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The emerging genre of relaxing games is rising in popularity, yet there is no clear understanding
of what relaxing games really are. There exists a general idea of the games’ aim to provide stress
and anxiety relieving play experiences, but the genre has not been defined in previous research.
With the rising demand and influence of the genre on players and industry, the goal of this
research is to provide necessary groundwork for better understanding the nature of relaxing
games, which in turn can benefit further research on the topic from other perspectives.

To constitute a genre overview with its typical characteristics, the thesis focuses on typical
mechanics, features and other elements that relaxing games appear to possess. Studying these
aspects is helpful to find similarities between the games that are labelled as relaxing and, in this
way, provide a basis for framing the genre. For this reason, the research question is as follows:
What characteristics, such as mechanics, features or other elements, are described as present
in relaxing games to support anxiety and/or stress relief?

To approach this research problem, game descriptions were determined as a suitable source
of information about the context of the game, its mechanics, features and other elements, which
also makes them useful for players to familiarize themselves with the genre. For this research,
free-to-play mobile relaxing games were chosen, as the platform and payment model allow easy
access for potential players and in this way provide the opportunity of stress relief whenever
needed. By examining descriptions of these games in Google Play Store, 23 games labelled as
relaxing were selected for the study. The descriptions were coded and analyzed by conducting
thematic analysis.

The results show that there are two types or subgenres of relaxing games. Relaxing puzzle
games aim to provide anxiety and/or stress relief via the mechanics of solving puzzles and
progressing through levels, which are often approached by tapping the screen in a specific way.
Relaxing cultivation games, on the other hand, use mechanics of growing, decorating and
collecting, and put the player in the role of a caretaker. Moreover, descriptions of relaxing
cultivation games frame the game setting more often than relaxing puzzle games. The
environment appears to be peaceful with animals or plants as the characters. The two types of
setting are nature, most commonly forest or island, and venue, most commonly cafe. The data
also shows that soothing audio, soft visuals, emphasis on beauty, easy gameplay with no
pressure and possibility of short interruptible play sessions are typical for relaxing games.

By analyzing the descriptions of the selected relaxing games, it was possible to create an
overview of the genre and list the typical characteristics that the games seem to have. The
findings of the thesis can serve as a basis for further research on relaxing games and relaxing
gaming. Future research can focus, for instance, on player perception of the effectiveness of
relaxing games in providing relaxing play experiences. The findings also shed more light on the
design of relaxing games, as this part of the game industry is getting more recognition among
players.

Keywords: relaxing game, mobile game, free-to-play, anxiety relief, stress relief, thematic
analysis, game description, mechanic, feature, genre
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Preface

The topic of this thesis is very important and personal for me as someone who is almost
constantly stressed and anxious. Surprisingly enough, my peers and teachers were very
supportive when I talked about the idea of studying relaxing games, and it made me
believe that what I want to do can be also important for others, not just for me. And here
I am now, a person barely able to relax, who found a purpose in writing about relaxing
games. I hope that you, the reader, will find this thesis interesting, especially if you also
struggle with stress and anxiety, and maybe it will even inspire you to check out a relaxing

game.

I would like to thank Kati for all the valuable feedback and comments, without you my
thesis would not be as good as it is now. I would also like to thank Stefan for being my

biggest supporter, your kind words always help me stay motivated.
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1 INTRODUCTION

What games are considered relaxing? A Reddit post from 2013 titled Why aren't there
more relaxing games? What are your favorites? sparks a discussion on this topic with the
statement “I personally think that there needs to be more games like Animal Crossing, or
the recently shutdown Glitch” (Darkchaos, 2013). Users listed various titles in their
responses, some of which like The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim would probably not be seen
as relaxing at first glance. It becomes apparent that already at that time players were
interested in relaxing play experience, however it seems that relaxing games were not that
well known yet. Although the popularity of relaxing games has been rising ever since
especially because of indie game production (Greer, 2018), the genre is still not that well
established, and it is not clear what qualifies as a relaxing game. Are there typical
characteristics that unite these games or is it simply the player’s perception of the relaxing

atmosphere and gameplay?

With the rising interest of players in the emerging genre of relaxing games, it is necessary
to draw more attention to this topic in academic context as well. Previous research does
not offer a clear definition of relaxing games and instead it is usually assumed that the
concept is understood. Based on the general discussions concerning relaxing games,
terms like anxiety relief and stress relief seem to be related to the effects of playing such
games. But what makes relaxing games relaxing and what elements and strategies do they
employ to achieve the intended relaxing play experience? These questions would be
easier to answer once a general overview of the relaxing genre is established. For this
reason, this thesis aims to describe the concept of relaxing games as an emerging game
genre which aims to provide anxiety and/or stress relieving play experiences. This can be
achieved by studying game characteristics such as mechanics and features, which was the

reasoning also in this case. The goal is to provide groundwork and clearer understanding



of the concept of relaxing games, which can then serve as a basis for further research on
the topic, as well as provide useful insights for players and game industry. The research
question for the thesis is therefore as follows: What characteristics, such as mechanics,
features or other elements, are described as present in relaxing games to support anxiety

and/or stress relief?

To find valuable answers for the research question, I chose to analyse game descriptions,
as these texts are often useful source of information about a game’s mechanics, features
and other aspects, which can also serve for potential players as a way to familiarize
themselves with the genre. In this research, I focus specifically on free-to-play mobile
games explicitly labelled as relaxing, as these are easy to access for potential players and
can be viewed as an “instant promise of relaxation”. Game descriptions, which are
available in Google Play Store alongside the games, are analysed by conducting thematic
analysis. This methodology is suitable for the research topic, since it allows to
systematically analyse the described content and nature of games labelled as relaxing, and
thus provide enough data to construct an overview and better understanding of the

concept.

The thesis is structured in the following way. Chapter 2 provides theoretical background
and context for studying relaxing games in game studies. The chapter first discusses genre
identification and its relation to the topic and after that game types that appear to be related
to relaxing games are introduced. Chapter 3 serves as a literature review of the previous
research on games and mental well-being. By discussing benefits of playing, relation to
anxiety and stress treatment in daily life and professional medical treatment, more context
about the idea of relaxation through play is provided. Chapter 4 presents the
methodological approach to the research. The chapter introduces the method of thematic

analysis in the context of studying game descriptions, and details the process of data

2



selection, coding and analysis. Chapter 5 then discusses the findings of the analysis and
provides a report on the overall game purpose, setting, features and mechanics as framed
in the descriptions of the studied relaxing games. Lastly, chapter 6 provides a more

detailed reflection and discussion of the findings and summarizes the thesis.



2 SITUATING RELAXING GAMES IN GAME
STUDIES

Relaxing games are an emerging genre and there is yet no clear understanding or
definition of what they are. Games are described in different ways depending on
technological, demographical and cultural norms across different time periods and
platforms, while often the games we enjoy or are interested in playing become the ones
worthy of studying (Consalvo & Paul, 2019). To understand the concept of relaxing
games, it is important to explore how game genres are created and identified, as well as
to discuss other genres or types of games that might be related to relaxing games. This is
because relaxing games do not exist independently from other games, but they are rather
a result of combining various perspectives on player experience and game design. This
chapter thus aims to provide theoretical background for the research topic and introduce
the reader to the concepts of game studies and types of games that are essential in
understanding what relaxing games are or aim to be. The chapter is divided into two parts.
The first part discusses genre identification in the context of relaxing game genre. The
second part is focused on types of games that appear to be related to relaxing games and

offers more context and framing for the research.

2.1. Genre identification

In this thesis I refer to relaxing games as its own genre. The genre itself might not yet be
well established and it might overlap with some other more established genres. To
understand how games can be categorized and how game genres can be framed, it is
important to discuss how genre identification can take place. This section offers an
introduction to genre identification by looking at game genres in game research and game
genres as perceived by the audience. Based on this, I discuss how the genre of relaxing

games is framed in this thesis.



2.1.1. Framing game genres

Genres in other media forms, such as film or literature, give an idea of what kind of work
is presented to the audience, while the audience consequently learns to associate certain
actions and reactions with genres and such conventions can then even become common
understanding across society (Clarke, Lee & Clark, 2017). However, what exactly a video
game genre means and how such classification takes place is a subject of discussion.
Game genres lack clear criteria for identification, and for this reason one genre category
can encompass games with differing characteristics (Clarke, Lee & Clark, 2017). By
understanding rhetorical constructions of games, we can also see which games or game

genres are perceived as real or legitimate and which are not (Consalvo & Paul, 2019).

There have been propositions on how to create a more suitable genre classification of
video games. As argued by Apperley (2006), established video game genres emphasize
representational characteristics, i.e. aesthetics of the games, but instead the genres should
be formed based on nonrepresentational interactive characteristics, which would allow
more critical and nuanced way of discussing games. Similarly, Wolf (2002) describes a
list of genres based on interactivity as the essential aspect of games with the dominant
characteristics of interactive experience, goals and objectives of the games, as well as
player character and controls. The genres based on interactivity can be then used with
existing theme-based genres in the categorization of video games (Wolf, 2002). In
addition, Clarke and colleagues (2017) suggest that reasons for play can serve as a basis
for rethinking genres and thus offer more insight into genre theory and player motivations,
since genres are being consistently redefined to meet the practical and theoretical needs

of those looking for a purpose of genre.

Game genres do not always have to be framed and identified through research and

academic discussion. The audience and player communities can also influence how
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genres are recognized and categorized and thus become more and more established. Genre
classification also defines production, distribution and marketing of media like games, as
it makes easier for users to identify and retrieve items they are interested in (Clarke, Lee
& Clark, 2017). For instance, Steam is a well-known platform for browsing and
purchasing digital games and it allows players to freely apply tags for the titles and, in
this way, help categorize them for other users. “Tags that are applied frequently will
become featured categories, helping everyone discover products through a new set of
genres, themes, and attributes defined by you and the rest of the community” (Steam,
n.d). This Steam feature represents an example of how genres can be identified and co-
created by communities of players based on mutually perceived game mechanics,
features, themes, setting, difficulty or other aspects, and in this way influence how genres

and games are presented and perceived by other players.

Steam also features “relaxing” tag, which has been applied to 10 000 games as of March
2024 (SteamDB, 2024). As stated on the SteamDB website: “Steam's 'Relaxing' tag is
designed for games that offer a calming and soothing experience. These games often
feature peaceful environments, minimal challenge, and a slow pace, making them ideal
for unwinding after a long day or for those seeking a more tranquil gaming experience.
Genres can range from simulation, visual novel, puzzle games to experimental titles that
prioritize atmosphere and immersion over action or competition” (SteamDB, 2024). The
“relaxing” Steam tag defines the game experience and typical features, however it is not
recognized as an independent genre, but rather as a group of games that can be related to
various more established genres. Whether this is how players that use this tag think about
relaxing games is not clear, as certain players may find some games more relaxing than
others and thus reconsider whether the “relaxing” tag is appropriate. Nevertheless, as
shown in Figure 1, more games tagged as “relaxing” are being released on Steam, which

shows that relaxing games are on the rise and might become an established and
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recognized genre in the near future, as it becomes easier for the audience to identify and

categorize relaxing games.
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Figure 1. Steam relaxing games releases by month (as by March 12, 2024). Source:

https://steamdb.info/stats/releases/?tagid=1654

2.1.2. Relaxing game genre

When referring to relaxing games as a genre, I am referring to a category of games that
aim to provide a relaxing player experience by a shared set of interactions. Such
interactions can be studied by analysing game mechanics and features, as these frame
player interaction with the game and intended player experience, as well as other
characteristics typical for the genre. While I do not argue that game mechanics are the
only essential characteristic of a particular genre, they indeed shape the perception of the
games and allow potential audience to understand the nature and purpose that the games
appear to have. Relaxing games could possibly also use mechanics that are typical for
other already established genres, but it is the context in which the interaction takes place,
1.e. the relaxing context, that makes it different from other genres. For this reason, I chose
to focus on characteristics like mechanics, features and possibly other relevant elements
in the context of relaxation as indicators of the relaxing game genre. How the
understanding of described game characteristics allows to describe the genre of relaxing

games will be addressed in the following chapters.


https://steamdb.info/stats/releases/?tagid=1654

Game descriptions can be written for various purposes, and studying descriptions of
games that claim the belonging into a particular genre allows to understand what such a
genre is or is meant to be. For instance, a study conducted by Grace (2016) analysed
popular web sites and app marketplaces, i.e. Google Play Store and Apple App Store, to
provide an overview of affection game genre and to explain its mechanics, dynamics and
aesthetics. The author specifically focused on game descriptions and self-reported genres
and argues that affection games are largely unified in their descriptions. Based on the
close reading and further analytical play of the games, the author proposes four categories
of affection games labelled by verbs they primarily use — hugging games, flirting games,
kissing games and games involving sexual affection (Grace, 2016). This example shows
that studying game descriptions, specifically described mechanics and other elements,
can be useful in providing an overview and a clearer idea of a genre, which is the approach

I am taking to describe relaxing games.

As mentioned above, the research on relaxing games is limited and no clear definition of
the concept has been formulated. This might be due to the fact that the term “relaxing
game” already has an implied meaning, i.e. we can imagine what a relaxing game is and
what kind of experience is meant to be achieved by playing such a game, thus no further
clarification follows. However, this is not sufficient in the academic context, as there is
no clear answer to what makes a game relaxing, while a definition of the concept is also
useful for further research on the topic. I propose my own initial definition or
understanding of relaxing games that will be expanded upon in relation to the research
findings. I am framing relaxing games as games that aim to provide positive and
comforting mental experiences of anxiety and stress relief. This is based on my previous
experience with playing relaxing games, as well as my personal idea of what relaxation
is meant for and thus how this can be approached in the form of playing a game. I argue

that this initial definition is sufficient to provide a starting point for the research and data
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collection. It is then valuable to look at how relaxing games are framed and described by
their creators, which is reflected in the research question for this thesis. The following
sections discuss concepts that seem to relate to the concept of relaxing games and provide

more context for the genre.

2.2. Casual games and casual playing

Based on the initial perception of the nature of relaxing games, they share similarities
with casual games, and it could even be argued that relaxing games are by default casual
games. There are multiple framings and discussions about what casual in games means.
Casual games discussion by Kuittinen and colleagues (2007) represents a relevant and
interesting take on at the time emerging casual games, as the authors tried to describe and
define a new phenomenon, thus conducting a similar approach that I am taking in this
thesis. Casual games have usually been framed as easy to learn, with simple gameplay,
fun experiences and non-violent content (Kuittinen et al., 2007). According to Anable
(2018), since casual games can be played between other tasks, they are explicitly related
to the contemporary rhythms of work and play, and thus what makes a game casual is the

fact that it operates in the ambiguity of space and time between other tasks.

A casual game can be defined as a game possessing properties seen as casual (Kuittinen
et al., 2007). As argued by Juul (2010), casual game design has five key attributes. More
specifically, casual games usually have emotionally positive fictions and are set up in
pleasant environments. These games require little to no familiarity with gaming
conventions and are easy to understand, while their interruptibility refers to the fact that
casual games can be played in short bursts. Although casual games can be difficult, they
usually do not require players to replay large parts of the game. Lastly, these games often

feature excessive positive feedback, i.e. juiciness (Juul, 2010). Moreover, casual game



design values represent accessibility for larger heterogeneous groups, as well as
purchasing accessibility, social acceptability meaning providing familiar and safe
experiences, flexibility related to not cognitively heavy gameplay and simplified design,
and lastly gameplay that can be adapted to the context of the player (Kultima, 2018).
Since one could expect that relaxing games are suitable for wide range of players, provide
simple gameplay, and especially as free-to-play mobile games are accessible to obtain
and can be played in relation to real life situations, casual game design values seem to

have an impact on the design of relaxing games.

While casual games have often been associated with specific demographics, the intention
behind casual design is to create games for a wide range of demographics and mass
audiences, that is for everyone (Kuittinen et al., 2007). A stereotypical casual player as
opposed to hardcore player “has a preference for positive and pleasant fictions, has played
few video games, is willing to commit little time and few resources toward playing video
games, and dislikes difficult games” (Juul, 2010, 8). However, for a more precise point
of view, Kuittinen and colleagues (2007) make a distinction between a casual player and
a casual gamer, where casual game player plays games labelled as casual but not
necessarily in a casual manner, while casual gamer can be perceived as someone who
plays in a casual manner and not necessarily casual games. This means that games and
attitudes of players are intertwined, thus even a casual game can be played with a hardcore

approach.

Casual playing, i.e. the way of playing characterized as casual since, for instance, the
game can be played in small bursts of time and is not too cognitively demanding
(Kuittinen et al., 2007), seems to be related to the concept of relaxing games. It is also the
attitude towards the way of playing relaxing games that can be understood via the notion

of casual. In order to achieve the desired experience, relaxing games can be related to the
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idea of casual playing, since hardcore playing might be in direct opposition to the play
experience that the games intend to provide. Based on this it can be assumed that relaxing
games are made to support casual playing as it relates to desired player experience and

nature of the games.

Another important perspective of understanding casual games is that of casual game
designers, who can be divided into two types. Firstly, designer-gamers create games that
meet their personal standards and use their own values to evaluate the quality, which
presupposes that the audience will then like the games as well. On the other hand,
designer-agents do not use their own values to design and evaluate the game because they
are trying to meet a request given to them by, for instance, a client or producer (Chiapello,
2016). In casual game design, the designer-agent stand in between their clients and a
heterogeneous group of players. In this way, casual games are becoming a part of
emerging desire for more inclusive community that not only reaches new players, but also
new designers (Chiapello, 2016). Understanding relaxing games from the perspective of
designers in a similar way can shed more light on their relation to casual games, as well
as the relation between design and audience. Whether relaxing games are made and
evaluated based on personal values of designer-gamers or rather based on values provided
to designer-agents could influence the success of the games to provide desired relaxing
player experience. Game design is value pluralistic (Kultima, 2018) and some values

might be more relevant for relaxing games than others.

As discussed in this section, relaxing games appear to be closely related to casual games.
Understanding the context of casual games and casual playing is useful in understanding
the context of relaxing games. The perspective of casual games, players and designers are
intertwined and thus cannot be studied in complete separation as seen also in descriptions

of relaxing games, which are the subject of this research. The descriptions refer to the
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games for the audience as made by their creators, while the focus is drawn to studying

features and mechanics as described in the game descriptions.

2.3. Coziness and relaxation in games

The emergence of relaxing games coincides with the emergence of cozy games, which
have recently become part of the academic discussion, as well. For instance, Digital
Games Research Association (DiGRA) organizes international conferences on games,
play and game cultures, and their 2023 conference included a whole session dedicated to
cozy games (DiGRA, 2023). In addition, Replay, the polish journal of game studies,
announced a call for papers about cozy games and coziness in games to be published in
the upcoming special issue (Replay, 2023). These games have been also popularized
among players, for instance via projects by Wholesome Games organization such as
Wholesome Direct, a showcase of “new and upcoming games that are uplifting,
thoughtful, and wholesome” (Wholesome Games, n.d), or their curation of “cute,
friendly, compassionate, cozy video games” on Steam (Steam, n.d). The audience of cozy
and wholesome games is increasing, streamers and influencers are becoming more
interested, the games are popular on many social media platforms, and their creators
represent wider demographics (Tran et al., 2023). Exploring the concept of coziness in
games is thus important to understand the possible relation between cozy games (also

referred to as wholesome games) and relaxing games.

Coziness in games can be defined as evocation of safety, abundance and softness (Cook,
2018). A typical feature of cozy games is the absence of danger and high risk. Negative
experiences associated with loss and threat are therefore usually substituted by voluntary
tasks and feelings of safety (Cook, 2018), with coziness thus granting a more reflexive

and mindful approach to gameplay (Waszkiewicz & Bakun, 2020). Abundance in cozy
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games permits players to focus on higher order needs such as deeper relationships, sense
of belonging, or appreciation of beauty, since lower level needs related to survival in the
game are met (Cook, 2018). Lastly, soft stimuli signal low stress environment with
manageable scope, where players can still be highly engaged while experiencing
intimacy, authenticity, sincerity and humanity (Cook, 2018). Cozy and wholesome are
often used as synonyms, and similarly wholesome games express concepts like
compassion, comfort and coziness through mechanics, narratives or sound (Tran et al.,

2023).

Cozy games thus allow players to embrace mastery, self-reflection or connectedness
(Cook, 2018), and fulfil love and friendship needs, esteem needs and self-actualization
needs (Waszkiewicz & Bakun, 2020). Furthermore, emerging global political and climate
change issues that spread feelings of uncertainty and anxiety can be related to increasing
popularity of cozy games, which become safe spaces where fulfilment of fantasy of
stability and safety is available (Waszkiewicz & Bakun, 2020). It is also common that
cozy games embrace activities as universal and non-gendered and avoid gendered
oversexualized character designs, and inclusive design of cozy games thus moves away
from themes like stereotypical masculinity or feminized casualness (Waszkiewicz &
Bakun, 2020). Wholesome games are becoming more acceptable for more people and
more nuanced audiences and creators appear, which also contributes to the diversity of
developers (Tran et al., 2023). Furthermore, societal impact and cultural values are key
for impactful games and games for good, meaning that games with these design values
aim to have a positive impact on society or spread awareness about certain issues
(Kultima, 2018). These values can possibly be related to the values of cozy games and
since the aim of relaxing games is to relieve stress and/or anxiety, it can be argued that

the genre aims for a positive impact on players as well.
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These games can have different mechanics or aesthetics, but what is more important is
the feeling or theme that unites them, which sometimes means considering how to make
uncozy elements of the game cozy (Tran et al., 2023). Moreover, a subcategory of dark
cozy games represents games that provide the contrast between a cozy experience and
dark aesthetics, however the feelings of individual players emerging from gameplay can
be seen as more of a requirement for cozy games than the aesthetic itself, such as soft
colours (Carpenter, 2023). Cozy or wholesome games thus offer new creative
opportunities and challenges, since the feeling of the game is essential, and the creators
are encouraged to find simple things in life and expand on them to turn mundane tasks

into magical (Tran et al., 2023).

Coziness can overlap with other similar themes such as cute, childlike, small world, home,
politeness or wealth, but the presence of all three essential aspects of safety, abundance
and softness is what defines it (Cook, 2018). Coziness can be related to relaxation as well.
Relaxation or relaxing can be understood as opposite of tense or stressful, meaning
something pleasant, calm and soothing that reduces tension or anxiety. In order to relax,
one should be in a safe environment with soft stimuli while lower level needs are being
met. In this way, the concepts of relaxation and coziness appear to be intertwined. One
difference could be that coziness might be more related to physical comfort in the context
of a particular physical space, while relaxation rather referring to mental comfort within
or with oneself. However, the notion of relaxation can be and often is present in the
concept of coziness. In terms of games, it could appear that relaxing games are a
subcategory of cozy games. The approach of studying and understanding the nature of
cozy games is seen as useful for similar research about relaxing games, while also
allowing to see how these types of games influence each other in design and player

experience.
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Cozy aesthetics can be present in games in three ways: “coherent, where cozy aesthetics
accompany a cozy message; dissonant, where cozy aesthetics are employed in order to
introduce difficult themes mostly relating to mental health issues; and situational, where
coziness is a quality of a singular sequence rather than the entire game” (Waszkiewicz &
Bakun, 2020, 233). In other words, cozy aesthetics can be also present to some extent in
games which otherwise would not be considered cozy and would rather fit into another
already established genre. While it is interesting to see how game design uses aesthetics
of coziness in different ways and for different purposes, this thesis focuses on games that
apply coherent aesthetics of relaxation in similar ways as games would apply coherent
cozy aesthetics, meaning that the game as a whole can be recognized or labelled as

relaxing.

2.4. Context and accessibility of free-to-play mobile games

As mentioned previously, this thesis focuses on free-to-play mobile games labelled as
relaxing. The reason behind choosing this framing is the perceived accessibility of use of
mobile devices and financial accessibility of the free-to-play model for the players, which
are meant to support the indented player experience in relation to stress and/or anxiety
release. Relaxing games are available on various platforms and with various payment
structures, therefore mobile platform and free-to-play model are not essential for the
genre. The discussions around gaming platforms and payment models frame the context
in which relaxing games are being studied in this thesis and therefore must be addressed.

This section will look further into these two aspects respectively.

2.4.1. Mobile games

In the popular discussions about real games, the legitimacy of a game is often tied to its

platform. PCs tend to be considered as the most capable and authentic, and therefore the
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“superior” platform (Consalvo & Paul, 2019). On the other hand, mobile games tend to
be perceived in a biased way as not “real” games, since the benefits of the mobile
platform, such as portability, lower cost and ease of use, are usually not valued enough,
and instead the platform is perceived in opposition to PC as it lacks its “superior’” qualities
(Consalvo & Paul, 2019). However, mobile games are nowadays challenging PC games
and becoming more and more popular. Mobile platforms are currently the most popular
choice for digital gaming in Finland with 59 % of Finns playing at least occasionally and
42 % actively at least once a month (Kinnunen et al., 2022). In comparison, only 33.2%

of active players play on PC and 21.4% on consoles (Kinnunen et al., 2022).

Video games are affective systems, and they affect our emotions in different ways than
other media do (Anable, 2018). A key feature of mobile gaming is ambient play. The
ambience of a game refers to the way in which emotions and affect traverse in and out of
game spaces, into our social and emotional lives, and thus impact our way of engaging
with urban and domestic spaces, which mobile games achieve via aspects of mobility,
play, intimacy and co-presence (Hjorth & Richardson, 2016). The touch screen of mobile
devices represents a porous zone of contact between the subjects and objects, and thus
functions as part of a larger affective system. Touching the screen is an intimate encounter
and everyday entanglement of bodies, devices, images and code (Anable, 2018) and in
this way, ambient play allowed by mobile games relates to the broader embodied
experience of presence in the world and pervasiveness of play in daily life (Hjorth &
Richardson, 2016). The affective and ambient aspect of mobile gaming challenges the
stigma of seeing mobile games as frivolous and unsophisticated, whether this lies in the

platform itself or in the players of these games (Consalvo & Paul, 2019).

In the context of relaxing games, ambient and affective play seems to be essential. The

mobile platform is a convenient and accessible way to provide players with potentially
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relaxing mental experiences instantly, since mobile games are made to be always at hand
and promise stress relief whenever needed. Considering that potential players seek quick
and available relaxing play experiences, mobile games might thus become the most

convenient choice for many as they could function well for this purpose.

2.4.2. Free-to-play games

Another factor that determines whether a game is legitimate in popular culture is its
pricing model. Although nowadays some free-to-play games like League of Legends or
Pokémon Go have been embraced by the dominant gamer culture, the discussions about
free-to-play games are still often framed in a negative way, as these games are seen to be
unfair to players (Consalvo & Paul, 2019). Alha describes the free-to-play model as
follows: “The most fundamental characteristics of free-to-play monetization are the lack
of a starting fee and the inclusion of voluntary purchases during gameplay. There are
many ways to implement what the paid content is, how it influences the game, and how
aggressively it is tied to playing and advancing” (2020, 30). For instance, monetized
aspects of free-to-play games can represent additional content, convenience, competitive
advantage or customization (Phillips, 2016). However, what often becomes the reason for
critique of free-to-play games is that players can easily buy their way forward in the game,
which is perceived as unethical and thus violates the assumptions about what games are

supposed to be and how games are supposed to be played (Consalvo & Paul, 2019).

It i1s common to perceive developers of free-to-play games as prioritizing money and
treating games as a business commodity, which seems to be in opposition with creativity
that values gameplay experience and love for games (Phillips, 2016). The free-to-play
model can also be associated with monetary dark design patters, i.e. design patterns
intentionally used by game creators to create negative experiences for players without

their consent and against their best interests, and in this case such patters would deceive
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players into spending more money than they anticipated (Zagal et al., 2013). On the other
hand, free-to-play model can be appealing to some developers, especially small indie
studios, since it allows to make low budget games with relatively small financial risks
and major revenue (Phillips, 2016). As relaxing games are an emerging genre and not
many big studios are focusing on creating such games yet, the free-to-play model could
appear especially attractive, however the influence of production and marketing

intentions might vary across different free-to-play relaxing games.

In the context of relaxing games and this thesis, it is important to understand that these
discussions around the free-to-play model exist, as it may affect the player interaction and
experience with these games. Considering that free-to-play games are easily available for
potential players without the need to pay to access the game, it can be argued that players
could be interested in such games when in need of instant stress or anxiety relieving
gameplay experiences without additional anxiety revolving around spending money.
Moreover, this thesis focuses on commercial relaxing games, i.e. games that are made for
mainstream consumers with some sort of assumed financial profit, rather than games

designed to be played as part of, for instance, therapy sessions or medical settings.

On the other hand, the idea of spending money and providing relaxing experiences might
seem to be in opposition, as the fact that the game uses monetization might diminish the
relaxing player experience and possibly even cause more stress or anxiety. It is important
to acknowledge that the model could influence what relaxing games are trying to be and
what experiences they aim to provide. In addition, this can also depend on whether and

how is monetization framed in the game descriptions that are the subject of study.

This chapter presented theoretical background for the research to familiarize the reader
with the concept of genre identification and games that appear to be related to relaxing

games. The idea of casual playing was found relevant for playing relaxing games, while
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cozy games represent a significant overlap with relaxation and relaxing games, suggesting
that relaxing games might be a subgenre of cozy games. This creates a way to understand
the context of the emerging relaxing game genre. Furthermore, the accessibility of free-
to-play mobile games when in need of instant stress or anxiety relief justifies the framing
of the research. The following chapter provides more context about games for

psychological well-being, stress relief and anxiety relief in a form of a literature review.
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3 PLAY TO RELAX: PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON
GAMES AND PSYCHOLOGICAL WELL-BEING

Relaxation, anxiety and stress are factors that are related to one’s psychological well-
being. It can be argued that relaxing games, meaning games that address anxiety and
stress, aim to promote and support psychological well-being of the players through
various means. The process of maintaining one’s well-being can be in some cases done
more efficiently through games, as they hold a lot of potential benefits if designed and
played in a certain way, while games can be used as supportive tools in combination with
already existing mental health interventions. To better understand how games, especially
relaxing games, can support psychological well-being, it is necessary to look at previous
research in this field. This chapter presents a literature review of research on games and
well-being. Firstly, the duality of “good” and “bad” games is challenged based on
previous academic discussion. Next, benefits of games and their relation to psychological
well-being are reviewed on a broader level, and the following section focuses specifically
on stress and anxiety relief. Finally, recommendations and considerations related to

development and accessibility of relaxing games are discussed.

3.1. Good games, bad games?

Previous research on the effects of playing games, especially that from the field of
psychology, has been mostly focusing on the negative impacts, namely video game
addiction and correlation between violent games consumption and aggressive behaviour
(Granic et al., 2014). While this research is relevant, academics and mental health
professionals should pay attention to the benefits of playing games. A balanced view of
games and gaming is needed, meaning that both potential negative and positive aspects
need to be researched to understand the whole context (Granic et al., 2014). For instance,

in Finland gaming was found to be perceived more in a positive way with 52.9% of Finns
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finding gaming beneficial, while 41.1% of Finns think that gaming is harmful. In addition,
19.9% perceive gaming as both beneficial and harmful (Kinnunen et al., 2022). While it
is easy to label games as “good” or “bad” based on their perceived potential effects on
players, there are multiple factors that influence the overall effect a game can have. These
factors can be for instance aspects of the games themselves (such as social or violent

aspects), motivation behind play or moderation of playing (Halbrook et al., 2019).

Perceiving violent video games as the cause of aggressive and violent behaviour
especially in young players might actually lead parents and policy makers to ignore more
significant and established causes of violence influenced by, for instance, social or
economic factors (Johnson, Jones et al., 2013). Furthermore, negative or problematic
effects of gaming seem to be related to excessive play and to already existing low level
of psychological well-being (Jones et al., 2014). However, since playing games has also
a positive relation to mental health and well-being, emerging efforts to regulate video
game play in order to prevent the perceived negative effects might not be an effective
long-term solution, as these benefits could then be easily taken away from players

(Johannes et al., 2021).

Games must be understood in a holistic way. They are becoming more complex, thus
rather than using binary categories of “good” and “bad”, it is necessary to adopt complex
strategies and models to study how gaming and dimensions of video games may influence
players (Granic et al., 2014), which needs to be considered by both researchers and mental
health practitioners (Turner et al., 2016). It is quite simplistic to perceive games based on
whether they are “good” or “bad” for something, since players use games for different
purposes such as learning, entertainment, social connection or relaxation, and games can
be more or less successful in providing these effects. Tools such as the People-Game-

Play model of videogames and well-being (Johnson, Wyeth & Sweetser, 2013) can be
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used to understand the effects of gaming on a more holistic level namely by tackling

when, for who and how games can influence player well-being.

The People-Game-Play model focuses specifically on games’ impact on social and
psychological well-being and aims to grasp this by identifying the three main factors that
come into play — player characteristics, game features and the experience of play
(Johnson, Wyeth & Sweetser, 2013). By player characteristics, the authors refer to
demographics, personality and hours of play. Game features comprise of number of
players, game challenges and genre. Lastly, the experience of play can be either
harmonious or obsessive, while aspects like flow, self-determination, presence and
immersion also play a role in shaping the player’s well-being (Johnson, Wyeth &
Sweetser, 2013). Identifying these factors and critically analysing how they relate to
player well-being is an important step in the understanding of games’ potential benefits
and impacts. However, the authors argue that the relationships between the factors must
be considered instead of focusing on each part of the model separately, showing that both
game play and well-being maintenance are complex processes (Johnson, Wyeth &
Sweetser, 2013). This model can be used as one way to assess previous research on games
and well-being without sticking to the “good” and “bad” games dichotomy and rather to
understand how the factors of the model can be understood critically in relation to
perceived success of intended positive effects of gaming. In the following section, the

relation between playing video games and well-being is discussed further.

3.2. Benefits of games and relation to well-being

Players can gain various benefits from game play and that can affect player well-being in
different ways. Granic and colleagues (2014) summarized research on benefits of video

gaming into four categories: cognitive, motivational, social and emotional benefits.
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However, it is important to consider the audience itself, since perceived benefits of games
and their importance can vary among players, for instance based on the player age. In
their study about reasons and benefits of playing a casual video game, Whitbourne and
colleagues (2013) found out that social benefits, i.e. playing with friends, were the most
important for players aged 18-29. In addition, middle aged respondents reported stress
relief as the main perceived benefit and people over 60 years old cited mainly cognitive
benefits (seeking game challenges). In this context, the player factor of the People-Game-
Play model seems to have an important role in a game’s success of targeting player well-
being in a positive way, as well as properties of the game itself (Johnson, Wyeth &

Sweetser, 2013).

Cognitive benefits of playing video games include generalizing real-world contexts,
which helps with development of cognitive functions (Granic et al., 2014) and
development of sense of competence, meaning, achievement and goal accomplishment
(Johnson, Jones et al., 2013; Jones et al., 2014). Playing video games can also support
persistence and optimistic motivation, which can be for instance useful in education or
work environment (Granic et al., 2014). Furthermore, gaming is also becoming more and
more of a social experience (Granic et al., 2014) and social aspects of games like
MMORPGs shape the relation between playing and well-being (Halbrook et al., 2019).
In addition, playing relaxing video games has been found to increase prosocial behaviour
and decrease aggressive behaviour compared to playing violent or neutral video games
(Whitaker & Bushman, 2012). In relation to social functioning, research found that links
between video game play and social coherence and social integration can be perceived
(Johnson, Jones et al., 2013), while gaming also helps with cultivating friendly

relationships (Jones et al., 2014).
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Emotional and psychological benefits of playing video games and their relation to well-
being are the most relevant in the context of this thesis. Johnson, Jones and colleagues
(2013) reviewed the state of research linking video game play and improvement of mental
health and well-being, finding that playing games can impact well-being via positive
characteristics and affect, and positive functioning. Similarly, Jones and colleagues
(2014) argue that video games nurture positive experiences and help players achieve and
maintain flourishing mental health, as playing games is related to positive emotion, stress
reduction and engagement. Previous research shows that the experience of autonomy,
relatedness and flow during play has significant positive influence on player emotional
and psychological well-being (Vella et al., 2015) and improves player self-esteem

(Johnson, Jones et al., 2013).

Emotional benefits of games teach players how to flexibly evaluate emotions such as
anxiety and frustration (Granic et al., 2014). More specifically, moderate level of play
can support emotional stability and positive emotions, and some links between play and
optimism have been observed (Johnson, Jones et al., 2013). A connection to resilience
through stress relief also emerged in the research (Johnson, Jones et al., 2013).
Additionally, playing relaxing video games has been found to be correlated with positive
mood, which encourages positive social behaviour (Whitaker & Bushman, 2012). Video
games can also support social connection, self-acceptance and potential for personal
growth of players (Johnson, Jones et al., 2013). A relation between player experience and
affective well-being has been observed, meaning that play time related to well-being
depends on motivations behind play and how the game satisfies basic needs (Johannes et
al., 2021). Furthermore, research suggests that beneficial effects on well-being can be
also perceived in violent games and games involving physical activities like exergames,
therefore violence, physical activity, but also motivation and external variables shape the

relation between playing games and well-being (Halbrook et al., 2019).
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As noted above, research presented in this chapter often articulates terms like “moderate
play” or “harmonious play” in opposition to “excessive play” in the context of well-being.
For instance, moderate video game play has been found to have better influence on well-
being and flourishing mental health than excessive play and lack of play (Jones et al.,
2014), and harmonious engagement with video games can lead to greater vitality
(Johnson, Jones et al., 2013). This relates to the People-Game-Play model, which
recognizes experience of play as a factor influencing player well-being (Johnson, Wyeth
& Sweetser, 2013). In other words, player characteristics and game features alone are not
enough to ensure a beneficial effect on player (psychological) well-being, as engaging in
different modes of play (ranging from minimal play through moderate play to excessive
play) can have vastly different effects on player well-being and mental health, and thus
need to be recognized as another important factor. However, defining what is
“harmonious play” and “excessive play” can be quite challenging as these terms are often
subjective in nature, thus it must be considered who frames play and how. The next
section introduces research on games and stress and anxiety relief to get a deeper

understanding of effects on psychological well-being.

3.3. Games for relaxation, stress and anxiety treatment

Relaxing games seem to be framed in a way that aims to promote anxiety and/or stress
relief, thus it is important to understand how this relation has been studied previously.
One way of approaching the maintenance of mental health is to start with learning how
to cope with life situations that can induce stress or other psychological harm in
individuals in order to prevent development of mental disorders. Mental illnesses affect
a growing part of the world population and the demand for mental health care is becoming
higher, however, many individuals with mental health issues still cannot access the

treatment for various reasons, therefore there is a growing need for low cost and
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accessible interventions for treatment and prevention, which could be achieved via games

(Russoniello et al., 2009; Kowal et al., 2021).

For instance, games such as Chill-Out or the PlayMancer project have been found to be
an effective and engaging tool for teaching relaxation skills for coping with stressful
environments like workplace (Parnandi et al., 2014) or in therapy settings to address
patients’ attitudinal, behavioural and emotional processes (Fernandez-Aranda et al.,
2012). These specifically developed games use biofeedback to encourage deep breathing
patterns, lower arousal in stress-inducing tasks (Parnandi et al., 2014) and positively
reinforce relaxed and controlled reactions (Fernandez-Aranda et al., 2012). This research
shows that even a short-term stress relief supported by relaxation patterns in the game is
practical in the work context, as it leads to maintenance of productivity and health benefits
(Parnandi et al., 2014). Furthermore, in the psychotherapy context, patients who played
the game as part of their traditional therapy started to develop new coping styles and self-
control strategies when confronted with stressful situations, which shows that games can
also support long-term effectiveness of traditional therapies (Ferndndez-Aranda et al.,
2012). In addition, the nature of video games allows for easier application of therapeutic
techniques for attitudinal and emotional problems in an intensive and motivating way
which can otherwise be quite difficult, and patients strongly accept the usage of games in
their treatment (Fernandez-Aranda et al., 2012). Individuals can thus learn to regulate
their psychological well-being via relaxation more effectively by playing video games,

whether it is in everyday life situations or specific mental health treatment contexts.

Moreover, research reports that game play experience is significantly related to recovery
from stress and strain (Reinecke, 2009) and thus contributes to player well-being. Playing
casual games of one’s choice was found consistent with improved mood and reduced

stress, while showing that mood improvement can be achieved in specific ways
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(Russoniello et al., 2009). This impact can be more evident in particularly challenging
life circumstances, such as during the COVID-19 pandemic. During this time, many
individuals had to adapt to changes in personal and professional life caused by lockdowns
and restrictions, which can significantly influence one’s well-being and may thus require
specific means of coping with and overcoming such challenges. Gaming has been found
to be a common way of coping with the pandemic in Finland and for many individuals
gaming has increased during the pandemic (Merildinen, 2022). Stress relief, coping and
escape have been noted as the most common positive effects of playing video games on
well-being during the pandemic (Barr & Copeland-Stewart, 2022; Merildinen, 2022).
However, these effects depend on individual contexts, as for some gaming habits may
become concerning or even cause stress (Merildinen, 2022). It is therefore necessary to
consider how current life situation can relate to well-being and how games fall into this

relation.

Recovery from stress can be understood as a means to regain used energy after stress,
work and strain, and the recovery experience is achieved by four main steps —
psychological detachment, relaxation, experience of mastery and control (Reinecke,
2009). All four aspects of the recovery process can be addressed with games. More
specifically, playing video games requires the player’s full attention and moves their
thoughts and feelings into the game world, making thus psychological detachment from
stressful environment possible. Related to that is games’ potential to immerse and absorb
players and support recovery from stress via supporting feelings of relaxation. Players are
positioned in an active role and therefore have a certain level of control over what happens
in the game, and this feeling of autonomy can support the sense of control in the recovery
process. Lastly, games are environments which support personal achievements and

mastery experiences, and thus they facilitate recovery also in this sense (Reinecke, 2009).
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Furthermore, based on these findings, it may seem natural that during a stressful and
uncertain time like the COVID-19 pandemic, games marketed as relaxing or providing
stress relief might be more demanded by players to facilitate recovery. Croissant and
Frister (2021) studied this phenomenon in their study of average daily player peak for
COVID-19 period and pre-COVID-19 period for relaxing games and non-relaxing games.
However, no significant difference has been found, which might be related to current gaps
in models for understanding the impact of games on mental health and well-being and

actual player behaviour (Croissant & Frister, 2021).

Casual games as part of prescriptive interventions have a potential to fulfil the needs to
prevent and treat stress related disorders, which is especially important since nowadays
many medical disorders are related to stress (Russoniello et al., 2009). Furthermore,
research shows that playing commercial video games can serve as an accessible, effective
and stigma-free tool for prevention and treatment of anxiety and depression, which are
now the most common mental health disorders (Kowal et al., 2021). More specifically,
depression is characterized by chronic low mood and loss of pleasure and interest. Games
have a high potential to evoke positive emotions, support socialization, represent safe
spaces for exploration and interpretation of emotional states, and especially RPGs can
challenge and change patterns of thinking (Kowal et al., 2021). Games have been also
found to help with treatment of some anxiety symptoms, reduce social anxiety and
promote prevention, as well as anxiety management in clinical settings and coping during

the pandemic (Kowal et al., 2021).

Furthermore, research suggests that there might be a possibility to fit games to specific
needs of an individual by adjusting its variables (Russoniello et al., 2009) and different
demographics and populations could find games suited for their needs and preferences

related to mental health treatment (Kowal et al., 2021). It is thus necessary to review how
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games for stress and anxiety relief can or should be developed, as well as consider the

accessibility of such games to wider public.

3.4. Development and accessibility of relaxing games

Based on various benefits of gaming on psychological well-being, a growing body of
research aims to understand how games can be used as therapeutic tools and help with
treatment of psychological disorders. The diversity of technology and games opens many
possibilities for assessment, prevention and treatment of mental disorders, and new
approaches are taken where these new models try to improve existing treatments, as well
as create new treatments (Khazaal et al., 2018). However, studies exploring the relation
between playing games and well-being mostly rely on self-reported data by players,
which might be misleading in understanding the real impact on well-being by policy
makers or other parties. Therefore, a collaboration with game developers is encouraged
to gather more objective data on player well-being, such as telemetry data (Johannes et

al., 2021).

In order to develop and use games for mental health purposes effectively, understanding
and collaboration between game developers and mental health professionals is
encouraged (Turner et al., 2016). Firstly, it is important to understand the context of the
player, namely the target population and its culture, as well as the current development,
emotional and physical state of the player. Secondly, considering the game itself is needed
to determine what genre is suitable for a particular treatment, and how challenge,
motivation and realism work in the game (Goh et al., 2008). Furthermore, mental health
practitioners are usually not familiar with game development terminology, processes and
trends, therefore researchers and practitioners need to approach game developers and

familiarize themselves with the field to develop empirically supported and effective
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game-based treatments. On the other hand, game developers need to communicate with
the mental health experts to understand relevant psychological theory and mechanisms in
order to successfully implement this knowledge into the game play (Turner et al., 2016).
Such collaboration between the two parties can help evaluate what game elements are
needed and why, how the gameplay is structured and, most importantly, whether it is even
worth developing the game project in the first place. A checklist of important steps and
guidelines by Turner and colleagues (2016) presents one way of approaching the
development of games for mental health, while they emphasize the importance of the
whole development process starting from conceptualization and project planning, through
developer consultation, to discussing ownership rights and final decisions. Games
designed and used appropriately with these guidelines in mind can thus become an
effective supportive tool or even psychotherapeutic method, for instance for children and
adolescents (Goh et al., 2008). Furthermore, it might be useful to consider if and how
games are marketed based on the collaboration with mental health professionals, and
whether this could potentially influence how players would interact with the game and

how that would affect the perceived benefits on well-being.

Another thing to consider for games for mental health purposes is their accessibility.
Nowadays, many types of games and technologies are available. Research has focused
on the impact of, for instance, sensor related technologies, smartphone apps, virtual and
augmented reality, and serious games in mental health treatment, namely for
schizophrenia, but also for other disorders (Khazaal et al., 2018). New tech- and game-
based interventions have been found effective in prevention and treatment of
psychological and psychiatric conditions, however the efficacy of each tool and
intervention also needs to be addressed separately (Khazaal et al., 2018). Understanding
whether games targeting psychological well-being are used in professional therapy

settings or in everyday life context is related to the type of technology they use. For
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instance, bio feedback games have been found effective (Fernandez-Aranda et al., 2012),
however this kind of technology might not be accessible to everyone all the time. For this
reason, free accessible games for mental health and well-being (such as free-to-play
mobile relaxing games) could bridge this gap and provide effective treatment as
complementary to the specialized therapy sessions or even serve as a more accessible

alternative.

In conclusion, this chapter reviewed previous research on games and mental health and
well-being. As presented in this review, games have the potential for delivering effective
and meaningful experiences for maintain one’s psychological well-being, as well as help
with already existing mental health related issues as a complementary tool in traditional
psychotherapeutic treatment. Furthermore, it can be assumed that relaxing games aim to
achieve similar goals, and the research reviewed in this chapter provides the basic
understanding of the potential for doing so. The next step is thus to focus specifically on
relaxing games and their approach to addressing mental health and psychological well-
being, namely via stress and anxiety relief. The following chapter discusses the
methodological approach for studying relaxing games and describes what concrete steps

have been done in order to answer the research question of the thesis.
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4 METHODOLOGY: HOW GAME DESCRIPTIONS
FRAME RELAXATION

The nature of this study is exploratory and as I discussed above, relaxing games have
previously not been studied in a way that would provide clear understanding of their
nature. Typical game features, mechanics and possibly other elements are closely related
to player experience, and the aim to provide stress and anxiety relief through play.
Focusing on how these characteristics are described by the creators of relaxing games
provides a clearer idea of what relaxing games are or aim to be. For this reason, the
research question is as follows: What characteristics, such as mechanics, features or
other elements, are described as present in relaxing games to support anxiety and/or
stress relief? In this chapter, the methodological approach of the study is described, and
the data used for the analysis is presented. Firstly, I present the context of studying game
descriptions in this research. Next, I discuss qualitative research and introduce the chosen
method of thematic analysis in relation to studying descriptions of relaxing games. The
last section explains the approach and concrete steps that have been taken, such as data

selection, coding and analysis.

4.1. Studying game descriptions

There are multiple perspectives from which relaxing games can be studied to better
understand the emerging genre. This could be done, for instance by studying player
perceptions and interactions with the games to understand what kind of benefits they gain
by playing or how effective the games appear to be in providing a relaxing experience. It
is also possible to analyze the games themselves for a detailed look into how a relaxing
game can be designed and how that relates to the desired player experience. Another
perspective is to focus on the broader more general view of the genre and providing an

overview, for example by analyzing descriptions of relaxing games. While all these
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perspectives are valuable, they provide a slightly different angle, which would be visible
in their respective research questions and thus different results would emerge in relation

to the topic of relaxing games.

For the purposes of this thesis, I argue that describing and understanding the concept of
relaxing games should be done prior to studying player interactions with these games. In
this way, a foundation of the concept can be introduced, and future research can then
focus on more detailed studies of the games, as well as studies of relaxing game players.
Thus, I will not focus on the perspective of players in this research, but rather that of the
games as expressed in the game descriptions. However, these perspectives are tied
together and cannot be studied in isolation, since some game descriptions directly address
the players and talk about the play experience, so some overlaps are possible. Analyzing
game descriptions allows wider understanding of the genre from the perspective of the
games and their creators. As mentioned previously, Grace (2016) studied the genre of
affection games by analyzing their descriptions. I follow a similar approach that Grace
(2016) used successfully to frame affection game genre to provide a clearer view of the
relaxing game genre. It is important to emphasize here once again that the focus is on
games labeled explicitly as relaxing, meaning games which are not labeled as relaxing

but can be played in a relaxing manner are excluded from the study.

Furthermore, other factors such as algorithms and search engines might influence what
and how is being displayed to potential players in the digital game store pages. For
instance, the game descriptions might be intentionally written in such a manner that
makes it easier for the search engine to recognize and display in the search results in order
to reach wider audience. This might have an influence on the search and selection process,
possibly making some games more likely to appear in the search results over others. Being

aware of this is an important part of the research process, as it might influence the results.

33



Game descriptions can be also approached from the perspective of marketing, as they are
trying to persuade audience to download the games and potentially spend money on
additional content or features, which is especially relevant for free-to-play games that are
being studied here. While this is an interesting way to study game descriptions, the
marketing perspective will not be analyzed in this thesis. Instead, the focus is drawn to
the described framing of the games for the audience that may or may not be familiar with
the concept of relaxing games. Marketing strategies, however, might influence what
information game descriptions contain, in what way they are written, and how that
influences the nature of studied dataset. For some developers marketing language could
be more beneficial than for others, possibly creating different perspectives and

approaches to describing relaxing games for potential players.

4.2. Thematic analysis in qualitative research

Despite not having a clear unified definition, qualitative research is often related to case-
orientation, authenticity, integrity and openness (Kuckartz, 2014). Qualitative and
quantitative research are two approaches that can be distinguished based on the type of
data and analysis which is used to study the data. As discussed by Guest and colleagues
(2012), qualitative research uses nonnumeric less structured data, and the data collection
process is more flexible and inductive compared to data collection in quantitative
research. Similarly, Kuckartz (2014) defines qualitative data as more diverse than the
numerical quantitative data, thus qualitative data can include text, images, sound or
audiovisual material. Qualitative research methods offer more of an interpretative
approach, in contrast to quantitative analysis, which means that qualitative analysis of
qualitative data would refer to interpretation of meaning in text or images (Guest, 2012).
Qualitative research can be related to exploratory research as mostly qualitative methods

can be found in exploratory studies (Kuckartz, 2014). According to Stebbins, exploration
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in social science “is a broad-ranging, purposive, systematic, prearranged undertaking
designed to maximize the discovery of generalizations leading to description and
understanding of an area of social or psychological life” (2001, 3). An exploratory
approach is useful for this thesis, as I aim to describe and frame an emerging genre which
has not been systematically defined before, and in this way provide an overview and

general understanding of relaxing games.

Qualitative research offers a wide range of methods and approaches that can be more or
less suitable depending on the studied subject or phenomenon. In the initial phase of
planning the research, two qualitative methods were chosen as suitable — analysis of game
descriptions and case studies of two relaxing games. Case studies would contribute to
more detailed findings which could complement game description analysis. Game
analysis would then be a suitable method to address this, as it allows studying games in a
detailed way by focusing on particular building blocks related to game overview and
formal elements (Ferndndez-Vara, 2019) that are relevant to the research question.
However, after careful consideration of research objectives and available time frame, I
chose to focus only on the analysis of game descriptions. The purpose of the research is
to analyse textual game descriptions (qualitative data) in a way that allows detailed
interpretation of their meaning to create a generalized idea about the genre of relaxing
games, while this approach also allows a wider scope and more generalized results that
can be built upon in future research. The research conducted in this thesis is qualitative
as it follows qualitative analysis of qualitative data. The qualitative approach is more
suitable for this case than the quantitative one, as I am interested in how relaxing games
are described and why, and not in frequencies of such descriptions or number of existing

relaxing games.
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Thematic analysis is the most used qualitative research method, and it is particularly
useful for understanding complex meanings in textual data, that is to identify and describe
implicit and explicit ideas or themes in the data, rather than studying their frequency
(Guest et al., 2012). Guest and colleagues (2012) define theme as a “unit of meaning that
is observed (noticed) in the data by a reader of the text”. As discussed previously, this
research studies textual data, i.e. game descriptions, and the purpose of the research is to
find and describe themes related to the concept of relaxing games that emerge in the text.
The method of thematic analysis is therefore suitable to study the subject and to provide

answers to the research question.

Themes and their boundaries in the text are identified through an iterative process (Guest
et al., 2012), since qualitative text analysis is a nonlinear process of iteration and
feedback, and the phases of the analysis are not strictly separated (Kuckartz, 2014). As
described by Kuckartz (2014), the process of thematic qualitative text analysis consists
of the following phases. Firstly, the researcher familiarizes themselves with the text and
starts developing initial categories or themes, and these main categories are then used to
code the data. After that, the categories are further developed, and subcategories are
created. The second coding phase then means coding the data using the elaborate category
system. The last phase is the analysis of data based on the categories and presentation of
results (Kuckartz, 2014). Moreover, Guest and colleagues (2012) distinguish exploratory
and confirmatory approach to analysis based on the design plan and outcome, and in an
exploratory study, the researcher reads the data and looks for themes and ideas in the data

to structure the analysis beforehand.

However, in order to choose the right strategy and to identify themes, the researcher must
understand their analytic objectives, as this frames the view of the text and gives relevance

to potential themes (Guest et al., 2012). Reviewing the research question during the
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process of thematic analysis is therefore both helpful and necessary to find valuable
answers. Moreover, the research question in qualitative research can be modified during
the process even after establishing the category system, for instance to make it more
precise or to focus on new or unexpected aspects (Kuckartz, 2014). The following section

explains the process of conducting thematic analysis in this research in detail.

4.3. The approach and process of the analysis

As mentioned above, conducting thematic analysis to study descriptions of relaxing
games can give a clearer picture of the genre by focusing on how these are framed by
their creators for potential players. Therefore, based on the method of thematic analysis,
an overview of the characteristics of relaxing games and their meaning within the context

of the genre can be created and understood as a whole.

By game descriptions I refer to the textual description of the games written by their
creators that are available in the store page for potential players to read before playing.
These descriptions can often highlight features, gameplay, characters, game environment,
purpose, player experience or other aspects of the game, making it thus a valuable source
of information for this research. The purpose of game descriptions is to give players
information about what the game is about, how it is played, and why the game is worthy
of playing. In addition to textual descriptions, some audiovisual material, such as
screenshots and promotional videos, is usually present to give a better image of the game
for potential players; however, this will not be analysed since the analysis of audiovisual
material requires a slightly different approach than that of textual data. As the thesis
focuses specifically on mobile games, descriptions of these games are freely accessible

in Google Play Store for potential players before acquiring the games. The following
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subsections describe the steps that have been taken in the process of conducting thematic

analysis of game descriptions.

4.3.1. Data collection

In order to select an appropriate sample of game descriptions for the analysis, a thorough
search was conducted in the Google Play Store. To find as many relevant games as
possible, multiple search strings were entered in the search bar. These were “relaxing
game”, “relaxation game”, “therapeutic game”, “stress relief game” and “anxiety relief
game”. Using variations of search strings also relates to the fact that relaxing games could
use slightly different terminology, as the term “relaxing game” might not be yet well
established, thus excluding potentially relevant games from the sample can be avoided.
Selecting and using the right terminology can be challenging when conducting analysis
of games, as games are constantly evolving alongside the vocabulary related to them
(Fernandez-Vara, 2019). However, as discussed above, using variations of search strings

is also related to how search engines and algorithms work, possibly influencing what is

being displayed and included in the dataset.

After entering the search string, the games shown as results were examined more closely
by reading their descriptions. Focusing now mainly on the title and textual descriptions,
those with expressions related to relaxing games are chosen as a part of the sample for
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further analysis. Such expressions would include “relaxing game”, “game for relaxation”,
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“therapeutic game”, “game for anxiety relief”, “game for stress relief”, “calming game”,
“play to relieve anxiety”, “play to relieve stress”, “play to relax” and similar variations.
Some games were found through snowballing, i.e. via recommendations of similar games
of Google Play Store based on the ones that were found directly from the search function.

One game was discovered in Wholesome Games Discord server, and since the description

of the game in the store contained relevant expressions related to relaxing games, the
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game was included in the sample. Finally, as the thesis focuses on free-to-play games, the
games had to meet this criterion in order to be included in the analysis. A game was
included when it was freely downloadable and when the information about possible in-

game purchases was displayed directly on its Google Play Store page.

The initial data collection was conducted in early September 2023. The game descriptions
were copied into a spreadsheet document with the title of the game, developer, release
date and link to Google Play Store. After further reading of the descriptions, 3 games
were excluded from the sample, as the connection with relaxation in the descriptions was
too vague and would not provide enough useful data for the analysis. Additionally, 2 more
games were included in early November 2023 during the refinement process as these
games appeared in Google Play Store when reviewing the already selected games, and
they seemed relevant for further analysis. It is important to note when the game
descriptions were collected, as the games are constantly updated and new features might
be added, which can then be reflected also in updated game descriptions. Therefore, the
results of the analysis are directly related to the time period when the descriptions were
collected. Following this data selection process, a total number of 23 games was selected
for thematic analysis. The full list of analysed games can be found in Appendix. The next

part describes the process of coding and analysing the data.

4.3.2. Coding and analysis

In the next step, descriptions of the selected games have been coded and then analysed
with the specific focus on game mechanics, features and other relevant elements in
relation to the research question. Code can be understood as a component of a theme or
description of its boundaries, while coding is the process of linking codes with segments
of data in a qualitative analytic manner (Guest et al., 2012). These are linked with parts

of the textual data commonly referred to as ‘segments’, ‘chunks’, or ‘quotations’, such as
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words or sentences, while these segments emerge in the process of coding (Kuckartz,
2014). Codes serve the purpose of representing identified themes in the data, which are
then used in the analysis that can include, for instance, comparing code frequencies,
identifying co-occurrence of codes or even representing relationships between the codes

(Guest et al., 2012).

Creating a codebook was an essential part of the coding process. Guest and colleagues
(2012) describe a codebook as a “structured compendium of codes that includes a
description of how the codes are related to each other”. The codebook was created by
reading the dataset, identifying potential codes and compiling them together in a
systematic and comprehensive manner. Firstly, initial codes were created based on a small
part of the dataset consisting of 5 game descriptions to test the process of identifying and
defining particular codes, and then the codes were developed and refined further as the
analysis progressed. Furthermore, meanings emerging from the text can be in this way
sorted into categories, types and relationships of meaning, which allows analysis of the
segmented text, and through the process of iteration the codebook can be modified with

new insights as needed (Guest et al., 2012).

As illustrated in Figure 2, in the codebook that was developed for this research, every
code that was identified in the data is defined with an example from the dataset, as well
as instructions on when to use the code and when not to use the code. The codebook
structure was adapted from Applied thematic analysis by Guest and colleagues (2012),
since they propose a clear and easy to follow method of creating a codebook and
developing codes. Codes should always be defined clearly and fully with examples, and
the researcher must avoid assuming that codes are obvious or self-explanatory. Moreover,
the codebook should not include codes that are difficult to understand or use, as well as

insufficient code definitions (Guest et al., 2012). Carefully defining the codes helps with
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the smooth process of data coding and analysis, as clear boundaries between the
individual codes are established, which therefore minimizes confusion and also enables
researcher to revisit and remember the codes after a longer period of time without
additional effort to reread all data.

Code: GROW

Brief Definition: Grow and take care

Full Definition: Actions, interactions and processes that the player performs in the game, which are
related to the goals of the game and certain player experience. Game mechanics referencing growth,
building and taking care of characters and environments.

When to Use: Apply this code to all references to game mechanics about growing, building and taking
care of.

When Not to Use: Do not use this code for reference to game labels, game features, and other game
mechanics.

Example: “learn how to take care of a variety of indoor plants, succulents, fruits, and vegetables”

Figure 2. Excerpt from the codebook with the definition and instructions on how to use the code GROW

in coding the data. The green highlights represent how the code was marked in the dataset.

The codebook and coding were done in Microsoft Word text editor and all codes were
colour coded for easier distinction in the dataset. While using a specialized software can
contribute to faster and easier coding process, I decided not to use any since I am not
familiar with such software and learning and understanding how to use it would take
significant time and effort. Thus, I chose to use a familiar text editor instead and the

process went smoothly without any major issues.

When beginning thematic analysis, the researcher needs to review the analytic objective,
read the text intended for the analysis, and reflect on possible meanings emerging from
the text (Guest et al., 2012). The process of coding can move in two directions — from
text to code(s), which means creating new codes as the researcher goes through the text,
or contrary from code(s) to text, where a code already exists, and the segment of text is

then identified as its instance, while both of these processes allow to establish connections
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between the textual data and the codes (Kuckartz, 2014). In this research, the first method
was used, i.e. codes were created by reading the data and identifying potentially valuable

segments for the research question.

The text can be coded and grouped in various ways, for instance similar descriptions,
cause and effect relationships, hierarchical relationships, or content that stands out and
seems exceptional, while repetition remains the most common basis for creating groups
(Guest et al., 2012). In this case, content was grouped and coded mostly by similarity and
repetition, as these approaches help find commonalities in the game descriptions and the
games themselves, thus being useful in relation to the research question. However,
anything that seemed relevant or particularly interesting in the dataset was coded for

further analysis.

After the review of the initial round of coding tested on 5 game descriptions, the rest of
the dataset was coded accordingly. During the process, I revisited and refined the codes
based on the data to provide more detailed material for the analysis. For instance, the
initial code of mechanic was divided into 6 codes as more descriptions of particular
mechanics were discovered in the dataset during the process. Following the coding,
identified codes were grouped into four main categories — PURPOSE, SETTING,
FEATURE and MECHANIC. Each category contains at least four codes that were related
based on similarity. The table of final codes and categories used in the analysis is
represented in Figure 3. After that I conducted further analysis to study the relationships
of the codes within each category, as well as the relationships between the categories and

across the dataset in different game descriptions.

In this chapter I presented the methodological approach to studying textual descriptions

of relaxing games. The aim has been that the reasoning and methodological process is
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clearly described to maintain transparency of the research. In the following chapter, I

present the findings of the analysis and discuss them in relation to the research question.

Code Category
creature SETTING
plant SETTING
nature SETTING
venue SETTING
sound FEATURE
visual FEATURE
pace FEATURE
session FEATURE
feature FEATURE
community FEATURE
collect MECHANIC
tap MECHANIC
decorate MECHANIC
puzzle MECHANIC
grow MECHANIC
mechanic MECHANIC
game PURPOSE
reference PURPOSE
audience PURPOSE
relief PURPOSE

Figure 3. Identified codes and their respective categories, which were used in the analysis.
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5 WHAT MAKES RELAXING GAMES RELAXING:
ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

This chapter presents the findings of the research that were obtained by conducting a
thematic analysis of game descriptions. Each subchapter discusses the findings related to
a category identified in the collected game descriptions, more specifically categories of
PURPOSE, SETTING, FEATURE and MECHANIC, and explains how the category is
represented and connected within the dataset. Firstly, the theme of overall game purpose
focuses on the context in which relaxing games are introduced to potential players.
Secondly, setting of the games is presented. Next, the chapter continues with the
discussion of features and mechanics that the games appear to have. Finally, an overview
of a typical relaxing game is presented as a summary of most common mechanics,

features and other discussed game elements based on the studied dataset.

5.1. Game purpose

Looking at how relaxing games approach their description, as well as the description of
playing such games, can serve as a starting point for discussing the results of the research
based on the data. Following this approach allows to understand how creators of relaxing
games seem to define them and their purpose, as well as how they justify the belonging
of the game in the genre. This section discusses important notes on what relaxing games
appear to be to the audience at the very first level. Firstly, I describe what the purpose of
the games is like based on their vocabulary, and secondly, I discuss how the playing of

relaxing games is framed, focusing specifically on intended audience and reasons for

playing.
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5.1.1. Describing relaxing games

The data caught the various ways that developers frame their games, with “relaxing
game” being the most common one. Some descriptions also provide extended versions,
such as relaxing puzzle game, relaxing animal game or relaxing nature game, giving thus
more context for the game. When descriptions contain the term relaxing game, it can help
potential players understand what kind of player experience they would get by playing
such games, as the term itself already implies certain framing of play. Additionally, some
games are described as relaxing idle games, which further highlights the idea of what

playing the game is like.

However, not all descriptions contain the term relaxing game and instead use a similar
term that implies the effects of playing the game. For instance, terms such as calming
game, anti-stress game, stress relief game, anxiety relief game, or mind relaxation game
appear in the descriptions. As mentioned previously, vocabulary related to relaxing games
might not yet be well established, which results in name variations in descriptions of
seemingly similar types of games. This has already been addressed in data collection, as
different search strings were entered to include potentially different variations. I
purposely chose to search for terms similar or related to relaxing game genre in the data
selection process, which now shows influence in the dataset as could be expected. On the
other hand, later in this chapter I discuss the reasons for playing these games as described,
proving that games under the various names listed above should still be considered as part

of the relaxing game genre.

Another interesting point emerging from the analysis of game types is that they are not
used consistently within particular descriptions, i.e. some descriptions contain different
terms to describe the game and do not stick to only one. An example of this is My Oasis.

The game has a particularly long description that tries to express the nature of the game
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clearly to potential players. However, the description contains many different term
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variations — “relaxing game”, “satisfying game”, “stress relief game”, “anxiety relief
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game”, “calming game”, “healing game”, “anti-anxiety game”, “chill game”, “meditation
game”, “calm game”, and “relaxation game”. These terms are similar in meaning and it
might not be surprising that they all describe one game. On the other hand, the lack of
consistency in vocabulary shows that establishment and acknowledgement of the genre
of relaxing games is still in process and even extra effort might be put into justifying and
explaining that games like My Oasis indeed fit into this category. Another possible reason
for this, as I already mentioned above, could be that the creators of the game purposely

chose to include as many related terms as possible in the description in order for the game

to be more likely picked up by the search engine and displayed to potential players.

Based on the data, it appears that when describing the genre or nature of the games, it
could be useful to mention a similar or better-known game to provide a clearer imagine
of what potential players can expect from the game. For instance, the description of Cats
& Soup suggests that fans of Animal Crossing would enjoy the game. Moreover, not only
references to games but also references to activities can be used in a similar manner. Yoga
is mentioned several times as an activity that creates the same or similar experience as
playing relaxing games, for example playing Harmony: Relaxing Music Puzzle is
described as feeling “like a yoga session in paradise”. Referencing familiar games and
activities along with listing the genre or type of game can be beneficial for potential
players to understand what relaxing games are like and what kind of experience they

intend to create.

5.1.2. Playing relaxing games

Describing the nature of a relaxing game can also be related to describing the act of

playing a relaxing game, since that frames the genre in a more comprehensive manner.
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To describe playing, the descriptions explain the purpose of playing and by whom the
games can be played. Furthermore, understanding how the games can be played is another
crucial aspect, which is addressed in more detail in the following sections about features

as mechanics.

The intended player experience, i.e. the reason why players would enjoy playing relaxing
games, is a recurring aspect in the game descriptions. It might seem obvious that the
essential benefit of playing relaxing games is to feel relaxed, while this is either described
more generally or specific reasons and benefits that support this experience are listed. The
games commonly invite to “relax and chill”, “relax your mind”, “calm yourself”, “find
relaxation”, “relax your soul” or “take a rest”. In addition, many descriptions express that
playing the game will “support well-being”, listing “stress and anxiety relief” as a
common reason, which is connected to the idea of relaxation. Other benefits of playing
relaxing games include helping with OCD symptoms, improving sleep quality, boosting
concentration and improving mood. As mentioned above, these reasons also relate to the
fact that some games are described as anxiety relief games rather than relaxing games, as
this might be the most important benefit of playing the game. Analysing how the reasons

for playing relaxing games are described is essential to understand how the games,

gameplay and player experience are framed within the genre.

The reasons for playing listed in some cases do not seem contextualized enough and are
rather quite brief and simple, making it more difficult to see the connection between the
actual effect on players and the nature of the game. For instance, the creators of Forest
Island “wish you completely relax while playing, a relaxing idle game created especially
for you”, but do not develop the reasons for which the game would provide such an
experience and be worth playing. On the other hand, in some cases the reasons are listed

and explained more clearly, making it easier to justify that the game is indeed relaxing in
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nature. For example, My Oasis provides a detailed and understandable description of
reasons for playing the game in context. The description states that finding relaxation is
not easy to find in our busy lives and the game has been therefore developed to help relax
one’s mind. Furthermore, the description continues with explaining that My Oasis is
useful for anxiety and stress relief, as well as for peaceful sleep. These benefits are further
supported by describing specific features and mechanics, providing a clearer and more
coherent idea of what playing the game feels like. The content and style of game
description can vary because of many reasons, such as choosing to highlight some aspects
over others. It is insightful to see that games are described in various ways, some of which

make them easier to classify as relaxing games than other.

Moreover, relaxing games often refer to specific types of audiences and players. This
seems to be related to intended player experience as described above. Analysing how
intended audience is framed in the game descriptions could clarify the nature of the game,
1.e. why certain types of people or players would find the game enjoyable. On the other
hand, not all games studied here explicitly define the audience, as this can also be
determined indirectly through game genre. For example, Campfire Cat Cafe frames the
intended audience as follows: “This is the purrfect game if you like animal restaurant
games, if you like cute cats or if you are just looking for an easy cozy fun game” and
Land Builder invites players who are “looking for a casual puzzle game that’s engaging,
relaxing and creative”. This therefore shows that relaxing games are often connected with
similar genres as they might use similar elements or provide similar player experience
and appeal to similar players. Moreover, as I already mentioned above, relation to other
genres can be useful for potential players to understand what the game has to offer and

whether it is suitable for them.
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Direct descriptions of audience of relaxing games that are related to reasons of play
reference “stressed people”, “players who suffer from anxiety or OCD problems”,
“students or workers who need some rest”, or people who “suffer from insomnia and
anxiety”. Framing the audience in this manner gives a clear idea of what relaxing games
are trying to achieve, i.e. provide relaxing experience, stress and anxiety relief. It is,
however, not clear who classifies as a stressed person or a person suffering from anxiety,
as the description do not state whether such a condition is self-determined or
professionally diagnosed, leaving this decision to the players themselves. Furthermore,
such classification of players might not be relevant for playing relaxing games, as they
promise to support relaxing experiences and stress and anxiety relief for anyone who

decides to play.

5.2. Setting

Game setting rose as an important aspect which should be addressed to provide further
understanding of the nature of relaxing games. This section clarifies what setting is
described as typical or essential for relaxing games. By setting I refer to the environment
in which the game takes place, and the entities or elements present in that environment.
While setting could also encompass temporal setting, the games studied here do not
provide such descriptions, therefore only spatial setting is analysed. The absence of
temporal setting can however also be considered a finding of the research, meaning that
for relaxing games it might not be important in what time period they take place, and
instead they might focus on the game environment and game characters. To begin with, |
first analyse the environment itself before analysing the entities in it. The games describe

two types of setting — nature and venue.
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Firstly, nature is quite a common setting for relaxing games, which is already visible in
the titles of some games. For example, Forest Island features “various natural habitats
such as forests, lakes, grasslands, big rocks, coasts, plateaus, cliffs, and jungles”. Many
games are set on an island, such as Dear my Cat, Penguin Isle, My Oasis or Usagi Shima.
An island could represent a land isolated by the sea from the rest of the world and its
problems, providing a place where one can disconnect from the reality and instead focus
on and cultivate one’s mental state. Forest is also a common environment, for instance in
Campfire Cat Cafe, Flutter: Starlight and Cats & Soup. This natural environment could
provide similar benefits as an island, but in this case the isolation from the world is
provided by trees. In these games there appears to be a clear connection between nature
and relaxation. The nature in the games seems to provide a safe and calming environment,
and the setting defines what the player does in the game which is meant to support the

player experience. This will be further discussed in the section about mechanics.

Related to natural environment are the entities present in the games. Relaxing games set
in nature generally feature animals as the characters or subjects of game mechanics. The
analysed game descriptions either refer to animals in general or list specific animals,
while some of the games are set around only one species. Animals seem to be important
for the setting of relaxing games, especially those set in the nature. The game descriptions
talk about animals in a positive way, meaning that the animals are supposed to live
together in harmony and peace, and thus support a positive player experience. For
example, My Oasis mentions that players can have various animals living together on the
island, such as fox and deer. While in real life deer would represent a potential prey for a
fox, the game description suggests that these species live in harmony. Similarly, in the
setting of My Oasis, species that would not be able to live together in real life, such as

elephant and penguin, can share the same environment. This setting could represent an
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ideal environment with no violence, threats, danger or punishment, as opposed to real life

environment, while highlighting the intended positive relaxing player experience.

In the dataset, four games feature cats as the main characters of the environment, which
makes them the most common animal in the studied relaxing games. Pets can bring people
positive feelings of home and safety, which other animals might not be able to do in such
a way, therefore it could seem useful for relaxing games to include pets in their setting.
Furthermore, Amaru: The Self-Care Pet uses the entity of a pet specifically as a way to
support self-care habits and reduce stress and anxiety, which illustrates how helpful pets
can be in real life as well as in games to provide positive experiences. It is not clear from
the data why cats appear the most frequently, although other pets like dog and bunnies
are mentioned in some of the game descriptions as well. A possible justification could be
that cats are usually calm, sleep a lot and purr when satisfied, therefore representing a

feeling of relaxation in an animal form.

Furthermore, some games set in natural environment focus more on plants than on
animals, making plants the main entities of the game. For instance, Window Garden is set
around indoor plants, succulents, fruits and vegetables, but also features butterflies and
birds. On the other hand, Terrarium: Garden Idle mentions only plants, leaving animals
out completely. The idea of cultivating plants in a garden is similar to taking care of pets
at home and in this way, games set around plants seem to use the setting similarly to
support positive player experience. Watching plants grow and flower is a long and slow
process, suggesting that in order to relax, the players should slow down and focus on the
process of cultivating one’s garden, which can be here understood as a metaphor for
maintaining good mental health. Moreover, garden also functions as a bridge between the

two observed settings of relaxing games, since it connects nature and venue.
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The second game setting is venue, meaning a place that has not been entirely created by
nature, but rather built or cultivated by humans or other creatures. Such places mentioned
in the game descriptions include restaurant, campsite, hotel, farm, village or cafe as the
most common one. These venues are described as inhabited or used by animals, similarly
as in the setting of nature. For example, Cats & Soup and Campfire Cat Cafe are both
games about cats set in a restaurant, however they are still connected with the natural
environment as the restaurants are located in a forest. There is no mention of human or
humanoid entities in the analysed game descriptions, not even in relation to venues. The
absence of humans in the setting of relaxing games is particularly interesting, suggesting
that in order to relax, one needs to let go of the human way of living and related struggles,
and instead connect with the simpler life of animals even when they perform similar tasks
and visit similar places as people. On the other hand, the familiarity of venues in the
games could possibly create a connection with experiencing the venues in real life but
transforming them into a more relaxing environment in the context of the game. For
instance, a cafe where the employees and customers are cute calm cats might provide a
more relaxing atmosphere compared to a regular cafe crowded with loud people, while

still maintaining essential elements of a cafe.

5.3. Features

Game features are an important focus of the research as stated in the research question.
Features, as well as mechanics, can provide valuable deeper insights into what playing
relaxing games feels like and looks like. In this context, by features I refer to elements
that support or frame the actions that the player can perform in the game, i.e. mechanics,
while they can also be important on their own for different reasons. These can have
different forms, and in this section, I discuss the various features of relaxing games as

framed in their descriptions, suggesting that their presence supports the intended relaxing
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player experience. Firstly, I present how sound and music is framed in the descriptions of
relaxing games, and secondly, I focus on visuals, as these two types are the most common
features in the dataset. The following subsection presents other features, namely pace of

the game and possibilities of engaging with a community of players.

5.3.1. Sound and music

Sound and music often appear in the game descriptions, suggesting that they are an
important feature in relaxing games. Most of the analysed games describe using sound as
a feature that in relation to other aspects supports the intended relaxing experience, such
as anxiety or stress relief. For example, Shapes: Anti Stress Therapy includes a “soothing
soundtrack” that highlights the relaxing ambience of the game and thus delivers a
“relaxing and pleasurable sensation of order being restored”. On the other hand,
Harmony: Relaxing Music Puzzle is a music centred game where players create relaxing
melodies, which makes it an essential feature that frames the game mechanics. While the
first approach of using sound or music as a supporting feature is more common in the
dataset, it is valuable to see that some relaxing games also use sound as a framing feature,
and therefore offering different possibilities of including music for the purpose of relaxing

play experience.

Relaxing games that offer descriptions of soundscape use various adjectives and
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expressions. For instance, game music is described as “relaxing music”, “calming music”,
“soothing music”, “relaxed melodies”, “comforting melody”, ‘“soothing soundtrack”,
“calm soundtrack” or “chill lofi music”. As I discussed previously, similar terminology
was also used to describe the games themselves, suggesting that music plays an important
role in the framing of the game. However, it is not clear what relaxing or calming music

in these games really is, as textual descriptions of music cannot express the emotion or

experience in a similar way as listening to the music. While there might be a general
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understanding of what relaxing music sounds like, different people might have different
judgement on what is relaxing for them and what is, for example, distracting. Including
videos of the game in the store page along with the description might then be useful to
get a clearer idea of the game and some games indeed do so. The audiovisual material

was however not analysed in this research.

29 ¢¢

Similarly, the descriptions of sound use expressions like “gentle sound effects”, “relaxing
soundscape”, “soothing sounds”, “chilling sounds”, “relaxing sounds”, “calming sounds”
and “peaceful sounds”. The sounds in the games seem to be connected with the music in
a harmonious way, meaning that sound effects should not contrast the nature of the music
but rather support it. Moreover, some games specifically highlight “sounds of nature” or
“sound of waves” and use the soundscape in this way to support the setting of nature and
related in-game actions. In this sense, the soundtrack and soundscape of relaxing games
seems to influence how players can interact with the game and what kind of experience
they should get. The term relaxing sound might seem even more vague and subjective
than relaxing music, and although the game descriptions seem to provide a generally
known idea of what these sounds might be, different individuals might find certain sounds
more relaxing than others. For instance, Cats & Soup and Connection - Stress relief
describe sounds that are used intentionally to create relaxing ASMR effects. While some

people enjoy listening to this type of soundscape, others might find such sounds in a

relaxing game contradictory and disturbing.

5.3.2. Visuals and aesthetics

Visuals are commonly mentioned in the descriptions of relaxing games, making it thus
an important feature. Similar to sound, most of the games approach visuals as something
that serves the purpose of supporting the overall relaxing feeling of playing the games.

On the other hand, in some cases visuals play more of a central role and rather frame the
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play experience. For example, Art Puzzle is a game about constructing puzzle artworks,
making the visual an essential feature that shapes the interaction with the game, while it
“offers you the ultimate aesthetic experience”. The analysed game descriptions approach
visuals and aesthetics in two ways — either they describe the general aesthetic and
animation style of the game, or they focus on the appearance of specific elements, such

as environment or characters.

Firstly, the animation style appears to have commonalities across the studied games,
suggesting that relaxing games prefer certain visual aesthetics over others, as they might
better suit the intended purpose. Such aesthetics include “minimalistic”, “hand-drawn”,
“cottage core”, “traditionally animated” and “cartoon illustration”. Although it is not
explicitly stated in the descriptions, the different aesthetics appear to share some
similarities, for instance they seem to be not overly stimulating or distracting, and rather
convey a welcoming and friendly atmosphere. Unified visual aesthetic could be useful in
relaxing games, as the games themselves embody the unified feeling or experience of
feeling relaxed. Furthermore, none of the analysed games refers to more than one
aesthetic. Using multiple contradictory aesthetics could possibly break the intended

purpose of the games, therefore describing the visuals on this general level can be

understood as an effort to commit to providing stress and anxiety relieving play.

Secondly, highlighting the visuals and appearance of certain game elements is a common
way of including visual features in the descriptions of relaxing games. The descriptions
repeatedly use positively connoted adjectives and expressions related to beauty and
cuteness. For example, Penguin Isle features “cute animal animations” and “beautiful
polar scenery”, Usagi Shima highlights cute and adorable bunny characters, similar to
Campfire Cat Cafe’s adorable cats in cute and beautiful locations, and Forest Island

invites players to “relax and chill with the cute baby animals”. These descriptions of
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visuals suggest that the games intentionally use positive images as a way to support
relaxing player experience. The appearance of characters and environment in the games
often seems to be enhanced to be appealing and attractive, rather than providing realistic
visuals, for instance realistically looking cats. Choosing “adorable” characters and
environment may result in highlighting the positive aspects and discarding the seemingly
negative or problematic ones, which further contributes to the intended positive nature of

relaxing games.

Furthermore, surprisingly enough, the games do not describe the colour pallets. Colours
play an important role in how we perceive the visuals and by choosing a suitable colour
pallet one can, for example, highlight or create more realistic or more adorable looking
game, and thus contributing to the desired player experience. Maze.: Puzzle and Relaxing
Game 1s the only game referencing colours in the description, however only referring to
“vivid colors” with no further development of what that means and how that supports the
relaxing nature of the game. It can be argued that colours are easier to showcase in the
images and videos accompanying the textual descriptions, which were not analysed for
this thesis. However, such argument could also apply to cute and beautiful which indeed

appear in the descriptions, despite being more subjective terms than colours.

5.3.3. Other features

I discussed audio and visuals as the most common features of relaxing games, however
there are other features mentioned in the game descriptions. An important game feature
appears to be pace and intensity. Relaxing games are often described as easy to play with
no pressure. For example, in My Oasis “there are no intense controls, just easy gameplay,
and a relaxing environment” and in Land Builder, “there are no wrong answers or false
moves”. Infinity Loop is a game “without any pressure or tension to solve the levels”,
Words Find features “simple and intuitive game play” and Amaru: The Self-Care Pet
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offers “fun, low-pressure mini-games”. This suggests that relaxing games aim to be easy
to understand and play, offer voluntary objectives and not punish players, which therefore
highlights the relaxing environment that the games offer for stress or anxiety relief. As
mentioned above, pace and intensity are related to reasons for play, and mentioning such

features in the game descriptions further enhances what the games are trying to achieve.

Additionally, descriptions of play session appear multiple times in the dataset. I discussed
that I chose to study specifically free-to-play mobile games as they are quite accessible
for a wide audience. Mobile games in general allow for different kind of play sessions
than PC games in terms of temporal and spatial context. The descriptions of relaxing
mobile games analysed in this research address play sessions several times, suggesting
relevance of this aspect. Being able to relax by playing relaxing games would ideally be
easily available whenever needed to “fit relaxation into a busy schedule” and the games
seemingly aim to fulfil this need. Cats & Soup allows players to “play while you’re eating,
riding the bus, or working”, and similarly Energy: Anti-Stress Loops is “perfect to play
on the bus or while you wait for your flight at the airport”. These examples suggest that
the play sessions can be short and easily interrupted, which allows playing while doing
other tasks or taking a break. As much as these aspects stem from the properties of the
platform itself, relaxing games appear to support the casual playing style described
previously. Moreover, short and interruptible play sessions imply that relaxing games are
not time consuming, do not require a lot of concentration and can be picked up by non-

experienced players.

Another feature present in the game descriptions relates to the sense of community,
meaning that the games offer actions and activities to interact with other players or their
in-game creations, and in this way foster a community. For example, Dear My Cat

encourages players to “visit your friend's island” and “show off your island to your
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friends” and Amaru: The Self-Care Pet features “hundreds of player-submitted
affirmation messages to brighten your day”. The feeling of relaxation can be related to
the feeling of belonging, therefore creating and nurturing communities of players seems
like a useful feature of relaxing games. On the other hand, the term “relaxing gamer” or
“relaxing game player” that would be useful to frame the community does not seem to be
established and used, and the analysed games only refer to players in a more general

sense.

Finally, some relaxing games appear to use specific features intentionally created to
provide the relaxing experience, and these features can be considered unique to the
relaxing game genre. For instance, Amaru: The Self-Care Pet features journaling
activities, affirmation messages and “20+ guided breathing and mindfulness meditation
recordings”. Furthermore, Infinity Loop offers a zen mode and similarly there is also a
rest mode in Forest Island. These features imply that relaxing games are developing their
own relaxing features such as offering different activities and modes of play from which
the players can choose based on their current mental state. Moreover, while some of the
games reference things like calming ambience, these features appear to be on a more
general level and not that specific to the genre of relaxing games as the previous
examples, however they indeed contribute to the range of features that relaxing games

can posSsess.

5.4. Mechanics

This section describes mechanics that are communicated as a way to provide relaxing
play experiences. By mechanics I refer to actions and processes that players can perform
in the game, whether they are essential for the gameplay or less important secondary

activities. Analysing how players can interact with the game and its elements and how it
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is framed in the game descriptions can help to understand why relaxing games choose
certain mechanics over others and which mechanics are meant to be relaxing in the
context of the games. Game mechanics are closely related to game features and setting
which I described previously, thus it is important to consider how these aspects influence
and complement each other. Based on the analysis of described game mechanics, two
groups of relaxing games can be established — games for which solving puzzles and
advancing through levels is essential, and games that stimulate cultivation and

customization. The following sections discuss them respectively.

5.4.1. Puzzles

Based on the dataset, games with solving puzzles as the main mechanic are quite common
among relaxing games. Several analysed games even include the word puzzle in their
titles. Matching and connecting are common puzzles in these games. To solve matching
puzzles, the player needs to sort and match different pieces or elements. For example, in
Get Color players need to “sort colors correctly in every tube” so that the colours match,
and Art Puzzle asks players to “match pieces to reveal art pictures” in a jigsaw puzzle.
Similarly, in puzzles based on connecting, the players are supposed to connect different
parts to create one coherent whole. For instance, in Infinity Loop the players solve puzzles
when they “connect all the lines and corners to make perfect connections” and in
Connection — Stress Relief, one needs to “connect dots that share the same color and fill

the empty dots to pass the minimalist puzzle levels”.

Based on the data, it is not clear why especially puzzles could be helpful in supporting
the relaxing player experience. One possible reason could be that the idea of sorting and
matching things in the games could appear as a parallel of, for instance, sorting one’s
thoughts and feelings to improve the mental state, and connecting could suggest the idea

of finding out what in one’s life serves a good purpose and contrary what creates stress
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and struggles, as a way to determine what one needs to connect to more. The solved
puzzles could then possibly provide a sense of completeness and order, as the player is
supposed to achieve in their mental state and player experience by playing a relaxing
game. On the other hand, puzzles commonly appear in casual games, therefore it might
be possible that relaxing games could also use the mechanic of solving puzzles to follow

current trends in a similar type of games.

Other games focus on the idea of progressing through levels. These games can also have
a mechanic of matching different pieces, or the puzzles in each level are based on other
actions. For example, in Words Find “completing the current level will unlock a higher
level” by finding hidden words. Solving levels seems to be an effective way of structuring
the gameplay to achieve the intended experience. As Energy. Anti-Stress Loops describes,
“a couple of levels per day are enough to fight OCD and anxiety issues”. The description
does not provide more support or proof for this quite strong claim. On the other hand, the
mechanic of progression and solving puzzles in levels could be related to the relaxing
player experiences and useful in relaxing games for different reasons. One way to
interpret this might be that level progression could represent the process of understanding
one’s struggles, such as stress or anxiety, and encourage the long-term commitment to

improving the mental state in little steps.

As framed by the game descriptions, puzzles and levels seem to be used to support
relaxing player experience. However, solving puzzles can sometimes be difficult and
frustrating, which could seem like a contradictory game mechanic. Puzzle games that
include levels usually get progressively more challenging and require more effort and
concentration from players. This would be contrary to what relaxing games aim to
achieve. As addressed in the description of Infinity Loop, the creators chose to get rid of

increasing difficulty of the infinite levels and thus to make the game relaxing. On the
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other hand, in Harmony: Relaxing Music Puzzle “you will finish some levels in a
heartbeat”, but the game also includes a boss level, suggesting that the difficulty of levels
might not be the same. Varying difficulty could be an obstacle for relaxing games that
use levels and puzzles in achieving relaxing player experience, and instead possibly
reinforce frustration. The analysed games do not specify in their descriptions whether the
levels are all mandatory to complete and accessible in a linear way, although some games
mention mini games, suggesting that these might be secondary to the core gameplay.
Making the levels easy enough to be relaxing and omitting the increasing challenge was

a more common approach.

The mechanic of solving puzzles is often connected to the mechanic of tapping or
swiping. For instance, in Harmony: Relaxing Music Puzzle the players should tap the
music notes on the right tempo” and “as fast as you can”. Solving puzzles in Energy:
Anti-Stress Loops means to “tap the wire to rotate it and manage to connect all the lines”
and Maze: Puzzle and Relaxing Game encourages players to “swipe to guide the light
through the maze and find the exit”. Tapping and swiping seem to be important mechanics
in relaxing puzzle solving games and they appear more commonly in such descriptions
than in descriptions of relaxing cultivation games, which will be discussed in the
following section. It might not be surprising that players interact with mobile games by
touching the screen. However, while tapping the screen is a general way of navigating
mobile games like cultivation games, the puzzles in relaxing puzzle games are designed
to be solved by specific swiping movements and tapping frequencies, making the

connection between these mechanics essential.

5.4.2. Cultivation

The second type of relaxing games are games about cultivation and customization. These

games generally have at least one of the following mechanics: collecting, decorating or

61



growing. These mechanics are closely related to the games that describe their setting,
specifically the environment and/or animal characters. As mentioned above, some
cultivation games also note tapping as a mechanic in their descriptions, however it is not

the essential mechanic for the game play as it seems to be in puzzle solving games.

Firstly, collecting is a mechanic that refers to discovering and collecting new items,
characters or other elements. For example, in My Oasis players “collect hearts to collect
various animals”, Cats & Soups allows to collect resources and “obtain new recipes and
facilities from collected resources”, and in Flutter: Starlight players create a collection of
moths by “collecting flowers to attract new moth species”. The mechanic of collecting
appears to be significant in relaxing games, especially those about cultivation.
Discovering and collecting could possibly help nurture a sense of curiosity and
exploration in daily life, and complete collections might contribute to satisfaction,
therefore bringing positive experiences and supporting positive mental state. Collecting
can also suggest completing minor tasks and getting rewarded for them, highlighting the

process of cultivating one’s mental health as intended by playing relaxing games.

Secondly, the mechanic of decorating stands for decorating, dressing or otherwise
customizing objects, characters or other game elements. For instance, Campfire Cat Cafe
allows players to “decorate your dream restaurant” and “dress your adorable pet staff up
in your stylish adorable outfits”. Window Garden is a game where you can “create and
decorate your own indoor garden paradise” and similarly Usagi Shima allows players to
“decorate and personalize your own island”, as well as to “dress up your bunnies with
adorable hats”. Customization can highlight one’s relationship with objects and
characters in a positive way, both in games and in real life context. Via the mechanic of
decorating and customizing, players are offered self-expression and creativity, which can

boost confidence and, in this way, appears to be helpful with mental health issues such as
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anxiety. Relaxing games that contain decorating then seem to contribute to the intended

relaxing and relieving player experience.

Lastly, growing is a mechanic that represents the actions of building, growing and taking
care of game characters or environment. In Land Builder, players can “build a whole
world piece-by-piece" and in Forest Island they can “have fun growing various natural
habitats”. Similarly, Terrarium: Garden Idle allows players to “grow lovely plants to
expand your garden” and My Oasis makes “your Oasis gradually expand when you
interact with the surrounding life”. The mechanic of taking care of is present for example
in Amaru: The Self-Care Pet which offers “a virtual pet to feed, pet, and care for”.
Growing and taking care puts players in a position of a caretaker who oversees the game
environment and characters, and thus having certain power as well as responsibility. This
mechanic in a relaxing game could possibly suggest the idea of being in control of one’s
life and being a caretaker of oneself, which is important to address in stress and anxiety
relief. Players of relaxing cultivation games might experience the satisfaction of
successfully nurturing one’s environment and those sharing the environment, which could
also promote positive and caring attitude towards others, while this might be meant to
inspire real life behaviour and self-perception. In these games, promoting the positive
relationship with oneself and one’s surroundings therefore seems to be crucial for their

relaxing nature.

Cultivation and customization appear to be useful in promoting relaxing experience and
related stress and anxiety relief through different combinations of discussed mechanics,
i.e. collecting, decorating and growing. The mechanics might be chosen based on the
approach that appears the most suitable for achieving the intended player experience. In
other words, some games may favour the mechanic of decorating as they could focus

more on self-expression and creativity, while others might opt for nurturing the
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relationship with oneself and one’s environment and thus focus more on growing. It is
not clear in the studied game descriptions why exactly the mechanics are used in specific
combinations. One possible reason for this could be that highlighting certain mechanics
over others can be a deliberate choice to appeal to certain audience or follow current game

trends.

5.4.3. Other mechanics

Some games describe other specific mechanics in relation to mechanics of solving puzzles
and cultivating. For instance, in Antistress - relaxation toys players can “play with
wooden boxes”, “draw with chalks” and “choose one among dozens of toys to play”.
Words Find is a game where it is important to “find and mark all the words hidden inside
the box” and Cats & Soup allows to “take photos of your cute animals”. In Dear My Cat
it is possible to “craft accessories to gift to your furry friends” and similarly, Secret Cat
Forest allows to “craft items/furniture” and “go fishing to fill up your fish inventory”.
Campfire Cat Cafe invites players to “attract customers and cook up a feast” and includes
mechanics of cooking and baking. As seen in these examples, relaxing games can include
a variety of mechanics that could possibly complement each other and provide different

tasks and objectives for the players to choose from.

On the other hand, it is not clear whether and how these miscellaneous game mechanics
contribute to the understanding of the nature of relaxing games. If relaxing games can
include almost any mechanics, they can be no longer regarded as mechanics typical for
relaxing game genre. Specific mechanics for specific games can however make them
appear unique and contribute to their own approach of providing relaxing player
experience. Nevertheless, the mechanics discussed in previous sections related to puzzles
and cultivation remain crucial for relaxing games, as they commonly appear across the

dataset in multiple descriptions.
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It is also important to note that some game descriptions detail game mechanics more than
game features or setting and the other way around, which in some cases makes it not clear
whether the mechanics should be regarded as the main supporter of relaxing play and
main reason for classifying games as relaxing. Studying game mechanics however sheds
more light on the nature of relaxing games and the experience they intend to create. The

mechanics are also closely related to features and other previously discussed elements.

5.5. Typical relaxing game

Based on the findings described in this chapter, it is possible to create an overview of the
relaxing game genre, as well as describe what a typical relaxing game looks like. Table 1
represents a summary of relaxing game characteristics based on the data, which are
categorized in the same way as the presented findings, that is by the overall purpose of
the game, setting, features and mechanics. The table shows the most common
characteristics, making them typical for a relaxing game, while it also mentions some less
common but still interesting characteristics of the genre. However, not every relaxing
game studied in this thesis has all the characteristics as framed in its description, therefore
these characteristics should be understood as a synthesis of the dataset and possible

options that a relaxing game can possess and often does.

Mechanics typical for the two game types should be viewed in relation to other
characterising like setting or features. For instance, relaxing cultivation games often
describe the setting, while relaxing puzzle games rarely do so. It would then appear that
the environment and characters are more typical for cultivation games than for puzzle
games, which rather seem to have an abstract less important setting for the gameplay.

Puzzle games instead tend to put more focus on the gameplay and mechanics. The
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characteristics listed under game purpose and features appear in both game types

relatively commonly.

Table 1. Typical relaxing game characteristics.

Game purpose Setting Features Mechanics
described as a nature, soothing music solving puzzles
relaxing, commonly and soundtrack
calming, forest or island tapping
anxiety relief, soft aesthetics ‘
stress relief, venue, and animation collecting
meditation commonly cafe style, emphasis ]

decorating

game . on cuteness

animal and beauty :
commonly characters, growing
reference yoga commonly easy gameplay,

cats, also low or no
mainly for plants, no pressure, allow
anxiety relief human short and
and stress characters interruptible
relief, also play session
sleep safe and
improvement, harmonious can foster
help with OCD environment sense of
symptoms community
for people may have
suffering from special features
stress, anxiety, like zen mode
insomnia or or journaling
OCD

In chapter 2, I discussed genre identification and my initial idea of a relaxing game. After
conducting the analysis of the data and presenting the findings, it is now possible to refine
the definition and provide a clearer picture of the genre. Relaxing games indeed aim to
help with anxiety and stress relief, as well as additional mental health benefits, via
gameplay that is meant to support relaxing play experience. These games offer a positive

welcoming safe space, do not overwhelm players with challenges, punishments or overly
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stimulating sound and visuals, but rather encourage calm and gentle interactions with the
game world. The theme of nature is especially common for relaxing games. Based on the
typical characteristics and formulated overview, I believe that this provides clearer
understanding of the relaxing game genre and can serve as a foundation for further

studying games and relaxation.
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6 RELAXING GAMING: DISCUSSION AND FINAL
REMARKS

This chapter provides a more detailed discussion of the findings in relation to previous
research to critically examine the meaning of the findings in the context of the research
question. I also propose further ideas and connections that could become a subject of
future research on the topic of relaxing games and relaxing gaming. Finally, a summary

of the thesis and concluding remarks are presented.

6.1. Discussion

The aim of this thesis was to provide a clearer understanding of relaxing games as an
emerging genre. The data showed that two types of relaxing games exist — relaxing puzzle
games and relaxing cultivation games. This was an unexpected finding, and it gives
possibilities of further discussion of the genre and its identification. The two game types
can be approached as the main categories of relaxing games, while they could possibly
be seen also as subgenres of relaxing games. Puzzle games aim to provide positive mental
experiences by focusing one’s attention to solving puzzles. Cultivation games encourage
self-expression and curiosity, as well as certain responsibility of taking care of characters
and environment. The two types of relaxing games offer different gameplay, while still
maintaining the basic characteristics and relaxing player experience. Moreover, players
have a possibility to choose between these two game types based on the kind of gameplay

that suits them better.

The genre of relaxing games and its subgenres as framed by the data can also be viewed
as less demanding, calmer and more approachable than similar games classified under
more established genres. Relaxing puzzle games appear to be less intense versions of
more traditional puzzle games, while relaxing cultivation games seem to share some

similarities with simulation and management games, however with more simplified
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gameplay and setting. Cultivation games can be also seen as similar to cozy games based
on their themes and intended player experience as discussed in chapter 2. The typical
characteristics and elements of relaxing games that emerged through this research also
affirm the description of Steam’s “relaxing” tag (SteamDB, 2024). Based on the findings
it is possible to establish a clearer framing for the relaxing game genre, which is not yet
fully considered as an independent genre on Steam, but rather discussed in relation to
other genres. In this sense, the genre seems to be constituted with multiple game design
values synthesised from other types of games. For instance, causal game design values
like accessibility and simplicity, player centric values such as usability and playability,
values of aesthetic and visuals, as well as societal impact (Kultima, 2018) can all be

perceived in the studied game descriptions as typical for the genre.

The way that relaxing games studied in this research are described show an interesting
framing of their audience. Especially cultivation relaxing games highlight appearance and
nurturing gameplay in their descriptions, which seems to be in opposition of “typical
masculine games” that often rely on action and destroying (McDaniel, 2018). These
descriptions might be then written in a way that is more appealing to female audiences.
A similar observation was made by McDaniel (2018) in her study of advertising Ubisoft
games, as she concludes that when targeting a male audience, language related to control,
power and violence is used in game descriptions, whereas appearance is important when
targeting female audience. Games that focus on beauty, care of self and others and
domesticity, often with smaller themes and scope than hardcore AAA games are using
expectations of how women should play and transfer that in the expectations of feminine
style (Chess, 2017). Relaxing cultivation games then seem to have more of a feminine
appeal and gender appears to be an important aspect related to playing relaxing games.
While there is no clear line between “games for male audiences” and “games for female

audiences”, the research on toys and games advertising suggests that stereotypical
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feminine traits of creativity and emotion and stereotypical masculine traits of leadership

and power are often used in marketing towards these groups (McDaniel, 2018).

However, the analysed relaxing game descriptions approach the audience in a rather
general non-gendered way, suggesting that they might aim to target a larger audience and
be suitable for everyone. There is no mention of male or female players in the data, but
the target audience is rather framed via mental states such as stressed people or players
who suffer from anxiety, or via preferences such as fans of cat games or plant lovers. It
appears that relaxing games are designed with a certain idea of a player in mind, which
could be what Chess (2017) calls Player Two, a designed identity opposite to the white,
cis-, heterosexual, young, abled, middle-class male. Although games like these can be
played by various types of players, the feminine style keeps the games marginalized
(Chess, 2017). Relaxing games could possibly employ the feminine style in a way to
become appealing for a wider range of players which does not necessarily exclude
anyone, however it is not entirely clear who the audience is meant to be. This discussion
would benefit from further analysis of design intentions and ideals of the creators of

relaxing games, which were only slightly visible in the studied game descriptions.

Another aspect worth noticing is the free-to-play model in relation to relaxing player
experience, as the games studied here are all free-to-play. The descriptions in the dataset
do not address the free-to-play model or possible in-game purchases, and only a few
descriptions mention that the game is free. Based on this data it is not possible to argue
whether relaxing games that include in-game purchases actively try to persuade players
to spend money, as this could create feelings of frustration or anxiety and thus be in
opposition to the intended player experience, or whether the microtransactions are
promoted in a subtle non-conflicting way. The influence of monetization on the

effectiveness of providing relaxing player experience could be possible, yet this would
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need a different research approach, for instance by studying players’ perception of this

aspect by analysing player reviews or conducting interviews.

Finally, what does the rising popularity of relaxing games mean for players and industry?
As Rose (2024) puts it, more and more players are seeking relaxed gaming experiences
as opposed to “high-octane explosions of violence and gore™ as “there are times when all
we want to do is nestle into our cozy gaming thrones with a cup of tea and a nice chill
game to help us forget our stresses and strains”. Relaxing games are more commonly
becoming subjects of reviews and recommendations which helps potential players
discover more relaxing games that fit their preferences and needs, such as the curated list
by Javadi (2024) that discusses mechanics, audio and visuals, as well as games for
different gaming platforms. Furthermore, as addressed by Chess (2017), games designed
for Player Two identity are rapidly changing the videogame industry with the power to
redefine it as they invite new kinds of players, and their popularity continues to rise. With
this trend it is also a sign that relaxing game production should not be an overlooked part
of the game industry, since it offers new design opportunities for this market and might
possibly grow stronger in the near future as the genre of relaxing games becomes of more

significance for players and popular culture.

6.2. Conclusion

The aim of this thesis was to provide a basis for deeper understanding of the relaxing
game genre by studying their characteristics, since this kind of research has not been
conducted previously. The focus was drawn specifically on free-to-play mobile relaxing
games, as these appear to be easily accessible to provide desired anxiety or stress relief.
The findings were then discussed and summarized based on general game purpose,

setting, features and mechanics.
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What characteristics, such as mechanics, features or other elements, are described as
present in relaxing games to support anxiety and/or stress relief? By analysing game
descriptions, it was possible to establish and overview of the genre and its typical
characteristics including typical game mechanics and features. Based on the data, we can
distinguish two types or subgenres of relaxing games. Relaxing puzzle games are based
on the mechanic of solving puzzles and progressing through levels, which is often
encouraged by tapping the screen in a specific way. On the other hand, relaxing
cultivation games use mechanics of growing, decorating and collecting, where player is
in a position of a caretaker of the characters which are commonly animals or plants, and
the environment which is most commonly nature. For relaxing games, soothing audio and
pleasant visuals are important, while these games also offer easy gameplay with no

pressure and interruptible play sessions.

While this thesis provides valuable answers on the nature of relaxing games, the findings
would benefit from multiple other perspectives and approaches, such as conducting game
analysis to see how the descriptions reflect the actual games, which was outside of the
scope for this thesis. Moreover, the dataset comes from those who want the games to be
found and played, therefore the descriptions can be biased and not always trustworthy.
Material like this must be analysed in a critical way and while it may appear to be valuable
for the research purposes, the full context of playing the game and its effects on players
would be necessary to justify some of the claims that appear in the game descriptions.
Studying game descriptions is useful in understanding the genre in general, but they
cannot fully represent the design process and decisions of the creators. Conducting
research on relaxing game industry would allow deeper understanding of how these
games are created, as well as how they relate to the intended anxiety and/or stress relief.
Future research could also focus on studying player perception of playing relaxing games

and the perceived effects on mental health. Furthermore, this research was purposefully
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conducted on relaxing mobile games, however other platforms like console or PC games
should also become a subject of study to examine the differences the platforms and their
affordances allow. I believe that this thesis provided interesting and valuable perspective
on the nature of relaxing games and can spark more discussion about relaxing play

experiences that are becoming of more importance in our stressful lives.
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APPENDIX: GAMES

The games that were analysed in this thesis are listed below with the respective developer

and release date.
1. Forest Island: Relaxing Game. Nanali Studios. 15.10.2021
2. Antistress — relaxation toys. JindoBlu. 8.11.2016
3. My Oasis: Relaxing, Satisfying. JUNEINTER. 12.10.2017
4. Infinity Loop: Relaxing Puzzle. Infinity Games, Lda. 23.5.2015
5. Harmony: Relaxing Music Puzzle. Infinity Games, Lda. 9.11.2018
6. Cats & Soup - Cute Cat Game. HIDEA. 12.10.2021
7. Dear My Cat: Relaxing cat game. Like It Games. 25.9.2020
8. Energy: Anti-Stress Loops. Infinity Games, Lda. 14.11.2017
9. Shapes: Anti Stress Therapy. Infinity Games, Lda. 26.1.2018
10. Penguin Isle. Habby. 26.8.2019
11. Usagi Shima: Cute Idle Bunnies. pank0. 31.8.2023
12. Words Find: Relaxing Game. TV Today Network. 16.5.2022
13. Maze: Puzzle and Relaxing Game. Infinity Games, Lda. 8.7.2020
14. Window Garden - Lofi Idle Game. CLOVER-FI Games. 29.10.2021
15. Amaru: The Self-Care Pet. Six Wing Studios. 25.5.2021

16. Art Puzzle - jigsaw art games. Easybrain. 26.11.2020
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17. Secret Cat Forest. IDEASAM. 6.10.2021

18. Flutter: Starlight. Runaway. 14.6.2016

19. Terrarium: Garden Idle. Green Panda Games. 5.9.2018

20. Campfire Cat Café. HyperBeard. 15.5.2023

21. Land Builder. SayGames Ltd. 5.12.2022

22. Connection - Stress Relief. Infinity Games, Lda. 4.4.2018

23. Get Color - Water Sort Puzzle. ZephyrMobile. 19.7.2021
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