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Pro-social themes like empathy and wellbeing are gaining popularity within games to contrast the medium’s stigmatised explorations of 

themes like violence, often to catalyse reflection or even change players’ beliefs surrounding complex scenarios. These abstract themes 

can be classified as a game’s “values”: elements that are “useful or important” to game designers and their audience. 

Exploration of values in games was spearheaded by Values at Play, which described how values manifest in games and advocated for 

their explicit consideration within games and their discourse. Frameworks such as empathy, ethical, and anti-oppressive design all discuss 

similar values, but present ontological diversity that makes it difficult to collate games and frameworks under the values-conscious design 

umbrella. Such frameworks also often focus on design approaches and small-scale prototypes but pay less attention to how values influence 

aspects like publication and play. As such, the present research examines values within each stage of a game’s lifecycle: design, 

development, publication, interaction, and reportage. Doing so provides an understanding of values in multiple game contexts. This 

provides new perspectives that form the basis of a taxonomy for values in games, which is then presented alongside practical questions 

for values-conscious designers, publishers, and players to guide its use.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The intersection of values and games has often been precarious: aspersions that video games increase violent behaviour, 

for example, remain a stigma of the medium, despite evidence to the contrary [2]. Games have also been criticized for their 

depiction of scenarios and characters, such as during Sarkeesian and Adams’ [113] “Tropes vs Women in Video Games” 

series, which critiques various games through a feminist lens to highlight problematic portrayals of female characters. This 

critique garnered vitriolic responses from  groups of gamers which, with similar controversies, escalated into the 

GamerGate movement [24]. GamerGate was an online campaign purportedly in support of more robust ethics within games 

journalism, that asserted that undue criticism would destroy games and games culture by making developers hyperaware 

of their design choices [21]. GamerGate supporters insisted that developers “keep [their] politics out of [the] video game” 

when faced with games that explored underrepresented themes, and responded to game criticism by asserting that “[games 

are] just games!” [29]. 

The perspectives in these examples highlight what each group sees as important: violence in video games may be 

opposed by those who value peace or law and order; oversexualisation of women may be opposed by feminists who value 

equality of representation; and the presence of underrepresented themes in video games may be opposed by players who 

value pure ludic enjoyment. Such abstract themes (peace, equality, and purity), alongside countless others, can be defined 

as values – qualities that are “useful or important” to an individual or group [124].  Such examples show that values, as a 

philosophical concept, are often alluded to and are of high priority when examining games and games culture.  

To assist in the examination of values, Flanagan et al. [26] introduced “Values at Play”, a framework that described the 

ways in which values could manifest in games. Various later frameworks have expanded on that presented in Values at 

Play by exploring specific values: critical, radical, anti-oppressive and activist game design frameworks may focus on 

using games as a medium of critique or provide marginalized creators with tools through which to express their lived 

experience [25,40,47]. Ethical game design frameworks may be concerned with complex philosophical questions and 

player reactions to them [118,123]. Finally, emotional and empathy game design may prioritise awareness of specific 

narrative topics or encourage personally meaningful experiences for players [7,56]. These frameworks are all examples of 

what Flanagan and Nissenbaum [27] term “values-conscious design”. 

While these individual frameworks are useful for researchers and designers exploring specific values, the ontological 

diversity of these terms can be problematic. Firstly, it becomes difficult to identify frameworks and studies that exist under 

the broader umbrella of values-conscious design. Next, the popularity of certain values, such as empathy, has led to the 

misidentification of many values-conscious games (such as queer games) as “empathy games” [107]. A lack of consistent 

terminology makes it difficult to collate games that explore similar values, or analyse them on a like-for-like basis  

(especially when the games’ values have been misidentified). Finally, while much research illustrates ways to design 

values-conscious games [7,27,47], less research discusses how values are explored in contexts such as development and 

publication. Exploring these contexts is made more difficult as many values-conscious games are small-scale prototypes 

not intended for large-scale commercial release.  

This article seeks to rectify these problems by presenting a holistic overview of values engagement throughout the game 

lifecycle. It does so by exploring values in each context of Howell and Stevens’ [54] game space model – design, 

development, publication, play and reportage. By arguing for the importance of values in every aspect of games culture, 

the research aims to showcase how a holistic understanding of values can result in meaningful game products for a variety 

of stakeholders. For researchers and designers, understanding values can allow them to make “games for good” that 

encourage personal growth [7]. For developers, understanding values may help them better tailor their experiences to 

growing player bases within an expanding industry [96]. This presents them with new opportunities both creatively and 
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financially, as seen by advent of “cozy games” [139]. For publishers, an understanding of values can lessen perceived 

investment risk and ensure that publication decisions align with organisational values [51]. Finally, for players, an 

understanding of values can result in meaningful game experiences that help players “deal with their demons” [109]. 

Exploring each of these spaces forms the basis of a taxonomy that operationalises a way for stakeholders to consider how 

values can affect, manifest in, and interact with their domains and interests.  In doing so, the research  supports Flanagan 

and Nissenbaum’s [27] claim that values are not just “philosophical stuff” unrelated to the pragmatism of modern game 

design, but rather a core element of games. 

2 BACKGROUND 

2.1 Values 

Values remain a nebulous concept to attempt to define, as the term is inherently linked to judgments of importance by a 

group or individual [124]. As such, values are often debated in psychology and philosophy. Tetlock [133] describes how 

people consider certain values as “sacred”. This is similar to Rokeach’s [104] “terminal” values, which define broad ideals 

as end-states – things to strive for and ways of living that guide decisions (e.g., equality). These differ from Tetlock’s [133] 

“secular” and Rokeach’s [104]  “instrumental” values which drive behaviour to those ideals (e.g., acting with kindness to 

advocate for equality). However, Tetlock [133] notes that unwavering commitment to ideals like equality may not always 

be possible when faced with difficult decisions. This is explored by Berlin [8] who notes that people can sometimes uphold 

contradictory values, which can be difficult to resolve. Furthermore, judgments on what values are may differ from person 

to person. The values of Plato (goodness, justice and beauty) differ, for example, to Benjamin Franklin’s (silence, industry 

and frugality) [27].  

As this article is interested in values within games, technology design can provide additional perspectives for defining 

values. Kluckhohn’s [62] highly cited definition of values equates them to other abstract concepts, such as relationships, 

motivations, attitudes and traditions. Fleishmann [28] highlights how values influence decision making, echoing Tetlock 

[133] and Rokeach’s [104] discussions of how values guide behaviour. Shilton [122] describe values as “attributes of 

people, attributes of systems, tools to think with, or even actions to take”. Flanagan and Nissenbaum [27] similarly refer 

to attributes when defining values as “properties of things and states of affairs” that one “wishes to obtain” but also note 

that values can additionally refer to qualities of an environment (e.g., diversity), personal traits (e.g., honesty), political 

states (e.g., democracy), or even grand ideals (e.g. world peace). 

When considering all the presented definitions, the term “values” becomes almost meaningless, as any property, action 

or motivation could conceivably be a value to anyone who finds it important. Flanagan and Nissenbaum [27]’s expanded 

definition notes that values have “a [high] degree of gravitas and permanence, and they tend to be more abstract and 

general”. This provides some guidance by eschewing specific descriptions of objects or actions in favour of abstract 

representations of those things. By their definition, shooting someone (an “action to take”, per Shilton’s [122] definition) 

is too specific to be a value, but may be considered one when abstracted into the concept of violence. While violence may 

not be considered a value by a law-abiding citizen  –  it is not an ideal towards which they strive, per Rokeach’s [104] 

discussion of terminal values –  it may be to a serial killer. This once again highlights the intensely personal nature of 

values as a concept. 

Despite their still-nebulous nature, a synthesised definition of values for this article is as follows: 

Values are the abstract representation of properties, actions and motivations used to describe concepts that an 

individual or group find significant. 
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“Significant” is used here instead of “important” to avoid passing judgment on the abstraction. For example, while the 

authors do not personally endorse violence, it is an abstraction of a significant action, and thus is considered a value in this 

article. Similarly, while loss is often undesirable, it is usually significant in the lives of those it affects. Games in this article 

engage with values by exploring similarly significant concepts, such as empathy and wellbeing. 

2.2 Values in Games 

Winner [140] argues that technology designers should not only consider the functional attributes of the technology they 

design, but also the ethical and political ramifications the technology could have. They go on to note that artefacts (i.e., 

games) are inherently political (i.e., values-based) because the design decisions made in their creation, the ideals they 

represent, and the artefacts themselves reflect the values of their creators. This view is similarly supported by Franklin 

[29], who suggests that games are inherently political, even when they do not directly allude to the values present in their 

systems. Flanagan and Nissenbaum [27] place this idea at the core of their Values-at-Play framework: games embody 

values, and decisions made during design and development can affect the nature of those values. 

Managing the array of values that co-exist in games can be difficult. Because values are implied by design decisions, 

there are times when values can overlap and conflict. Uncharted’s [91] narrative portrays its protagonist, Nathan Drake, as 

a charismatic but blundering rogue. However, the narrative value (charisma) conflicts with Nathan’s portrayal during 

gameplay, in which he massacres scores of enemies with ruthless efficiency (violence). The mismatch between narrative 

and gameplay values causes ludonarrative dissonance, which can result in a confusing player experience [53]. While a full 

discussion of ludonarrative dissonance is not the focus of this article, it showcases a useful practical consequence of 

ignoring the values implied by each design decision. 

Values-conscious designers therefore intentionally consider the values implied by their design decisions. This remains 

difficult, given that games are complex systems that likely represent multiple values. Animal Crossing: New Horizons [94] 

showcases values-conscious design by highlighting numerous complementary values, such as friendship (maintaining 

relationships with animals on the island), organization (customizing the island, the player’s home, etc.) and kindness 

(gifting things to other characters/players). These values coalesce to create a structured but relaxing player experience 

where players make slow and steady progress towards their goals. However, the players’ experience with these values is 

sometimes undermined by another prominent in-game value: capitalism. Much of the game is spent paying off various 

loans to a game character, and the buying and selling of items facilitates much of the game’s customisation mechanics. 

This is notable because while in-game economies are a commonly used system in many games, their use in Animal 

Crossing, in tandem with its loan mechanic, showcases how even common game systems can imply values that cause some 

players unease [138]. 

Identifying the values embedded in a game’s systems is thus an important tool for designers. Grace [37] discusses how 

“invisible” values may have consequences for the player experience. Certain genres inherently embody certain values (e.g., 

violence is embodied in First-Person Shooters), as do certain mechanics (in-game economies are usually capitalist). 

Similarly, narrative decisions (such as a game’s setting) can highlight specific values. The representation of black Africans 

as zombies, juxtaposed against the white American player-character in Resident Evil 5 [11], for example, supported 

colonialist ideals, despite this being an unintentional developer oversight [48]. Examples like this showcase the importance 

of a nuanced understanding of how a game might portray values. Understanding values also allows designers to understand 

a game’s potential cultural impact alongside how it might reaffirm or conflict with a community’s own value system (e.g., 

ethics, morals, etc.) [40]. 
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Useful practical approaches for value identification and implementation can be seen in the many frameworks that are 

tangential to values-conscious design, such as ethical game design [118], empathy game design [7], anti-oppressive game 

design [40], emotional game design [56] and others. While these frameworks complicate discussion surrounding the 

broader values-conscious design field, they advocate for a simpler approach to values-conscious design that this research 

terms values-centred design. During values-centred design, designers pick a single value or set of related values. Asking 

how each design decision relates back to the chosen value allows designers to create games where game mechanics, 

narrative and other elements all revolve around the chosen value or value system. Death Stranding [65] presents an example 

of such design based around the value of “connection” [64]. The game’s narrative revolves around travelling to different 

cities to reconnect them to the Chiral network (the game’s version of the internet). Traversal is made easier by allowing 

the player to build connective structures (e.g., ziplines) to cross treacherous terrain. The narrative value of connection is 

mirrored mechanically by enabling the game’s multiplayer features once an area has been connected (literally connecting 

the area to the internet). This allows player-built structures to appear in other players’ games and vice versa. These 

structures can be reacted to (e.g., “liked”) by other players, further supporting the value of connection between players 

[34]. Death Stranding therefore embodies “connection” through narrative, mechanics, and social features, which harmonise 

with each other to facilitate ludonarrative resonance [10], a hallmark of well-executed values-conscious design. 

2.3 The Game Space 

As a process undertaken by designers, values-conscious design focuses primarily on design and development processes. 

These processes are typically modelled in traditional software development lifecycles. As such,   . Flanagan and 

Nissenbaum [27]overlaid their Values at Play development cycle atop a traditional game development cycle (Figure 1). 

However, these processes  are completed prior to a game’s release, and thus only address some aspects of games’ broader 

cultural sphere. This research seeks to expand the existing understanding of values beyond understandings of values in 

design or values at play. This proved difficult, as much literature primarily discusses design, development, or gameplay. 

A systematic review of game development life cycles, for example, describes marketing as the final step in the game 

lifecycle [1]. This is problematic because there are many more aspects within the game lifecycle, such as the player 

experience and how it is interpreted by players [54]. 

 Howell and Stevens [54] present an exhaustive look at the game lifecycle through their game space model, which 

realises the lifecycle of a game into eight broader “game as” stages: the game as designed, as created, as published, as 

played, as recalled, as reported, and as analysed. These stages occur across five subspaces: the design, development, 

publication, interaction, and reportage spaces. A complete but visually simplified version of the model and each section of 

the game space is shown in Figure 2. While other models exist, the game space model was chosen to frame this research 

due to its rigorous examination of all stages of the game lifecycle. The separation of this lifecycle into five distinct spaces 

– the design space, the development space, the publication space, the interaction space, and the reportage space – provides 

additional perspectives through which to understand values in games. As such, the game space model provides a useful 

framework for holistically discussing values throughout the entire game lifecycle.  
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Figure 1: The Values at Play Development cycle, adapted from Flanagan and Nissenbaum [27] 
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Figure 2: A simplified game space model, adapted from Howell and Stevens [54] 
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3 METHODOLODY 

This article provides a holistic overview of values in games to illustrate how values can present in and influence each stage 

of the game lifecycle as defined in Howell and Stevens’ [54] game space. This leads to the following research question: 

How can engaging with values facilitate new perspectives on the design, development, publication, play and reportage of 

games? 

The question is answered using a narrative literature review [100]. This approach was primarily chosen because a 

systematic literature review proved difficult given the ontological diversity of the values-conscious design field. A narrative 

approach can instead collate and explain concepts from a variety of sub-fields as they relate to values-conscious design. 

This approach also allows for detailed descriptions of games and techniques, which is especially important for a field in 

which many relevant games are small-scale prototypes and projects not intended for large-scale commercial release. 

Additionally, no literature reviews currently examine how values exist within each context of the game space, which 

provides a holistic perspective currently lacking from the body of knowledge. The format also provides a useful vehicle 

for presenting theoretical frameworks and identifying areas of future research [100]. These are presented in the research’s 

Taxonomy for Values in the Game Space and Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research sections, respectively.  

The literature search for this research highlighted a core problem of values-conscious games research: terminological 

confusion. The multiple uses of the terms “value” and “values” within a variety of game contexts uncovers discussions of: 

the varied usefulness of games in those contexts (their value) [73]; outcomes in game theory and mathematics (concerned 

with the objective value of a choice) [20]; functional considerations for designers (elements that have value to end-users 

in a finished product) [69]; and discussions of abstract ideals in games [26] (values as understood in the present research). 

While the popularity of specific values like ethics and empathy may misrepresent values-conscious games by describing 

them all as “empathy games” [107], this terminology provided a useful way to identify games within the values-conscious 

design discipline. After prominent authors within the fields of ethical and empathy game design were identified, such as 

Schrier [116,117], Flanagan [25] and Harrer [44,47], citation tracking led to the discovery of other tangential design 

frameworks such as activist game design [25], emotional game design [56] and anti-oppressive game design [40], among 

others. The values linked to these terms and frameworks (such as activism, emotions, etc.) were then used in subsequent 

literature searches to find a variety of studies and games from 2005 – when Flanagan et al. [26]  introduced “Values at 

Play” – to 2021 that explore values within each section of the game space. 

However, a problem with this approach is the potential bias of the research area. When describing values, Flanagan and 

Nissenbaum [27] note their bias towards stereotypically Western values such as liberty and autonomy. As a result, much 

research involving values in games tends to highlight the positive or prosocial values and outcomes of examined games 

[38,76]. While this research presents both prosocial and antisocial values in its discussions of violence, empathy, power, 

and other values, it nevertheless explores these values within a prosocial lens (i.e., for “good”). In this way, the research 

suggests that a holistic understanding of values can catalyse personal growth within designers and players. As such, 

explorations of values for nefarious ends – such as an exhaustive exploration of dark game design patterns [142], or games 

for propaganda or predatory purposes [79,97] – have been deliberately excluded from this work. 
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4 VALUES IN THE GAME SPACE 

4.1 Values in the Design Space 

The Design Space concerns itself with the conceptual design of a game, as guided by the design philosophy of the designer. 

Values-conscious designers’ philosophies are driven by the values they hope to embed in their games. Belman [6] discusses 

how values are embedded in each of 15 game elements. While the present research does not discuss each of them in detail, 

Belman’s [6] elements are instead used to inform discussion of three broader schemas: a game’s narrative, its systems, and 

its presentation to the player, shown in Figure 3, which represent the Design Space within the present research. These 

schemas were chosen because games usually consist of both narrative and systemic (gameplay) elements that are presented 

to the player in some way. These core game elements are often considered foundational in game studies [114]. 

 

Figure 3: The schemas of the Design Space, including some of Belman’s [4] game elements 

4.1.1 Narrative 

A game’s narrative premise establishes its settings and characters while providing players with an overarching narrative 

goal. While narrative context is not required to create player engagement, it is nevertheless an effective structure to embed 

values within [6]. Effective narratives often focus on human experiences [52]. The story of a war veteran, for example, is 

likely more affecting than hearing about war from a factual perspective [80]. Such narratives, even when overlaid atop 

simple game systems, can effectively embed values into an experience. Koster [68], for example, discusses a game wherein 

the player must throw disfigured Jews into a gas chamber. As they fall, the Jews grab onto each other to try to form human 

pyramids and eventually escape the well by reaching the top. However, if the player throws them in strategically to pack 

them tightly enough at the bottom, they succumb to the gas and die. The narrative context of this game is horrifying and 

supports values like racism and violence despite being mechanically identical to Tetris.  

Game characters and settings can also highlight values. Characters reveal their own values when interacting with the 

player, such as the kindness and friendliness of the nonplayable characters in Animal Crossing: New Horizons [94] or the 

violence, manipulation and disrespect often shown by game antagonists [101]. Settings can similarly embed values, such 

as when games (e.g., BioShock, Final Fantasy VII and Cyberpunk 2077) juxtapose slum areas in cities against wealthy 

ones to highlight segregation and inequality present within the larger game world. 
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When crafting values-conscious narratives designers should avoid traumatising players with their narrative’s content, 

as players’ trauma response will override their ability to engage with the desired values [82]. A notorious misstep in this 

regard is the “No Russian” mission in Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2  [55], where players are implicitly encouraged to 

shoot at civilians in an airport to “follow Makarov’s lead”. Instead of highlighting the bravery implied by the game’s other 

missions, this mission instead highlighted values like terror and power, which disturbed some players [78]. 

Embedding values into a game’s narrative sometimes leads to players experiencing empathy [80]. While empathy is 

only one value associated with values-conscious design, it requires a high level of emotional engagement from players, 

which may make them more receptive to other values during play [59]. The linking of empathy with similar values 

embedded in game narratives may explain why values-conscious narrative games are often misidentified as empathy games 

[107]. 

4.1.2 Systems 

Hardware, genres, rules, and mechanics coalesce to create a game’s systems. Values can be embedded in each of these 

components in various ways. Custom hardware like dance mats and guitars in games like Dance Dance Revolution [66] 

and Guitar Hero [43], for example, inherently highlight the value of physicality, which increases player immersion and 

emotional connection during play [56]. Real-time strategy games rely on gaining resources from the game environment to 

build structures and advance the game, with few systemic ways to replenish those resources [27]. This suggests that the 

genre inherently values expansion, perhaps at the detriment of sustainability. 

Rules and mechanics in games can serve as vehicles for metaphor. This is highlighted in Romero’s [106] The Mechanic 

is the Message series of games, which uses games with simple mechanics to explore values. One example is Train, in 

which players compete to load passengers into train cars and reach the train’s destination, at which point they flip over a 

terminus card to determine where the passengers are delivered to. All destinations on the terminus cards are Nazi 

concentration camps [105]. While narratively similar to Koster’s genocidal Tetris, Train differs by being primarily 

mechanics-driven. This allows it to explore values such as efficiency and competition at the start of play as players race to 

load passengers into their trains quickly. When the narrative reveal of the trains’ destinations occurs during play, the values 

embedded in the game shift to exploring racism and violence, completely changing the player experience. 

Mechanic design in values-conscious games can be difficult, as values are more easily explored through narrative 

context. To this end, Sampat [111] suggests a familiarity with real-world systems and processes, as these systems are 

embedded with values (even if they are purely functional) by their creators. Some game systems have thus been modelled 

directly from real-world contexts, such as the protein folding mechanic in games like FoldIt and Folding @ Home, where 

game solutions have been applied to real-world cancer and SARS-CoV-2 research [61,99]. Such games leverage values 

like deduction and altruism through mechanics to motivate players in the same way some scientists may be.  

4.1.3 Presentation 

Presentation determines how the game is displayed to the player. A primary component of presentation is aesthetics, which 

guide the visual and sonic identities of the game [114]. Aesthetics contextualise a game’s narrative and systems, but also 

provide satisfaction to players engaging with values [6]. Chicory: A Colorful Tale [77] provides a notable example of how 

aesthetics support this. In the game, players find themselves in a black-and-white world, but have access to a paintbrush 

that can paint the world in colours they collect. In doing so, they return colour to a world left colourless after the player 

character’s friend falls into depression. The aesthetic reinforces the mechanic of colouring, which in turn supports a 

narrative that explores the value of wellbeing. How players interface with the game can similarly embed values [6]. 
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Chicory: A Colorful Tale explores values of creativity, individuality, and expression through its interface. Instead of 

selecting objects to colour them in, the brush is controlled freely by the player. This allows players to draw things atop the 

world or colour the world however they see fit. 

The point of view afforded to the player affects the game presentation, while also providing opportunities for values 

engagement. The point of view affects the player’s understanding of their role in the game world: top-down perspectives 

encourage a feeling of omniscience, whereas first-person perspectives encourage identification with playable characters 

[6]. First-person perspectives are often examined in relation to the value of violence (e.g., whether first-person shooters 

desensitise players to violence), often with mixed results [49,63,127]. Mirror’s Edge [19], however, use the first-person 

perspective to highlight different values. In the game, the player controls Faith, a courier, as she runs, jumps, and traverses 

a city delivering messages for a resistance movement. The game’s first-person perspective highlights the value of efficiency 

with a quickly moving camera and the colouration of important objects in red. This creates an immersive player experience 

that forgoes the violence often associated with the first-person perspective. Instead, the value of peace is reinforced during 

play, as Faith cannot survive many gunshots, which encourages players to run past aggressors. 

4.2 Values in the Development Space 

Whereas the Design Space concerns itself with pre-production, the Development Space discusses the production of the 

game itself. Designers sometimes engage with values in the Development Space by self-reflecting on their own experiences 

and values in the act of game production, but they can also be engaged with when attempting to represent the experiences 

of others. 

4.2.1 Personal Experience Development 

Game development can be a meaningful way for creators to explore their own values and lived experiences. To this end, 

both Danilovic [16] and Harrer [47] have found success hosting game jams that encourage creators to develop games based 

on their own lived experiences. These game jams prioritise reflection and value engagement over development experience, 

which allows creators who do not normally develop games to participate. Workshops on simple web-based game 

development tools like Bitsy held at such game jams can additionally educate and empower would-be developers [47]. 

To adequately abstract their lived experience into an artefact, developers must reflect on their own values and 

experiences during the ideation and creation processes. The importance of reflection, as explored by Schön [115] has 

heavily inspired values-conscious design [27]. Schön describes “reflection-on-action” as the process that encourages 

ideation (by reflecting on past events) and “reflection-in-action” as the use of that reflection in a practical context (by 

implementing the game).  Engaging in such reflective practice (and subsequent values-conscious development) during 

game creation is a therapeutic process for those involved [16]. The development process engages with values like sharing 

– developers are encouraged to share their work and help each other throughout the creation process [47] – and discovery 

– developers can understand the benefits and possibilities of game development by immersing themselves in its practice 

[44]. 

Rusch [108] similarly encourages developers to make games based on personal experiences. Elude [110] explores the 

values of wellbeing, tolerance, and understanding by modelling Rusch’s own experience with depression through the visual 

metaphor of hills and valleys.  Lawhead et al. [72] also stress the importance of creating games about personal experiences. 

The creative process represents a “safe space” for developers to explore a given experience and ultimately help them cope, 

process and find meaning in it, despite how uncomfortable it may be. While personal games tend to explore negative 
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experiences, it is important to note that positive life experiences can and should also be explored through game creation 

[72], which may be a notable area for future research. 

4.2.2 Representational Experience Development 

Values can also be explored during the development of representational experiences. Value engagement in this context is 

often done explicitly through the conscious utilisation of values-conscious design frameworks [40]. Stakeholder 

engagement is especially important when designing representational experiences. Talking to stakeholders (e.g., members 

of a community) allows developers to consider the multiple perspectives and values of the group whose experience they 

are trying to portray. Doing so also empowers marginalised groups by allowing them to exercise control over their 

portrayals [40]. An example of this can be seen in the development of Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice [93] – a game which 

models the auditory hallucinations of the protagonist through sound design, alongside other representations of psychosis. 

The game’s developers consulted with a psychiatrist and patients who experienced such hallucinations to ensure the 

accurate portrayal of these phenomena [70]. 

Educational development contexts can also explore values by challenging designers to represent complex experiences. 

The Values-at-Play curriculum details a higher education course that introduces developers to values-conscious design 

[95]. The course often makes use of Grow-a-Game cards as a brainstorming tool to encourage designers to consider games 

within the context of values. Grow-a-Game cards are separated into four suits: values, verbs (game actions), existing games 

(to consider how they may be modified) and challenges (problematic social issues such as poverty). Typically, pairs of 

cards are used in brainstorming, such as drawing a value card alongside as verb card. This may suggest the exploration of 

a value by performing an action, such as the exploration of “human rights” through “singing” [27].   

Correctly representing experience may require developers to educate themselves on topics that lead them to examining 

their own values, as well as those of the represented experience. To assist with this, Sampat [111] and Rusch [108] both 

present developers with design and analytical exercises that encourage values engagement. One such exercise challenges 

developers to “create a city simulation that makes redlining its focus” [111]. This requires designers to learn about 

redlining, a controversial city zoning practice, to adequately abstract it into a game system. When designing and developing 

this game, players confront the governmental values of the United States of America in the 1930s and discover that the 

value of security, that redlining purportedly upheld, was implicitly influenced by discriminatory rhetoric and practices of 

the era. Upon this discovery, players may reflect on their own values of security and equality, which will in turn influence 

their game’s design and development.  

4.3 Values in the Publication Space 

The Publication Space provides a tricky context for examining values compared to other game space sections. This is 

because the Publication Space in the game space model refers to additional materials, marketing efforts and packaging 

provided by publishers that creates the final product offered to players, as opposed to the game itself [54]. The values 

present in this finalisation process are often organisational values, which guide the way products are marketed and 

categorised. One such example is video game classification by regulatory bodies like the Pan European Game Information 

(PEGI) organisation and the Entertainment Software Ratings Board (ESRB). These organisations provide age 

recommendations for video games by examining a range of values in a game’s content, such as violence, sexuality, 

vulgarity or drug abuse [22]. These rating systems are often cumulative: the more negative elements a game has, the higher 

its age rating. Classification of games based on often uncontextualised negative values, however, can often be meaningless. 

The final rating and its description (e.g., “mild violence”) does not tell players (or stakeholders like parents) much about 
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the context in which those values are explored. In an attempt to rectify this, Felini [22] proposes a multifactorial video 

game classification system that supports wellbeing by considering both the positive and negative values embedded in 

games by examining their holistic context (e.g., genre, difficulty, necessary skills, pleasure typologies etc.) 

Organisational values are often more prevalent when examining games that are rejected by publishers. Valve [135] 

once claimed that their values would not influence their decisions regarding published content on their Steam games 

platform, noting that only “illegal, or straight up trolling” games would be refused publication. This statement was likely 

made due to controversy surrounding Active Shooter, a game in which players enacted a school shooting, published on 

Steam the month prior. The game, along with the developer’s other work, was later removed from the platform when they 

were discovered enacting exploitative business practices [32]. Steam later removed a plethora of games containing explicit 

depictions of characters judged to be minors, as this was classified as illegal content [131]. The following year, however, 

the game Rape Day – which encourages the player to “verbally harass, kill and rape women” [103] – courted further 

controversy when marketing material for the game appeared on Steam. Valve [136] ultimately chose to refuse publication 

for the in-development game, citing risk to the company, its developers and customers. The company has since reformed 

its content guidelines to disallow hate speech, intentionally offensive content, exploitation of minors and sexually explicit 

images of real people [137]. These changes show a clear reconsideration of core organisational values within the company 

that may influence other publishers’ consideration of future games. 

Given the controversies of Active Shooter and Rape Day, it is also pertinent to discuss how games that explore values 

are viewed by publishers. One might expect publishers to actively avoid games that challenge players’ values. However, 

the financial and critical success of values-conscious games like The Walking Dead: Season 1 [132] proved that players 

can be deeply engaged by reflecting on their own values through gameplay [112]. As a result, large “triple-A” publishers 

have seemingly become more open to the publication of values-conscious experiences in recent years. This is evidenced 

by Death Stranding’s [65] focus on connection,  The Last of Us: Part II’s [92] exploration of vengeance, and Life is 

Strange: True Colours’ [126] focus on “the power of empathy”. Such examples suggest that values may yet become an 

important consideration in the Publication Space. 

4.4 Values in the Interaction Space 

The Interaction Space explores games as activities that are played “in the moment” and internalised within each player’s 

head [54]. This internalisation of play can allow players to explore both the game’s values and their own. As such, this 

section explores why players may actively choose to engage with values before examining three specific values: empathy, 

violence, and wellbeing. Empathy was chosen due to its increasing use as a buzzword within game studies [119]; violence 

was chosen due to the stigma surrounding it within games [2]; and wellbeing was chosen due to the increasing use of games 

and gamification in health and wellbeing applications [23]. Additionally, these values were chosen because exploring them 

often highlights additional values: in exploring empathy players may experience values like safety, belonging, and culture; 

in exploring violence players may experience values like power, grandeur, destruction, and irony; and when exploring 

wellbeing, players may experience values like health, care, and sexuality. In this way, these values can be seen as 

“umbrella” values. 

4.4.1 Playing with Values 

Sarian [112] theorises that players enjoy The Walking Dead because of the way the game encourages players to self-reflect 

on their own values. In most cases, player choice in choice-driven games aligns with their own values [71]. In some cases 

however, or in subsequent playthroughs, players may actively choose to play controversially to explore the boundaries of 
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morality (e.g., making “bad” choices, killing people, etc.). This concept is known as “dark play” [75]. Because games 

provide players with a space for experimentation, many players utilise dark play to safely explore their own values, 

thoughts, and feelings around a topic. The transgressive nature of dark play shares commonalities with “brink play” [50], 

a style of play in Larps (live action roleplaying games) where players intentionally blur the boundaries between themselves 

and their characters to experience “bleed” – a phenomenon whereby aspects of the game “bleed out” to directly affect a 

player’s feelings, which in turn “bleed in” to affect their character [128]. Players do this to court a “positive negative 

experience” [90], wherein the exploration of negative values within the game can become a positive, cathartic exploration. 

An extreme example of this is Gang Rape [58], a Larp in which two or more players roleplay as rapists raping a victim. 

The game is played in a real space with personal significance to the group, and although rules exist to mediate gameplay 

(e.g., there is no physical contact during the rape scene), it remains an intense experience that encourages players to explore 

values of lawlessness, violence, and power within a personal context.  

4.4.2 Exploring Empathy 

As a value, empathy has seemingly become an umbrella term for representing emotional experiences [78]. To combat this, 

Jerrett et al. [59] developed an empathy spectrum for games that defines empathy alongside related emotions like sympathy 

and pity. By their definition, empathy games utilise empathy as part of the game’s core message or mechanics to encourage 

players’ emotions (e.g., anger, sadness, loneliness) to mirror their characters’. This results in increased immersion and 

perspective-taking. Such outcomes showcase the radical potential of values-conscious games that, while not without its 

flaws, can be beneficial for players who wish to engage with values through play [107]. 

Games have experimented with perspective-taking in various ways. REAL LIVES tasks players with living as a character 

in a chosen country and vicariously experiencing pivotal moments in their lives (such as births, deaths, marriage etc.). 

Events in the game are based on real-world data from the character’s location. REAL LIVES encourages direct perspective-

taking: players experience their character’s life as if it was their own. Bachen et al. [3] note that in their study the game 

was very successful at promoting player identification with their characters and increased motivation to learn about 

characters’ cultures outside of gameplay.  

Perspective-taking and immersion can also be facilitated through advances in XR (e.g., virtual and augmented reality) 

technologies. These technologies allow for fully immersive first-person experiences. One such experience is A 

Breathtaking Journey, a mixed-reality VR experience that placed players in the role of a refugee who is fleeing their 

country by seeking passage in the back of a mandarin truck [67]. The VR experience was augmented with multiple physical 

components. These included a motorised platform that simulated the truck’s movement, a mask that contained a breath 

sensor (used during gameplay), a scent diffuser (to diffuse the scent of mandarins to enhance immersion), and a controlled 

shutter to drop objects on the player during the game in time with gameplay scenarios. In the game, players are free to 

move about in truck until it is stopped for a routine content inspection. The side door of the truck is opened, and an officer 

finds nothing suspicious (and does not notice the player). However, upon closing the door, some oranges fall on the player. 

This sound prompts the inspecting officer to inspect the truck again, at which point the player is told by someone not to 

breathe so they are not detected. At this point, the breath sensor is used to determine the player’s quietness, which allows 

the player to pass or fail the inspection scenario.  

Such examples showcase some novel ways games can explore empathy. While these applications can be effective, they 

are sometimes criticised as “pain tourism” [57], as such games are ostensibly made to educate privileged players about 

different or oppressive experiences [107]. As such, explorations of empathy should be carefully considered by values-

conscious designers, ideally with thorough input from stakeholders, as suggested by Gunraj et al. [40].  
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4.4.3 Exploring Violence 

Violence presents an interesting value to explore due to the stigma surrounding violent video games [2]. As this debate is 

not the focus on this article, the present research instead examines the value of violence in a novel way: using irony. Some 

games allow and even encourage players to commit acts of violence throughout gameplay and later use the outcome of 

that violence to highlight its meaninglessness.  

Spec Ops: The Line [141] provides a notable example. While the gameplay presents the player with standard shooter 

mechanics (e.g., shooting, killing, bombing), the narrative juxtaposes this by exploring post-traumatic stress disorder and 

a failed military operation [60]. During one sequence, players are forced to use white phosphorus gas to neutralise enemies 

in an area, only to later discover that they had unknowingly murdered not enemy soldiers, but civilians. This sequence is 

one of many that suggests that the violence perpetrated by the player may not be the useful solution the game purports it 

to be. Players are left feeling uncomfortable and complicit through a newly-framed exploration of a value present in many 

games [60]. A similar approach is taken by September 12th [30], in which players control a targeting reticule that fires 

missiles on an Arabian marketplace filled with civilians (wearing robes and scarves) and terrorists (carrying guns) [6]. The 

implied objective is to eliminate the terrorists. However, the explosion caused by fired missiles is so large that civilians 

are often collateral damage. This causes other civilians to start mourning, some of which become terrorists themselves. 

Typically, firing a missile creates more terrorists than it kills. As such, the game cannot be “won” – a compelling 

commentary on the futility of violence. These games highlight unique ways of framing violence, and in doing so support 

the value of non-violence. However, complex player emotions surrounding trauma, empathy, complicity, and discomfort 

must be considered by values-conscious designers exploring violence in this way [35]. 

4.4.4 Exploring Wellbeing 

Finally, wellbeing is a notable value to explore given the increase in games that address physical, mental and sexual health 

[9,17,41]. Gamification, where game elements are used in non-game contexts [18], is commonly used to explore some of 

these values, particularly for applications focusing on physical health, where examples like Zombies, Run! and Pokémon, 

GO! have garnered critical and commercial success [98,125]. 

SuperBetter [88] presents an interesting example of gamification in this sector, as it targets physical, mental and social 

wellbeing [87]. It gamifies health and wellness techniques like mindfulness, meditation, and good eating habits by tasking 

players to activate the “chug a glass of water” power-up to defeat the “liquid calories” boss or defeat the “lazy exercise 

robbers” by doing simple physical tasks like taking the stairs, when available. In this way, SuperBetter subtly encourages 

players to make small positive decisions that can positively affect their overall wellbeing. These incremental adjustments 

allow the game to “give [players] 10 extra years of life”, based on research that suggests that happier, healthier people tend 

to live longer lives [87]. 

Mental health has also been explored through several games and gamified applications. One notable example is 

Depression Quest [102], a game in which the player roleplays as a nameless character suffering from mental health issues. 

Like other choice-driven games, gameplay consists of choosing actions and dialogue. Unlike typical choice-driven games 

however, the game cleverly models depression by making certain dialogue and actions unpickable as the player character’s 

depression worsens. The concept of self-care has become an increasingly popular way to manage mental health conditions 

[4]. As such, game-like applications like You Feel Like Shit [89] – an “interactive flowchart to help [one] practice self-

care” with a series of questions – and #SelfCare [13] – a game in which players stay in bed all day and engage in calming 

activities like cuddling with a cat, lighting a candle, etc. – help inspire or guide players in the act of self-care. 
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Finally, sexual wellbeing can be addressed by games in interesting ways. Cunt Touch This [134] encourages players to 

confront the taboo of sex by using colouring mechanics to allow players to colour in drawings of vulvas. Because it is a 

mobile game, the act of colouring using (presumably) one’s finger as the pen/pencil mimics stroking, suggests a sexual act 

that shocked, surprised, or was a source of joy for many players [45]. Luxuria Superbia is similarly sexually coded, tasking 

players with stroking flower-like tunnels to be rewarded with psychedelic visuals and swelling music [129]. Unlike Luxuria 

Superbia, however, Cunt Touch This was refused publication from the Google Play Store due to its overtly sexual visuals, 

once again demonstrating the role of values in the Publication Space [45].  So-called “queer games” [121] similarly present 

unique contexts that explore aspects of sex and sexuality while also providing important media representation to those 

communities. 

4.5 Values in the Reportage Space 

Values manifest in the Reportage Space by examining the cultural context of play. The values of the game, the player, 

and the culture in which play occurred all intersect within the Reportage Space. The present research examines these 

elements to understand how values manifest in the aftermath of play. 

4.5.1 Prosocial Outcomes 

A core outcome of values-conscious design is the successful translation of values in the Design Space into the Interaction 

Space [27]. However, it is important to note that Flanagan and Nissenbaum’s conception of values-conscious design 

focuses on Western values, many of which are “prosocial”. Prosocial values (and games) are so named because of the 

positive effects they have on an individual or community [39]. Values-conscious design is therefore often concerned with 

how “games make [people] better” [86] by exploring values like wellbeing [88], sustainability [84], community [83], 

personal responsibility [85], empathy [39], sharing [33], and social cohesion [82]. These outcomes are often achieved 

through self-reflection, which has already been discussed as a useful way to integrate values in the Development Space. 

However, players can also reflect on the game during and after play to help them “deal with [their] demons” and better 

understand the game and themselves [109]. 

Games that are not explicitly designed as values-conscious can also facilitate prosocial outcomes. Greitemeyer et al. 

[39] had participants play Lemmings, a game in which players navigate a group of characters successfully through a level. 

After playing the game, participants were exposed to vignettes describing various scenarios. Results showed that Lemmings 

players, in contrast to a control group, experienced less joy at misfortune and more empathy towards scenarios with people 

in need. A similar study by Happ et al. [42] had players play a fighting game, Mortal Kombat vs DC Universe, controlling 

either Superman (a “good” character) or the Joker (a “bad” character”). Prior to gameplay, players were assigned to read 

either an empathic or a neutral version of their character’s backstory and motivation. The empathic Superman backstory 

accentuated Superman’s loving family, while the empathetic Joker story paints the Joker’s psychotic tendencies as an 

unfortunate consequence of his supposedly poor family life. The effect of controlling these characters was then measured 

through observation of neutral face matrices. Joker players perceived these neutral faces as more hostile, especially those 

who had read the empathetic Joker backstory prior to play. Players of both Superman and the Joker who read these 

empathetic backstories also felt that the violence in the game was less justified. Finally, a supposedly lost letter was planted 

outside the testing venue to measure post-play compassionate action. Superman players were more likely to return this 

letter to the researchers or deliver it to its intended recipient, suggesting that playing prosocial games (or playing as 

prosocial characters) could have measurable real-world impact. 



17 

4.5.2 Processing 

Games representing personal experiences, as discussed in the Development Space, can be useful to players by encouraging 

value exploration and processing of life events. Through abstractly experiencing the life event of the designer, players may 

feel less alone in similar experiences. Jocoi [46] is a game where players care for their lamb as a mother sheep. Partway 

through the game, a natural disaster kills the lamb, and players must now explore the environment without the pivotal 

caring mechanic. The game explores values like loss, having been inspired by the designer’s maternal loss of their child. 

While interpretations of the game differed when played by a grief support group, players nevertheless felt the game 

accurately represented their own loss and allowed them to feel once again connected to their lost loved one. Depression 

Quest players have similarly reported to its developer that playing the game encouraged them to seek help [74]. These 

examples present value exploration through play as a kind of exposure therapy. While exposure therapy is typically 

associated with virtual reality applications [12], traditional video games could represent a lower-cost, lower-risk and more 

accessible avenue for players exploring values. Commercial games have also increasingly been used as a form of creative 

arts therapy [108]. These include Tetris, which can reduce flashbacks of traumatic memories, Bejewelled, which reduces 

depressive symptoms and stress, and Pac-Man, which helps autistic children build social skills [14]. 

4.5.3 Cultural Discussions of Values and Games 

As noted in the Introduction of this article, many recent discussions of games describe the values that games should or 

should not embed. Much of this discussion focuses on the “hegemony of play” [31] – assumptions made of games and play 

that frame their audiences as primarily male. In assuming this, many designers embed values in their games (intentionally 

or not) that align with their audiences’. In doing so, games are stigmatised as artefacts that champion values like violence 

and sexualisation, further perpetuating toxic masculinity [15]. Less extreme, though related, are commentaries discussing 

how games are too sexual, too violent or otherwise offend the sacred values that communities hold dear [120]. As noted 

earlier, these perspectives are a point of contention for stereotypically male audiences, leading to campaigns like 

GamerGate to purportedly save the “under-threat” games medium [21]. It is important to note that values in games will 

likely always receive criticism based purely on the subjectivity of the concept. Sometimes players will fundamentally 

disagree with the values at play [113], other times the embedded values might cause confusion (i.e., ludonarrative 

dissonance) [53], and other times still the values themselves may be problematic (as is sometimes the case for empathy 

and its misattribution) [107]. Despite this, an understanding of values remains of critical importance to all stakeholders in 

the game space (designers, publishers and players): it allows them to reason for example, that a pig raping a human might 

be justified in a horror game [81], but coercing an African-American player character to rape a woman in a first-person 

shooter for shock value is not [27]. 

5 A TAXONOMY FOR VALUES IN THE GAME SPACE 

The article has provided a broad overview describing how values manifest throughout each section of Howell and Stevens’ 

[54] game space model. In doing so, it provides a useful theoretical framework to understand the role of values throughout 

games: from conception, to development, to publication, to play, and further to the outcomes of values in games and how 

they affect culture. This framework is presented in Figure 4. This framework aims to be a quick and useful reference (e.g., 

as a poster) for values-conscious stakeholders (e.g., designers) to illustrate how values influence various domains within 

the game lifecycle. 
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Figure 4: A Taxonomy for Values in the Game Space 



19 

To make this theoretical framework more practical, Table 1 presents a set of questions that game stakeholders can ask 

themselves to understand how they might engage with values in games in their roles as designers, publishers, or players, 

as doing so will allow them to better understand the games and medium they participate in. The answers to these questions 

will change based on the project and stakeholders. Not all questions need to be answered or considered, but they 

nevertheless provide a practical guide for those considering values in games. 

Table 1: Questions for Values-Conscious Game Stakeholders 

Question Asked By Section of the 

Game Space 

1. What are my values? Designers Design Space 

2. How do my values influence my design philosophy? 

3. How will my game’s story and context represent values?  

4. How will my game’s systems represent values? 

5. How does my game’s presentation imply values? 

6. What personal experiences can I make a game about? Development Space 

7. How does my game represent the experience of others? 

8. What are our organisation’s values? Publishers Publication Space 

9. How do our values affect what we publish? 

10. How might I intentionally play with values? Players Interaction Space 

11. Does this game encourage empathy? 

12. What commentaries does this game make regarding violence? 

13. What kinds of wellbeing does this game encourage? 

14. What other values are present in this game? 

15. How do I feel after playing this game? Reportage Space 

16. How do I act after playing this game? 

17. Did this game allow me to process any notable feelings/events? 

18. How is this game discussed within the cultural zeitgeist? Designers, Publishers, and 

Players 

   

5.1 Case Study: Applying Designer Questions to a New Game Design 

To showcase the practical use of the proposed framework and questions, this section demonstrates how the questions 

designers can ask themselves within the Design and Development Spaces are being applied to an in-process design for a 

game titled What We Take With Us. It is important to note that at only the first seven questions from Table 1 can be asked, 

as subsequent questions are asked by different stakeholders later in the game lifecycle (e.g., publishers may ask how the 

values embedded in What We Take With Us align with their organisational values).  

5.1.1 Answering the Questions 

Table 2 shows each of the seven Designer questions, alongside answers that guided the design of What We Take With Us, 

which is briefly described in the following section. 
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Table 2: Conceptualising What We Take With Us using Designer questions from Table 1 

Question Answer 

1. What are my values? Community, wellbeing, reflection, music 

 

2. How do my values influence my design philosophy? I like to make games that are best enjoyed when lots of people 

are engaging in a shared experience. I want to make games that 

make people happier (increase wellbeing) and encourage 

personal growth by affording them an opportunity to think 

about difficult topics. 

3. How will my game’s story and context represent values? My game’s story will be partially based around a lonely 

character that yearns to find a community where they belong. 

The character struggles with their physical and emotional 

wellbeing as a result. They frequently use a meditative tool to 

make them feel better.  

4. How will my game’s systems represent values? The main game system is the mediative tool used by the main 

character and the players. The system is a set of tasks that 

encourages each of my core values: some tasks require sharing 

results with others, others require actively thinking about life or 

wellbeing, and a few require players to listen to and find joy in 

music. 

5. How does my game’s presentation imply values? The game is presented as an alternate reality game, a pervasive 

(i.e., real-world) game type that is heavily influenced by the 

actions of a community [5]. The game is played primarily on 

Discord, an online chat application that similarly highlights the 

importance of community. The value of wellbeing is reflected 

by presenting the game website (with the list of tasks) as a 

meditative tool, using colour palettes, fonts, and styling similar 

to related games like You Feel Like Shit [89] and #SelfCare 

[13].  

6. What personal experiences can I make a game about? I have had a myriad of notable experiences throughout the 

course of the COVID-19 pandemic. I changed jobs, moved 

countries, and am planning a wedding. These are incredibly 

stressful experiences, and my emotional wellbeing has suffered 

greatly as a result. I want this game to be the kind of game that 

I would have played regularly throughout the pandemic to help 

me feel better. 

7. How does my game represent the experience of others? The COVID-19 pandemic has affected everyone in various 

ways. I hope to be able to integrate other universal experiences, 

such as the loss of loved ones, into the game’s narrative to 

address some of the difficulties others had throughout the 

pandemic. Despite this, I still want to focus on presenting a 

story and system that ultimately tries to allow players to reflect 

on the positive aspects of pandemic life. 
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5.1.2 What We Take With Us Design Summary 

What We Take With Us follows the story of a game character who moved to a new city in early 2020 after separating from 

a former partner. They have always struggled with mental health issues, but their new environment, coupled with their use 

of What We Take With Us, the eponymous meditative tool, helps with this. Their career starts to flourish, but the onset of 

local lockdowns sends the character spiraling into depression: they are in a new city where they know few people amid a 

pandemic. The constant fear of catching the virus figuratively paralyses the character, who struggles to leave the house at 

all. As the pandemic progresses, certain things bring them joy (e.g., the release of new music from their favourite band, 

the loosening of local restrictions) but fully immersing themselves in social activities in a new city remains a challenge. 

Sometime later, as lockdowns start to lift, members of the character’s family contract the virus, and one family member 

dies as a result. The game character must then return to their childhood home to sort family affairs and grieve their loss. 

Throughout all this, the character continues using the What We Take With Us tool, and shares snippets of their life on a 

Discord server they have expressly created to catalogue their journey. After moving back home, the character elects to 

open the Discord server to the public to try and form a community around the tool. It is at this point that the players, who 

have been invited to the Discord server through postings on the internet, join the game. In doing so, they learn about the 

main character and join them on a journey of personal growth by completing and sharing the results of their tasks. 

6 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE WORK 

Despite the usefulness of understanding values throughout the game space, there are limitations for the use of values in 

games. One such limitation is the voluntary nature of gameplay [130]. As explained when examining cultural discussions 

of games, players may value different elements in their ludic experiences. Some players may enjoy engaging with values 

in games, but others may simply ignore them. . As such, values may not be engaged with by those it may potentially benefit 

most, but rather by stakeholders who are drawn to such experiences. This target audience conundrum may be useful for 

researchers and designers to explore in future.  

Reflection was also identified as pivotal for values engagement. Important decisions can induce value conflicts that 

players require time to explore. A lack of time between value  engagement and subsequent decision making requires “an 

immediate translation of an emotional experience into a rational conclusion”, which can hinder the outcomes values-

conscious games attempt to afford [36]. As such, the relationship between values, reflection, and decision making may 

also be a useful area of future research.  

The research also highlighted opportunities for researchers that were briefly identified but ultimately outside the scope 

of this article. These include further exploration of games created as personal experiences, and the need for consolidated 

values-conscious design principles that amalgamate the practices from various frameworks. Additionally, while a spectrum 

of values was discussed in this article (from misplaced grandeur that leads to genocide to empathy that leads to 

compassionate acts),  values as discussed in this article were primarily explored through a prosocial lens: to encourage 

personal growth. Games Against Health [76] and dark game design patterns [142] explore antisocial and otherwise 

questionable game design conventions for propagandist or predatory purposes – an area that may benefit from further study 

to contrast prosocial values discussion.  

The stakeholder questions that guide the taxonomy for values in the game space were only partially tested within this 

research. Future research may see researchers and stakeholders engaging with the other questions offered in support of this 

taxonomy in other areas of  values-conscious games, such as publication and play. In addition, design and development 

continues on What We Take With Us. The game’s design, implementation and deployment will be the focus of future 

research by the authors. 
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7 CONCLUSION 

The article examined how values can manifest, be integrated and be explored within each stage in Howell and Stevens’ 

[54] game space model. Values are shown to be a core game element that has demonstrable effects on how games are 

designed, developed, published, played, and reported. In understanding how to embed them in narrative, systems, and 

presentation, designers can successfully create both personal and representational experiences that lead to reflection, 

prosocial outcomes, and processing. Publishers consider how these values align with their organisational values when 

making publishing decisions. Finally, players can choose to intentionally engage with values to facilitate personal 

exploration, expression, and growth. These perspectives provide new ways to understand values in games, which were 

then integrated into the game space model to present a taxonomy for values in the game space. Use of the taxonomy is 

guided by practical questions that values-conscious game stakeholders can ask themselves to better understand the games 

and medium they participate in. 

This research collated knowledge from a broad range of interdisciplinary subfields to present a holistic understanding 

of values in games. It aimed to allow researchers, designers, publishers, and players to better understand the manifestation, 

integration, and exploration of these values. In doing so, it proved that values are not just “philosophical stuff” [27] but are 

rather a way to help move the games medium forward. 
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