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Making My Game on Empathy
	During the last portion of the semester, I was given the task of making a game based around the theme of empathy. For other students this was a lot easier than it was for me, and not because I’m not an empathetic person, but because I was trying to place this theme over a game I was already working on in my spare time. Having the theme work with my game wasn’t the only struggle I ran into however, I needed to be able to teach my player to feel empathy and show compassion for others. This lead me to making a game drastically different from the one I had been working on, but also one I’m glad that I made because it opened my eyes to how a game could be used to teach experiences and make others reflect on their own personal character. The making of my game started with something very chaotic and meaningless to something structured and meaningful.
	Before the semester started, a friend and I thought it would be a fun idea to build our very own app to be used on smart phones. We thought long and hard about what sort of app we wanted to make. We looked at the few most commonly used games and apps we had on our smart phones and the phones of other people, and asked ourselves what it was that made these apps fun and popular. Seeing how the most popular apps are either connected to social networking or provide effortless fun and entertainment, we decided our app was going to be a game. Then came the question of “what kind of game it should be?” and “how to grow the player count?”, so we looked at the most popular or well known games including Angry Birds and Candy Crush. There were a lot of similarities in how these games grew their player counts, many of these games were free, relied on microtransactions to continue further on or as an alternative to microtransactions gave the player the option to invite their friends to play the game through social networking to advance further, and the games were mostly effortless fun. Those three similarities lead up to what we wanted our game to be, a free app that provides mindless fun without including any form of microtransactions, and is connected to social networks like Facebook and Twitter. 
	We wanted the game to be social, so connecting it to Facebook and Twitter sounded the most reasonable. The decision was that players would play the game on their phones and then could share their experiences and achievements with their friends on whichever social network they used. The game’s outcomes and experiences had to be worth sharing on social networks however, which was the first problem. What kind of cell phone game would be worth talking about or sharing your experiences on Facebook? Looking back at popular games on smart phones, the most common trend of sharing experiences was the game making a status update on the player’s Facebook or Twitter account and telling people that they just beat a certain level or that they need friends to play the game so that they can advance in their own game. These updates are rather boring and tend to annoy people who don’t play the game and don’t care to. We decided that the update our game posts on social networks should be something people will want to see show up on their newsfeeds, something that engages others and creates an audience after the player is done playing the game or has reached an achievement. This in a way would make the audience in the social networks that are not actually playing the game, but just reading the accomplishments, players in their own way and make them want to take part. 
	Seeing the social experience we wanted the game to have, we decided our game would be a Choose Your Own Adventure game that’s also a Mad Lib game. The player would be playing a simple Choose Your Own Adventure game where they are presented with stories and scenarios and be given simple questions and actions to further their stories. The Mad Lib part would be on social networks, when players decide to share their experiences with their friends. Every time the player makes a decision in the game, their name and decision will fill in a blank spot in growing story based on their in-game adventure that others and themselves can read if they decide to share it on their social network profile. The experiences shared to social networks needed to be entertaining, something worth reading for an audience, and the game itself had to be entertaining enough to keep the player hooked and grow a bigger player count. Our decision was to make a comedic game set in college.
	Having the game set in college would help it connect more with the player and the audience reading the players experience. We thought that most people who have social network accounts and use them actively are in high school and college, and so reading stories about or playing a game about college would connect with them more and be more engaging. Making the game comedic would be the fun factor in our game. Choose Your Own Adventure games, to us, don’t seem like much fun unless the story is extremely engaging and there’s some kind of award to be found, so we decided that making the game funny would be how we keep and attract players and audiences. We also decided that the story narrative will change dramatically based on the players choices, that after their first two or three passages and questions, the player and another player next to them will be in completely different scenarios in the game. Many Choose Your Own Adventure games choose to route the player through a starting question, and then a second question which is the same whether you chose answers A or B in the first question with just slight changes based on answers A or B, and the pattern continues. We didn’t want that, we don’t want audiences on social networks to just read something that they already know the story or pattern to after a few people have played just to see what choices their friends made. We went for a route that was more chaotic. The player will be given story pieces and question 1, which will have options A or B, and afterwards question 2 will based on A or B, but the story, scenario, and new question for 2 will be completely different whether the player chose A or B. An example would that the player starts the game and is given the option to make it to their first class on time or not. Instead of taking the route that no matter what they chose they end up at their second class on time with a question based on that class, in our game choosing to go to the first class may lead to making it to the second class as well, but not choosing to make it to the first class may lead to somehow being at the grocery store at 11 at night for the second question.
	This chaotic pattern of every choice leading to a new wacky and weird outcome that’s completely different from other scenarios and outcomes within the game allowed us to get very creative with the story writing. Now our game would have a story that audiences wouldn’t be able to predict, they’d be interested in reading about what strange adventure their friend’s game was going on because it wouldn’t be the same as their own or the people around them.  We also wanted the story to be funny, contain mindless humor that would make players want to continue playing just to see what would happen next. With the ease of play though, we noticed that in the game there was nothing working against the player, no challenges, so we decided to make one.
	The player needed an enemy, and we the creators decided we would be the enemy. In our game, the player’s objective is to make it to success or graduation and survive, something we purposely made impossible. We decided in the game, we would include notes from the story’s narrators, us, that would pressure the player into making stupid and risky decisions. If a player chose to do something smart, we would call them out on it and try to make them feel bad, and if they did something dumb we’d give them words of praise and encouragement. We wanted to lead the player to their own doom if they followed the narrators’ peer pressure to do fun and unproductive activities. Ultimately, there is no way to win or survive in our game. The player can achieve success in life for their character in our game, but their character will die according to the story endings we came up with, and we decided to include more humor through that. If a player decides that their character will be a completely boring person, then their character will find success, but still die in some kind of humorous fashion. In the end, there’s no winning for the player in our game, there’s just playing through a wacky story they create through their own choices and sharing it with their friends to read through as a type of mad lib.
	We made a prototype of this game that was just a command prompt with the Choose Your Own Adventure portion of the game. My friend and I took the game around to some of the classes we shared and had random people play it. The results we got back were exactly what we were hoping for, people found the passages in the game and the outcomes to any decisions they made hilarious, and they would replay it after they died just to see where they game would lead if they made different decisions. We couldn’t test the Mad Lib portion of the game, however we did ask those that played the prototype what they thought about being able to read other players’ experiences on Facebook and many thought it was an interesting idea, and some didn’t understand why we would even have such as feature.  The overall feedback was positive and we both felt really proud of what we had made so I felt confident in being able to use this game as my assignment in the class, but that’s how the very first problem with making my game on empathy came about.
	The day the class was handed out the sheet with themes and told that each group had to choose a theme for their games, I realized our game would not work with the class assignment. All the themes were very serious, while our game was the exact opposite. My group chose Empathy for our theme, and that at the time seemed like the absolute worst thing to me. Our game had no hint of empathy in it, in fact in our game the player is often pressured, by the narrators, to step on those less fortunate than them or betray their friends. I had to find some way of including empathy in the game and that started with what empathy was to me. To me, empathy is the ability to show compassion towards and identify with those less fortunate than oneself. With that definition, I decided the game for the assignment would need a new story, that I’d have to start fresh.
	Making a new story though would take a lot of time, especially when using the chaotic structure used in the game my friend and I made where every stage has 1024 endings before moving along to another stage. I didn’t have time to make a game with so many endings and distinct stories that ran in multiple directions. So I decided to work backwards from what my personal game outside of the class is like. Instead of something that is chaotic, it’d be structured and have a single linear story with multiple endings all starting at the same point unlike our game which has multiple stories leading into multiple endings all starting at the same point. The story would still be set in college, but instead of wacky scenarios, the player would be placed in situations where they can have their character either help people or choose to ignore them, leading to them losing or gaining friends, and passing or failing their classes. Throughout the game, no matter what decisions the player makes and what routes they take, they’ll be faced with the same scenarios with just slight tweaks based on their earlier decisions. An example would be at the beginning of the game where the player is given the option to give their friend Carl a ride to school, either answer will still lead them to the same second question, but later on when their character needs help with studying for a calculus exam, if they chose to ignore Carl earlier than Carl won’t help them, but if they did help Carl by giving him a ride then Carl will help their character pass the exam.
	Now that the game had a story that worked with empathy, I had to figure out how they win or feel the need to continue playing. In my game from outside of the class, there’s the Mad Lib story and the humorous throughout the game for players to explore with endings that involve the player losing. I would have to remove the Mad Lib portion from this assignment, and killing off the player with a funny ending wouldn’t be very rewarding. I figured I’d give the player points for their decisions. The more empathetic a choice was the more points the player would receive and the player would need to receive a certain number of points or higher to win the game. I figured this would give players reason to keep replaying the game until they scored as high as possible, and will teach them that showing empathy towards others is better than not showing empathy to others.
	After finishing the first prototype to my game on empathy, I took it out for play testing. The questions and scenarios connected with the college crowd, however my design ran into a large hiccup. I noticed players were choosing empathetic choices in the game, not because it’s what they’d do in real life, but because it would give them the most points. All my play testers were choosing what they thought would help them win. People just wanted to beat the game, no one was learning from it. My point system defeated the whole purpose of my game. Instead of teaching people to feel or understand empathy, it just showed people that to beat my game you had to simply choose the nicer decisions. So then I had to change the game’s design.
	I had a new and old problem. If I removed the points from the game, the players would have no real way of winning, but including points would mean taking the learning experience away. Then I thought about the game my friend and I put together and thought maybe not letting the player win is the way to go, maybe the game should not have endings where the player wins, but instead learns from. I want players to connect with their character and the characters in the game, and so I decided I’d write more story and add more meaningful endings where instead of celebrating that the player is a good person, the ending would just seem happy because the player’s character is surrounded by friends or passed their classes, or maybe it sounds a bit depressing compared to the other endings because it has less friends in it or their character failed so many classes in college because no one wanted to help them. I wanted players to feel good or bad about the choices they made. I abandoned the point system and instead opted for adding new story passages into all the endings asking the player to reflect on their decisions in the game and to replay the game and make different decisions from the ones they had previously made. This would then make the player see how different things could have been between their character and the other characters in the game had they made different choices, had they been more or less empathetic. I also wanted to bring in the peer pressure system of my other game, so instead of peer pressure, I decided to add suggestiveness to the choices. If a player made an empathic choice, then in the next passage, the first choice of the two would be the empathic one, and if the player made a decision that wasn’t empathetic, then the first choice in the next pass wouldn’t be empathetic either. After adding that last feature to my game, all that was left was play testing it.
	I took it out with my ex girlfriend to a coffee shop called Coffee Rush. I had her and random people play the game without telling them the point of it. I just asked if they’d play it and tell me what they thought. A majority of the responses were what I was looking for. People were understanding of why characters wouldn’t help them if they wouldn’t help the characters earlier on, many of them were excited by their character being rewarded for certain small acts of kindness much later into the game instead of right away such as giving a homeless man money and then all of a sudden that same homeless man having a job and a home much later into the story thanks to that money the player gave him, and having the homeless man reward the player by paying them back double what the player gave. A lot of people were able to identify with the character and the character’s college struggles, with my favorite one being my ex girlfriend who said “This game sucks, every time I choose to do something mean or not help, bad stuff happens to me and no one wants to help! Is this why I have no friends?” In real life she tends to be very mean to her own friends, never there to help them when they need it, and they disappear from her life, and through my game she was suddenly able to make that connection, though admittedly some of my in game characters were based off of her real friends and had the same first names, which may have helped in making those connections.
	The final build of my game during the class for me was a success. I struggled to build it because I wanted to base it off something that was chaotic and completely different, and I never dealt with teaching people something. In the end, however, I was able to make a game that taught players to understand and feel empathy towards others. Even though I say the game is the “final” build, it’s really not. It’s the final build for this class assignment, but I intend to keep working on it. Seeing how the game can teach people real life lessons in being compassionate towards others and feeling empathy, I want to keep building on it. Having received feedback from my group in class on what I can do to further develop the game after the class is over, I’ve decided to add more in depth story that connects even more with the player. The game will need even more meaningful endings that players can reflect on, and my game will need more character growth for the in game characters. It’s a game I’m proud of, but a game I plan to make even better over time so that it can have a lasting impact on players.


[image: ]
A picture of us calculating the number of questions, outcomes, and ending to our app

Adding a little humor to my game on empathy


Screen shot of my first build before it was finished

One of three endings in my first build that was play tested by people. 

The first build that was play tested and included points for decisisons
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Trying to make a more meaningful story that will teach players empathy. Point system was removed
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One of sixteen endings in my final build asking players to reflect on their play through and play the game again but with different choices
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Final build of the game that was play tested by both people outside of class and the class
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You study for your upcoming final exams with Shane.

A couple weeks later you receive your finals grades. You passed both your Business History
‘and Old Engiish Literature dasses

ct on your decisions throughout the game and the impact they had on your character.
the game by diicking restart on the side and make different decisions from the ones

‘made during this play through.





image8.jpeg

image1.jpeg
Bueskice 5/ Rezorse| o

dices

—SlL‘

1024 \

SLL

2 lise
-

250

(a2

L&

L

R \ 72




image6.jpeg
See if Carl will help you out

Tags (separate with spaces)

You send Carl a ext asking he'd belable to help you study for
your upcoming Calculus exam. Carl says that He'll tutor you £o
help you pass Calculus [TI.[ and even takes time off from studying
his Organic Chemistny material| for which e has an exam ds well
to help you Study fon your Calculys exam.

A few days later you end up getting an A on the exam. The same
day, Samantha gets dumped by her boyfriend of three years and she
calls you to talld and venti however you'reiinid hurry to!get home.

<<choice "Take ‘the timel to listen to|Samantha dnd icomfort) heriss
<<choice "tell her youlll calllher back when youlre not so busy'>>





