Faye tried to kick the doctors out of Colin’s memory since she thought 

Colin didn’t need their memory-changing service but she failed, however, finally, the doctors 

still decided to leave Colin’s memory and give Faye control of Colin’s memory setting. In the 

end, Faye stood on the opposite balcony of Colin like they first met in his childhood, asked if 

Colin still had regrets left and Colin answered yes but he can accept those regrets, which are 

also part of his life.  

 

4.3.1 Cognitive Empathy in Finding Paradise 

As already mentioned, in Finding Paradise, players control doctors to explore Colin’s memory 

to find out his regrets, fulfilling his life. And near the end of the game, doctors allowed Faye, 

Colin’s imaginary companion, to change his memory. Thus the final cut-scene is the most 

important part of the narrative because this is the last memory before Colin died, also before 

the cutscene, players don’t know how Colin’s memory is changed finally, the secret will be 

revealed in the scene so it attracts a lot of attention from the narrative perspective. And my 

cognitive empathy with Colin was also evoked here. 

 



 

 

Figure 9: The cutscene with a medium shot and over-the-shoulder shot 

In this cutscene, at first, Colin walked to the balcony, watching the opposite empty balcony, 

after several seconds,  he turned back, and then there was a medium shot capturing Colin’s 

expressions and the part of the environment around him, gradually all background becomes 

blurred, only Colin is clear, so all focus is on him. The longer the focal point stays on a character, 

the easier it is for the audience to empathize with that character (“Over-the-Shoulder Shot,” 

2022). Then the camera moved from right to left, and players can see Faye appear on the 

balcony opposite Colin and called Colin “old-timer”. The camera movement reveals the 

existence of Faye and creates a sense of surprise for players. Then Colin turned back, where 

there is an over-the-shoulder shot, in which the camera is placed above the back of the shoulder 

and the head of a subject, and the over-the-shoulder shot is also used in the film taking often, 

making the audience identify with the character(“Over-the-Shoulder Shot,” 2022). Moreover, 

the content of the dialogues in the cut scene was also causing resonance with me. Faye asked if 

Colin still had any regrets, and Colin admitted he had a lot of those but “they were all still a 

part of it… They made way for all that I do have.” My life principle is also like what they said 

it is not necessary to live a perfect life, and regrets are also a kind of color of the life. Therefore, 

my principle fits the cutscene’s theme, that’s also the reason for where my cognitive empathy 

is from, as Keen(Keen, 2006) mentions similarity of readers and characters contributes to the 

identification. 

This game setting is the same as To the Moon, such as collecting mementos and building 

memory links, which can help me adopt Colin’s point of view, but during the perspective-taking 

process, knowing the cultural background of the game and its designer in advance helps me to 

understand Colin’s perspective much more deeply. The designer of Finding Paradise Kan Gao 

is a Chinese-Canadian, when he was eleven years old his family moved to Canada from China. 

In an interview, Kan Gao mentioned he liked playing Chinese RPG games and was inspired by 

them a lot, and when he designed games, he always expressed himself(Interview with Kan Gao 

(Freebird Games) - Adventure Corner, n.d.). Therefore, the narrative of Finding Paradise may 

also include some ideas affected by Chinese culture or Chinese social norms. I am Chinese, so 



 

my Chinese cultural background helps me know the important character Colin’s perceptions of 

regrets, increasing the perspective-taking experience.  

For example, the first regret in the memory is Colin didn’t have a grandchild so he tried to 

persuade his son to marry and have a baby.  

 

Figure 10: Colin wanted his son to make him a grandchild 

The plot - urging marriage is highly related to the Chinese cultural background. In ancient China, 

it is thought marriage is a foreordination of people and some young adults were forced to marry 

someone they may only see each other once or twice by their families(Chen & Li, 2007). And 

reproduction is an extremely important thing, which is believed that “the main goal of a 

marriage was to produce offspring(Chen & Li, 2007).” Nowadays, although society changes, 

old ideas are planted in some Chinese people, especially old people, who wanted their daughter 

or sons to marry early so they can have a grandchild, like Colin in  Finding Paradise. Therefore, 

because of my previous knowledge of Chinese marriage culture, I can understand Colin’s 

behavior and thoughts from his perspective, which means I empathize with him cognitively. 

Despite this, my emotional empathy was still not evoked during the whole game. 

 

4.3.2 Why My Emotional Empathy Wasn’t Aroused  

In China, parents urging marriage behavior often made their children suffer and under pressure. 

Women being single for a long time are also called leftover women by society, a derogatory 

label(Ji & Yeung, 2014). From my perspective, as a young woman, I also didn’t like parents 

introducing a girlfriend or boyfriend to me and persuading me to marry and have a baby so 

when I experienced a plot that conflicts with my values in the game, it easily evoked my disgust 

rather than emotional empathy.  

Moreover, the game adds more mechanics than the prequel To the Moon, in which there are 

only two game mechanics the first is finding items and constructing memory links to traverse 

back to the memory and the second is jigsaw puzzles producing a complete picture of memento 

that an item representing an important memory in the narrative setting. But besides the mini-

game-related memory, in Finding Paradise there are some battles between Watts and Faye, and 

two levels including hiding and seek mechanics. Those game mechanics increase the gameplay 

time but make it much more difficult to progress the narrative, disrupting my immersion in the 

game narrative. When I can’t put my focus on the game narrative, my emotion is hard to be 

provoked. 



 

In conclusion, my cognitive empathy is elicited in Finding Paradise owing to a cutscene with 

medium shots and over-the-shoulder shots and conveying values same with my life principles. 

Also, because I know the cultural background of the game, I can understand the character’s 

perspective, contributing to cognitive empathy.  

However, also because of the cultural background I have known, I disagreed with the kind of 

culture and social norms, which blocked the emotional empathy. In addition, excessive 

gameplay slow down the plot progression, making me lose my attraction to the narrative, so my 

emotional empathy was hard to be evoked. 

 

4.4 Discussion 

 

The research goal of the article is to explore how game narrative creates empathy for players 

and the method is doing a close reading of three games To the Moon, A Bird Story, and Finding 

Paradise, and analyzing my personal game experience then get principles of evoking empathy.  

In the three games’ analysis parts with autoethnography, I summarized some game narrative 

design strategies involving three aspects - narrative goals, character design, and game narrative 

techniques including cutscenes, visual storytelling, plot twists, narrative game mechanics, etc, 

which may evoke players’ empathy if applied to game design. And in many cases of evoking 

empathy, the three aspects may need to combine for creating a powerful effect. In addition, 

empathy has been divided into two categories cognitive empathy and emotional empathy 

consisting of parallel empathy and reactive empathy. Therefore, I would discuss how game 

narrative evoked two kinds of empathy in me.  

In terms of cognitive empathy, design narrative goal and narrative mechanics with specific 

instructions which encourage players to know others and take others’ perspectives. For example, 

in To the Moon, I was required to enter John’s memory and find the reason for his wish by 

collecting mementos in his life. Owing to the goal and mechanics involving the perspective-

taking indication and process, in the most game process, I was standing on John’s point of view. 

And Belman and Flanagan(2010) also propose similar principles of fostering players’ empathy, 

they thought encouraging players to empathize intentionally at the start of a game may elicit 

their empathic feelings more easily. In addition, collecting mementos may also be a good 

empathic narrative design, which can help players know a character and reveal the character’s 

true identity, as Monaco(2020) said, making readers find truth through fragments may evoke 

their empathy.  

To make the player identify with the protagonist quickly and persistently, one protagonist may 

be better than multiple protagonists because it is easier to identify with a character if the focal 

point is always on it(“Over-the-Shoulder Shot,” 2022), and multi protagonists may distract 

attention. For instance, in A Bird Story, I identified with the protagonist a little boy very quickly, 

but in To the Moon and Finding Paradise, I always shifted my control and perspective between 

two doctors, which makes it hard to evoke my cognitive empathy toward them. Furthermore, if 

players have some cultural background in advance related to the game culture, they may take 

the character’s perspective better, which can be seen in Finding Paradise owing to the 

knowledge of the Chinese marriage culture, I can know why Colin wants his son to marry and 

make him a grandchild. 



 

And visual storytelling with a wealth of details may promote players’ cognitive empathy. A 

Bird Story adapts a silent protagonist, and wordless but detailed visuals convey a story, 

encouraging players’ imagination and identification, proving Keen’s(2006) narrative theory 

about the empathy evoked by imagining narrative. Furthermore, many shadowy NPCs and the 

only colorful protagonist in A Bird Story make me instantly feel the boy’s difference and help 

me understand his loneliness, taking his perspectives to think about some visuals without a 

specific text introduction. And employing some film shots such as over-the-shoulder shot also 

help induce identification, without the over-the-shoulder shot in the last cutscene of Finding 

Paradise, the identification with Colin may decrease to some degree.  

Regarding emotional empathy, there are two subcategories – parallel empathy and reactive 

empathy. Players’ parallel empathy may be provoked when players have ever had a similar 

experience or emotions as the character, then the kind of similarity in the game narrative may 

arouse their parallel empathy, feeling the same emotion as characters. In A Bird Story, the boy’s 

lonely life is similar to mine, thus eliciting my parallel empathy with him. In respect of reactive 

empathy, a tragic character may elicit players’ emotional responses toward another, such as 

River in To the Moon and the lonely boy in A Bird Story. This is also because tragic characters 

often with some negative emotions or suffering, which may more easily elicit empathic feelings. 

Even in the game no text directly indicates if those tragic characters are sad or not, but players 

may still feel sad for them, so that can be considered reactive empathy. Game narrative 

techniques can adopt many traditional literary devices such as plot twists, flashbacks, and red 

herring, which can help create more compelling and unexpected plots, then build an emotional 

connection between characters and players. The principle fits Monaco’s idea about disordered 

narrative with flashbacks and gaps that may create a more engaging story and elicit readers’ 

empathy(Monaco, 2020).  

One limitation of the research method is autoethnography, in which I am the only test subject 

so the result may only suit me, or people who have similar interests to me such as narrative 

games or similar emotions such as loneliness, but it still needs further exploration if those 

principles can apply to more players. Another limitation is my previous game experience in the 

three games may cause my empathy to decrease during gameplay, especially since I am too 

familiar with To the Moon’s every key plot. And also, empathy is hard to detect very clearly, 

in other words, sometimes I can’t make sure if I empathize with a character at some moments. 

5 Conclusion 

Practicing empathic skills may encourage people to have prosocial behavior(Schrier & Farber, 

2021). The game narrative provides a game context and helps players identify with the game 

character or share their emotions. In the research, my goal is to see how game narrative evokes 

players’ empathy. I analyze three games focusing on the narrative and summarize some 

narrative design strategies related to narrative goals, character design, and narrative techniques 

that might help evoke players’ empathy in the game.  

To evoke players’ cognitive empathy, narrative goal, and mechanics with perspective-taking 

instruction, one-protagonist design, and wordless and detailed visual storytelling would work 

well. For eliciting emotional empathy, game narrative can add some plot twists with flashbacks 

and tragic characters. Those devices are also can be used in future game design and research.  

And there also exists some space for future exploration. The principles of evoking empathy 

should be tested in future research among more players and see if they can work among more 

players. In the research, I use autoethnography to analyze my personal experience and feelings, 



 

but in the future, autoethnography might be conducted with more technology such as eye-

tracking, which has been used to detect game immersion(Cox et al., 2006). And some principles 

may not be very easy to apply to the game, for example, the plot twist, but they can provide 

new sight for novel writing or screenwriting, the effect of them is also easy to be tested in a 

novel rather than in games. One thing that deserves to be researched further is whether some 

emotions are easier to be provoked. In To the Moon, I often share sad emotions with characters, 

and in A Bird Story, I and the protagonist all felt lonely. And sad and loneliness are human 

primary emotions that most people felt in their life, therefore maybe a game designed to evoke 

a specific primary emotion such as happiness, sadness, or loneliness can make players 

empathize easier, moreover, in the narrative theory, it is said that readers’ emotional response 

to others’ negative emotions is easier to be elicited(Keen, 2006).  

In the end, I hope those research results can be applied to some practical projects related to 

female rights or social problems. As I mentioned the reproduction culture in China, which 

caused many crimes such as human trafficking, in the news of BBC in January 2022, a 

trafficked Xuzhou mother who was forced to give birth to eight children over 20 years was 

chained to a house and abused to the point of becoming mentally unbalanced(“Xuzhou Mother,” 

2022). She was found in the cold of winter with only a few clothes on and treated by her husband 

like a reproduction object. In a video, she said, “The world has abandoned me.(Factbox, n.d.)” 

I want to document her sufferings in the study so that this world can always remember her. And 

I hope my research can be applied in game narrative design to help arouse people’s empathy 

towards people like Xuzhou mother, River with autism, and the little lonely boy.  
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