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Abstract
Games can be more than just entertaining, they can be utilized for more purposes,
such as spreading knowledge and changing player behaviour. Applied games em-
phasise these other purposes. This thesis aimed to explore how different parts of
Aesthetics could be utilized in order to further the purpose of an applied game.
The question posed being “What should be considered when designing aesthetics to
promote awareness through an applied game?”. A number of considerations were
created, which together would form the parts of a larger SWOT analysis. These
were formed through the development of an applied game called Fabian and Fables,
which tries to spread awareness about the experiences of those with visual impair-
ments. The game was was created in collaboration with S. Dahlborg and E. Ekroth.
They posed a similar question which focused on Gameplay as opposed to Aesthetics,
which is the focus of this thesis.

Keywords: Applied Games, Serious Games, Awareness, Aesthetics, Visual Impair-
ment, SWOT.
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1
Introduction

In recent times games have become more popular and are now able to reach large
audiences thanks to the increased availability of technology [1]. Although games' two
primary functions often are seen to be enjoyment and escapism, developers have
started to dive further into utilizing the medium to promote awareness through
applied games [2]. These are games that attempt to make the player aware of
di�erent issues around the world that might otherwise not be apparent in their
everyday life. This can include anything from disabilities, mental health, science,
social dilemmas and more. In other words applied games could be useful to bring
more light to any area that might be underrepresented to commonly misunderstood.

In this thesis we wanted to explore the aesthetic design and its role in applied games
through the development of an applied game, speci�cally with the topic of visual
impairment. This project was done in collaboration with Psyon Games [3], from
which we have established contact and received a mentor who has prior experience
of developing applied games. We also wanted to establish contact with di�erent
Swedish organizations working with visual impairment, to make sure that the expe-
riences of a visually impaired person were accurately and respectfully represented.
With this paper, we aimed to answer the question:

� What should be considered when designing aesthetics to promote
awareness through an applied game? �

In this case, speci�cally an applied game that focuses on visual impairment. There
may be several aspects that could be considered when answering this question. These
could have di�erent positives and negatives, and could depend on a number of
variables. Because there might be context needed to be considered for each aspect
we believe a SWOT analysis could be the most appropriate way to present each of
these aspects. Therefore this paper will produce several SWOT analysis to evaluate
each aspect and how they have contributed to bring more awareness speci�cally to
visual awareness. In order to assure that the aspects found are relevant and that
the area is thoroughly explored, this paper will go through the design process of
an applied game which will be developed in collaboration with S. Dahlborg and E.
Ekroth who are writing a sister thesis with a gameplay perspective[4].

When creating a game about the topic of visual impairment there are multiple things
to consider. Sound and vision are the senses often relied on for video games. With
visual impairment as the topic in mind, especially the visual part of the game could

1



1. Introduction

be a challenging aspect to deal with. As seen in previous examples there are multiple
ways to approach this. Some use no visual elements at all, and some rely heavily on
visuals.

A problem can often be dealt with in multiple ways, of which there might be both pos-
itive and negative aspects. This is something to which there might not be any right
or wrong answers. In order to gain some clarity into this we have posed a question
which we will attempt to answer. The question being �What should be considered
when designing aesthetics to promote awareness through an applied game?�, and
perhaps in this project more speci�callyWhat should be considered when designing
aesthetics to promote awareness about visual impairment and blindness through an
applied game?

This thesis is meant for developers who are interested in making an applied game and
those who are interested in how to make games which relate to visual impairment
and blindness in general. Perhaps also those who are interested in a di�erent topic
could learn about the process of how to research and connect a topic for the making
of an applied game.

Aesthetical design in this project refers primarily to the design of visual elements,
which informs the player about the state of the game and ties together the players
mental image to the application itself. This includes, but is not limited to, graphical
design, sound design, UI design, and narrative design to mention a few. All these
elements are supposed to be tied together in a respectful way to ensure that the
chosen topic and those a�ected by it were not misrepresented.

This thesis will not explore how to develop games for visually impaired players, as
the intention behind the product is rather to bring attention and awareness to visual
impairment for those with little knowledge. The applied game developed will not
be a �nished game. Instead, we aimed to create a prototype demo, a smaller and
more �nished portion of what would be a bigger game.

2



2
Theory

This chapter introduces Applied Games, and other related concepts. It will also
introduce Aesthetics, and some information regarding Visual Impairment and con-
cepts which were related to the project.

2.1 Applied Games

Video games have become increasingly popular over time, and can be regarded
as a medium of similar nature to �lm and literature. While primarily focused on
entertainment, there is a potential to use games for other purposes, such as education
and spreading awareness. There are multiple terms for media which try to combine
both education and entertainment, like edutainment, a term and genre of games
popular during the 90s and 2000s [2]. This however had problems, which has been
described as following:

The game industry has already witnessed the failure of edutainment,
an awkward combination of educational software lightly sprinkled with
game-like interfaces and cute dialog [5, p. 29].

A more modern (and perhaps more successful) take on edutainment might be gami-
�cation, as seen in applications such as Duolingo [6], or websites like Khan Academy
[7], etc. Gami�cation makes use of typical elements seen in games such as scores,
rankings, and rewards systems [8] to further some purpose. Gami�cation can how-
ever be applied to non-educational areas as well. We can see non-educational ex-
amples of this in (digital) stamp cards from co�ee shops or fast-food restaurants,
where points through purchases can be collected and potentially give a reward later
[9] [10].

Applied games can be seen as being on the opposite side of a spectrum, with edu-
tainment and gami�cation on the other side. Applied games include aspects and
elements of a topic to make it more educational or meaningful, while keeping the pri-
mary focus on entertainment. The others instead try to make use of game elements
to further for example educational, or marketing purposes.

One de�nition of applied games can be seen below:

Applied games are de�ned as an implementation of a subject, inspired
by and designed along a context- and user-centric transfer of design
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concepts and qualities from the game world[2, p. 101].

The term �Applied Games� is similar to, and sometimes used interchangeably, with
the perhaps more common term �Serious Games� and can also be connected to
education. As such, it can be a bit unclear what one means when talking about
applied games.

In order for the game to be successful in teaching the player something it is important
to not forget that at its core an applied game is still a game. It needs to incorporate
the elements of a normal game, elements that make the game enjoyable. Even
educational games in which the learning is emphasized even more one can not forget
about the game design [11]. Adding educational elements to a game therefore needs
to be done carefully, as they might otherwise work against the core purpose of the
game [12]. Applied games and games of similar nature o�er a way to make learning
more appealing, and can sometimes o�er the players experiences which they might
otherwise not encounter [13].

Looking at the term serious games these types of games are often used to simulate
experiences which would otherwise be challenging to recreate. Some examples in-
clude military operations, large scale crisis management, and surgical training [14],
[15].

Applied games also show potential in regards to mental health, as in terms of mak-
ing a potential service or application more appealing, engaging, and e�ective [8].
Applied games can also be used to encourage players to exercise and to take care of
their physical body as seen with examples like Pokémon Go [16], Just Dance [17],
and Ring Fit Adventure [18].

There are no limitations to what kind of topics applied games can cover. They can
be used to spread awareness and knowledge about any topic for any cause. Speci�cs
such as genre and general gameplay and more is to be decided by the developers
and adjusted depending on what the topic is.

Like any other media such as �lm and literature, video games can provide both
entertainment and meaningful experiences for its players [19], [20]. What kind of
e�ect a game has on its players could depend on the genre and theme of the game
itself. Nonetheless, the experiences of video games can have an e�ect on the players
emotions and behaviors [21], and perhaps more so than any of the other traditional
mediums [20].

2.2 Aesthetics

Aesthetics is a word which can be de�ned in a number of di�erent ways. Within
the world of game development and game research one particular framework and
de�nition comes to mind, a framework called MDA (Mechanics, Dynamics, and
Aesthetics). Aesthetics from the perspective of the MDA framework is described as
.̀..the desirable emotional responses evoked in the player, when she interacts with
the game system'[22].
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Aesthetics here are seen as the component of the game which is �fun�, and a sug-
gested list of vocabulary is provided in order to more easily de�ne parts of a game's
aesthetic. The words suggested were:

ˆ Sensation (Game as sense-pleasure)

ˆ Fantasy (Game as make-believe)

ˆ Narrative (Game as drama)

ˆ Challenge (Game as obstacle course)

ˆ Fellowship (Game as social framework)

ˆ Discovery (Game as uncharted territory)

ˆ Expression (Game as self-discovery)

ˆ Submission (Game as pastime)

With these words one can classify what speci�c kind of �fun� a game provides, as
not all games are fun in the same way. Aesthetics in this sense describes the feelings
of the player rather than the things that are causing the feelings.

This is not the de�nition of aesthetic that will be used in this thesis. Instead we
created our own, which was developed early in the process of the project. To see
the precise de�nition which will be used, see section5.1.9.

Aesthetics can be an important factor in making a game appealing, and might be
what makes some games great rather than �just okay� [23], [24]. Four elements
which were noted in [25] as adding to the entertaining aspect of games were overall
game design, visual presentation, audio presentation, and complexity and diversity.
Visual and audio presentation are aspects of the aesthetics of the game.

When it comes to research regarding games, aesthetics tend to be dismissed or
reduced to only graphics. Corti notes that .̀.. far too often, the role of aesthetics in
the research ... is relegated to a surface discussion about graphics, or the topic is
neglected altogether' [24, p. 1]. Because of this it might be important to examine
aesthetics as the primary focus point, and also to have an inclusive de�nition of
what aesthetics are.

Story is, as mentioned earlier, a part of the aesthetics of a game. In order to make a
meaningful game, story could play an important role [5], [19]. This might therefore
be especially relevant for applied games.

2.3 Visual Impairment

Visual impairment is a broad spectrum that can be generally categorized into four
categories: low vision, partially sighted, legally blind and totally blind [26]. A
common misconception is that blindness refers to individuals who are not able to
see anything and only blackness, while in reality this is very rare [27]. Instead it is
more common for the �eld of vision to become highly limited or highly blurred. [27]
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goes through several conditions of blindness and shows examples of how they might
a�ect ones vision.

Many of these conditions lead to spotty or very small �elds of views, which would
make it di�cult to rely on vision for everyday activities. But some function remains
which makes it possible to track faces and rely on light to make minor decisions and
can make the individual appear as a sighted person.

In society there are certain areas of interest that people with visual impairments
struggle with especially. Some are related to the accessibility, some are related
to lack of knowledge from the surroundings. Some of the more signi�cant ones
are identi�ed and explored in a study from [28], which include violence, commute,
communication, leisure, and education. The study focuses on students with visual
impairments, their needs and problems within these areas, and especially highlights
some the needs and problems related to education. For example, inaccessibility to
books and other materials, and better education related to visual impairment for
both themselves and others are mentioned.

[28] also discusses the problems with commuting. It does note that for the particular
group participating in the survey might not be representative to people with visual
impairment in general. The study in [29] also discusses the topic of commute in
relation to visual impairments. It points out that traveling is usually a larger issue in
urban areas as compared to highly developed areas such as cities. This because areas
like cities have better accessibility, although there are still areas of improvement.
More accessibility leads to more independence, which in turn leads to increased
quality of life [29].

2.3.1 Orientation and Mobility

Orientation and Mobility (O&M) [ 30] is something which is taught to those who
are visually impaired. The goal of O&M is to help people with visual impairments
develop certain skills and improve their utilization of certain tools and senses.

Orientation focuses on spatial awareness. There are multiple ways to improve one's
orientation without vision. Examples include identifying landmarks, developing men-
tal maps, and information gathering through other senses about one's surroundings
[31].

Mobility focuses on the ability to utilize spatial awareness, and being able to move
both e�ciently and safely. The usage of visual aids are especially important, in
order to develop these skills and work towards higher degrees of individuality [31].

2.3.2 Visual Aids

Those with low vision are often either near-sighted or far-sighted in such a way that
can not be adjusted for with more common visual aids such as glasses or lenses [26].
Other visual aids such as magnifying devices, high contrasting colors, or brighter
lighting can be of help [32], [33]. Given the right tools, these people can make use
of their vision in a similar manner to someone who is not visually impaired. These
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tools can also be useful for some partially sighted or legally blind individuals, but
this depends from person to person as the limit to their sight might vary.

For those who are totally blind there are other aids which could be used. One
example is human guides [34]. These people can be especially helpful when there is
a strict time schedule, when navigate new areas, or when other aids are di�cult to
use. Two of the most common ones being white canes and guide dogs [34]. Which
of the two is most suitable depend on the individual and the situation. The goal
of both is to make the person not have to rely on other people, striving to become
more self-su�cient.

These aids also serve a secondary purpose. They inform the surrounding public that
the individual is visually impaired [35]. While this can be helpful in some cases,
it can also be a disadvantage since there could be people trying to take advantage
of the individual. Using these aids can cause both relief and anxiety, make people
more independent but also more insecure.

Another example of aids which can be useful are tactile markings. Through changes
made to the texture or appearance of an object one can di�erentiate it from other
similar objects. Some examples of tactile markers are bump dots, 3D fabric paint,
colorful stickers, or hair ties. These can be used to for example mark di�erent
buttons on appliances, to di�erentiate between shampoo and conditioner bottles, or
to distinguish between di�erent spice shakers [36], [37].

Di�erent tactile markers have di�erent strengths and weaknesses, and are suitable in
depending on the situation. For instance, marking a shampoo bottle with a sticker
might be troublesome if it dissolves in water, or if a new sticker is needed every time
a new bottle is purchased. But a sticker might work well for marking buttons on a
screen, or other more permanent �xtures.
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