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Abstract 
Globally, mental health and mental health illnesses have become an increasingly greater area of 
concern for the health and wellbeing of all people, with depression and anxiety being the two most 
prevalent mental health disorders. The illnesses can occur both acutely and chronically, with 
symptoms being expressed in various ways, some more evident to see than others. Access to 
treatment is made more challenging by the social and economic problems seen in the world today, 
which is highlighted further by the advent of the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result, alternative 
solutions to traditional treatment methods are currently being explored to help offset the increasing 
demands that are straining the health care services. Investigations into video game-based 
interventions have been growing considerably in recent years due to their popularity, international 
availability, ease of access, inexpensive, effective, and stigma-free characteristics. Nevertheless, 
research into video game-based treatments is not yet complete, with many key areas still lacking 
sufficient and supportive research. Ergo, this project will investigate the possibilities of using video 
games to impart techniques which can be utilized by both sufferers of mental health illness and 
those who know them, such as friends or family, to mitigate symptoms. The project specifically 
focuses on depression and anxiety and the potential mental health benefits from video games that 
employ useful techniques for handling symptoms of these illnesses. In light of the current research 
already being conducted and results from this project’s own explorations, the conclusion reached is 
that there is a promising opportunity to utilize video games as a proactive tool in mitigating 
symptoms of mental health illnesses either in the absence of, or in conjunction with, existing 
therapeutic treatments.  



Introduction and Background 
Literature Review 
Definitions of mental health and mental health illness 
To better understand how to use video games as a tool to combat mental health illnesses, the terms 
“mental health” and “mental health illness” first require exploring. Definitions of mental health 
differ depending on where the definition is searched, however they share overlapping characteristics 
in their definitions. The CDC defines mental health as “our emotional, psychological, and social well-
being. It affects how we think, feel, and act.” (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2021). The 
WHO constitution states that “Mental health is a state of well-being in which an individual realizes 
his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and is able to 
make a contribution to his or her community. Mental health is fundamental to our collective and 
individual ability as humans to think, emote, interact with each other, earn a living and enjoy life.” 
(World Health Organisation, 2018). It’s worth noting that these definitions do not mention the ability 
for a person to react in the ways that they need to, something that the charity Mind includes in their 
explanation of mental health problems (Mind, 2017). 

Whilst these definitions are beneficial in helping to understand what mental health is, they do risk a 
potential for misunderstanding the term since they identify positive feelings and positive functioning 
as key factors in mental health. A person who takes pleasure in the killing of innocents in a gun crime 
would be deemed mentally unhealthy, despite the definitions proposed by the aforementioned 
organisations. The converse also holds true: a healthy person who is feeling desperate and hopeless 
after being fired from their job in an occupation where opportunities are scarce would be deemed a 
natural and expected response. Galderisi et al. (2015) have proposed a new definition to try and 
address these loopholes that currently exist: 

Mental health is a dynamic state of internal equilibrium which enables individuals 
to use their abilities in harmony with universal values of society. Basic cognitive 
and social skills; ability to recognize, express and modulate one's own emotions, 
as well as empathize with others; flexibility and ability to cope with adverse life 
events and function in social roles; and harmonious relationship between body 

and mind represent important components of mental health which contribute, to 
varying degrees, to the state of internal equilibrium. 

The main addition is in the expression “universal values”. The values Galderisi et al. are referring to 
are “respect and care for oneself and other living beings; recognition of connectedness between 
people; respect for the environment; respect for one’s own and others’ freedom”. Their proposed 
definition is intended to overcome the problems seen with the more traditional definitions of mental 
health by making it more inclusive and freed from restrictive and culture-bound assertions. 

With “mental health” definitions established, examination can be done into what exactly “mental 
health illnesses” are. The American Psychiatric Association defines mental illness as “health 
conditions involving changes in emotion, thinking or behavior (or a combination of these). Mental 
illnesses are associated with distress and/or problems functioning in social, work or family activities.” 
and estimates that each year in the U.S.: 

• 19% (1 in 5) of U.S. adults experience some form of mental illness 
• 4.1% (1 in 24) has a serious mental illness 
• 8.5% (1 in 12) has a diagnosable substance use disorder 



with “serious mental illness” being considered “a mental, behavioral or emotional disorder 
(excluding developmental and substance use disorders) resulting in serious functional impairment, 
which substantially interferes with or limits one or more major life activities.”. Examples include 
major depressive disorder, schizophrenia, and bipolar disorder. Collectively, mental illness refers to 
all diagnosable mental disorders and these can occur at any age, however three-fourths of all mental 
illness begin by age 24 (American Psychiatric Association, 2018). 

The complexities of depression 
Depression is one of the main causes of disability worldwide. A study conducted by the Global 
Burden of Disease (GBD) found that, globally, there are roughly 264 million people who are affected 
by depression (Global Burden of Disease, 2018). Statistics show that more women are affected by 
depression than men (World Health Organisation, 2019) but that three-quarters of registered 
suicides in England and Wales are men, which has been the case since the mid-1990s (Office for 
National Statistics, 2020). Three times as many men as women die from suicide (Men’s Health 
Forum, 2017) with the highest suicide rates seen in men aged 40-49 in the UK (Mental Health 
Foundation, 2022). Research done into this has shown that male depression is under-diagnosed and 
under-treated comparatively to female depression because of issues like stigmas, inabilities to 
express negative emotions, and shame (Peixia et al., 2021). 

Video games and mental health, mental illness 
Research into the use of commercial video games to help mitigate different mental illnesses has 
been a very recent endeavour which has produced interesting findings. One such study that holds 
particularly strong relevance to this project is Cambell et al.’s narrative review on mitigating 
symptoms of depression and anxiety using commercial video games (Cambell et al., 2021). In 
contrast to the more traditional systems and methods which are in place to address mental illness, 
Cambell et al. believe that “commercial video games show great promise as inexpensive, readily 
accessible, internationally available, effective, and stigma-free resources for the mitigation of some 
mental health issues in the absence of, or in addition to, traditional therapeutic treatments.”. In their 
research, they reflect on how this potential is highlighted more-so during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
These potential health benefits cover a diverse range of cases, from depression and anxiety to 
schizophrenia and cancer, which was summarised in the following Table from their journal: 

Table 1 Selected studies of commercial video games and their reported positive mental health outcomes related to 
depression and anxiety. 

Mental health 
aspect 
examined 

Game or genre Outcome 

Prosocial 
behaviors and 
decreased 
loneliness 

AVGa, RPGb, multiplayer games, and 
video game play 

AVGs (specifically with 
multiplayer functions), RPGs, 
and video game play all 
showed benefits for 
socialization among clinical 
and nonclinical populations 

Cognition AVGs, strategy games, 
exergames, Boson X (CVGc), 
and Rayman (CVG) 

All games identified a range 
of cognitive improvements 
(eg, high executive function 
and visuospatial perception) 
in clinical and nonclinical 
populations. In addition, 
games were found to 



mitigate symptoms of 
dyslexia 

Goal 
achievement 

Portal 2 (CVG), Team Fortress 
2 (CVG), and RPGs 

All games examined showed 
improvements in goal-setting 
behavior and motivation to 
attain said goals 

Positive 
reappraisal 
and mood 
repair 

Portal 2 (CVG), Mario 
Kart (CVG), Slenderman (CVG), Flappy 
Bird (CVG), Tap the Frog (CVG), and 
RPGs 

Related to goal achievement, 
all games showed benefits 
with mood repair, both in 
time and magnitude 

Emotional 
regulation 

Portal 
2 (CVG), Slenderman (CVG), Flappy 
Bird (CVG), Tap the Frog (CVG), 
RPGs, and video game play 

All games facilitated coping 
with strong emotions and 
regulating strong emotive 
experiences 

Depressive 
mood 

Candy Crush (CVG), Angry 
Birds (CVG), Limbo (CVG), and casual 
games 

Casual game interventions 
decreased negative affect by 
promoting enjoyment, flow 
states, and motivation 

General 
anxiety 

MindLight (strategy game), Max and 
the Magic Marker (CVG), 
Rayman (CVG), Nintendo Wii 
Exergames, and RPGs 

Strategy games, CVG, and 
CVG exergames all showed 
significant decreases in 
general measures of anxiety 
both immediately after play 
and maintained with 
continual play 

Anxiety 
prevention 

Rayman (CVG) Rayman reduced general 
anxiety to the same degree 
as a strategy game designed 
to prevent anxiety 

State anxiety Plants vs. Zombies (CVG), Bejeweled 
II (CVG), Peggle (CVG), Bookworm 
Adventures (CVG), and casual games 

Casual games reduced state 
anxiety by promoting flow 
states and goal achievement 

Trait anxiety Bejeweled II (CVG), Peggle (CVG), 
Bookworm Adventures (CVG), and 
casual games 

Casual games reduced trait 
anxiety by decreasing levels 
of general anxiety 

Preoperative 
anxiety 

Angry Birds (CVG) Angry Birds reduced 
preoperative anxiety in 
children older than 36 
months, while maintaining 
reduced levels of anxiety 
post operation 



COVID-19 
anxiety 

CVG exergames Helped combat anxiety 
related to the pandemic, 
lockdowns, and social 
isolation 

aAVG: action video game. 
bRPG: role-playing game. 
cCVG: commercial video game. 

 

In their investigations for the benefits of commercial video games for symptoms of depression, 
Cambell et al. found that there was an array of research which alluded to RPGs offering benefits for 
individuals with depression. Zayeni et al. noted that RPGs can be used as a therapeutic tool to 
challenge and modify thinking patterns, promote generation of positive alternatives, and be useful in 
challenging self-schemas amongst patients undergoing cognitive behavioural treatment. Games like 
Portal 2 and RPGs like Pokémon, World of Warcraft, and Final Fantasy can promote goal 
achievement & reappraisal, facilitate flexibility and efficient emotional regulation (Granic I, Lobel A, 
Engels RC, 2014). In addition, there has been a noticeable overall improvement in depressive mood 
when using commercial video games like Mario Kart: Wii among adolescents (Rieger D, Wulf T, 
Kneer J, Frischlich L, Bente G, 2014) as well as adolescent gamers showing superior emotional 
regulation abilities over non-gamers from this age group (Gaetan S, Bréjard V, Bonnet A, 2016). 

Other research also points to there being benefits to be reaped from utilizing commercial video 
games in mitigating mental health symptoms. Kneer et al. provided evidence which indicated that in-
game successes and challenges from Team Fortress 2 elicited positive postgame moods, which are 
visible amongst players of all skill levels. Video games can also cross-over with other forms of 
treatment to combine them into one experience, such as the cross-over into art therapy. At its core, 
art therapy is a visual artistic creation which focuses on creativity, exploration of and expression of 
personal emotions, and the symbolism of shapes and colours. Certain games capitalize on this and 
integrate it into their game designs, creating lush environments that function as a safe space for 
exploring and interpreting one’s emotional states that are influenced by in-game experiences. 
Research by Wolf indicates that these characteristics combined with the gameplay of commercial 
video games results in players suffering from depression reporting improved moods, most notably 
when playing titles like Limbo, Journey, or Flower. 



State of the Art 
The Legend of Zelda: Majora’s Mask 

 

Figure 1: Box art for "The Legend of Zelda: Majora's Mask" 

The core video game which inspired this project, The Legend of Zelda: Majora’s Mask (or Majora’s 
Mask for short) is a game released for the Nintendo 64 as part of the Legend of Zelda franchise. The 
story begins with a young Link leaving Hyrule on a journey to find his dear friend, Navi, whom he 
parted ways with after fulfilling his destiny of saving Hyrule in a battle across time (after the events 
of The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time). Link travels deep into the Lost Woods and encounters Skull 
Kid, a character that has been scorned and outcasted by his friends, who has been taken over by 
Majora’s Mask. As a result of meeting Skull Kid, Link is dragged into Termina, which is a land wrought 
with death and grief. The player learns that Majora’s Mask is trying to cause the Moon to crash into 
Clock Town by feeding off Skull Kid’s emotions, particularly his grief. The Moon crashing would wipe 
out Termina and kill everyone. The player has three days to stop this from happening and defeat 
Majora. 

Whilst the game does not necessarily seek to explore mental health, there are several very strong 
themes present throughout the game that are connected to mental health struggles. These themes 
have been noted by Alex Plant in his series “Themes in Motion” and led to a popular fan theory 
about how the game is an exploration of the five stages of grief (Plant, 2011). To summarise, the 
game is divided into five key locations which can be attributed to a different stage of grief: Clock 
Town, Woodfall, Snowhead, Great Bay, and Ikana Valley. Figure 2 helps showcase these locations in 
a map format. 



 

Figure 2: Fan rendition of the world of Majora's Mask in map form 

In Plant’s theory, these locations specifically can be associated with the stages of grief like so: 

1. Clock Town – Denial 
2. Woodfall – Anger 
3. Snowhead – Bargaining 
4. Great Bay – Depression 
5. Ikana Canyon – Acceptance 

The theory notes how each stage of grief is particularly prevalent in the above areas through the 
characters and environments (Figure 3), in addition to the fact that each location becomes accessible 
in the same order as the stages themselves, which would seem to support the theory that this was a 
design choice. 



 

Figure 3: The 5 stages of grief can be attributed to different locations of the map, as well as the residents of those areas 

In an interview with Game Informer, the director for Majora’s Mask, Eiji Aonuma, was asked about 
whether this interpretation of Majora’s Mask is just a fan interpretation or if it was factored into the 
design process. Aonuma agreed and recognised how “each one of these…has a different emotional 
cast to it” and that this was indeed an intentional part of the design, however he also pointed out 
that “it’s not that each of these episodes (locations) only has the one emotion that they are 
conveying. There are certainly other notes that we’re trying to hit as well” (Aonuma, 2015). 

So, whilst there is some weight to this theory that the locations and residents are connected to the 
stages of grief, it’s also important to recognise that they are not exclusive and that Aonuma wanted 
them to convey multiple emotions “to allow the player to experience that emotion – to give them a 
chance to hook into the emotional tone of this scene and react to it and feel like they want to 
accomplish something in the game as a result” (Aonuma, 2015). Recreating this emotive experience 
in the prototype could be achieved in a similar design, where regions and their residents express 
more emotions that are linked to one of the stages of grief but not to the point that they are the 
only emotion being seen. In this way, players could then become more immersed into the story and 
feel the intended emotional tones. 



Gris 

 

Figure 4: Box art for "Gris" 

Gris (Spanish for “grey”) is a platform-adventure game that follows the protagonist, a girl believed to 
be named Gris (Figure 4), who has lost her voice, which is her joy and reason to live. Gris’ fear and 
pain take the form of a flock of birds which harass and attack her, with all colours being lost from her 
world. At the beginning of the game, Gris is very weak and struggles to even move, but towards the 
end of the story she becomes much stronger and more mobile. The game focuses on grief and loss 
using the stages of grief to help symbolically create the world that Gris explores. 

Whilst Gris combines a beautiful painted world with music that is soaring and emotionally raw 
(Goldstein, 2019), the use of colours in this game is what helps it to stand out. Colour plays a 
particularly huge role in the world of Gris to establish story and tone as the heroine seeks to 
overcome various obstacles in a monochromatic landscape. As the player progresses, the world 
becomes more complex, brighter, and colourful, with each stage in the game given a colour that fits 
the stage of grief. The colour scheme used is: 

1. Denial – grey 
2. Anger – red 
3. Bargaining – green 
4. Depression – blue 
5. Acceptance – yellow 

Something important to note though is that the colours are not entirely explicit. In other words, they 
seep and blend into each other to make the world feel increasingly alive as the player progresses 
through the levels. In this way, Gris highlights how grief cannot be so easily confined to words, 
stages, or single colours – “it is a convoluted, confusing blurring of sensations and thoughts” 
(Unspeakable: The Colour of Grief in Gris, 2021). 



 

Figure 5: The 5 stages of grief portrayed in Gris and their blending of colours 

Each colour has been intentionally chosen, with the name Gris being purposefully chosen by the tech 
director Adrián Cuevas in a game about colour and depression (Lamerichs, 2021). Additionally, the 
idea of playing with colours and emotions was present from the very beginning of development, as 
painter Conrad Roset stated that “one of the mechanics had to be to discover colours, unlocking 
colours” (Caballero, 2018). As the player progresses, they discover an increasingly more colourful 
landscape and unlock new abilities for the protagonist which is a symbolic representation of the 
character rebuilding their self-confidence and sense of control in the broken world that represents 
the mind (TripleJump, 2021). The game design also has it so that the player intentionally starts the 
game in black and white, further solidifying the connection between colours and their 
representations for different facets of mental health. 

In contrast to Majora’s Mask which achieves world-building and representations of grief through its 
inhabitants and dialogue, Gris is an entirely textless game that relies heavily on its striking visuals 
and captivating musical score to symbolize the protagonist’s state of mind. This method also means 
that interpretations of the game can be entirely left down to the player to make sense of, all of 
which would be perfectly valid. Gris offers many lessons in creating a captivating and memorable 
experience that explores the mental health topic, and its use of colours is certainly one which will 
help influence the designs for the prototype. 



Celeste 

 

Figure 6: Cover art for the game Celeste 

Celeste is another platform game set on a fictional version of Mount Celeste, following the young 
woman Madeline who attempts to climb the mountain and face her inner demons in her quest to 
reach the summit. 

Game developer Matt Thorson began developing Celeste while dealing with depression and anxiety 
and focused on making it a platformer after realising that challenging SNES platformers were his way 
of escaping it as a child (Grayson, 2018). One of Celeste’s most noted features is how the game 
encourages players and tells them its ok to fail, particularly as there are some difficult gameplay 
moments. Thorson’s inspiration for this came from his belief that “If you’re making a game about 
anxiety and depression, it felt like to us that we needed to show the same kindness to the player that 
we want to show ourselves.”. The focus for the game became about taking care of yourself and 
recognising that this sometimes requires people to make themselves a priority to avoid hurting 
others. A moment highly appraised for showcasing this is through Madeline’s interactions with Mr 
Oshiro, a ghost who owns a hotel which he cannot willingly let go of since it represents his former 
life. He lives in an eternal state of denial in the empty hotel which has now become overwhelmed by 
a red and black matter. This matter physically prevents Madeline from progressing, so she offers to 
help clean it up, and the entire level is swallowed in a darkness save for the light which surrounds 
Madeline. Near the end of the level, we discover that the red and black matter is coming from Mr 
Oshiro himself, which is a manifestation of his self-loathing that hurts both himself and those around 
him (Liapes, 2019). 



While Celeste features many notable moments and designs to convey Madeline’s own struggles with 
her mental health troubles, one mechanic has resonated with many players. During the climb, 
Madeline encounters another climber called Theo, and the two take a gondola to progress up the 
mountain in a cutscene. During this, the gondola malfunctions and Madeline starts to have a severe 
panic attack. Theo teaches Madeline a technique to help her regulate her anxiety while they’re 
trapped in the gondola. Theo tells her to picture a feather, which subsequently appears on the 
screen, and tells her to control her breathing to make the feather float up and down in a controlled 
pace. 

 

Figure 7: The floating feather mini game taught to Madeline to control her breathing when she has an anxiety attack. This 
becomes a recurring gameplay mechanic from this point forward until the end of the game 

When Madeline breathes in, the player is holding a button to make the feather ascend. When she 
breathes out, the player is letting go of that button to make the feather float down. The goal is to 
keep the feather inside a box which ascends and descends until enough time has passed where the 
player has successfully controlled Madeline’s breathing. This mini game is based on a real meditation 
technique known as “The Floating Feather Technique”, where the same instructions are applied. In 
the actual technique, individuals need to breathe in for 4 seconds, hold for 2 seconds, then exhale 
over 4 seconds. This is then repeated while picturing a feather in your mind. This gameplay mechanic 
in Celeste has left a lasting and profound impact on its players, with many saying that they do find 
the technique useful when dealing with their own panic attacks. 



Night in the Woods 

 

Figure 8: Store page image for Night in the Woods, taken from Steam 

Like Gris and Celeste, Night in the Woods is another indie game title with a focus on platforming. The 
story follows Mae, a 20-year-old cat who drops out of college and returns to her dying hometown. 
She reconnects with her childhood friends but begins to have disturbing dreams that cause her to 
begin investigating a sinister secret that has tormented the town for years. On the surface, it is 
portrayed as a mystery game about a group of friends, but under the hood it is about learning to 
cope with mental illness. 

The game’s creators have different experiences when it comes to mental illness, which is echoed in 
the game’s designs as it explores mental health through Mae and her friends. Mae experiences 
depression and anxiety, causing moments where she is in a dissociative state and becomes 
disconnected from reality. It is implied that Mae’s friends are experiencing illnesses such as bipolar 
disorder and struggles to deal with abusive pasts and the relationships they have with their families. 
Scott Benson, the illustrator and animator for the game, explained that the team intentionally kept 
the mental health of the characters ambiguous as a means of letting the story unfold naturally. In an 
interview with Kotaku, programmer Alec Holowka explained that “I wasn’t seeing a lot of games 
doing it [exploring these issues] so that kind of made it an interesting thing to explore. And it kind of 
fit with the idea of doing this generally down-to-earth subject matter compared to a lot of games 
that are more about like, characters that are super powerful. Our characters aren’t that 
powerful...which I think is also interesting and relatable.”. The team knew in early development that 
the game would discuss depression since all members had experienced it in some form, but that 
they ultimately wanted the game to focus on the people who experience the mental health illnesses 
rather than the illnesses themselves. 

Night in the Woods also highlights the importance of access to healthcare and the consequences of 
not being able to receive it. Mae’s hometown is Possum Springs, a former mining town in a state of 
economic decline. During her high school years, Mae became infamous for beating up a boy for 
apparently no reason, which was caused by an episode of depersonalisation where she saw the 
world in “shapes” and became disconnected from reality. The other characters diminished these 
problems as nothing more than “anger issues” and she had to start seeing the town’s doctor to get 
them treated. The doctor, Dr. Hank, never helps Mae work through this supposed “anger”; rather he 
actively urges her to suppress it. Benson told Kotaku that “Even when you have access to mental 
health care, sometimes you end up with a bad doctor or you just don’t have access to the kind of care 
you need. And so, putting Mae in that kind of situation reflected the actual reality of the incident in a 
lot of places where there’s just not someone there that you can go to.”. Mae’s experiences with Dr. 



Hank are designed as a way of communicating the problem faced by those where mental health care 
resources are hard to access, particularly in smaller rural communities. 

The game explores many more facets of the struggles of mental health illness, such as the 
consequences it has on college or university students who are unable to receive this care and the 
implications it has on the relationships one has with others. The ultimate goal of Night in the Woods 
is to leave players with a feeling that there are solutions to problems, Benson told Kotaku. “The idea 
is that there are some things that are really bad out there and there’s a lot of black holes that are 
innately devoid of meaning that you have to work to fulfill, but you don’t have to give up because of 
that. There is hope. And sometimes that just means focusing on the day to day.” The game has 
resonated strongly with players since its release, with many fans telling the team at events like PAX 
about their own experiences and express how important the game was to them. For some players, it 
made them realise that they needed to get support for their mental health troubles after they 
played the game. Additionally, players were connecting on forums and message boards such as 
Steam to talk about their experiences, an unexpected outcome of the game’s release. Night in the 
Woods continues to help individuals and break down walls, such as stigmas, that normally 
discouraged sufferers to speak out and connect with others. 

Grief 

 

Figure 9: Logo for the game "Grief" in development from MostlyWizards 

Grief is a project being developed by MostlyWizards Studio, consisting of a team of 6 people. The 
game is an “atmospheric 3D platformer about grief” and is currently running a Kickstarter page for 
the project. Although still in its infancy, the current insights into its development show some 
interesting ideas which could be explored further, such as the glowing orbs that are being used to 
represent different stages of grief (Figure 10). 



 

Figure 10: Reddit post by MostlyWizards for grief state colours 

The project is also going with a colourful and cartoony art style, using various techniques like 
shaders, particle systems, and more to create an interesting environment. Such aesthetics may likely 
be used in the prototype, particularly as colours and colour theory will be involved to aid in visually 
highlighting different stages of grief. Currently, the fate of this project is unknown. 

  



Method 
Project Aims 
To explore how video games can be used as a tool to educate and highlight the struggles of certain 
mental health conditions and to prototype one scene from the narrative in Unity 3D which uses 
information collected from research to help inform designs. 

Objectives 
The project explores how video games can be used as a tool to benefit individuals struggling with 
mental health ailments, but with a stronger focus on depression and anxiety. Initial research 
explores these themes, such as what they are and how they have been represented in video games, 
before using the learned data to help structure elements of the prototype. In the current scope, the 
project investigates shape and colour theories to identify what shapes and colours are associated 
with specific mental health illnesses, which is then used to help inform the designs within the 
prototype. The prototype also aims to have a light-hearted and friendly surface to make the game 
approachable to everyone but with the serious undertones for mature minds or for those who dig 
deeper than the surface level content. 

Process 
The methodology followed a phased or staged approach throughout the project lifecycle, 
undergoing 6 phases: planning, research, early design concepts, implementation of concepts, player 
testing and feedback, and drafting up conclusions. Phases 0 – 4 will be discussed here and Phases 5 
and 6 in the Outcomes section of this report. 

Phase 0: Planning 
Due to the enormity and complexity of the topics that are involved within this investigation, the agile 
methodology has been applied throughout the process. This methodology allows for a delivery cycle 
which delivers features in smaller and more manageable iterations to allow for more time to plan, 
design and develop the next set of features. Using iterations provides greater flexibility should 
unexpected occurrences happen during the design and development of the project. 

 

Figure 11: Agile Methodology 

For project management, GitHub has been used to maintain version control whilst Trello was used to 
help visualise tasks and their progression during the project life cycle. Additional writing tools, such 
as Inky, Twine, Arcweave, and the Microsoft Suite were considered to help track the narrative and 



dialogues. Artistic tools, such as the Adobe Creative Cloud Suite, Blender, Maya, and MagicaVoxel, 
were also considered to help create custom assets, although alternative tools were utilized instead 
during development. 

The development of the prototype was done with the Unity 3D game engine. The simplicity and 
friendliness of the program and its interface compared to similar programs, like the Unreal Engine 4 
or 5 (UE4 / UE5), meant that development was considerably smoother. Thanks to its many built-in 
features, more sophisticated designs and effects could be created, particularly with the Universal 
Render Pipeline (URP) and Visual Effects Shader Graph (VFX Shader Graph). Attempting 
development with the Unreal Engine would have created more challenges since it relies on the use 
of the blueprint system and coded scripts to be able to achieve the same effects, which would have 
required more time to create and test. Moreover, the required graphical power for the prototype 
quite achievable with the Unity engine, so the graphical power UE4 or UE5 offers would have 
potentially been overkill and unnecessary for this prototype. 

Additionally, prior experience with creating games and other projects has been with the Unity game 
engine, so the speed of navigation was unmatched, allowing for more efficient development. Online 
support from documentation, forums, webpages, and YouTube channels for Unity also helped 
ensure that the project went through a smoother development when technical challenges occurred. 
Items from the Unity Asset Store and other online stores were embedded into the prototype where 
appropriate to allow for speedier development, such as the use of certain shader packages or 3D 
models. Creating these assets from scratch would have consumed more time and would have 
slowed down the overall process. 

Phase 1: Research 
To be able to effectively design components for the prototype, research into what constitutes 
mental health and mental health illnesses was needed, with follow-up research into video games 
that either directly or indirectly reference mental health in their designs. Extensive investigations 
have been conducted, and the most significant ones documented in the Literature Review and State 
of the Art sections of this report. 

Phase 2: Early Design Concepts 
With the research phase concluded, enough knowledge had been discovered to begin working 
towards early designs for exploring how video games could help diminish mental health illness 
symptoms. Brainstorming of ideas began with Google Jamboards, with the original anticipation being 
that the prototype would have strong RPG (role-playing game) elements to it (Figure 12). 



 

Figure 12: Google Jamboard highlighting early design ideas 

Even during the early stages, it was clear that certain features would be necessary in order to deploy 
a prototype which could effectively test the impact of video games on mental health. Colours would 
play a particularly key role as original designs focused around placing the world in a toy-like setting 
for the player to navigate through. The ability to change the colours from vibrant to gloomy or vice 
versa was noted as a key gameplay feature that would need to be created in the prototype. Emotive 
dialogue was also identified as another key component for the gameplay. Outside of these features, 
all other ideas on the board followed classic RPG-styled gameplay ideas. 

With there already being quite a few RPG components being noted, the assumption at this stage was 
that the prototype would become a RPG, particularly since a quest-based system and player stats 
which could be improved or upgraded had been noted in the Jamboard. Figure 13 was created to 
help outline how the game would flow with the quest feature, where rewards for completing quests 
would be used to improve the stats that are visible in Figure 12. 



 

Figure 13: Diagram representing how quests would flow 

Following on from this brainstorming session, mood boards were constructed to assist in visualising 
the possible characters and environments for the prototype. Environments had a strong focus on 
colourful, stylized visuals, taking a lot of inspiration from famous anime movies as well as video 
games which strongly featured these colours or stylisations (Appendix 1 – Environments mood 
board). Such visuals should complement the colour restoration feature very well since the distinction 
between the saturated and desaturated colours would be very clear in these styles. 

For the characters, they too needed to have strong, vivid colours that could potentially be affected in 
the same way the environment would be by the colour restore effect. This would be particularly 
helpful for visually conveying the current emotional and/or mental health state of the NPCs (non-
player characters). Original design ideas for NPCs focused on giving them toy-like characteristics 



which would use simple geometry for bodily features. These shape-based features would also be 
important for the player, as designs originally focused on the player having different interactions 
with different NPCs depending on what the player looked like. For this reason, the player needed the 
ability to morph or shapeshift into different forms to be able to interact with certain characters or 
complete quests. The mood board found in Appendix 2 – Characters mood board reflects this need 
by including some iconic fictional characters that possessed the ability to change their physical 
shape. 

To assist with the visualisation of tasks, a MoSCoW analysis was created to help cover some of the 
important aspects which will be required for the prototype to succeed. The MoSCoW table focused 
on RPG-oriented aspects since this was the original direction that was anticipated for the prototype, 
although this would evolve later in the development cycle. 

Must - Suitable controls mapped to mouse and keyboard or a controller 
(e.g., Xbox controller) 

- Basic narrative 
- Basic world / environment 
- Basic game progression 
- Basic sounds and SFX (sound effects) 
- Basic NPCs 
- Basic UI 
- Basic dialogue system 
- Basic third-person player character 

Should - Fleshed out designs for NPCs 
- Greater interactivity with NPCs (dialogues, quests / objectives for 

each NPC…) 
- Complete design for the location primarily afflicted with depression 
- Advanced dialogue system (coloured text, animated text…) 
- Core gameplay mechanic to accompany the game 
- Unique player character design 
- Effective use of colour in the world 
- Suitable use of shapes 
- Evocative music and sound effects 
- Emotional dialogues 
- Reward system for helping NPCs 
- Challenges to overcome (environmental hazards, AI enemies…) 
- Appropriate visual effects 
- Complete screenplay for the prototyped scene 
- Appropriate start and end points in the prototype (i.e., fully realised 

progression system) 

Could - Quest logging system 
- Colour restoration effect after successfully helping NPCs 
- Custom-made assets 
- Custom-made sound effects 
- Complete narrative for the entirety of the game’s story 

Won’t - Local or online multiplayer 
- VR or console ports 
- Micro-transactions 



Lastly, a table for the NPC quests was created in Excel. These quests were designed with specific 
focuses in mind, where each quest was linked to one or more of the player’s stats and focused on a 
particular symptom of depression or anxiety. To ensure the prototype retained its focus and features 
were kept within a reasonable scope, half a dozen characters were thought up with differing quests. 
This table is visible under Appendix 3 – Quest table for NPCs. 

These quests were also constructed based on findings during Phase 1: Research, where three 
gameplay mechanics continued to surface in the analysed games: puzzle-solving, platforming, and 
combat. Each of these mechanics were utilized in different games to convey different methods for 
processing and overcoming mental health illnesses. It is important to note that these were not the 
only devices used in the games, as additional features, like a well-constructed storyline or graphics, 
also played very key roles in portraying mental health illnesses. The identified themes were noted 
down and summarised in the following graphic: 

 

Figure 14: A summary of noted game mechanics and how they were used to portray overcoming mental health illnesses 

Some of these mechanics are noted in the quest table, some of which are planned to be 
incorporated into the quest’s challenge but are not mentioned within the table, e.g., Farmer 1’s 
quest would involve platforming and puzzle-solving elements to reach the quest item. 

By the end of this phase, the design plans focused on crafting a world which was segregated into 
distinct zones or regions that would embody one of the stages from the stages of grief model. 
Characters that lived in these areas would generally showcase strong emotional states that 
correlated with the region’s stage of grief, e.g., a region to represent the second stage anger would 
have inhabitants that exhibited anger. Colours would be assigned which have strong associations 
with a given stage, so anger may have strong reds in the environments for this area. 

Phase 3: Implementation of Concepts 
With the design requirements outlined, development of these concepts could start. Unity’s Universal 
Rendering Pipeline (URP) was selected to provide more options for creating graphically appealing 
scenes and effects, providing access to more technically advanced features like Shader Graphs. 



The first technical challenge involved solving the problem of how to restore colours to game objects. 
Although labelled as a “Could have” feature, successfully implementing this would help enhance the 
way mental health was going to be conveyed in the prototype. Experience in writing CG or HLSL 
shaders was not as robust as using Shader Graphs, so the process began by breaking down how the 
effect might function within a Shader Graph. In its simplest form, there were three key parts to this 
effect: a coloured texture, a greyscaled texture, and a mask for controlling the process between 
these textures. Initial attempts at creating this were not quite successful (see Appendix 4 – Early 
Iterations for the Colour Restore Shader Graph) during this experimentation process, but eventually 
a primitive form was achieved. 

Figure 15: First successful implementation for making objects lerp between colour and greyscale 



An issue that quickly became clear was that, for every material made with this shader, the origin 
point was assigned on a per object basis. So, to be able to have a single origin point that all materials 
worked from required some adjustments. An initial solution involved changing the properties of the 
sphere mask node to be global instead of per material, allowing for them to be controlled via scripts. 
In addition to another script that assigned the texture on each object automatically instead of 
manually, it started to see promising results. 

 

Figure 16: Second iteration of the shader could now change multiple objects and materials 

Although this setup would later prove unsuitable for the project’s needs, it was left for a time while 
considerations were made for making the effect stand out. The effect shown in Figure 16 was not 
particularly impressive or captivating to look at, in fact it was quite ordinary and would be difficult to 
see and appreciate in-game. An emissive glowing edge around the perimeter of the sphere mask was 
one way of improving this effect, adding a magical flare to the effect when colour was either 
removed or restored to objects. If naught else, it makes the effect much clearer to see. 



 

Figure 17: Adding an emissive glow to the edge of the sphere mask makes the effect much clearer to view 

This effect was then deemed suitable enough for the project’s purposes and was left as-is so that 
other features could start being implemented. What became apparent later in development was 
that the current shader only used base textures, meaning that for assets which contained multiple 
texture types – such as metallic maps, normal maps, occlusion maps, etc. – the appearance of these 
assets would come out incorrect when using materials built from this shader graph. Fixing this 
required setting up these within the shader and connecting them to their relevant outputs. The 
before and after of the colour restoring shader can be seen in Figure 18. 



 

Figure 18: Top: the colour restore shader before adding the glowing edge and additional texture map inputs. Below: the 
final shader graph for the colour restore effect 

Following this, development of creating “souls” for characters became the next focus. Although not 
mentioned in the MoSCoW, it became clear that there needed to be some way of conveying the 
mental health state of NPCs within the game. Restoring colour helped highlight when changes in 
mental health states occurred but did not tell the player what the current state for characters are. 
Here, the idea that was hatched was to have a visualisation for these states which existed inside of 
the characters. In-game, this would be something that the player could see inside the body or chest 
of NPCs, almost like an X-ray effect. After some testing to find an appropriate texture for the outer 
portion of the effect, the soul orbs were relatively straightforward to set up. 



 

Figure 19: Final setup for the soul orbs for NPCs 

In the original plans, colours would have been pre-assigned to a different stage of grief. Using the 
knowledge gained from research into topics like colour theory, the colours shown in Figure 19 would 
represent denial, depression, bargaining, anger, and acceptance. Although there was room to give 
these more effects, they were satisfactory at this stage and could be left to begin the next task. 

Technical design was placed on hold to focus on doing level designs. Original intentions were to 
create a setting that was akin to a child’s playroom. Story-wise, the events of the game would take 
place inside a world that was crafted by a child’s imagination. So, some testing was done to see what 
such a world might look like, using playmats as the basis for the terrain. 

 

Figure 20: The original landscape would have been built on top of a giant playmat using toy blocks and similar objects 

Whilst trying to solve how to design such levels, these ideas would slowly phase out of the designs 
entirely due to issues which started to be noticed. Firstly, the use of a playmat texture would need 
to be made in such a way that it would not look stretched when it was applied to a very large plane. 
In addition, the texture also needed to be seamless to allow for tiling, which made sourcing one 



more difficult. These issues quickly became noticeable when trying to duplicate the plane with the 
playmat texture, as shown in Figure 21. 

 

Figure 21: Sourcing a usable playmat texture which did not look stretched and was seamless quickly became a design issue 
for level building 

Even when trying to use the texture as a material for terrain, the result was less than satisfactory. 
The only conceivable way to overcome this problem was to spend time creating a custom version of 
this pattern. When weighing the benefits with the costs to doing this, it was most certainly not 
worthwhile to create. This led to reconsidering both what the narrative and world were going to be, 
since the narrative informed the level designs. 

The start of this process began with how the player would be introduced to the game world. One 
idea was to have the player emerge from the mouth of a cave, so construction of a cave was done in 
two ways: one out of rock assets and one built out of the terrain. The terrain version looked more 
natural than the rocky version, so it was kept while the other was discarded. With this being kept, 
the narrative needed changes for this entrance into the game world to have some explanation 
behind it. The immediate thought was to try turning this into a literal “light at the end of the tunnel”, 
so the player is going towards a light and comes out at the end of the tunnel (or cave entrance, in 
this case) and enters a new world. This normally conjures up thoughts of death or being on death’s 
door, which are themes and topics that needed to be very carefully handled. That made things more 
difficult since things like depression can often get associated with death, so a fine balance needed to 
be struck to prevent the game starting off on a morbid note or from treating the seriousness of 
these topics too lightly. The resolution was to have the main character be someone much older, 
instead of a child, and to explain that they have attempted suicide but were unsuccessful. As a 



result, they are in the hospital being treated but they are in a state of deep sleep. The belief was that 
this would still illustrate and respect the serious nature of depression without creating a gruesome 
start to the game. This would also require a warning screen to be made to let players know that the 
prototype deals with themes and topics which may upset some players. 

With the new direction set for the narrative, the task of designing levels started to become more 
reasonable. Now that the setting was going to be of the character inside of a dream, there were far 
fewer limitations for how to design the landscape. Further iterations for the cave entrance were 
done, leading to a prominent mountain feature in the terrain. A tunnel was made and sculpted to fit 
as naturally as possible to the terrain, leading to an opening that was planned to receive a strong 
white glare from the light source. 

 

Figure 22: The sculpted tunnel inside the terrain. A light probe group was placed inside to make the tunnel extremely dark 
(Note: the reflections seen are a graphical bug and are not visible in game) 

An unexpected problem with doing this was that the terrain had to remain a fixed scale, as the 
slightest adjustment broke the edges around the mouth of the tunnel that had been sculpted to 
seamlessly connect to the terrain. Unity’s terrain tools fortunately come with a feature that 
automatically generates a terrain in a neighbouring grid, reading from the terrain data to create 
seamless connections between each neighbour and saving time trying to make terrains naturally 
connect. To avoid any complications when working with multiple terrains, all terrain datasets were 
labelled with IDs that corresponded to their locations in the game world (Figure 23). 



 

Figure 23: All TerrainData files that were generated for each terrain grid. "Main Terrain Data" is the first piece that contains 
the tunnel entrance 

As the terrain was being built, considerations were made into how best to develop the visual effects 
that would sell the dream theme. Some research was done into how this could be manually created 
from scratch but using assets designed for these purposes was undoubtedly the faster and more 
efficient means of achieving this. Assets via the Unity Asset Store were examined before settling on 
one which had been designed to replicate the anime qualities of Studio Ghibli, which could achieve 
the dream-like visuals being sought after. Figure 24 shows one of the example images the asset has 
on its store page, conveying two of the example scenes provided with the package. 



 

Figure 24: Quibli image taken from the Unity Asset Store's page for this product 

With these robust tools, creation of a stylized world became far more achievable in a more 
reasonable timescale. Various types of assets were created with its tools for unique trees, grass 
patches, clouds, and bushes which were planned to all be incorporated into the final environments. 
During the creation of an area in the map that required platforming to reach somewhere, the need 
for water in the scene started to become a priority. This again could have been custom-made, but in 
the interests of time and efficiency, another asset was added to the project which provided the 
means to create various bodies of water. The only requirement was that the asset must match the 
stylized look which was being used, otherwise it would risk breaking immersion. With the water 
bodies added, the locations for the end of the game and the platforming section were starting to 
come together. 

As the level was taking shape, another pressing issue was how the quest and dialogue systems were 
going to be done. Initial steps to achieve these focused on trying to create custom-built systems for 
each one following various examples and tutorials. Although it would have been good to have hand-
made systems in the prototype, the time required to implement functioning versions of each that 
performed the necessary tasks was starting to consume more time than expected. Furthermore, the 
nature of the project did not explicitly require tools that were built from the ground up. Tactics were 
therefore changed to instead find alternatives that could provide these desired functionalities. Most 
assets tended to have more cons than pros to including them in the project: some specialised only 
on one system with no functionality to achieve the other, some were part of considerably larger 
assets that would have multiplied the size of the project unnecessarily, others were too costly to 
acquire, and so on. Eventually, though, a solution did present itself that was not costly and seemed 
to have extensive functionality to complete both the dialogue and quest elements of the project. An 
unexpected issue with this tool was how professional it was. The many features, customisation 
options, and requirements to set up a basic working scene using this tool involved a much harsher 



learning curve than could’ve been anticipated. This was not helped by the difficulties of searching for 
things on the tool’s online manual, which did not return searches in a friendly or easy to navigate 
manner. Overcoming this steep learning curve would ultimately cost more time than originally 
planned to be able to get the desired setup, but it did lead to the addition of adding personalisation 
options for players. Now, instead of assigning colours or shapes to emotions and assuming that all 
players would associate them in the same way, players can make that choice for themselves. This 
element was separated into its own scene which would have its own level created around it, later 
serving as the main introduction to the game. Additionally, the choices can also be stored in a text 
file for later viewing to see if giving players this choice can enhance the experience. 

With learning the dialogue system tool taking longer than expected, other planned features had to 
be lowered in priority to account for this, namely the creation of unique models for the player and 
NPCs. The time required for learning the appropriate 3D software to create usable models and 
provide them with animations would have left less time for doing refinements and giving the game a 
complete experience, i.e., a beginning, middle, and ending. Simpler geometry was used and given 
more attention to its appearance using Shader Graphs to try offsetting this loss. The setup for 
changing the physical shape was also changed from changing the mesh of the NPC to activating the 
appropriate game object, since changing meshes meant that the UVs of the object were also 
changed and would ruin the setup of the eye textures. Setting up two sets of 5 game objects and 
then activating only the one that matches the player’s inputs was more efficient in this case. 

Most elements for the game were completed by this point, except for the transform mechanic, 
creating the antagonist, music, and creating cutscenes. The transformation was addressed first and 
was broken down into the following: 

• A mask of some kind obscures the player model 
• The model gets changed while obscured from the player’s view 
• The mask disappears to reveal the new model 

Investigations were done to see if it would be possible to make the mesh of the object morph and 
change into a new mesh, but this was technically more complex and unreasonable to achieve in the 
given time left. This alternative was much more realistic to achieve. For the mask, a new Shader 
Graph was created that could have its alpha controlled via code to make it appear when the player 
had pressed a button. Once the mask reaches peak opacity, the player model is switched, and the 
mask begins to disappear to complete the effect. 

For the antagonist, the character would embody the main character’s depression and anxiety. Its 
behaviours and purpose in the game needed to match this narrative and be conveyed in a clear 
enough way to players. Even if players did not know the antagonist represents the main character’s 
depression and anxiety, it was not an issue as this would be explained later in a more advanced build 
of the prototype. What was key was ensuring that the character clearly told players that it was a 
negative presence spreading grief without it being directly stated. While arguably cliché, using an 
enormous eye would quickly setup a threatening presence and give an immediate impression to 
players that this entity was a danger. For its entrance, additional visual effects were made so that 
the eye did not seem to appear from the aether but rather that it was intentionally entering the 
location the player was in. To tell the player what its purpose is inside of the game, particle effects 
were added to be used in conjunction with the colour restore shader to make it appear that the 
entity was removing colours from certain objects. This would end up leaving a very bleak appearance 
behind, establishing the antagonist’s motives. Once all quests were completed, the antagonist would 
then leave, and the colours would be restored. 



For the music, a tool called AIVA was found which offered more effective music generation than 
previously used tools like BoscaCeoil or Audacity. The custom-made music was believed to offer 
more impactful moments in the game instead of using pre-existing compositions from assets or 
other media. Each piece needed to be composed to match the themes in the prototype, as well as to 
match in-game moments that might be felt by players, such as when the villain first makes its 
entrance. A total of 4 tracks would ultimately be composed using appropriate instruments for a 
dreamy setting, like grand pianos, harps, and similar instruments. Each track could then be assigned 
to be played whenever it was required and, hopefully, strengthen the connection between the game 
and the player. 

Lastly, the cutscenes were left to make. With all assets in place, it was a mostly straightforward 
process to create and play certain cutscenes at desired times. There were some issues involving 
cameras, such as when the second cutscene concluded it broke the positioning of the main camera 
and made it no longer usable. These camera issues were sometimes difficult to resolve, often they 
ended up fixing themselves, which made it difficult to identify the causes behind the problems. 
Eventually, the cutscenes were implemented, and after doing some final adjustments, the project 
was ready to enter the playtesting stage.  



Outcomes 
From the original MoSCoW table, the following items could be marked as complete: 

Must - Suitable controls mapped to mouse and keyboard or a controller 
(e.g., Xbox controller) 

- Basic narrative 
- Basic world / environment 
- Basic game progression 
- Basic sounds and SFX (sound effects) 
- Basic NPCs 
- Basic UI 
- Basic dialogue system 
- Basic third-person player character 

Should - Fleshed out designs for NPCs 
- Greater interactivity with NPCs (dialogues, quests / objectives for 

each NPC…) 
- Complete design for the location primarily afflicted with depression 
- Advanced dialogue system (coloured text, animated text…) 
- Core gameplay mechanic to accompany the game 
- Unique player character design 
- Effective use of colour in the world 
- Suitable use of shapes 
- Evocative music and sound effects 
- Emotional dialogues 
- Reward system for helping NPCs 
- Challenges to overcome (environmental hazards, AI enemies…) 
- Appropriate visual effects 
- Complete screenplay for the prototyped scene 
- Appropriate start and end points in the prototype (i.e., fully realised 

progression system) 

Could - Quest logging system 
- Colour restoration effect after successfully helping NPCs 
- Custom-made assets 
- Custom-made sound effects 
- Complete narrative for the entirety of the game’s story 

Won’t - Local or online multiplayer 
- VR or console ports 
- Micro-transactions 

 

The remaining tasks are primarily centred around character models and designs for the player and 
NPCs which were not achievable in time. A proper screenplay also has not been drafted, although an 
argument could be made that, for the given dialogue in the main game, one is not yet needed. A 
version which features more in the current scene would likely require a proper screenplay to be 
drafted. Lastly, as the prototype strayed somewhat from the RPG-centric expectations which were 
originally outlined, these features have not been completed. Although the player is rewarded with 
different results for completing the two NPCs’ quests, the player does not have any stats with which 



to level up, so is left as incomplete. By extension, there is also no true progression system that 
includes options for traits the player can choose to level up and has also been left as incomplete. 

Ethics and IPR 
The expected rating for the game would be the following due to references to sensitive themes: 

ESRB Rating: E10+ | PEGI Rating: 7+ 

Legal, Social, and Ethical Issues 
The game will address topics that some users might find disturbing and has a warning that is issued 
upon starting the prototype. All scenes and visuals will be set in a purely fictional setting, with no 
direct relation to any real-world locations. The game cautiously addresses sensitive topics, 
particularly as experiences with mental illnesses like depression are very personal and not so easily 
generalisable. 

Participants who took part in the research components have been told about their rights to 
withdraw themselves and any data gathered from them at any time during the process. Participants 
who took part were not required to provide their identities to maintain confidentiality and 
anonymity. 

Intellectual Property Rights 
3D models, textures and visual effects that were taken from the Unity Asset Store or other online 
distributors have been properly credited in the Game Design Document (GDD) and are credited 
within the prototype in a credits sequence. AIVA also retains all rights to the composed music in 
accordance with current licencing that is retained. Upon paying for an upgraded subscription to this 
service, rights are transferred over to the individual for all music created with this software and 
would no longer require attribution or crediting to AIVA. 

There currently is no plan to make this commercially available. If this changes then necessary 
licences will be obtained and registration with HM Revenue Customs will be done to ensure taxes 
are paid based on whatever income the game may generate. 

Data Security 
The prototype will not store any personal data from the users. Participant data will be kept 
anonymous to maintain confidentiality and will only be used for project-related purposes. 

Phase 4: Player Testing and Feedback 
Player Psychology: Shape and Colour Associations 
To determine whether players do in fact make different associations when presented with a choice 
of shapes or colours, data was gathered with player’s consent as to what choices they made during 
the quiz portion of the game. A summary of data charts can be found in Appendix 6 – Summaries of 
Player Responses to Colour and Shape Association Questions. At playtime, data was saved and 
stored into a text file that was created once all answers had been provided. This text file was then 
shared if players chose to disclose this. 

Although a small sample size, there are interesting trends which emerge within these data charts, 
the most notable of which can be summarised like so: 

• Green was strongly associated with healing or acceptance 
• A sphere was regarded as the most welcoming 3D object 
• Sadness was only matched with either blue or monochrome 



• Red was strongly associated with anger 
• A cube was rarely picked and would be connected with denial 

The remaining questions saw greater diversities in responses, sometimes with a clear majority but 
not overwhelmingly so as is the case with the summarised data above. Players all gave varying 
responses for what shape was felt to be the odd one out from the list as well as for what colour they 
felt the dress could be in the painting. The other questions also saw mixed answers, although these 
are less diverse than the ones mentioned. The implications here are that personalisation would be 
extremely important for character and environment designs, as this clearly shows that generalising 
what emotions get correlated to a given shape or colour would reduce the impact the game designs 
have on the player. 

In summary, this data supports the design choice to include personalisation features regarding what 
a given shape or colour gets associated with. The unique and distinctively personal nature of mental 
health illnesses means that this should be reflected in some form within the game design to enhance 
the experience for players. Although the implementation requires work to improve the clarity on 
what changed, players do enjoy having this opportunity to tailor their in-game experience. This is 
shown in the following sections which address quantitative and qualitative feedback. 

Quantitative Feedback: Post-Playtest Survey 
To gather quantitative data, a post-playtest survey was created which provided further background 
information about the project and asked playtesters specific questions. Playtesters were also told 
here that they can have their data removed from the analytics should they wish to, in accordance 
with conventional psychological research methods. There are four parts to this survey: 

1. Introduction 
2. Your Thoughts on Video Games with Mental Health 
3. Assessing the Prototype's Designs: Representation of Mental Health Illness and Techniques 

for Mitigating Mental Health Illness 
4. Assessing the Prototype's Designs: In-Game Experience 

For a complete view of the questions, including the additional information provided in the relevant 
areas, please view the PDF found in the “Supplementary Content” folder which was submitted with 
the artefacts. 

The introduction section gives participants background information on what the project’s research 
focus is, informs them of their right to have their data removed, and asks them to submit their data 
text file that was created during their playthrough of the prototype. They may choose to not share 
this information should they wish to. Following this, the survey moves into its first main section to 
assess people’s thoughts on video games and mental health. For questions which used a linear scale, 
1 represents “Strongly Disagree” with 10 being “Strongly Agree”.  

Based on the responses, it appears that views differ widely on if there is enough awareness being 
made about mental health illnesses in digital media, with an ultimately balanced split between those 
who agree and those who disagree (Appendix 5.1.1). This split is also present when participants 
were asked if they believe there are enough treatment options available already (Appendix 5.1.2), 
however the majority gave a score of 5 which could indicate that they simply don’t have enough 
knowledge around this subject to be able to give an informed opinion on this statement. There are 
stronger views on the representation of mental health in video games, with most stating that this is 
not represented enough in games (Appendix 5.1.3) and that, when they are shown, there is not 
enough diversity in the types of mental health illnesses being portrayed (Appendix 5.1.4). The 



implication of this is that video games can be doing more to highlight and represent different mental 
illnesses, particularly with how many people games can reach currently. Most participants also 
expressed that they do think games can be used to help mitigate mental health symptoms (Appendix 
5.1.5), suggesting that people may already find games help already or that they are open to games 
being used as part of a treatment process. 

Regarding the game design used in the prototype, most participants felt that they were able to 
empathises with both the main character (Appendix 5.2.1) and the other characters that they 
encountered (Appendix 5.2.2). Its also clear to see that players felt the main character’s situation 
required more information, as the scores are generally weaker here, which is confirmed by 50% 
feeling that some more information was needed about the main character (Appendix 5.2.3). This 
may have been resolved by the inclusion of the planned opening sequence which would provide 
more background information about the main character, particularly since events are never directly 
told to players. Interestingly, the majority felt that there was enough information to understand the 
situation of the NPCs (Appendix 5.2.3), so some revisions of dialogue may be the best course of 
action to ensure all players understand the circumstances of the NPCs. 

For the techniques employed into the prototype that are targeted at mitigating mental illness 
symptoms, these received very positive reviews. All participants strongly felt that gamifying 
techniques for mitigating mental health symptoms has the potential to offer fun or engaging 
gameplay (Appendix 5.3.1). This implies that people will be very open and receptive to learning 
these techniques, both within and outside of video games, which could encourage more individuals 
to become more willing to receive treatments. All participants felt that gamifying techniques has the 
potential to teach skills for combating mental illness symptoms (Appendix 5.3.2) although these 
were at varying degrees of agreement. It therefore is reasonable to conclude that it may only be 
effective if it is done in a memorable and fun way, otherwise the skills being taught may not be 
remembered outside of the game. One way of reinforcing these methods could be through 
repetition and meaningfully rewarding players after completing quests which required them to use 
this knowledge. In the current implementation, participants all felt rewarded at differing strengths 
after helping the depressed and angered characters. Of the two, the depressed character saw lower 
scores generally (Appendix 5.3.3), so either more meaningful rewards were needed or a change in 
how this quest unfolded are required to improve these statistics. By contrast, players felt far more 
rewarded after the quest with the angry character (Appendix 5.3.4). This could be due to a few 
reasons, such as the quest being much more dynamic and challenging players skills or the fact that 
players are granted a new ability during this quest. Developing this segment fully and reassessing 
players’ thoughts may grant further insight into what it was about this quest which made it feel so 
rewarding. This can then be applied to the depressed character’s quest where appropriate to make it 
a much more rewarding experience for players. 

Regarding the in-game experience, overall feedback in this section was very positive. Questions in 
the quiz scene were presented clearly to players (Appendix 5.4.1) and players felt that the tasks in 
the game were presented clearly (Appendix 5.4.2), although there is room for improvement. The 
prototype always had moments that were fun or enjoyable (Appendix 5.4.3) but there is clearly 
room to improve the experience to ensure many moments like these will be had. More importantly, 
the designs which have been implemented have been very well received by players: the use of 
colours was greatly enjoyed (Appendix 5.4.4), the concept of transforming into different shapes to 
overcome challenges was deemed appealing (Appendix 5.4.5), and the different musical 
compositions for different scenarios definitely added to the experience (Appendix 5.4.6). The 



transformation concept scored the weakest comparatively with the other categories, so this would 
require further development to make this mechanic feel more engaging to players. 

Concerning the player’s input, more can be done to visually show players what changed based on 
the answers to the questions in the beginning of the game (Appendix 5.5.1). While most stated that 
they thought it was clear, some clearly struggled to see the changes. If the final designs were 
realised and environmental features like architectures and vegetation changed shapes and colours, 
then this should greatly improve this clarity issue. Curiously, all players enjoyed the fact they could 
personalise their in-game experience, even if this was hard to see (Appendix 5.5.2). This would seem 
to support original beliefs that granting players more personalisation in games which tackle mental 
health illnesses will greatly enhance the experience. It should also leave a more lasting impression 
on players which would, by extension, hopefully mean that they would recall the techniques which 
can help mitigate symptoms of mental health illnesses. The final item to note here is regarding 
whether the number of options for the colours and shapes should be changed. Half of participants 
felt that some more options would improve this segment, with an equal split between those that felt 
there were enough and those that were unsure if it would improve it (Appendix 5.5.3). A suitable 
course of action would be to revamp how this quiz is presented to players. If all questions are shown 
at the same time with a complete list of options for them to see, they can make more informed 
answers and will be able to have more choices to choose from. Any excess shapes and colours can 
then be discarded and have no influence over the game. Afterwards, follow up tests can be 
conducted to continue to identify areas that can improve the personalisation feature of the game. 

Qualitative Feedback: Post-Survey Discussions 
To gather qualitative feedback, post-survey discussions were had with participants so that individual 
opinions could be recorded. Overall, feedback was generally very positive. Playtesters felt the game 
had very good designs, the visual effects elements were very enjoyable, and that the introductory 
sequence was well paced. The sound designs were also recognised and were well received, even 
down to the minute feedback of audio playing when text was being printed on the screen. 
Playtesters expressed that they felt connected to the main character and felt that the character was 
an extension of themselves, meaning that the current designs are in a good position to be further 
strengthened with additional revisions. The sudden appearance of the antagonist also caught players 
by surprise which gave the prototype more impactful moments. The dialogue also received good 
praise, with participants feeling that they can empathise with the main character as well as the 
NPCs. 

Naturally, the prototype was not flawless, and recurring themes were expressed in these discussions 
that could do with improvements. The most notable areas were disabling player controls when 
talking to NPCs and the pacing of some dialogue elements. Confusion stemmed from some text 
playing automatically while others required the player to press a “Continue” button. Both areas are, 
fortunately, quite easy to resolve. Prior to testing, an attempt was made at resolving the issue with 
controls being active during dialogues but was not fixed in time for the playtesting. For the dialogues 
which played automatically, this is also a simple fix for the ones which are not played during 
cutscenes. Cutscene specific dialogues will require more time to fix, since the setup for these will 
have to be completely changed to accommodate the “Continue” option. 

Finally, there were some areas for improvement which were expressed rarely. One is having new 
dialogues appear when an NPC’s quest was completed, a simple thing to include given more time. 
This should also help point players towards the boat once they have completed everything, since this 
was sometimes not clear. The readability of the text was also commented on by one playtester, 



which may be partly due to the UI not being completely opaque, so elements behind the text were 
still visible when lighter colours were visible in the background. This is again easily fixable given time, 
as the UI elements can be exported into photo editing software and given maximum opaqueness, or 
new ones can be created to replace them instead. This playtester also expressed that text was 
sometimes too long in some dialogues, so for these nodes they can be broken down into multiple, 
shorter sentences to resolve this critique. 

In summary, the main areas for improvement are primarily quality of life changes that will make the 
experience much better and more enjoyable. These areas are also all areas that were noted as areas 
for improvement in future iterations of this project, so very little new critiques were noted post-
playtesting. This then concludes the qualitative feedback from participants. 

Phase 5: Conclusions 
When examining the research which has been cited, there is a clear and pressing demand for more 
to be done to fight the growing problem that is the rise of mental health illnesses globally. With 
many national health services being impaired, more and more individuals who require mental 
healthcare are unable to access the much-needed treatments. Worsened by the arrival of the Covid-
19 pandemic, there is a serious threat to mental health worldwide. Therefore, the research which 
has been conducted in this project should be referred to when considering what alternatives can be 
used to help diminish the symptoms of the two most predominant mental health illnesses: 
depression and anxiety. Evidence highlights that individuals believe that video games can be used as 
a proactive tool in fighting mental health disorders, which is further supported by scientific research 
and by the designs that have been implemented and tested within this project. Designs, while still in 
need of further advancements and testing, already show promise for video games which choose to 
make the subject of mental health illness a focus. In addition, the aforementioned research also 
supports the belief that commercial video games can be highly effective, cost effective, and readily 
accessible support devices to many sufferers globally. Moreover, gaming is already a popular form of 
entertainment amongst those who suffer from mental health problems since the majority of gamers 
(79%) are 18 years old or older and 41% are female (Gough, 2020). The average gamer is 34 years 
old, with 38% being aged between 18 and 34 years old and 26% between 34 and 54 years old 
(Gough, 2020). 

In conclusion, the benefits of utilizing video games in the fight against mental health illnesses is 
difficult to deny. Video games have considerably greater power in reaching sufferers, irrespective of 
factors like age, sex, and gender, during these times where patients may wait for months or years to 
receive the healthcare they require. This becomes more so when considering those who have 
limited access to mental health care, which has been highlighted during and after the years of the 
pandemic. Furthermore, there is mounting scientific research and evidence which supports this 
argument that video games do offer means of mitigating mental health symptoms, including that 
which has been noted as part of this project’s investigations. Video games, whether intentionally 
designed with mental health in mind or not, should be considered as another tool to be employed to 
help improve various aspects of mental health globally. 
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Appendices 
Appendix 1 – Environments mood board 

 

Appendix 2 – Characters mood board 

 



Appendix 3 – Quest table for NPCs 

Non-Player Characters Spreadsheet - Prototype 
Character 

Name Description Story / Gameplay 
Relevance Quest Type Quest Description 

Farmer 1 
Father-like figure who runs a 
small farm outside of the city 
gates 

Helps the player to get the 
Guards to open the gate to 
give the player entry into the 
city / kingdom 

Supportive / 
Encouragement 

Player must fetch an item / items 
that the NPC has lost 

Farmer 2 
Mother-like figure who is 
experiencing racism because 
of her marriage to Farmer 1 

Provides access to Farmer 
1's questline 

Understanding / 
Empathy 

Player must listen through all of 
the dialogue to help the NPC. 
There will be options throughout 
the dialogue where the player can 
choose to continue listening or 
stop listening. 

Farmers' Child Young child who has lost all 
motivation to go play outside 

Provides access to Farmer 
2's questline 

Supportive / 
Encouragement 

Player needs to help the NPC 
leave their house and go back 
outside so that they start to feel 
better. This will likely involve 
finding key items for the NPC. 

Guard 1 One of the city guards that 
refuses the player entry into 
the city 

Prevents the player from 
entering the city / kingdom 
until relevant quests are 
completed 

Quest-linked 

Once all family quests are done 
(i.e., after finishing Farmer 1's 
quest) the family will go to the 
Guards to get them to grant 
access to the city for the player. 

Guard 2 



Otherworldly 
Horror 

A mouse that lives in the main 
character's house, it has 
gotten into the play area and 
stolen the Farmer 1's (crops? 
cattle? work tools?) and taken 
it to its preferred resting spot 

Boss has stolen item(s) from 
Farmer 1 which sends them 
into depression 

Boss fight 

"Boss battle found at the entrance 
to a shrine / temple. Defeating it 
will reward the player with Farmer 
1's lost item(s) for completing that 
quest. 
 
Later in the story, this results in 
the entrance into the shrine / 
temple becoming unlocked since 
the mouse has left the area." 

 



Appendix 4 – Early Iterations for the Colour Restore Shader Graph 
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Appendix 6 – Summaries of Player Responses to Colour and Shape Association 
Questions 

 

14%

72%

14%

Which colour do you associate the 
most with acceptance or healing?

Blue

Red

Green

Yellow

Monochrome



 

 

 

86%

14%

Which shape do you feel is the most 
welcoming?

Sphere

Cube

Pyramid

Cone

Cylinder

43%
57%

Which colour evokes the strongest 
feeling of sadness?

Blue

Red

Green

Yellow

Monochrome

28%

29%

29%

14%

Of these shapes, which one do you 
feel is the odd one out or the 

loneliest?

Cube

Pyramid

Cone

Cylinder



 

 

 

14%

29%

14%
14%

29%

Which colour do you think their dress 
could be to show their desperation?

Blue

Red

Green

Yellow

Monochrome

43%

28%

29%

What shape stands out to you the 
most in the painting?

Pyramid

Cone

Cylinder

71%

29%

Which colour do you associate the 
most with anger?

Red

Green

Yellow

Monochrome



 

 

 

28%

29%

43%

Which one makes you feel the most 
threatened?

Pyramid

Cone

Cylinder

29%

14%43%

14%

Final colour to associate with denial.

Blue

Red

Green

Yellow

Monochrome

14%

57%

29%

Final shape to associate with denial.

Sphere

Cube

Pyramid

Cone

Cylinder
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