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Complicity in games

� This is where (serious) games become art

� Meaning: what you want your game to communicate



What do we mean by “complicity” ?

Getting people to 
behave the way you 
want them to

Getting people to 
reflect on their 
choices in the game

MANIPULATION
EXPERIENTIAL

LEARNING



All games are manipulation

� Rules drive player behaviour

� Design drives player behaviour

� When all you have is a hammer…

� People do exactly what you tell them

� But we’re terrible at telling them what we mean

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/u/1/d/e/2PACX-1vRPiprOaC3HsCf5Tuum8bRfzYUiKLRqJmbOoC-32JorNdfyTiRRsR7Ea5eWtvsWzuxo8bjOxCG84dAg/pubhtml


All games are experiences

� Emotional memory sticks, information doesn’t

� Red-teaming is perspective-taking

� Simulation: perspective-taking is the game

� “Make your mistakes here and you won’t make 
them at sea.”



Every game is a system

� Doing X should result in Y

� How easy is is to do X ?

� Direct influence: rules balancing

� Indirect influence: complicity



The system boundary

� Complicity brings player emotions inside the boundary

� The game is creating the system

� The system is not a wholly rational machine

� Direct engagement of empathy is the point



Understanding your system

� Mario good: original, and now even better
� Mario bad [Content warning: language!]

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K-NBcP0YUQI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dBmIkEvEBtA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3C1BSbq5aB0


Understanding your message

� Want to immerse players in a 
new perspective?

� Marvel: Hawkeye #19

https://www.popmythology.com/a-deaf-comic-
geeks-grateful-review-of-hawkeye-19/



Understanding your message

� Want players to experience the 
ultimately-doomed cycle of 
exploitation-regulation-rejection?

� The Cost

https://spacebiff.com/2020/09/23/the-cost/



Understanding your message

� Want to condense what’s wrong 
with social media into 5mins?

� We Become What We Behold

https://ncase.itch.io/wbwwb



Understanding your message

� Do you want to play a game of 
Global Thermonuclear War?

� (too real, sorry)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/WarGames



Whatever you want them to 
learn is hard has to be 
embodied in your game as 
friction, obstacles or barriers.



Methods



Designing your game for friction

� Making an abstract concrete

� Taking a literal and making it literal

� How you frame the information

� Challenging assumptions, subverting expectations

� Getting players to make and police the system

� Levers and rewards signal what has value

� Rigging the game: no way to win, or no good choices



Making an abstract concrete.
Taking a literal and making it literal.



How you 
frame the 
information

https://www.mcsweeneys.net/articles/how-to-use-the-
past-exonerative-tense-to-uphold-white-supremacy



Framing

� Connections North 2022: Gaming Coalitions: Beyond Generic Blue

� We Come in Peace, Jim Wallman

https://www.stonepaperscissors.co.uk/games-download/wecomeinpeace-download


Challenging assumptions, 
subverting expectations

� 1939 RAF Staff College Mosul 
Wargame

� Certified Copy

� Slave Play

https://www.dropbox.com/sh/hrb1ilrafdln775/AAB6hFFbnCi9OCheLQ1pZBVEa?dl=0

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mg5e_rjtHw0
https://www.vox.com/culture/2018/12/17/18140950/slave-play-review-jeremy-o-harris-new-york-theatre-workshop


Players make and police the system

� Brenda Romero: Train, or how I 
dumped electricity and learned 
to love design

� Dog Eat Dog, Liam Burke

� My year of doing terrifying things 
for diversity & inclusion

http://brenda.games/train

https://www.gdcvault.com/play/1012259/Train_(or_How_I_Dumped_Electricity_and_Learned_to_Love_Design)
https://www.drivethrurpg.com/product/198050/Dog-Eat-Dog
https://paxsims.wordpress.com/2020/12/31/my-year-of-doing-terrifying-things-for-diversity-and-inclusion/


Levers and rewards signal what has value

� Root: only give them hammers

� Consider the whole cost of an 
action: process, meta- & in-game 
rewards

https://ledergames.com/products/root-a-
game-of-woodland-might-and-right



m a k e  me  d y s l e x i c

Filing and Sorting

bar bat bay bet bird

bit bone book bough bought

boy bud buy

boo … bee
© Sally Davis



Rigging the game

� Make Me Dyslexic

� Aftershock

� Spec Ops: The Line

https://paxsims.wordpress.com/aftershock/

https://www.wired.com/2012/09/the-darkness-of-the-moral-compass-is-exposed-in-spec-ops-the-line/


Ethics



But should you ?

� Objectivity

� Sensitivity

� Inclusion

� If mechanic can be message, mechanic is always message



Art

� Mechanic as message: Missile Command

� Aftershock is art: Wargaming has a diversity problem

� 2 + 2 = 5

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JQJA5YjvHDU
https://wavellroom.com/2021/01/15/wargaming-has-a-diversity-problem/


The most powerful stories 
don’t tell you the answer, 
they show you and let you 
connect the dots yourself.


