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emotionally intense content

 Mitigating risk of 
psychological harm

Ethics!







Previous Research:  

● Uncomfortable interactions1

● Negative emotions2,3

● Emotionally moving moments3

● Emotional challenge3,4

● Uncomfortable experiences5

1. Steve Benford, Chris Greenhalgh, Gabriella Giannachi, Brendan Walker, Joe Marshall, and Tom Rodden. 2012. https://doi.org/10.1145/2207676.2208347
2. Marcus Carter and Fraser Allison. 2019. Guilt in DayZ. In Transgression in Games and Play, Kristine Jørgensen and Faltin Karlsen (eds.). MIT Press, 133–152.
3. Julia Ayumi Bopp, Elisa D. Mekler, and Klaus Opwis. 2016. https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/2858036.2858227 
4. Tom Cole, Paul Cairns, and Marco Gillies. 2015. DOI:https://doi.org/10.1145/2793107.2793147
5. Gowler, C. P. R., & Iacovides, I. 2019. https://doi.org/10.1145/3311350.3347179

Unpleasant Emotions in Games



“Players [valued] their 
experience not in spite of 
negative emotions, but 
actually thanks to the game 
inspiring strong emotional 
reactions…” 
– Bopp, Mekler, & Opwis (CHI 2016)

What Remains of Edith Finch, Giant Sparrow



Planetside 2, Daybreak Game Co 



Planetside 2, Daybreak Game Co 

“In the case of situations where discomfort clearly did not 

lead to a more rewarding experience, these tended to be 

ones where the players felt too overwhelmed or... [that] 

they have been pushed too far and start to question the 

intent of the designers.”
- Gowler & Iacovides, CHIPLAY 2019



Rise of the Tomb Raider



5 General Principles
(Aspirational)

84 Ethical Standards
(Enforceable)



Avoiding Harm (3.04)

Boundaries of 
Competence (2.01)

Informed Consent (3.10)



Competence in Psychology

2.01c Boundaries of Competence:
● Psychologists provide services, teach, and conduct research with 

populations and in areas only within the boundaries of their 

competence, based on their education, training, supervised experience, 

consultation, study, or professional experience.

Only practice what you’ve been trained in. 

Competence in Psychology



Competence in Game Design

o Know and respect the limits of your / your team’s 
knowledge, judgement, qualifications and capacity

Competence in Game Design



Competence in Game Design

o Know and respect the limits of your / your team’s 
knowledge, judgement, qualifications and capacity

Competence in Game Design



Competence in Game DesignCompetence in Game Design

emotional

psychological



Competence in Game DesignCompetence in Game Design

emotional

psychological

That Dragon, Cancer



Competence in Game Design

o Know and respect the limits of your / your team’s 
knowledge, judgement, qualifications and capacity

Competence in Game Design

● Key question: Does the team possess the skills, knowledge, and 
experience to treat the subject matter with dignity, 
respect, and authenticity?



Competence in Game Design

o Know and respect the limits of your / your team’s 
knowledge, judgement, qualifications and capacity

● Time to Consult:  Topic exceeds scope of competence

 Feature vulnerable populations

 Depict events or situations that have a 
reasonable potential to elicit strong emotional 
reactions

Competence in Game Design



CONTENT WARNING:

Discussion of psychosis, including voice-hearing 

and visual disturbance







”Sometimes the world appears like a 
kaleidoscope and it can be beautiful.”

“Everything is in bits. Like a 
photograph that’s torn and 
put together again.”  



Psychosis is one of the most 
misunderstood and highly stigmatized 

mental illnesses.



Avoiding Harm



Avoiding Harm in Psychology

● Psychologists take reasonable steps to avoid harming their clients/patients, 

students, supervisees, research participants, organizational clients, and others 

with whom they work, and to minimize harm where it is foreseeable and 

unavoidable. 

3.04 Avoiding Harm:

Do no harm; minimize harm if harm is unavoidable

Avoiding Harm in Psychology



Avoiding Harm in Game Design

o If intentionally evoking unpleasant emotions 
such as grief, loss, shame, guilt, or regret:

Avoiding Harm in Game Design

there is an inherent potential for harm



Avoiding Harm in Game Design

o If you are intentionally creating situations 
designed to evoke unpleasant emotions such as 
grief, loss, shame, guilt, or regret there is an 
inherent potential for harm

● Ethical Practice: Take steps to minimize the risk of 
harm and/or harmful impact

Avoiding Harm in Game Design



Avoiding Harm in Game Design

 Informed consent

 Competence

 Prioritizing player well-being

o Strategies for minimizing risk and impact:

Avoiding Harm in Game Design



COMPETENCE:

ethical design
decisions

player well-being
priority

Avoiding Harm in Game Design



CONTENT WARNING:

Discussion of suicide, suicide stats, &

and suicide depiction in-game





Life is Strange







Suicide Stats:
• 10th leading CoD in the US

• 2nd leading CoD for ppl 10-34

• LGBTQ+ youth 5x more likely to attempt suicide



Suicide Stats:
• 10th leading CoD in the US

• 2nd leading CoD for people ages 10-34

• LGBTQ+ youth 5x more likely to attempt suicide

• 85% of people know someone personally who completed suicide

• Guilt and self-blame are very common reaction to suicide loss





“I should have 
seen the signs.”

“I should have 
done more.”

”If only I had said 
the right things.”









Trauma is not a 
plot twist





”It disturbed me so much and put me back 
to times when I was feeling suicidal. I had to 
do self care and leave.“ - BlushingCrafter



”It disturbed me so much and put me back 
to times when I was feeling suicidal. I had to 
do self care and leave.“ - BlushingCrafter

The fact that you as the player were 
responsible, according to game mechanics, 
for someone’s suicide was deeply 
disturbing.   - Liz Favorito





CONTENT WARNING:

Discussion of in-game death of an 

infant / child loss









“Oh God, 
please don’t make 
me do this.”







“I wish I could have 
skipped it. I wish I’d 
never played it.”



Informed ConsentInformed Consent



8.02 Informed Consent to Research:

● psychologists inform participants about (1) the purpose of the research, expected duration, 

and procedures; (2) their right to decline to participate and to withdraw from the research 

once participation has begun; (3) the foreseeable consequences of declining or withdrawing; 

(4) reasonably foreseeable factors that may be expected to influence their willingness to 

participate such as potential risks, discomfort, or adverse effects; (5) any prospective 

research benefits; (6) limits of confidentiality; (7) incentives for participation; and (8) whom to 

contact for questions about the research and research participants' rights. They provide 

opportunity for the prospective participants to ask questions and receive answers

Informed Consent in Psychology



In Psych:

● (4) [participants have a right to know about] reasonably foreseeable 

factors that may be expected to influence their willingness to participate 

such as potential risks, discomfort, or adverse effects; 

Informed Consent in Psych & Games

In Games:

● Players have a right to know about content that could potentially be 

disturbing or cause distress. 



Fantasy Violence
Language

















CONTINUE?Continue?



INFORMED CONSENT: GAME DESIGN

Anatomy of a Good Content Warning

Informed Consent in Game Design

 In-game

 Specific

 Vulnerable players

 Support

 Additional considerations

 Affirmative consent



8.02 Informed Consent to Research:
● psychologists inform participants about (1) the purpose of the research, expected duration, and procedures; (2) their right to decline 

to participate and to withdraw from the research once participation has begun; (3) the foreseeable 

consequences of declining or withdrawing; (4) reasonably foreseeable factors that may be 

expected to influence their willingness to participate such as potential risks, discomfort, or adverse effects; (5) any prospective 

research benefits; (6) limits of confidentiality; (7) incentives for participation; and (8) whom to contact for questions about the 

research and research participants' rights. They provide opportunity for the prospective participants to ask questions and receive 

answers

Informed Consent in Psychology





In Psych:

● (3) [inform participants about] the foreseeable consequences of declining 

or withdrawing; 

Informed Consent in Psych & Games

In Games:

● Give players opportunities to opt out without punishment or negative 

impact



Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2, Infinity Ward















Opportunity to opt out without 
negative consequence:

1) Quitting
2) “Push through”
3) Forced participation



Ethical guidelines can help 
us design experiences that 
enrich and engage rather 
than distress and distance 

Recap:

Night in the Woods, Infinite Fall



Avoiding Harm (3.04)

Boundaries of 
Competence (2.01)

Informed Consent (3.10)



Competence in Game Design

o Know and respect the limits of your / your team’s 
knowledge, judgement, qualifications and capacity

Competence in Game Design

emotional

psychological

Competence 
includes



Competence in Game Design

o Know and respect the limits of your / your team’s 
knowledge, judgement, qualifications and capacity

Competence in Game Design

● Key question: Does the team possess the skills, knowledge, and 
experience to treat the subject matter with dignity, 
respect, and authenticity?

● Time to Consult: 
if not



Competence in Game DesignAvoiding Harm in Game Design

COMPETENCE:

ethical design
decisions

player well-being
priority



Competence in Game DesignInformed Consent in Game Design

Do players have the 
opportunity to: 

o Make informed choices

 In-game

 Specific

 Vulnerable players

 Support

 Additional considerations

 Affirmative Consent

Content Warnings



Competence in Game DesignInformed Consent in Game Design

Do players have the 
opportunity to: 

o Make informed choices

o Take alternate routes



Competence in Game DesignInformed Consent in Game Design

Do players have the 
opportunity to: 

o Make informed choices

o Take alternate routes

o Opt out without 
consequence
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Design for Emotionally 

Heavy Games
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