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17 Design Heuristics for Activist Games

Mary Flaﬁagan and Helen Nissenbaum

Computer games ate more profitable and popular than ever and have become
a major cultural medium across a wide range of social, economic, age, and gen-
der caregories. Indeed, from casual games played on the Internet to 7he Sims,
Metal Gear, and Grand Theft Auto series, the popularity of computer games
suggests a revolution measurable in terms of financial, social, and cultural im-
pact. Annual retail sales of video games in the United States in 2007 exceeded
$9 billion, not including hardware, peripherals, and related products.

Games are also a cultural medium, carrying embedded beliefs within
their representacion systems and structures, whether the designers intend them
or not. In media effects research, this is referred to as “incidental learning”
from media messages. For example, The Sims is said to teach consumer con-
sumption, one of the values of capiralism: it encourages players to earn money
so they can spend it and acquire goods. The Grand Theft Auto series was not
created as an educational game, but nonetheless, it portrays its world as a
violent place, rewards criminal behavior, and reinforces racial and sex stereo-
types. Many scholars, makers, and consumers observe that games can embody
antagonistic and antisocial themes—violence and gore, genocide, crime, cru-
elty, problematic representations of bodies in terms of sex and race, and even
viciously competitive game interaction and game goals (see Anderson 2004;
Johnston 1999; Media Education 2001; Melillo 1999). While of course this
is not the case for all games, these issues arise in a notable number of popular
games. Our goal is not to denigrate these games but offer alternatives. How
can a game designer intentionally “break the mold,” especially when designing
for “new” or underserved players such as girls?

Building upon the significant insights of those engaged in the study of
ethics, science and technology, and design disciplines (e.g., Akrich 1992; Brey
1997; Hughes 1987; Latour 1992; Lessig 1999; MacKenzie and Wajcman




Mary Flanagan and Helen Nissenbaum

1985; Mumford and Henshall 1978; Nissenbaum 2004; Winner 1980), we
believe that it is not enough to stop at the point of recognizing that human
principles (negative and positive) could be embodied in design-——we must set
forth particular principles as a design aspirarion. As this book attests, there is a
will, not only among concerned observers but also among those who play and
create games, that existing games be changed, or rather, thar games should ar
least be developed in a way, that they could include ethical ideals—or Auman
values. Accordingly, our work urges designers and producers to include values
in the criteria by which the quality of a given technology is judged, to strive
acrively for a world whose technologies not only are effective, efficient, safe,
attractive, easy to use, and so forth but also promote the values to which the
surrounding societies and cultures subscribe.

Research on sex differences in IT, game, and computer interests helped
urigger the development of the framework presented here. Qur team believes
thar the lack of values-oriented software environments or environments that
embody the ideals of values such as creativiry, security, and equity contributes
to the large number of females who lose interest in IT fields overall (AAUW
2000; Bruner 1997; Flanagan 2006; Inkpen et. al. 1995; Varma 2003). We be-
lieve the Values at Play (V.A.P) framework will be of use to educators and sys-
tems designers in the IT field considering game structures. This research will
also be of significant value to scholars interested in the study of technology,
society, and humanity (Lee 2003). Throughour this chapter, we draw examples
from RAPUNSEL, a game that teaches girls basic programming skills with
the underlying motivation to include girls' perspectives in software design.
RAPUNSEL was designed to embody a suite of activist social values within the
overarching goal of increasing girls’ technological competence.

What is the best way 1o influence existing game paradigms? By now there
is a tradition in technology studies that has stressed a relationship between
design and values, and has made some progress in how to structure design
practices (see Friedman, Kahn, and Borning 2002). We have developed a spe-
cialized version of this inquiry in relation ro computer games, which we hope
to promulgate in both industry setrings as well as educational institutions. To
develop a design approach (or best practices) for taking values systematically
into account, we generated several key questions: How can values be consis-
tently and systemarically integrated into the design of sofrware systems? How
close can one get to making values investigations in the context of technical




design scientifically rigorous? Is it possible to construcr a viable set of general
software design principles that could lead to the inregrarion of values across a
variety of design tasks, and in particular, games?

The Method

We have developed a methodological framework, Values at Play, to foster val-
ues integration into the science of design through the creation of a ool kit ro
go along with chis framework. The VAP, framework has been further devel-
oped through work with RAPUNSEL, a dance game to teach gitls program-
ming. The V.A.P. framework is not intended to replace other well-established
design approaches or methodologies such as participatory design (e.g., Cross
1971; Druin1999; Grudin, Fhn, and Schmidr 1988; Mumford and Henshall
1978), value sensitive design (e.g., Borning, Friedman, and Kahn 2004), re-
flective practice (e.g., Schon 1983), and critical technical practice (e.p., Agre
1997; Dourish et al. 2004; Mateas 2000). We rather intend to supplement
them, to augment software design philosophies that currently only rarget, for
example, reliability, usability, functional efficiency, good game play, et cetera.
Although our core concern is how to design systems that meet the constraints
suggested by important social values, we must also meet traditional sofrware
and game design criteria as well.

The VAP methodology can be used to create games specifically in-
tended to be activist games. Bur it can also be applied to the design of more
mainstream commercial and educational games. When using V.A P. to embed
values into the mainstream game design process, values will be one of many
competing game design requirements. Intentionally embedding values, how-
ever, stands a berter chance of creating socially conscious games than ignoring
the topic and thus leaving embedded values to chance. Why forego the op-
portunity to at least consider making a more socially conscious game?

Development of the Values at Play Approach

The preliminary approach [sketched out and applied to a case study in Flana-
gan, Howe, and Nissenbaum (2005)] comprises three constitutive and itera-
tive activities: (1) discovery in which designers discover and identify values
relevant to their project, (2) mranslation in which designers translate value
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considerations into architecture and features, and (3) werification in which
designers verify that the values outcomes they sought have been realized in che
syscem. Designers do not undertake these activities in serial order but in paral-
lel, as outputs from each are expected to feed back into the other two, which,
in turn build upon these outputs in iterative steps.

1. Discovery The goal of this activity is to identify values that might be
relevant to a given design project. Although the explicit outpur of discovery—
a set of values—will vary radically from project to project, the steps we sug-
gest designers follow remain stable across projects. The steps emerge from the
overall need to answer the question “What values?” To starta values discussion,
it is useful to start with a list—while the following list of values is far from
exhaustive, it is offered to help designers start thinking broadly about social
values in games: liberty, justice, inclusion, equality, privacy, security/safery,
creativity, freedom of expression, trust, cooperation, sharing, diversity, fair
representation, personal autonomy, improved IT participation for females,
self-esteem, self-efficacy, and authorship. By adding to, deleting from, and
ultimately creating their own lists, project designers can iniriate an inquiry
into the sources of values in a given project, and prioritize them in the design
process.

Values may be expressed in the very definizion of a project. For example, a
company that wishes to make the next commercial-shooter-game smash hit
might define the project within the first-person-shooter genre; this alone
brings about embedded values in terms of compertition, crearivity, poten-
tial violence, and goals. The National Science Foundation has supported
numerous game projects to increase girls' interest in science, technology,
engineering, and math (STEM) topics (see Hughes this volume; Kelleher
this volume). Designing games for girls is particularly challenging because
doing so intersects with larger assumptions about what gixls like and how to
markert to them as a group, running the risk of reinforcing antitechnology
stereotypes in ways that might not march a designer’s intention to empower
girls. Even the general question “Whar do girls like?” is in ieself rife with
assumptions proffered through marketing, media, and culwural assump-
tions; the question itself must be reconsidered with more nuance to become
useful. Designing to accommodate a variety of player styles rather than a
generic “girl” player could, in this example, be far more useful,




Values may emeige in specification of game mechanics. Examples of game
mechanics range from the reward soructure to the point of view in the
game. For example, a particular design enables cooperation——such as col-
lective inventories, rewards for sharing, how much players are able to com-
municate and work rogether, or even the point of view in the game. The
point here is not to say that competition is inherently bad, but there might
be different forms of competitions girls express an interest in. Therefore,
we designed several kinds of reward systems in RAPUNSEL <o satisfy dif-
ferent competitive and cooperative urges. Players can seek rewards based
on their creativity and know-how in designing clothes and dances; players
can share and earn points, gaining status; and players can actively chal-
lenge each other to dance-based competitions. Players have the important
option of rurning down competitions if they are noncompetitive players.
This approach accommodates diverse play styles. Another very different
example lies in game-play perspective, and here too we can see how values
are affected in the very game engine design. For example, a “god’s-eye”
controlling point of view and the ability to manipulare large scale events
and characters in games implies different values from, say, collaborating
with characters to produce a desired result—complete control over events,
weather, or human or nonhuman characters in god’s-eye mode may foster
a player’s sense of autonomy, authorship, security, and self-esteem, but the
god’s-eye control may not necessatily cultivate sharing, cooperation, equal-
ity, or diversity.

Stakehalders values set up preliminary expectations that frame any given
project. Stakeholders can be clients, nonprofit groups, publishers—anyone
with investment in the success of the project. Many game designers, for ex-
ample, design for clients who bring to the project concerns about markets
and diseribution as well as already successful titles that affect the design pro-
cess and its ourcomes. One issue in particular in designing “games for girls”
are the goals of the stakeholders in relationship to assumptions about female
and male play styles and interests—are these assumptions well researched
and is intention deep? Is success defined in terms of market share, or in terms
of principles such as self-esteem, self-efficacy, self-autonomy, creativity,
et cetera? Can both commercial and social values be equally importane?

Design team backgrounds mold the creative process. Designers themselves
are shaped by their expectations, goals, education, culture, and economic
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and social contexts. Recognizing ones’ own values is a firse step. Assessing
where the team is coming from is a difficult but necessary part of the reflec-
tion on the values held among those in the creative environment.
Presumptive social and political values, and sometimes legislation, generate
background constraings. For example, how much privacy a log-in system of-
fers, what is shared publicly, what is freely exchanged—these are all affected
by larger cultural and social norms and have implications for the values

embedded in a game.

The acts of discovery for a given activist design project are thus far-

ranging and represent significant challenges to designers. This initial values
discovery checklist can launch consideration of social values to embed in a
game. For RAPUNSEL, the list of project values after the discovery phases
included cooperation, sharing, diversity, and fair representation.

2. Translation This is the activity of embodying or expressing values in
systems design. It comprises three subactivities: operationalization, implemen-
tation, and resolving value conflicts.

Operationalization. This involves defining value concepts, which, like
privacy, equity, social justice, access, autonomy, and sociality, are often un-
derstood only in abstract and general terms.

Particular game features are tied to values. The idea is to express val-
ues definitions in operationally accessible, concrete forms so they may be
rendered as design features. Creating the design for a game, then, involves
making meaningful play happen through the incorporation of these values.
Cooperation, for example, is a value that the team must not only identify
but also design for—as a guiding factor, principle, or constraint. studies
show teenage girls are deeply engaged in instant messaging and char as a
means toward higher levels of computer use (Grinter and Palen 2002).
RAPUNSEL’s chat system was identified as a feature to facilitate coopera-
tion and contribute to increasing female participation in IT and computer
science.

Operationalizing values requires a leap from concept to feature. The pro-
cess of designing project values into the fabric of the game interaction (the
rules by which players interace inside a game, also known as the game me-
chanic) for any one world is not always straightforward. If che value is to be
meaningful in the game, it must be integral to the game-play mechanic, bur

the leap between the ideal value and the featute could sometimes seem like




a leap of faith. In order to implement the value of cooperation in a game,
for example, one might create rasks that can be complered only by two or
more players cooperating. Or, one might design a game that rewards large
coordinated group efforts over those undertaken by an individual alone
(figure 17.1). Whether this feature, after implementation, in fact leads to
cooperation or unfriendly competition remains to be seen and must be
verified (a later stage).
Implementation is, in some sense, the essense of design, wherein the central
concern is transforming, or translating ideas, intentions, requirements, and
concepts into concrete design specifications and then, even more concretely,
to lines of code in a program. Similatly, this is true in the case of values, except
that the concepts in question are operationalized values.

Implementation involves translating, testing, and iteration. Even if the
design has incorporated the translated value into a cohesive design, a de-
signer never actually knows if the design is successful unless players and
testers are involved and feedback incorporated into a revised design.
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Figure 17 1 Designing for cooperation: in RAPUNSEL, players can
choose to chat or use chat interaction to swap bits of computer code for
points and recognition {see color plate}
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Continuous review of values during implementation safeguards important
design features. Values must be reviewed and re-reviewed throughout the im-
plementation process. Even if values are expressed and operationalized into
the design document, the features or aspects that embody values are often the
first to be cut due to constraints of time, energy, and funding. The problem
is more severe with larger teams. In our work on RAPUNSEL we discovered
that features omitted in a particular game build, such as a missing graphic or
audio feedback for mouse movements, or more complex fearures, such as a
map in a game, might irrevocably alienate gir] players unaccustomed to play-
ing games. Rather than increasing girls’ interest in programming, a proto-
type missing a few small key features drove them away from technology.

Disagreements are natural. Great ream arguments may ensue regarding
values decisions. Explicit, common values goals for the project, and review-
ing the values on a regular basis (in our case, weekly) provides opportunicies
to discuss disagreements and may keep features prioritized in implementa-
tion that supports values without going overboard. A disagreement on the
RAPUNSEL team focused on how much to scaffold the options available
to players to help them learn to program. One perspective advocated giving
the players nothing to alter but a paramerer, such as shoe color. Then the
game would allow for more and more changes, introducing more aspects
of code. This approach was favored by some team members and not others:
many self-taught programmers favored allowing players to look ar acrual
code and hack away at it to see what changing the code does.

Values must be reviewed and re-reviewed for ‘feature creep.” Because game
design is a highly iterative process, values must be cyclically reassessed. In-
spiration and a particular round of player testing can lead to the adoption
of new design decisions, some of which may actually improve embedded
values but could also be detrimental or conflict with the values aspects of
the project.

Resolution of value conflicts. This is an ever-present need in design. In many
cases these conflicts may not even rise to the decision-making level because
they appear obvious, such as when one of the values is clearly dominant, or a
design option is overwhelmingly cosdy or simply trivial. But experience with
software design has shown that certain conflicts are recurrent and difficult—
for example, security versus ease of use, privacy versus accountabilitcy—because
the science of assessing values is still developing, nuances in the definition of




values may vary from team member to team member, or the team’s relative

commitment to the values in conflict is unclear. Our preliminary work has

revealed two key strategies that we have called “dissolving conflict” and “values
trade-off.”

Dissolving values conflice means redesign. Here, in the case where two

values conflicr, designers find ways through creative redesign to satisfy both

values simultaneously. Examples from real-life design in projects created
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for girls abound, especially given that the initial design questions are likely
to hold conflicting values. Designers of “games for girls” tend to want to
create fair representation of female characters—the characters in the 7zam
Up! game, by Girls, Inc., for example, are simple, diverse-looking in terms
of ethnicity, and cartoonishly plump. Players used to toys, cartoons, and
fashion advertising, however, can tend to prefer overtly sexualized female
characters. Various approaches can work to dissolve chis conflict: character
redesign to stay somewhere in the middle, or avoidance of human charac-
ters for animal or abstract characters, et cetera. Another example would be
violent interaction. While the design team may wish to offer an alternative
to violent games as a possible option, players may fervently wish for vio-
lence in games, or expect violence as part of any computer game. Here, the
decisions are complex, but solutions can include providing several ways of
competing or substituting intense body action (running, jumping, kicking)
in favor of hand-to-hand combat.

Values trade-offs favor one design choice over another to support a par-
ticular value. Sometimes one value can take priority over another, and do
so at the expense of a second. In this example, perhaps offering sexualized
characters ro attract the players to an educational game would be more
preferable to their not playing the game at all. This would be opportunity
for significant team discussion of the values in the project. In cases such as
these, usually a middle ground is sought, burt at times designers will reach
a values impasse and will need ro make difficult decisions. Resolving values
in games is, in general, a fiercely difficult problem.

3. Verification This activity covers the appraisal of whether and to what
extent designers have successfully embedded target values in a given system.
Verifying attitudes and beliefs need not be an entite research project on its
own, but rather this process can be embedded in the playtesting and user re-
search that is already being conducted in the course of development.
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Sociological methods for verifying attitudes and beliefs can be used to a
project’s benefit. Verification strategies for values are likely to resemble those
used in the design of more conventional attributes such as functional effi-
ciency and usability, which include critical reflection and analysis, compari-
son with historical precedent, playtesting within the design team as well as
with third parties, user studies in controlied settings, formal and informal
interviews, surveys, and so forth. Verifying the inclusion of values adds a
layer to this process, but in pracrice, the values merely become another item
on the observer’s or researcher’s list of what to look for and ask about. How
to gauge whether a game promotes sharing and diversity and so forth can
become a part of the process.

Pre- and post-attitudinal surveys, conuol groups, playtesting, and other
methods may be used to get at the heart of a player’s experiences in a game.
Here, enlisting the aid of a trained social scientist is extremely beneficial
to the project so that the questions are phrased correctly and dara can be
gathered reliably. Pairing with graduate students interested in researching
games would be a step in the right direction for commercial developers on
a budget. In RAPUNSEL, which was funded as both a design and research
project, we collected data in-game from mouse dlicks, code complexity
generated by the player, kinds and amounts of items authored, interaction
habits, and time on task. We also used online surveys to see how players
fele before and after using the game. Preliminary survey results in a study
involving more than one hundred middle-school-age players, for example,
showed a significant change in general self-efficacy and confidence level
about programming knowledge among female players, but not among male
players (see Plass et al. 2007).

Embedding values within technological systems, and verifying that
such systems actually reflect those values, has rately been attempred with
computer games outside the work of small developers (see Frasca 2004;
Laurel 2001). Games provide tricky values cases, and the games developed
with alternate values in mind are up against several factors, not the least
of which are the expectations produced by existing games. In the recent
assessment sessions for RAPUNSEL, players expressed a desire to kill the
characters and enemies discovered in the game. One student asked in near

agony, “ Why won't she die??” In the best of all possible worlds, designers




R

Figure 17.2  [terations of the RAPUNSEL interface (see color plate].

may rely on prior work and compare this work to verify consistent atticudes
and beliefs generated from, or fostered with, the project.

Tterative review of values throughout the project may yield more consistent
results. Values work is of utmost importance as computer technologies and
games affect larger society. In earlier work, we suggest that verification by
means of prototypes is promising, and hold forth that small, focused proto-
types are key to measuring values in the designs embedded in games. In
RAPUNSEL (figure 17.2) adding a backpack icon in which players could
find cheir programmed clothes and dances, adding icons to the organiza-
tional and code-editing windows, and limiting the number of items hierar-
chically represented in the backpack not only made good design sense but
also enhanced project values of self-efficacy and creativity among players in
the design partner sessions. Long-term results of values integration will be
more difficult to verify but are a next step in the evaluation process. What
are the immediate and long-term impacts of the V.A.P. method on players’
attitudes, knowledge, and behavior? Do sex, gender identity, prior knowl-

edge, design experience, or other variables influence this impace?
Conclusions
In our work, increasing female participation in computer science and IT is the

overall principle that takes a priority among others and informs and sustains
our practical design endeavors. Many of the points made in this chapter about
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design to increase female participation in computer science and IT, however,
also apply to social inclusion ar large, and the V.A.P design process could
be adopted for these concerns as well. Our goal in terms of game design is
to create enjoyable games that support values——and to offer a well-crafted
approach to embedding particular values in a given design. While we have
lofty goals, we are tempered with a good dose of realism: we are not going to
make sweeping changes in the nature of all computer games, but we are seriv-
ing to put social and political values, where relevant, on the design agenda at
a grassroots level. Initiatives such as Values-in-Design, the NSE-PORTIA
project at Stanford (“Sensitive Information in a2 Wired World™), and others
{e.g., the many “privacy-preserving” projects) already constitute a lively arena
of bottom-up attempts to create better IT systems. Because of the popularity of
compurer games, universities throughourt the United States and other parts of
the world are creating games-focused course work and degrees (Fullerton er al.
this volume). These programs have become a training site for 1T professionals,
not all of whom will go into game design as a profession. In 2005 there were
more than fifteen degree programs (BS, MS, and PhD levels) established in
the United States focusing on the development of computer games, and more
in the works (e.g., Georgia Tech, University of Southern California, Carnegie
Mellon, Univeristy of Pennsylvania, University of Denver, and Rochester In-
stitute of Technology). The proliferation of computer game—focused course
work translates to an opportunity to educate systems designers abour values
in design before they are employed in the industry. Ultimately, such educated
designers will alter the industry from the inside.

Other chapters in this book discuss activist approaches to game design
and play (see Taylor this volume; Hughes this volume; Kelleher this volume),
demonstrating thar the idea of activist game design and play is part of a larger,
growing movement. The contribution our project makes to the next decade of
game design is a rigorous, systematic means to meet the goal of taking values
into considerarion in design at many levels of generality. We do not mean to
pit “concerned citizens” against “creators,” because many creators themselves
are conscientious. We see computer games as a compelling enery point and
test-bed for integrating values into technology design from the beginning of
the process. The arena is particularly challenging as we are still at the begin-
ning of an effort to integrate values into the sphere of technology design, espe-
cially in the complex field of game design, where even conscientious designers




who support the principle of integrating values into systems are likely to have
trouble applying standard design methodologies to the unfamiliar terrain of
values. Experienced designers will recall the not-too-distant past when user
interface and usability were similarly neglected features of software design.
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