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  Introduction

During the COVID-19 pandemic, and now more than ever, mental health is a priority. Isolation has driven many to 

new hobbies and outlets, but also has caused significant upticks in mental health symptoms, specifically in re-

gards to depression and anxiety disorders. As a result it is compulsory for people to find outlets for escapism and 

expression. In recent years, video games are no longer the niche subculture of media that they used to be. Aside 

from being more inclusive, graphically sophisticated, and engaging, they are also available across multiple platforms 

of access, i.e. phone apps. Video games are a virtual media like books or movies, but are set apart from traditional 

forms of content by the inclusion of personal interactivity. They offer a specific brand of gratification in that they al-

low the player to escape from their current reality. That being said, is there a link between this method of escapism 

and improving mental health status?

Video games offer uniquely designed experiences that allow for utilization of escapism as a powerful tool for coping 

with anxiety. This exploration aims to dissect notions of state of mind through an atmospheric role-playing game 

relying on user input to form an individualized branching narrative. To further this point, this paper will begin by con-

textualizing Generalized Anxiety Disorder and it's societal reception. This involves delving in to the complex history 

of mood disorders -- specifically those linked to anxiety -- their diagnoses, and current stimga of GAD. From there 

an analysis of video games, the basic needs which they satisfy, and gaming culture as it exists today will inform po-

tential translations from mental health treatment to the interactivity of the games. By distilling patterns of interac-

tivity from video games and pairing them with treatments and techniques for coping with GAD, this paper hopes to 

find a middle ground to synthesize mechanics for a new form of participatory media for self-treatment.
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_01
  Perspectives 
  on Anxiety

“Anxiety was born in the very same moment as mankind. And since 
we will never be able to master it, we will have to learn to live with 
it— just as we have learned to live with storms.”

—Paulo Coelho

In the US, about forty million adults are diagnosed with an anxiety disorder annually. Forty million people is the 

equivalent of about 12% of the current population. This number is not representative of those suffering from anxiety 

because it only includes those who have sought medical treatment.1 Despite its impact on such a vast number of 

Americans, anxiety as a mental illness has been largely overlooked or misunderstood by the medical community; it 

is often lumped in with other diagnoses--such as depression, OCD, back pain, and headaches--or excluded from the 

picture altogether. Historically, the diagnoses and treatment of anxiety disorder has also been gendered; women 

were diagnosed with hysteria, a term derived from the greek word for uterus, and used to characterize a great num-

ber of psychological disorders in women. Generally, instead of being listened to and appropriately treated, women 

with anxiety and other psychiatric disorders were diagnosed as hysterical, overemotional, overwrought, in a word, 

female.   Even today, while there has been great progress in understanding and treating anxiety disorder, millions 

suffer from untreated anxiety daily, assuming it is just a normal culmination of stress.

Six million adults (3.2% US population) have been diagnosed with Generalized Anxiety Disorder; however, only 42.3% 

of this group are receiving treatment for their diagnoses.2 Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD) is an incredibly broad 

blanket diagnosis of anxiety disorders; while a diagnoses of GAD implies the existence of symptoms necessary to 

diagnose anxiety, it does not include the existence of other mental illnesses such as PTSD and depression, to which 

anxiety is so often linked.3 For the sake of this capstone, GAD will be used as the basis of exploration, as broadening 

into co-morbid diagnoses further broadens the topic.

Historical Attitudes 

For the purpose of this paper, I will be discussing western/european definitions of anxiety/mental illness, and the 

corresponding treatments and history.

The first mentions of a disorder resembling anxiety occured in Greece, by the physician Caelius Aurelianus. A Tuni-

sian in Rome, Aurelianus is most famous for his translations of texts on chronic illness for use in the fifth century.4 

He documented that some physicians reported having "pantophobic" patients, or patients who expressed a fear for 

1  “Facts & Statistics.” Anxiety and Depression Association of America, ADAA, 2020.
2  Ibid.
3  Kessler, Ronald C., et al. “The Epidemiology of Generalized Anxiety Disorder.” Psychiatric Clinics of North America, Elsevier, 29 June 2005.
4  Nirala, Satyavrat. “Caelius Aurelianus.” Encyclopædia Britannica, Encyclopædia Britannica, Inc., 11 Feb. 2015, 
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everything.5 A medical term meaning “all-fearing, ” "pantophobia" became the terminology for the general umbrella 

of anxiety and related symptoms for the majority of medicine in human history (despite not being included in the 

dictionary until 1781).6 It was described by Albert Pitres and Emmanuel Regis (19th century contemporary physicians 

of psychiatry) as “a state of vague but permanent anxiety or terror... it is a condition where the patient is afraid of 

everything, where anxiety, instead of being fixated to the same object, floats as in a dream and gets fixated only for 

an instant, according to random circumstances, passing from an object to the next."7 

The word anxiety is derived from the Latin word 'angere' meaning to choke, or strangle. According to Longman Con-

temporary English Dictionary (2003), anxiety is the feeling of being very worried about something. The word "anxi-

ety" was first used in a medical context by Joseph Lévy-Valensia professor of psychiatry in Paris in the late 1800's. 

He defined “anxiété” as "a dark and distressing feeling of expectation... including the psychological and cognitive 

aspects of worrying."8

Generalized anxiety as a concept was first presented in Sigmund Freud's 1894 paper "On the Grounds for Detaching 

a Particular Syndrome From Neurasthenia Under the Description Anxiety Neurosis." Freud proposed that "free-float-

ing" anxiety neuroses were caused by sexual frustration, or sexual excitation without means to discharge.9 This is 

obviously no longer accepted, as are many of Freud's proposition, ex. Oedipus/Electra Complexes. An examination 

of Freud's work reveals how often mental illneses were misdiagnosed. In his book, Freud: The Making of an Illusion, 

Frederick Crews states:

"He would always be totally convinced he knew what was wrong with his patients and then simply browbeat them until 

they agreed. When patients disagreed, he didn't entertain the notion that he could be mistaken, ... He invoked his favorite 

concepts, chiefly repression, and would say the patient's unconscious secretly harbored Freud's ideas but was too scared to 

confront them."10

For this reason, much of the "research" accumulated at this point is hardly reflective of the disorder we now under-

stand and diagnose. The larger veins of GAD, however, have been regarded by many authors through this period (late 

Scientific Revolution era) as apprehension of the variable circumstances of daily life; a chronic anxiety that could 

culminate in what we now know as paroxysmal episodes (panic attacks).  Ultimately, the term "Generalized Anxiety 

Disorder" was not accepted by the American classification standard, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual for Men-

tal Disorders (DSM) until the early 1980s.11 A study in 1984 severed the link between GAD and Panic Disorder (PD) by 

analyzing autonomic symptoms, finding that those suffering from PD had a much more significant/intense onset of 

symptoms, while those with GAD had a more gradual presentation of symtpoms (not to say that the conditions are 

mutually exclusive). Another study in 1986 established the connection between GAD and "worry" as the driving  con-

5  Crocq, Marc-Antoine. “The History of Generalized Anxiety Disorder as a Diagnostic Category.” Dialogues in Clinical Neuroscience, Les 
 Laboratoires Servier, June 2017, 
6  Ibid.
7  Ibid.
8  Crocq, Marc-Antoine. “A History of Anxiety: from Hippocrates to DSM.” Dialogues in Clinical Neuroscience, Les Laboratoires Servier, 
 Sept. 2015. 
9  Crocq, Marc-Antoine. “The History of Generalized Anxiety Disorder as a Diagnostic Category.” Dialogues in Clinical Neuroscience, Les 
 Laboratoires Servier, June 2017,
10  Crews, Frederick. Freud: The Making of an Illusion. Profile Books Ltd, 2020.
11  Rickels, K, and M A Rynn. “What Is Generalized Anxiety Disorder?” The Journal of Clinical Psychiatry, U.S. National Library of Medicine, 
 19 June 2017.
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cept.12  Since the 1980's, there have been reinventions of diagnostic systems and treatments, as well as constant 

new research and data. While things have improved, they are still far from perfect.

It is also important to note, that even with the advancements in research and our understanding of medicine in 

the past, those diagnosed with GAD (and other anxiety disorders) are overwhelmingly female. In one 1990 study of 

the anxiety patients at an institution, over 80% of patients are women.13 Since there is no evidence that anxiety is 

actually linked to biological sex, it can be inferred that these statistics are skewed for the same reason that diseases 

like endometriosis and ADHD are underdiagnosed in women: medical preconceptions of gender norms are harmful 

to women/females. Furthermore, there are inconsistencies in diagnosis based on race/socioeconomic backgrounds: 

there are higher rates of anxiety among caucasian, upper/middle class patients than in most minority communi-

ties14, which can also be attributed to societal norms and lack of public understanding of mental health. In general 

terms, anxiety tends to default to white men; DSM-5 defines anxiety in terms that a white man would experience 

it -- rather than ecompassing symptoms that are experienced in other genders/races. There is so much societal 

stigma against women and minorities that a decisive diagnosis is difficult to obtain, and often serves as a means of 

cultural ostracism.

Diagnosis + Symptoms

The test for diagnosis is fairly straightforward; a series of seven questions (a symptom or presentation) are asked to 

the patient about the past two weeks. To each question, a symptom or presentation, the patient must respond with 

the frequency in the time period.15 This is then administered regularly over the course of six months, if the adminis-

ter sees fit. The questions are as follows:

1. Feeling nervous, anxious, or on edge.

2. Not being able to stop or control worry.

3. Difficulty concentrating or blanking.

4. Trouble relaxing.

5. Being so restless that it's hard to sit still.

6. Becoming easily annoyed or irritable.

7. Feeling afraid as if something might happen.

Over the years, some of the criteria has changed, specifically the presence of more physical symptoms, such as 

muscle tension and insomnia. Furthermore, this is not the only means of diagnosis, and this series of questions is 

usually presented in the framework of psychiatric therapy with a preexisting condition.

Anxiety disorders are most often diagnosed in adults ages 20-30, and are usually prompted by some kind of life 

12  Crocq, Marc-Antoine. “The History of Generalized Anxiety Disorder as a Diagnostic Category.” Dialogues in Clinical Neuroscience, Les 
 Laboratoires Servier, June 2017,
13  W. Katon, M. Korff, et al. “Emotional Intelligence and Clinical Symptoms in Outpatients with Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD).” 
 Psychiatric Quarterly, Springer US, 1 Jan. 1990.
14  Johnson-Lawrence, Vicki, et al. “The Effects of Race, Ethnicity, and Mood/Anxiety Disorders on the Chronic Physical Health Conditions of 
 Men from a National Sample.” American Journal of Men's Health, U.S. National Library of Medicine, July 2013
15  Spitzer RL, Kroenke K, Williams JBW, Lowe B. A brief measure for assessing generalized anxiety disorder. Arch Inern Med. 2006;166: 
 1092-1097.
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event, whether a move, a new job, or a death in the family.16 Oftentimes, unchecked anxiety disorders can cause 

co-morbidity with depression, other mood disorders, and even physical symptoms such as back pain and head-

aches. Furthermore, long term anxiety can hinder both emotional and neurological processing as well as affect 

major biological systems, such as the cardiovascular system.17

In social settings, most GAD sufferers are able to cope well enough that symptoms are undetectable or barely no-

ticeable.18 This in part is because of society's resistance to accepting mental illness as true [physical] illness, excus-

ing things like fidgeting, and fear of public speaking as norms. 

Therapy: Typical and Alternative

While some people lead highly productive lives and manage their anxiety, the disorder can severely impair ones 

ability to function; it can be incredibly debilitating in and of itself, or cause other crippling symptoms, including 

headaches, insomnia, nausea, and syncope (fainting). When anxiety becomes untenable, many turn to medical 

professionals for medication, therapy, and other coping mechanisms. A large fraction of therapy with a psycholo-

gist/psychiatrist is establishing an understanding of the patient's diagnosis; it is important to have a full idea of the 

range of symptoms and presentations to differentiate between anxiety and reality. This is often reinforced by exer-

cises with the physician over extended periods of time. From there, the many therapists begin Cognitive Behavioral 

Therapy (CBT) to present healthier coping mechanisms for patients.19 They can then learn to manage and identify 

triggers and episodes. This identification process not only entails joint-processing, but also encourages approaching 

potentially anxiety-provoking situations -- in a controlled setting. such therapy is also often supplemented by the 

introduction of small doses of medication to help control hormone levels and heart rate.

As perceptions of mental health and wellness shift in the societal eye, alternative therapies are becoming more and 

more popular, as standalone practices or as supplements to more traditional therapy.20

ART THERAPY: 

This type of alternative therapy accesses the creative process as a means of reducing stress, resurfacing 

trauma and emotions, creating awareness, and boosting self esteem. Not only does art therapy improve the 

patient's outlook, but it also helps to establish a "visual language"21 to help them express their emotions.

"Techniques used in art therapy can include drawing, painting, coloring, sculpting, or collage. As clients create art, they 

may analyze what they have made and how it makes them feel. Through exploring their art, people can look for themes 

and conflicts that may be affecting their thoughts, emotions, and behaviors."22

16  Angst, J., and M. Vollrath. “The Natural History of AnxietyDisorders.” Wiley Online Library, John Wiley & Sons, Ltd, 23 Aug. 2007.
17  Crocq, Marc-Antoine. “The History of Generalized Anxiety Disorder as a Diagnostic Category.” Dialogues in Clinical Neuroscience, Les 
 Laboratoires Servier, June 2017,
18  Eng, Winnie, and Richard G. Heimberg. “Interpersonal Correlates of Generalized Anxiety Disorder: Self versus Other Perception.” Journal of 
 Anxiety Disorders, Pergamon, 11 Apr. 2005
19  Sauer-Zavala, Shannon, et al. “Beyond Worry: How Psychologists Help with Anxiety Disorders.” American Psychological Association, 
 American Psychological Association, 1 Oct. 2016.
20  Bystritsky, Alexander. “Complementary and Alternative Treatments for Anxiety Symptoms and Disorders: Physical, Cognitive, and 
 Spiritual Interventions.” Edited by M. B. Stein and Michael Friedman, UpToDate, 5 June 2019.
21  Newcomer, Laura. “8 Alternative Mental Health Therapies Explained.” Greatist, Red Ventures, 5 Dec. 2012
22  Cherry, Kendra. “How Does Art Therapy Work for Patients?” Verywell Mind, 11 May 2020.
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MUSIC THERAPY:

Similar to art therapy, music therapy is all about processing, but in a way that is closer to traditional ther-

apy; it involves not only listening to music for different emotions and moods, but also creating music that 

corresponds to them or writing lyrics to directly encapsulate state of mind. It has similar benefits as it 

improves self image and self-awareness.

"After assessing the strengths and needs of each client, the qualified music therapist provides the indicated treatment 

including creating, singing, moving to, and/or listening to music. Through musical involvement in the therapeutic context, 

clients' abilities are strengthened and transferred to other areas of their lives."23

MINDFULNESS:

Mindfulness applies meditation as a means of self-awareness and discovery.24 Meditation has plenty of 

benefits outside of coping with an anxiety disorder, but also allows a space for the patient to be in touch 

with themselves and their feelings. Mindfulness therapy is usually conducted in a group setting, but is 

largely independent and self-driven.

HYPNOTHERAPY:

Hypnotherapy is a bit controversial as it allows the invitation of suggestion from the therapist, ex. instilling 

that public speaking is no big deal to someone with that fear. The idea is to allow the patient to reach a 

point of relaxation that allows for the reception of subconscious suggestion. In this way, hypnotherapy is 

useful for physical ticks, such as nail biting. It is also a great way for a psychiatrist to understand root issues 

that the patient may not disclose if consciously guarded.25

23  “Definition and Quotes about Music Therapy.” American Music Therapy Association (AMTA), American Music Therapy Association, 2020.
24  Miller, Kori D. “What Is Mindfulness Therapy and How to Apply It?” PositivePsychology.com, Positive Psychology,12 Oct. 2020.
25  Bhandari, Smitha. “Hypnotherapy - Hypnosis.” WebMD, WebMD, 16 Nov. 2020.
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  Escapism & 
  Gaming

8

"Though computer games represent the indulgence in, distillation 
of, and attempt to tame the wildness of play and its pleasures, 
they are nevertheless intrinsically idiosyncratic..."

—Gaming Matters: Art, Science, Magic, and the Computer Game Medium

To the general public, video games are niche, juvenile, and distracting from the responsibilities of a productive, adult 

life. There are mainstream games, usually action games such as the Call of Duty series or Grand Theft Auto, as well as 

battle-royale style multiplayer games like Fortnite or even the newly popular Among Us. Any further exploration into 

the world of video games -- whether it's delving into independent developers or bingeing Twitch streams -- tends 

to mark the player as a "gamer," which is either a badge of honor or a scarlet letter, contingent on the social groups 

in question. Furthermore, the cross into "gamer" territory comes with its own set of politics, rampant with misogyny, 

racism, and ageism. But these stereotypes and manifestations of oppressive systems are not what gaming truly 

represents. At its core, gaming is interactive media -- a chance to meet new people, to explore paths that would be 

unexplored in every day life, and to disconnect from stress for a short time. That being said, there is potential for a 

space in the gaming community for treating mental health.

Gaming Culture

Who plays video games? The community is surprisingly diverse; in the US, 63% of households have a "dedicated 

gamer," and 65% have "video-game playing devices."26 The split between genders is surprisingly even (though this 

survey, conducted by The Entertainment Software Association in 2020 does not present options for gender iden-

tities outside of the previously accepted binary, which isolates a large visible community of gamers) with women 

making up approximately 40% of dedicated gamers. Contrary to popular belief, the average age is about 35, but 

most players are somewhere between 18-50 -- the average age among female gamers is actually closer to 44 -- 

making the range much wider than what is seen in the media.27  Among the 49% of American adults who regularly 

play video games,28 there are fairly equal splits between Caucasian, Hispanic, Asian, and Black communities. 

This being said, the gaming community that is often depicted in media and expressed in online multiplayer plat-

forms is often exclusive and deeply problematic. Most gamers who play multiplayer are men, especially in more 

violent games; women are likely to be harassed in chat or not taken seriously as players.29 Despite these challenges, 

regardless of background, people continue to take the break from their lives to play. There is a huge treasure trove 

of media covering countless genres and subgenres, waiting to be found. Anyone can find a game that suits their 

26  Frank, Allegra. “Take a Look at the Average American Gamer in New Survey&nbsp;Findings.” Polygon, Polygon, 29 Apr. 2016.
27  Ibid.
28  Anderson, Monica. “Views on Gaming Differ by Race, Ethnicity.” Pew Research Center, Pew Research Center, 30 May 2020.
29  Kaya, Brian. “Sexual Harassment In MMOs.” Medium, Medium, 3 Aug. 2018.
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interests, needs, and lifestyles. 

There are 49 accepted genres of playable types, which branch into infinite subcategories and overlap.30 However, 

the following comprise the most common, popular, and broad definitions:31

Action: 1st person shooter, fighting, survival, rhythm i.e. Guitar Hero.

Adventure: Text based games, interactive novels, plot driven and limited combat, ex. Colossal Cave Adventure.*

Action-Adventure: Blends the two former, ex. Legend of Zelda, Tales From the Borderlands.

Role Playing (RPG): Immersive with extensive world building and lore, usually includes customization, i.e. Elder Scrolls.**

Strategy: Self explanatory, Civilization or even the Tycoon Series.

Simulation: Focuses on mimicking real-life activities, ex. Farmville, The Sims, various dating sims.

Puzzle: Also self explanatory, Tetris.

Sports, Racing: Madden Series, Super Mario Cart.

Idle: Minimal interaction moving towards self automation, usually in phone apps.

* Colossal Cave Adventure was actually the game that established Adventure as a genre. 

** One of the most popular subgenres of the RPG category is MMORPG's (Massive Multiplayer Online RPG's). They rely on inter-

action between players and encourage (though don't necessitate) cooperation and collaboration. The most famous example is 

World of Warcraft, one of the most popular video games in history.32

Reiterating that there are games for everyone, the question becomes why do people play them at all? Studies have 

narrowed down the data to three overarching need categories: escapism, advancement, and socialization.33 These 

categories encapsulate the gratification that players are trying to satisfy in playing.

What is Escapism?

The three categories of need gratification in gaming can be found in some combination in nearly all games -- with 

the exception of socialization, which is less common. Advancement could be anything from leveling up in a con-

sole game to unlocking specialized equipment in an RPG. Socialization is more directed towards the multiplayer 

online games and interacting with other players, but can also mean interacting with in-game non-player characters 

(NPC's), a cast which can either drive plot or just keep the player interested in worldbuilding. Escapism is more ab-

stract conceptually, but in a general sense is the desire to literally escape from the motonony of daily life.34 

Merriam-Webster defines escapism as "habitual diversion of the mind to purely imaginative activity or entertain-

ment as an escape from reality or routine."35 In theory, this sounds like exactly what video games are supposed to 

do: create a world of whimsy that is far enough removed from reality to feel fantastical, but grounded enough to 

be relatable and attainable. Escapism in video games typically presents as a distraction from routine, a simulation 

of socialization, or an outlet to receive positive outcomes and reinforcement. While on the surface none of these 

30  MasterClass. “Guide to Video Game Genres: 10 Popular Video Game Types - 2020.” MasterClass, MasterClass, 8 Nov. 2020.
31  Ibid.
32  Ibid.
33  Chang, Shan-Mei, et al. “The Mediation Effects of Gaming Motives between Game Involvement and Problematic Internet Use: Escapism, 
 Advancement and Socializing.” Computers & Education, vol. 122, 2018, pp. 43–53., doi:10.1016/j.compedu.2018.03.007. 
34  Ibid.
35  “Escapism.” Merriam-Webster, Merriam-Webster, www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/escapism.
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facets of escapism seem overtly problematic, some psychiatrists warn that escapism as a coping mechanism can 

be extremely detrimental.

" With the stresses of modern life, escapism is pervasive. It comes in many forms and prevents us from doing what we 

want to do to improve the circumstances in our real everyday lives. The ultimate goal of escapism is the destruction of 

self... This partial destruction of self and dissociation are common."36

With this massive and ever growing collection of content, the video game world is becoming similar in breadth to 

that of music or television. However, unlike other categories of media, video games have been regularly categorized 

since their early beginnings as distractions and causes of unhealthy habits, specifically in the context of screen 

time. The correlation of escapism as a need and excessive internet usage/dependence on online interaction is well 

documented, specifically in the realm of multiplayer games.37 Many professionals worry that utilizing video games 

as a coping mechanism for preexisting mental illness is less of an effective and useful escape, and more of a crutch 

for avoidance.38 While this may be true for many of the more mainstream and accessible (multiple device) games, it 

can be argued that escapism has not been correctly applied for the treatment of GAD.

Does mental health occupy a place in gaming? Should it?

The world of independent game development has been exploring the benefits of gaming for decades. Whether this 

applies to representation in terms of race, sexuality, gender identity, ability, etc. or improving cognitive function (ex. 

brain games), many developers understand the potential of interactive and engaging media. Furthermore, in recent 

years there has been a huge surge of games that specifically depict mental illness and mood disorders. Varying in 

levels of abstraction and storytelling mechanisms, major games have dealt with depression, PTSD, grief, and other 

very human reactions/interactions in ways that truly resonate with the community.39 But what if they could go a 

step farther? 

In the following pages, a compilation of case studies -- both preexisting video games and other media/inspiration 

-- demonstrate the strides that have already been made in pairing mental health and gaming, but also the aspects 

that have yet to be considered.

36  Reed, Lyn. “Why Escapism Can Be Harmful.” Welldoing, Welldoing.org, 17 Apr. 2017.
37  Bowditch, Lorelle, et al. “Do Coping Strategies Moderate the Relationship between Escapism and Negative Gaming Outcomes in World 
 of Warcraft (MMORPG) Players?” Computers in Human Behavior, vol. 86, Sept. 2018, pp. 69–76., doi:10.1016/j.chb.2018.04.030.
38  Laor, Tal. “The Race to Escape: Location-Based Escapism and Physical Activity as a Motivator in the Consumption of the AR Game 
 Pokémon Go.” Cyberpsychology: Journal of Psychosocial Research on Cyberspace, vol. 14, no. 2, 2020, doi:10.5817/cp2020-2-6. 
39  Ruggill, Judd Ethan., and Ken S. McAllister. Gaming Matters: Art, Science, Magic, and the Computer Game Medium. University of Alabama 
 Press, 2011. 
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In Night in the Woods, the player plays as Mae, an adorable cat college drop-

out moving home, and coping with what comes next. It deals with self identity, 

PTSD, and anger issues as the character navigates her new normal. This narrative 

based game weaves in and out of reality and dreamscapes, painting a picture of 

the character’s tumultuous mental health.

One of the best known (current) games designed with mental illness in mind, 

Night in the Woods gives a poignantly accurate view of what it's like when two 

worlds collide, and how it can send one's mental health reeling.40  It commu-

nicates the many symptoms, tells and experiences with subtlety and respect, 

while still creating a narrative that is clearly moving towards a climax and giving 

important information over time. 

Compared to Headspace (next), Night in the Woods would not be a suitable 

option for someone in a turbulent mental state, as it is meant to evoke the emo-

tions of the player, rather than to quell them. Furthermore, the depictions of 

Mae's inner demons are too disturbing/abstract for this specific exploration.

APPLICABLE FEATURES:

• Fantastic usage of limited color. Denotes situational tone and significance.

• In-depth characters who feel original but fit archetypes of normal life.

• Realistic narrative premise and dialogue balanced with surreal occurrences.

• Gripping sound design.

• Complex backstory and developed world.

IRRELEVANT/NEGATIVE FEATURES

• Mini games and plot interruptions.

• Limited exploration to be done outside of the bounds of immediate plot.

• Very much task based per passage of time.

• More of a depiction of mental health rather than a potential aid.

• Extremely relatable, but too evocative of player’s emotions.

40 Law, James. “Night in the Woods and Representation of Mental Illness.” Medium, Medium, 
 15 Mar. 2018.

NIGHT IN THE WOODS
Infinite Fall

Case Studies
Precedent for Depiction of 
Mental Illness
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Case Studies

HEADSPACE APP

Precedent for Therapy

Headpace is currently the most commonly downloaded mindfulness app in the 

world.41 Between its competitive pricetag, promotions, and immersive content 

that can be easily worked in to a hectic lifestyle, it is a popular choice among 

sufferers of anxiety. It is scientifically backed in its efficacy and it has been prov-

en effective in multiple randomized studies at helping participants to cope with 

mental illness in their everyday lives.42

While the main goal of the app is encouraging mindfulness as a series of habits 

to be incorporated into one's lifestyle, there are elements of the app that pertain 

to the previously mentioned gratification needs of gaming, specifically advance-

ment. In this sense, a participant can move from the basics of mindfulness to 

more intermediate practices as they successfully integrate techniques into their 

day-to-day.

Despite Headspace's more clinical application, the app has features that could 

be translated into potentially game-changing mechanics in the video game 

world, specifically in terms of mental health.

APPLICABLE FEATURES:

• Focus on mindfulness and emotional grounding.

• Integration into daily life.

• About teaching techniques and instilling good habits for coping.

IRRELEVANT/NEGATIVE FEATURES

• Not a game.

• Meant to be clinical/diagnostic/medical tool as opposed to outlet.

41  Haug, Nancy A. “Professional Review of the App Headspace.” One Mind PsyberGuide, 1 
 Aug. 2016.
42  Ibid.
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Case Studies

STARDEW VALLEY
Eric “ConcernedApe” Barone

Precedent for Interactivity

You decide to leave your life at a draining corporate office job to move to a small 

town, Stardew Valley, and start anew by operating a rundown farm you inherit 

from your grandfather. This game is completely open ended with a minimal nar-

rative, and is more about growing crops, finding cool stuff, and making friends 

with a surprisingly deep cast of characters. Stardew Valley is the repetitive game 

that every control freak should have in their lives.

Stardew Valley presents escapism via gaming in its simplist terms; the premise 

is literally getting up and leaving the life the player has become unhappy with 

and starting over in a place that welcomes them as an outsider and becomes a 

found family. 

Aside from the narrative of the game, Stardew Valley has mechanisms that 

make it fantastic for certain conditions, specifically in its stakes and repetition. 

Not that the tasks are easy per se, but the player will never be penalized or told 

that something they are doing is incorrect.

The entire game (sound, art, mechanics, etc.) was designed by Eric Barone exclu-

sively over the course of five years.43

APPLICABLE FEATURES:

• Engaging sound design and score.

• Narrative that allows for exploration outside of the main plot.

• Players are never penalized for failing/taking their time with tasks.

• Tasks are only to further plot, making gameplay extremely open-ended.

• Complex characters who struggle with personal and mental issues.

• Player character avatar customization.

IRRELEVANT/NEGATIVE FEATURES

• Colors are not soothing.

• While building relationships is a nice feature, it's not the goal here. 

• Combat feature.

• No avatar personality choices, all traits are projected from player.

43  ThatGuyGlen. “How Stardew Valley Was Made by Only One Person.” YouTube, YouTube, 19 
 May 2020.
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“PULSE CORNICHE” + PULSE ROOM
Rafael Lozano-Hemmer

Case Studies

" Pulse Corniche was an interactive canopy of powerful light beams 

projected into to the sky by robotic searchlights whose brightness 

and orientation was controlled by the heart-rate of visitors to the Abu 

Dhabi’s Corniche. People were free to participate by holding a sensor 

placed in the centre of the plaza that converted the electrical activi-

ty of their heart into a unique lighting sequence. The intensity and di-

rection of the lights visualized the different biometric rhythms of each 

participant, in an urban scale, transforming the public space into a 

fleeting architecture of light and movement."44

While there is no direct correlation to gaming in either the Pulse Corniche or the 

Pulse Room -- a similar exhibition with reactive lightbulbs instead of searchlights 

-- there is an element of interactivity and a mechanism of tracking that pres-

ents an interesting opportunity for individualization. A monitor of sorts to track 

heart rate or even other biological functions could have a massive experiential 

impact on a game designed with mental health crises in mind, specifically in the 

context of anxiety. Furthermore the mechanism of heart rate directly influencing 

the visual environment can be inspiring for the future corresponding mechanics.

APPLICABLE FEATURES:

• Heart rate monitor for the sake of environmental alteration.

• Visual corresponding to results.

IRRELEVANT/NEGATIVE FEATURES

• Limited to visual, no other senses are altered.

• Localized in a way that feels unnecessary as a "checkpoint."

• Visual changes end with disruptions in monitoring.

44  “Pulse Corniche.” Rafael Lozano-Hemmer, 2015.

Precedent for Mechanism

Guggenheim Abu Dhabi, 2015

Plataforma - Puebla, México, 2006
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KENTUCKY ROUTE ZERO
Cardboard Computer

Case Studies

"I started off saying and thinking I wanted to downplay the roles of 

the setting but I guess it's true: the place is really important to me..." 

-Co-Creator Jake Elliott

KENTUCKY ROUTE ZERO is a magical realist adventure game in five acts, featur-

ing a haunting electronic score, and a suite of hymns and bluegrass standards. 

Rendered in a striking visual style that draws as much from theater, film, and 

experimental electronic art as it does from the history of video games, this is 

a story of the human drive to find community. Similarly to Shape of the World 

(the next case study), Kentucky Route Zero dwells on the concepts of being lost, 

and instead of pointing players in the directions of play mechanically, allows 

them to explore this plane of existence and uses heavy symbolism to interject 

instruction.45

This atmospheric game was made in the Unity engine, a development tool that 

allows for the complex visuals of the game. The settings are dimensional and re-

active, but are interestingly framed as stage sets, with a foreground, mid ground, 

and background.46 The game also adapts a pallete of muted colors to express 

the player's surroundings, often punctuated by neon shades and highlights (sim-

ilarly to Night in the Woods).

APPLICABLE FEATURES:

• Engaging sound design and score.

• Narrative that allows for exploration outside of the main plot.

• Incredible atmospheric environment and magical surrealism.

• Colorways emphasize emotional state but are calming.

IRRELEVANT/NEGATIVE FEATURES

• Plot delves into emotional territory, potentially triggering. 

• Overtly directed at interpersonal connection.

• No avatar personality choices, all traits are projected from player.

45  Donnelly, Joe. “Welcome to The Zero: the Making of Kentucky Route Zero's Open Road.” 
 Pcgamer, PC Gamer, 27 Jan. 2017.
46 Walker-Emig, Paul. “A Story Told in Five Acts: The Making of Kentucky Route Zero.” Games
 Radar, Future US, 6 Feb. 2020.

Precedent for Art Direction
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SHAPE OF THE WORLD
Hollow Tree Games, Seaven Studio

Case Studies

In SHAPE OF THE WORLD, the game responds directly to the player's interaction. 

The atmospheric exploration game procedurally manipulates the environment. 

It follows a very loose narrative just as a driver from one point to the next, but 

mostly allows the player to get lost in the ever-changing environment rendered 

in stunning colors and graphics. The concept at the game's core is the "pleasure 

of getting lost."47

Lead designer Stu Maxwell cites the need to be lost as something that is lost to 

most adults, and can be an incredibly freeing experience. He expresses that the 

joy of being lost is in the exploration.

"...You don't get lost... you get really familiar with the town or the city 

you're in, with the paths you take over and over again to work or to 

school, and if you do get lost while you're travelling, you've got Google 

Maps on your phone. The video games, they make it just as hard to 

get lost; they always give you a map, and if they don't there's some 

arrow pointing you towards the exit. So in my game, the world start 

really blank. As you walk in to it, the forest erupts from the ground, the 

bushes spread across the ground, the rocks fall from the sky, the world 

literally grows up around you... and even when you backtrack, you turn 

around to where your were before, it's different... it will get you lost, but 

that's the point."48

APPLICABLE FEATURES:

• Environmental alteration based on player action.

• Abstract visuals and nature imagery.

• Engaging and appropriate sound design.

IRRELEVANT/NEGATIVE FEATURES

• Limited narrative/lack of tangible goals.

• No repetitive action or environment.

47  “Shape of the World - Game.” Shape of the World, Hollow Tree Games, 2017.
48  Ibid.

Precedent for Experience
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  Capstone
  Proposal

Mental health should absolutely have a place in gaming. The sheer potential that is held in the foundation of an 

interactive experience is that it can be so tailored to the individual, and the mechanisms can be adjusted to fit 

specific needs. An untapped outlet for interactive therapy exists in the world of video games, utilizing escapism and 

alternate reality projection as a coping tool. The goal of this exploration is to create a video game that allows an 

individualized experience based on the current state of mind of sufferers of GAD. 

How can we create something emotional, but not triggering, as well as effective and fun, but not contributing to 

negative usage or addictive tendencies? There are endless variables to consider. The first step in determining these 

considerations is a translation of data into playable characteristics. The conceptual driver of this exploration is 

creating an introductory sequence that utilizes visual cues to determine the current mental state of the player and 

then gives them a playable experience that corresponds to that state. This can be achieved by allowing for free 

association based on a strategically assigned visual that relates to a specific condition. As the culmination of these 

visuals, the initial observations set up a "branching narrative" and symptoms lead down different paths.

In early October, I formatted a survey to gather a general understanding of how anxiety is experienced and per-

ceived by those around me. I originally posted it to my personal Instagram account, but it was also shared by 

friends and family, yielding a larger and more randomized sample group than I had expected. The questions in the 

survey focused on three specific categories: symptoms -- mental and physical -- of anxiety, triggers for episodes, 

and coping mechanisms. The questions were for the most part left open-ended and allowed for input from partic-

ipants, of whom there were a total of 43. This allowed for participants to individualize their experiences as much as 

possible, and created a sense of subjectivity. The following pages contain the results of this survey. 

17
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Age of Participants
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How would you rate the severity of your anxiety?
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5

0

1-    Mild, livable and usually unnoticed.
5- Intense, it affects my day to day life.
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4

8
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How would you rate the severity of your anxiety?

Irritability
Moodiness

Restlessness

Impending Doom
Trouble Focusing

Anti-Social
Thoughts Racing

Obsessive Behaviors
Feeling Trapped

Fear of losing control
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Do you experience any physical symptoms? Have you ever experienced a panic attack?

Yes

No

Yes

No Maybe

Do you experience any of these physical symptoms?

Headaches

01 02 02 5

Digestive Issues

Nausea

Weakness/Fatigue
Muscle Tension

Chest Tightness
Jaw Clenching

Tingling/Numbness
Lightheadedness

Insomnia

155

Do you experience any of these panic attack symptoms?

Rapid Heartrate

01 02 02 5

Nausea

Weakness/Fatigue
Muscle Tension

Chest Tightness
Jaw Clenching

Tingling/Numbness
Lightheadedness

Insomnia

Only 1 vote each: thoughts racing, uncontrollable crying, dry mouth, syncope, rage.

155 30

00 1010 2020 2525
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(Summary of short answers.)

Thoughts racing, fear/impending doom and catastrophic thoughts, failure, not being enough, being a burden on 

loved ones, being alone, spiteful thoughts, wanting to escape, obsessing over abnormal heart rate/breathing, future 

stressors. Some people gravitated towards thoughts of self harm, but thankfully no one in my sample group men-

tioned suicidal tendencies, despite the correlation with comorbid disorders.

(Summary of short answers.)

Overwhelming to-do lists, routine, poor body image, social situations, public speaking, PMS, the news, work/school 

deadlines, the future, finances, unknown ailments, disassociation, loss of control, overstimulation.

(Summary of short answers.)

Approximately 2/3 of participants responded that they had experienced a panic attack at least once in their lives.

Listening to music, breathing and emotional grounding exercises, meditation, drinking water, watching/reading 

something, taking a shower, medicating (beta blockers, Xanax), using recreational drugs, mild exercise, inversion.

(Summary of short answers.)

Negative: Impulse shopping, smoking and recreational drug use, binge eating, not eating or drinking at all, general 

avoidance, isolation, procrastination, picking at body i.e. nails, face, etc., oversleeping.

Positive: Meditation, exercise/yoga, self-care -- skin care, taking care of the physical body, -- CBD and prescribed 

medication, creative hobbies, therapy, journaling.

(Summary of short answers.)

About half of participants claimed to have tried an alternative to CB therapy, but only about one-third felt it had 

helped. The following are what they deemed effective.

Aromatherapy, acupuncture, mindfulness, music therapy.

What is your mental state when experiencing 
general anxiety?

What triggers your anxiety?

How do you handle experiencing severe symptoms during/after presen-
tation of a panic attack?

Do you have any negative coping mechanisms for general anxiety? Any 
positive? 

Have you ever tried or had success with an alternative therapy?

Capstone Proposal
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Data Translations, Individualization, and Implementation

After gathering and sorting through all of the data, my next course of action was to distill the information to its 

averages. Given that the introductory sequence is based on visual "questions," it can be inferred that these combi-

nations of answers yield endless possible outcomes. Therefore, the symptoms were categorized and simplified into 

their basic essences and assigned values along three "narrative drivers": dialogue, guiding, and awareness. Concep-

tually, this exploration best fits within the category of an Action-Adventure game -- for the time being -- and there-

fore the drivers correspond to the basic parameters of the genre. The symptoms chosen were those that received 

the most feedback, and that had the most conceptually strong relationships to the drivers. 

Dialogue:  Is this path heavy in spoken interaction? More broadly, does this path rely on interpersonal interaction 

  with  NPCs to further "plot"?

Guiding:  What is the end goal of this path? Is it based on endless exploration -- something similar to Shape of the 

  World -- or something more driven? Is it following a specific narrative or is it task based and repetitive in 

  its playable mechanics?

Awareness:  What is the most important aspect of coping that can be instilled in the current condition? Is the priority 

  to regulate breathing patterns, or is it just to give the player a dose of positive reinforcement and 

  gratification? 

The drivers were then compared to the symptoms, as well as specific triggers, and frequency of panic episodes. 

These categorizations resulted in the following organization of information. The numbers adjacent to the symptoms 

21

are representative of pairings; instead of presenting each symptom as a potential cue, I plan to present a dichoto-

my. In this way, I can limit the number of potential outcomes but still maintain the subjectivity of the choices.

Capstone Proposal
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After analyzing the new patterns created by the categorizations, I [painstakingly] determined every possible combi-

nation of symptoms, triggers, and frequencies. For the sake of urgency, instead of breaking down each combination 

with the frequency of "currently experiencing panic attack," I created one outcome that corresponds to that specific 

cue, thus giving me 49 outcomes to work with as opposed to 72. 

Once all of the combinations were created, I averaged the outcomes into paths that made sense for specific 

situations; for example: for players who sometimes experience panic attacks, who are triggered by loss of control, 

and who are currently suffering from irritability, insomnia, and muscle tension, the outcome is Narrative Path with 

Limited Dialogue Encouraging Mindfulness Techniques. This process distilled the combinations in eight final path 

possibilities.

The following infographic displays this process. (Part two on next page.)

22

Having established my potential outcomes from the introductory sequence, the next question is how to depict 

them in ways that are abstracted conceptually but still recognizable enough subconsciously to be accurate. The fol-

lowing are the initial associations for the dichotomies of symptoms as well as the triggers. For the cue on frequency 

of panic attacks, the question will be text based; if the player is currently experiencing an episode, it is paramount 

that it be addressed as soon as possible.

These associations will evolve as the narrative and art direction becomes more clear, but for now the goal was to 

establish conceptual drivers. Page 23 displays a moodboard for the potential art direction.

Focus Issues/Thoughts Racing

Depth, blurriness, transparency, vibration, color gray

Restlessness

shifting, movement, activity, sparking, neon colors

Abnormal Breathing/BPM

Color red, pulsing, intensity, organic, expanding

Muscle Tension/Jaw Clenching

Color mauve, vines, grip, coiling, tension

Insomnia

Contrast, shades of blue, soothing, fog, geometric 

Anti-Social Behaviors

Enclosure, facade, roughness, color gray, cave

VS
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moodboard

Images from:

Journey, Shape of the World, Mutazione, Hyper 
Light Drifter, Coffee Talk,  Kentucky Route Zero, 
Eastward, Night in the Woods, Monument 
Valley.
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  Moving
  Forward

25

Of the many types of magic at work in the computer game medium—...— arguably none is more potent and 

pervasive than alchemy. Commonly (though not necessarily accurately) understood as a pseudo-science 

focused on discovering a way to convert lead into gold, alchemy can be traced back to ancient Egyptian and 

Greek words that refer either to the cadaverous black silts that form the bed of the life-giving Nile River or 

to the hazardously transformative arts of early metallurgy. Tellingly, neither the geological nor metallurgical 

etymology is definitive; the word “alchemy” is itself marked by combination, distillation, and ambiguity. It is 

thus ideal for describing the prima materia of the computer game medium. Alchemy connotes an alloy (or is 

it a brew?) so dense as to be impenetrable, so fluid it cannot be held. Just as the philosopher’s stone changes 

the inanimate into the vivid, the inflexible into the pliant, and the mean into the magnificent, so too does the 

computer game medium."  

In his book, Gaming Matters: Art, Science, Magic, and the Computer Game Medium, Judd Ruggill compares the magic 

and draw of video games to that of alchemy. When I came across this quote, I understood the direction that I want-

ed this exploration to go, and it has shaped my concepts going forward. In a very literal sense, I plan to have the 

narrative driver be a magical realist premise, and hope to incorporate symbolism of both alchemy and of early psy-

chiatry, as they are more closely related than they may seem. However, I also understand that what is next for me in 

the process has a similar feeling to the practice of turning lead into gold. Despite the daunting undertaking that this 

exploration has become, I am so thrilled with the progress that has been made and the potential it has. Over the 

next few months, I will be writing a branching narrative to address my multiple playthrough outcomes, directing the 

visual and audible facets of the exploration, and learning the software and techniques required to translate these 

aspects to a tangible, playable experience.    

J. Roy FA20
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  Capstone
  Execution

Picking up in January of 2021, the inital goal was to establish what the look and feel of the game would be, as well as 

how the associative elements of the game would appeal to a general population. I conducted a loose “survey” with 

15 people. More of a twenty minute meditation, the interviews took place over zoom. Calming music was played 

and each participant was asked to doodle (as subconciously as possible) based on verbal prompts, groups of three 

words for each symptomatic driver. Some people drew pictures, others wrote train-of-thought, and some just drew 

abstract shapes and lines. This imagery (pg. 28) helped me shape the visuals for my path associations.

The project that resulted was Halcyon Woods. In summary: The player character must set out on a journey of self 

discovery to accomplish the last task in their apprenticeship. Conceptually, the premise of magical surrealism felt 

like it lent itself best to the activities and event drivers. Furthermore, instead of moving forward with fully develop-

ing a playable demo, I decided to focus my attention on creating a proposal that could be more widely recieved and 

understood.

27
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Halcyon Woods
Event Drivers
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EXPLOR-
ATORY -
OPEN-
ENDED

If the player is 
directed to the 
narrative play-

through, they will 
exit the woods and 

stumble into a town. 
This playthrough 
dictates that the 

player aid townsfolk with tasks from 
trade to more personal/abstract 

issues. The dialogue allows for the 
player to focus on what is bothering 

them and work it out linearly. The 
playthrough that implies heavy 

dialogue will also include a focus on 
positive reinforcement, though none 

have consequences for incomplete 
tasks. 

The techniques will present 
themselves as plot driving tasks (ex. a 
player with a focus on grounding will 

have a technique presented as part of 
the task at hand.)

NARRA-
TIVE 
PLOT 
DRIVEN

TASK-
BASED - 
PUZZLE - 
REPS



Halcyon Woods
Symptom Category Information
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Halcyon Woods
Interface Proposal
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Halcyon Woods
Interface Proposal
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BIO-
METRIC 
HEART 
MONITOR

MAIN
MENU
TOGGLE
BUTTON

LOG + 
GAME-
PLAY IN-
VENTORY

A log functions as a way to keep track 
of the plot driver in a typical RPG 

(role-playing game), and in this case 
it’s no different. Depending on the 

driver of the playthrough, the log 
could be used to monitor tasks, 

provide hints or notes for puzzles, or 
keep track of the game map. The inventory serves to 

hold potential game items.

AUDIO 
CONTROL
TOGGLE/
MUTE

Sound can be either a soothing ele-
ment or a trigger in terms of anxiety, 

and even though it can be asso-
ciated with certain symptoms, having 

a range of audio optioins allows the 
best experience for the player.



Halcyon Woods
Art Direction
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  Personal 
  Statement

36

I started playing video games in college. I had grown up with the attitude that they were a waste of time, childish, 

and generally problematic. I also started struggling with my anxiety in college. Now at the age of 24, and the recip-

ient of (almost) two Masters degrees, I’m an avid gamer. I usually play independent games, or more mainstream 

masterworks, and love customizing a character and really living the story. Knowing that this was my second major 

thesis, I decided to put emphasis on the topic, as it’s somethingI enjoy and that has become personal to me. 

Video games opened up a new world to me and have helped my mental health in ways I never would have imag-

ined. My goal for this exploration was to convey a new attitude towards gaming that is more inclusive and inviting, 

but also to potentially shift the game development focus away from just telling stories about mental health to 

being an active part of it.

Thank you for this opportunity.
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