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Game jams are collective events that bring people together to think about, make and play games. As collabo-
rative encounters built on community, game jams create unique interpersonal possibilities. Tapping into this
relational potential, we integrated elements of humanistic psychology and the person-centred approach into
a game jam: We engaged 19 participants in the making of games for self-care and mental health, over the
course of a week, as a remote event hosted by the National Videogame Museum, UK. We go on to thematically
analyse our shared discussions to unpack the jam as a mutual sense-making activity between facilitators and
participants, demonstrating how the jam functioned as a space in which the status quo of mental health could
be negotiated; contributing to the jam’s sense of community, and generation of caring, novel designs. Finally,
we outline two design opportunities for game designers, developers and researchers that seek to engage with
the experiential nature of game jams care-fully.
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1 Introduction
Video games are a rich, cultural medium that can reach deeply into people’s lives: They can offer
escapism from the real world [13, 43, 52], a space to explore one’s identity [27, 69] or be used as a
tool for self-care [46, 53, 92]. Video games foster strong (fandom) communities, and engagement
between people [36, 93]: Beyond playing together, people can also meet each other in game jams to
make video games together [59].
Kultima defines a game jam as “an accelerated opportunistic game creation event where a game

is created in a relatively short time frame exploring given design constraint(s) and end results are
shared publicly” [54]. The overlap of bringing people together through a shared theme, location
and time, often results in a design space full of creative, generative potential [31]. Because of these
affordances, game jams attract a wide breadth of interest—both from academia and beyond: They
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have been used for education purposes [63], for prototyping software [70], for investigating science
through games [56] or for “tackling social issues” [71].
However, as highly social, creative and diverse events, game jams invite both the best and

the worst from the areas that they touch on: They can facilitate innovation, ideation, commu-
nity building and valuable personal experiences, but also feature toxicity, elitism, gate-keeping
and overworking (“crunching” ). Time and social pressures can reinforce normative design ideas
that reproduce the status quo, and they can lead jammers to superficially engage with the jams’
themes [55, 58].
Bringing all of the facets together, we can understand game jams as spaces brimming with

connective, interpersonal potential: They can affect the way(s) in which we relate to games, but
also to the wider world, to each other, and to ourselves [50]. This paper reports on a study that
builds on the inherent relationality of game jams: We sought to extend and augment the jam’s
interpersonal potential through humanistic psychology, and the person-centred approach.
Described as the third force in psychology after behaviourism and psychoanalysis, humanistic

psychology (HP) represents a radical break in how mental health can be approached [12, 22,
37]: Previous schools tended to define universal sets of behaviours and thoughts as malignant
(“mental illness” ) that ought to be corrected within the individual, so they can live a meaningful,
productive life. HP departs from this view: HP emphasises the experiential, meaning-making nature
of human life. Each person’s experiences—whether positive or negative—are considered unique and
uncategorisable. Within this framing, people’s lives are considered to be pluralistic: Each person’s
life exists embedded within interpersonal relationships and their own intentionality, decisions and
choices. To put it more provocatively, HP posits that a human life is more than the sum of its parts
(“human flourishing” ) [4, 21, 37, 48].

As a school of psychology, HP encapsulates a wide range of pedagogies and practices: This paper
focuses on the person-centred approach (PCA), which can be understood as practically applying
the values of HP in counselling (and beyond). The PCA understands mental distress as the result
of not being able to be your genuine self—due to personal, cultural, societal, or environmental
influences. Instead of a prescriptive view of treatment, practitioners of the PCA seek to offer a
relational, empathetic and non-judgemental environment for people to “self-actualise” in, and to
become a congruent, genuine self [48, 68].

This paper reports on a game jam that explicitly centres the lived experiences of game jammers.
Here, we draw inspiration from both HP and the PCA—both in how we structured and ran the jam,
but also for its theming: In concrete terms, we organised a game jam around the theme of self-care
and mental health with 19 participants in 2021. Expressed as research questions (RQ), we ask:

• RQ1: Can aspects of humanistic psychology, and the person-centred approach be integrated into
a relational game jam?

• RQ2: What insights can we gain from engaging players in such a relational game jam (themed
around self-care and mental health)?

We begin the paper by contextualising our work in related scholarship: First, we provide an
overview of game jams as research sites, and as design spaces for engaging with sensitive topics
like (mental) health. Second, we go more deeply into HP and the PCA. Then, we describe the setup
of the game jam, and how we ran it as a remote event for a week, in collaboration with the National
Videogame Museum, UK. Heading into our findings, we report on two themes as the results of
thematically analysing our data from the game jam. Finally, we discuss the work as a whole, outline
potential limitations and sketch out two design recommendations for further engagements with
mental health, self-care, HP and the PCA in game jams.
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2 Background
2.1 Game Jams as Research Sites
As sketched out in the Introduction (see 1), game jams are multi-faceted community events and
design spaces for making games [59]. Tapping into their generative and community potential,
game jams have been used as research sites before, and they have a long-standing relationship
with being augmented for academic purposes [35]. Within this context, game jams can both be
studied in themselves, but they also become design spaces for creating games that seek to engage
people beyond entertainment, or artistic purposes [26, 73]. Such an academic orientation “presents
researchers with a rich amount of case studies that specifically target the research question under
investigation, and it presents an opportunity to observe (or be part of) the design process itself”, as
described by Deen et al [23]. A common example for such a reconfiguration are serious games [64]:
Bringing seriousness into games can transform them into vehicles for learning and education; to
inform and teach skills to people [32, 63]. Examples for such serious games in game jams include
Ramzan and Reid, who organised the noPILLS jam, which engaged jammers with “the long-term
aim of reducing pharmaceutical micro-pollutants in the water cycle” [83]. Another example is
the Quantum Game Jams by Kultima et al., which brought together “game makers and quantum
physicists [to create] games about quantum mechanics”.

2.2 Jamming Sensitively, about Health and Care
As a pluralistic medium, video games can engage with complicated, difficult and careful topics [61,
62, 75]. By proxy, the same applies to game jams: They can be themed around sensitive, personal
and intimate topics. Health-minded jam research is one such avenue: Preston describes “the use of
a large-scale game jam weekend in coordination with HHS [United States Department of Health
and Human Services] and CDC [Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, USA] to leverage
300+ participants [university students] in developing 30 games focused on ‘winnable battles’ in the
field of public health” [77]. Chen et al. facilitated the “Mental Jam”, which engaged young people
in exploring their mental health through a jam: “Participants co-create video games about their
personal experiences [of mental health] as a form of self- expression to build empathy and promote
mental health awareness in the community” [16]. Another example can be found in Balli, who
organised “health game jams”, which “mobilized about 250 participants, who co-created 15 game
prototypes, covering cystic fibrosis therapy, education to prevent asthma crises, and respiratory
health promotion” [2].
Outside of touching on health or care as themes of game jams, they can also act as spaces

that engage people with these topics on a personal and community level—both in positive and
negative ways: Traditionally, game jams, like hackathons, tended to be male-dominated spaces that
often fostered a highly competitive environment [10]. Within this framing, game jams can become
elitist events that are in-group-focused: Instead of creating community, participants can gatekeep
knowledge and access [9], they can enforce self-destructive labour practices through overwork
(“crunching”) [5], and foster a hostile, oppressive and discriminatory environment, e.g., through
sexism or homophobia [74, 76, 89].

However, game jams can also be configured differently: They can enable people to find and build
community, to explore their identity and to build connection to others [34, 42], and to learn new
skills and gain confidence in their competencies and social skills [65, 91]. Given the right spin and
framing, game jams can be radical, care-full spaces: Prominent examples here are Kennedy, Hope
et al. and D’Ignazio, who explored game jams and hackathons as feminist happenings [24, 42, 50].
Feminisms are leveraged here to re-imagine what a collective space for making could and should
be like, and to what end: For example, D’Ignazio et al. describe using a hackathon to work towards
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“feminist consciousness raising”, by engaging participants with the political, and deeply personal
nature of creating technology for social change [24].

With a similar underpinning, the Games [4Diversity] Jams by Deen et al. sought to bring a diverse
crowd of jammers together to explore “sexual orientation, gender, feminist, religious, or cultural
perspective” through games in holistic, non-tokenistic ways [23]. This pluralistic theming also
translated into how the jams were run, and in turn, informed how jammers engaged with the jams:
The authors report a high degree of interdisciplinarity, novel ideas and positive feedback. Another
example for running jams differently is Abbott et al., who developed the “serious slow game jam”.
As a methodology, this jam seeks to not rush through the act of making, and to give jammers the
opportunity to rest. This configuration resulted in jammers being able to reflect on the jamming
process in itself, while leaving time and space for their everyday lives [1].

2.3 Humanistic Psychology and the Person-Centred Approach
In this paper, we report on a game jam that seeks to add to the group of jams that centre care,
slowness and agency, as events for relational encounters and meaning-making with other people.
Concretely, we sought to draw inspiration from humanistic psychology and the person-centred
approach for this endeavour.

As highlighted in the Introduction (see 1), humanistic psychology (HP) posits that “once our basic
human needs had been satisfied, self-betterment for the good of oneself and others became the
highest occupation of life”, as described by Davies [21]. HP concerns itself with human growth, and
how to navigate issues that may block it: Here, “betterment” and growth do not refer to any form of
prescriptive improvement, but they express “human flourishing”: For people to exist in authentic,
genuine ways; to become who they can be. Fundamentally, HP posits that each person’s experience
is uniquely different and uncategorisable: “The emphasis [is] on perceiving each individual as
an integrated whole, rather than fragmented into different ‘selves’ unrelated to each other”, as
described by Hamachek [37]. HP in itself is an umbrella term for a wide variety of pedagogies,
therapy approaches and—even wider, philosophically speaking—ways of making sense of what it
means to be human [37, 90].

The person-centred approach (PCA) can be understood as practised, applied HP. It engages with
mental health on an experiential, relational level [15, 47]. As its name may imply, the person-centred
approach, and person-centred counselling as a therapeutic practice, focuses on the therapy client
as a person first. Their life experiences, understanding of themselves and of the world sit at the
very heart of it as a therapeutic paradigm. Murphy and Hayes describe that “The Person-Centered
Approach emphasizes the phenomenological aspects of experiencing, and the individual’s subjective
experience of the world is considered to be reality for the perceiver. This is another reason that
person-centered therapists trust their clients’ knowledge about their experiences; their perceptions
are the pertinent reality” [67]. The PCA understands mental distress as the result of the difference
(“incongruence”) between their lived experiences and their self-concept; not being able to live as
who they authentically are contributes to mental distress [47, 82].

One of the PCA’s most influential theorists, Carl Rogers, posits that a supportive, safe and
accepting environment enables people to access their “[self-]actualizing tendency” [7]; to process
distress, to become and to be [86, 87]. A person’s self-actualisation and congruence is multifaceted: It
can be hindered by individual, personal and external, environmental and/or political factors [11, 48].
Self-actualisation is a complicated life-long, non-linear and iterative internal process. Therefore,
degrees of self-actualisation are highly dependent on other people [29, 57]. As a result of this
orientation, counsellors working with and within the PCA do not diagnose nor are they interested
in using external, “objective” instruments to measure or assess mental distress.

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 8, No. CHI PLAY, Article 329. Publication date: October 2024.



Bringing Humanistic Psychology into a Game Jam about Mental Health 329:5

Instead, they focus on relating to their client’s “internal frame of reference”, which is how each
person makes sense of their existence [84]; mental health, mental distress, worldviews and beliefs
included: As a result, therapy becomes what it has to be, guided by the client. Counsellors using
the PCA try to be as non-directive as possible, as to not interfere with the client’s internal sense-
making processes [19, 66]. This understanding of therapy and mental health represents a major
break and reorientation from other, more directive therapy paradigms—e.g. Freudian psychoanalysis
or cognitive-behavioural approaches—in which the therapist is much more of a deciding, dominant
force [79–81]: “The [person-centred] approach was radical in its aims to redress the imbalance
of authority and power typical of other psychotherapeutic approaches”, as described by Murphy
and Hayes [67]. Referring to Casemore [14], Kettley, Kettley and Lucas describe this shift further:
“[. . . ] from diagnosis and interpretation, to listening, and a willingness to be fully present without
the apparent safety of expert status and a directive attitude, offered a focus no longer intent on
problem solving, but on the development of a trusting relationship, facilitating the growth and
development of the individual” [51].

2.3.1 Rogerian Therapeutic Core Conditions.Informed by his own research, practice and life
experience, Rogers articulated a set of six “core” conditions to support people’s ability to change.
These conditions support HP practitioners in providing a positive, conductive space for their clients
that enables people to undergo change [86, 87]:

• Psychological Contact: The therapist and the client mutually experience each other and they
engage in a self-aware process of relating to each other [51, 86].

• Client Incongruence: The client is experiencing mental distress due to a mismatch between
their authentic, genuine self and how they experience the world through their current self.
Congruence (genuineness) describes the degree that somebody can be themselves [51, 86].

• Therapist Congruence: The therapist brings their genuine self into the relationship with their
client, to the best of their ability, in self-reflective, self-aware ways [51, 86].

• Unconditional Positive Regard: The therapist receives the client openly, as the person that
they are in that very moment, in non-judgemental and caring ways. Unconditional positive
regard is the practise of fully seeing and accepting someone for who they are [20, 51, 86].

• Empathy: The therapist receives the client in empathetic ways [51, 86]. Elliott explains
empathy as “understanding what another person is experiencing or trying to express” [28].

• Client Perception: The client perceives the relationship between themselves and the therapist
as genuine and accepting [51, 86].

Commonly, these six qualities are distilled into three “core conditions”: genuineness [94], un-
conditional positive regard [6, 44] and empathy [17, 88]). These conditions create a baseline that
encourage both the therapist and the client to be themselves, and to genuinely and authentically
experience each other, in a mutual way [66], to create the necessary “relational depth”—as coined
by Mearns [60]—for healing and processing distress [66]. Ultimately, “[. . . ] person-centered therapy
is based on the fundamental ethical principles of respect for clients’ autonomy and the subjective
sense of a right to self-determination”, as described by Murphy and Hayes [67, p. 295].

2.3.2 Experiencing Congruence: �alities of �Becoming A Person�.What is the result of someone
experiencing these core conditions? Rogers describes four characteristics in “Becoming a Per-
son” [85], that outline how somebody may re-orientate themselves as result of having been received
in genuine, caring way:

• Openness to experience: A person is open to experiencing life as it occurs, in a non-defensive,
non-stereotyping and self-aware way [86, p. 16].
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• Trust in one’s organism: A person trusts in themselves: Their experiences, their instincts, their
way of perceiving the world. They do not believe themselves to be infallible and are open to
making mistakes [86, p. 18].

• An Internal Locus of Evaluation: A person finds approval in themselves; to live their life in
ways that are satisfying for themselves. They pay less attention to what other people and
(cultural, societal) expectations dictate [86, p. 19].

• Willingness to be a Process: A person knows that they will never reach a fixed state of being;
to embrace being in-flux. They are “more content to be a process than a product” [86, p. 21].

Within the context of our research, we lean on humanistic psychology and the person-centred
approach to organise a game jam as a space for encountering and fostering relationality. It is
important to note that while HP and the PCA can be used as therapeutic means, our game jam was
not designed as one.

3 Methodology
3.1 The Self-Care Jam
The game jam ran as an one-week remote event, from 2nd to 8th August 2021. It was themed around
the topics and overlap of self-care, mental health, and games. VS and IK joined in a researcher-as-
participants capacity [78]. The jam was co-hosted by the National Videogame Museum, UK, with
two staff members joining as participants. Located in Sheffield (UK), it is the UK’s first museum
about video games: Designed as an inclusive, accessible place, it tries to engage people with video
games on all levels; to showcase them as important, cultural mediums, art pieces and community
spaces.

3.1.1 Context: The Caring Systems Toolkit.While game jams can be meaningful endeavours for
people, being creative within a constrained time and space is still a difficult undertaking for many.
To support jammers and their creativity, we developed a pluralistic set of strategies [30, 31, 72]:
This includes ideation tools like brainstorming or design toolkits [41]. Prior to running this game
jam, we developed such an designerly ideation tool: The Caring Systems toolkit. Apart from bringing
humanistic psychology and the person-centred approach into a game jam, the jam was also planned
to test and evaluate this toolkit.

While this paper does not focus on the toolkit, it is important to us to describe it, for additional
context and transparency: The Caring Systems toolkit’s goal is to guide and inspire designers,
developers and researchers that wish to make self-care technologies in a considered, nuanced and
relational way. Under the umbrella of self-care for mental health, it combines elements of speculative
design with aspects of humanistic psychology and the person-centred approach. The toolkit was
developed through four participatory research workshops with 16 people who experience(d) mental
distress, and who enjoy engaging with games. These workshops ran over the course of four weeks,
beginning in November and ending in December 2020.

Participants were given the toolkit digitally before the start of the game jam. They were free to
use the toolkit in any way they saw fit, and using it was not mandatory for participating in the jam.
The toolkit consists of the following three elements:

A workbook, which contains education, inspirational content and activities, that are grouped in
seven sections: Introduction, Mental Health and Self-Care, Tech + Self-Care, Intermission: Speculative
Design, Games + Self-Care, Audience + Community, Next Steps (see Figure 1).
Each section of the workbook follows the same structure:

• Introduction: A small introduction to the section that outlines what the section covers.
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Fig. 1. The Caring Systems Toolkit’s Workbook. This figure features three pages out of Mental Health +
Self-Care section: The first page is the introduction page for the “Mental Health and Self-Care” section. From
the same section, the second page asks the reader to reflect on common, stereotypical visual portrayals of
mental health. Finally, the third and last page showcases all ideation cards that correspond to this section.

• Journaling Exercise: A self-reflective journaling exercise is introduced. It is made up of
prompts that aim to capture the reader’s current thoughts on the section’s topic; to capture
their status quo.

• Main Part: The main part of the section follows, consisting of self-guided activities, educa-
tional information, and challenging probes.

• Revisiting Journaling Exercise: The initial journaling exercise is re-visited, to check if the
reader’s perception and/or opinion has changed. Re-visiting the exercise also exemplifies the
iterative nature of the toolkit as a whole and encourages openness and fluidity.

• Overview of Ideation Cards: The section ends with an overview of the section’s ideation
cards all in one place.

Fig. 2. The Caring Systems Toolkit’s Ideation Card Deck. This figure features one card each for its five
sections, which correspond to the same sections in the toolkit. Each card has its section written on the top,
followed by a collage of pictures in the middle and a textbox explaining its purpose on the bottom.

A set of ideation cards, which illustrate both self-care and mental health-related concepts and
questions (see Figure 2).
A template sheet, which provides guided space for someone to capture their ideas and ideate

on their technology design (see Figure 3).
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Fig. 3. The Caring Systems Toolkit’s Template Sheet. This figure features one page out of five, that seek
to support the jammers in formalising and documenting their design decisions: Example questions include
“What kind of self-care focus does your tool have?”, “Are you planning to make and release your tool?” or
“Who are you designing for? Why?”.

3.1.2 Game Jam Structure and Setup.In terms of technical setup, the jam was held on a private
Discord server specifically created for the event. Discord is a communication tool that is widely used
in gaming spaces [45], which allows video calling and chattingwith other servermembers. Collective
research activities were facilitated through MURAL1, as shared, collaborative whiteboards.

The jam week was structured into several group activities: First, we organised Daily Workshops:
From Monday to Thursday, daily workshops were held that covered and explored one section of
the toolkit each. The same workshop was held twice a day; one at 4pm (UTC) and one at 11pm
(UTC) to increase the chance of participants in different time zones being able to join (at least) one
of them.

Each �daily� workshop followed a similar structure:
• Welcome back:After greeting everybody, participants were asked to set and share a personal
intention or thought for the workshop.

• Topic introduction: A workbook section and its topic was introduced, and a condensed
overview of it was given.

• Main activities: Activities from the workbook’s section were undertaken as a group and
augmented by new activities that introduced other concepts from the workbook.

• Reflective discussion:We discussed our gained insights as a group.
1https://www.mural.co/
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Throughout the week, we ran the following daily workshops:

• Monday ◦ Games and Self-Care: The first daily workshop was designed for participants to get
to know each other, and to begin sharing and discussing their experiences with games and
self-care. We opened with a short definition of player agency and gave reasons why player
agency matters in games design; particularly when designing for more caring experiences.
The next activities all centred around exploring the group’s experiences with games and
self-care tools. We used our shared experiences as a starting point to design the “worst”
gameful self-care tool together.

• Tuesday ◦ Positionality and Identity: The second daily workshop centred around positionality
and identity. We used these two concepts as a starting point for thinking about internal and
external values, biases and constraints that may inform the design process. An overview of
what identity and positionality as concepts was given by IK, and why these concepts matter
to people designing and making technology. Taken directly from the workbook, participants
were encouraged to fill in their own mental health “onion”, e.g., a contextual overview of
factors and people influencing their own mental health. For the next activity, the group was
split in two; VS and IK facilitated a group each. We discussed how our own positionalities
impact our experiences with games, and in which ways. We brought the groups together to
discuss our gained insights collectively.

• Wednesday ◦ Technology and (Speculative) Design: Wednesday’s daily workshop introduced
speculative design [25, 33] and explored it as a tool to imagine alternative futures and ways to
engage with technology and care. We began the workshop by introducing speculative design
and gave reasons for why it can be useful for making and creating technology. Since it might
not be immediately obvious how speculative design can inform realistic, currently possible
ideas, we introduced a potential workflow: The exploration of a speculative world or concept
can be used to uncover values and biases, therefore it can aid with assessing design choices.
Once these concepts are out in the open, they can be transferred into currently feasible ideas.
After this introduction, we engaged the group with speculative exercises to practice.

• Thursday ◦ (Self-)Care through/with/in Games: In Thursday’s daily activity, we explored
how the group conceptualised care. On an arrow indicating “Self” on the left side, and
“Others”, we asked participants to place sticky notes describing acts of (self-)care. Then, we
asked participants to describe acts of (self-)care in/through/with games, from all possible
perspectives, e.g., as a care giver, a care receiver, or a bystander. Afterwards, we asked
participants to browse all sticky notes, and to design a technology and/or a game based on
them.

• Friday ◦ Kick-Off and Teambuilding: On Friday, we gave a quick overview of all toolkit
materials again. We asked participants to outline their jam profiles, e.g., outlining what they
wanted to work on and how. We encouraged participants to browse each other’s profiles
and ideas to find potential teammates. On Friday, a two-hour session was organised to form
teams, to walk participants through all parts of the toolkit again and to help people with
planning their jam.

The weekend was reserved for jamming, and showcasing participants’ jam entries:
• Saturday and Sunday ◦ Jamming: Four hours were scheduled for jamming each day, with
one hour reserved on Sunday for show-and-tell. We used this hour to discuss the jam, in
which all participants presented their jam entries and ideas. We offered “checkpoint” calls
after two hours on each day, in case participants wanted to discuss what they were working
on. Participants were encouraged to reach out to us if they needed support in any way.
Show-and-Tell: The show-and-tell was undertaken on a shared MURAL board: As with all
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activities during the jam, show-and-tell was not mandatory. All participants took part in it:
Each participant was encouraged to post their jam entry, to write down a short description,
to elaborate on their jam experience and to discuss their jam entry with the group. Prompts
for this process were to talk about 1) what they had made, 2) how speculatively had worked,
3) who they designed their game for and 4) which parts of the toolkit (e.g., cards) had been
important for their design process, and 5) to mention any special aspects that they would
like to comment on.

3.1.3 Integrating HP and the PCA into the Jam.The reason for the previously described jam
structure was to foster an environment informed by the Rogerian “core conditions” (see 2.3.1 and
2.3.2)—genuine, open, non-judgemental—to create a space for relationality to happen. We sought to
motivate this space through the following design considerations and decisions:

• Setting a slower pace: We were keen to pace the jam in a slower fashion, to allow time and
space for participants to get to know each other and the research team.

• Jamming as a process: It was also important for us to communicate that jam entries did
not have to be a working game, technology or tool prototype. Participants were explicitly
encouraged to capture their idea(s) in any way that worked best for them (verbatim: “Even a
scribble on a napkin is fine!”). Here, we tried to subvert common jam expectations that can
valorise the jam entry/game more than the jam as a event in itself.

• Creating space for personal expression: We scheduled collective activities to centre
around discussions; to allow sharing of personal experiences between jammers. We ensured
that each activity had a distinct framing, to allow the group to transition from warming up,
to thinking and making with each other, to wrapping up in a clear order. Here, we designed
each step with buffer times in mind; to be able to react to the group’s energy and baseline
each day.

• Letting jammers direct their experience:While our planned activities and “check-ins”
provided participants’ with a clear scaffold, we were keen to let participants set their own
foci, and to jam in ways that spoke to them the most (e.g., voluntary activities, and spaces
like their personal jamming diary).

3.2 Recruitment and Participants
Using our own and the National Videogame Museum’s social networks, we invited adults with
the following characteristics and interests to join the game jam: 1) Time for a weekend game jam
and one to two hours during the week, 2) an interest in self-care and mental health, 3) an interest
in games, and 4) a trusted person locally who could check in on the participant, and 5) currently
not experiencing a mental health crisis. This participant profile was deliberately left open and as
inclusive as possible to increase the number of potential participants.
Interested people who registered for the jam were provided with a consent form, a project

information sheet and a privacy notice, which outlined how their data would be handled, and
elaborated on potential risks to their privacy (e.g., mixed personal data, or friends recognising their
game development style). We employed a set of safeguarding procedures to minimise any potential
harm to both the research team and people joining the jam. Participants had to 1) agree to a baseline
code of conduct, which was maintained throughout the jam as a living document, 2) have a call
with the researcher team before the jam; both to screen out potential bad actors, and to establish
rapport with the facilitators, and 3) nominate a trusted person for a potential check-in during the
jam. Renumeration for taking part in the jam was a £100 shopping voucher, or the equivalent in
the participant’s currency of choice. This study was approved by the University of Nottingham’s
ethics committee (School of Computer Science).
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In total 22 people signed up, with three people dropping out for personal reasons (total: n=19).
People were free to withdraw at any point, without the need to give a reason.We did ask participants
to describe themselves, their relationship to gaming and mental health in their own words. Below,
we feature abridged descriptions of participants quoted in this paper. All names are pseudonyms,
and all descriptions were screened and edited to minimise the potential of re-identification:

• Courtney: “I’m a second-year undergrad student in Software Engineering with depression
and anxiety who plays PC games and writes/beta-reads fiction on the side.”

• Fabien: “I’m a cis, white man, with all the privilege that entails. I’m also bi and neurodivergent
(ADHD, in the quiet, shy, ‘doesn’t get identified at school’ kind of way), and often feel a little
bit of an outsider thanks to the above, my politics (socialist, anti-capitalist), and having a
personality and attitude often flagged up as being on the feminine side of the spectrum.”

• Kade: “I’m 28, queer, and love playing games (especially RPGs).”
• Ash: “I’m a non-binary disabled person interested in mental health/illness and videogames.”
• Kit: “I’m a UX designer, studied computer science and HCI at uni. Dabble in music, too.”
• Clementine: “I am a white, queer, disabled, and neurodivergent cis woman in her early 20s.”
• Jess: “I’m [Jess], a junior narrative game designer who loves creating games that incorporate
themes around mental health.”

• Addison: “I’m a game developer, poet, and roller derby player from [city]. I’m 25 years old,
chronically ill, and nonbinary”

• Sage: “I’m a software engineer with no experience of making games from scratch. I’ve done
various forms of therapy over the years and mental health and self-care is very important to
me.”

• Matt: “I’m currently a software engineer [...]; as well as gaming I love music and reading
sci-fi.”

• Lana: “I’m [Lana], a junior narrative game designer who loves creating games that incorporate
themes around mental health.”

3.3 Data Collection and Analysis
Using a mixed-methods approach, we engaged participants in research activities throughout the
week, but also before and after the jam:

• Before the jam:We handed out a survey to capture participants’ expectations: Made up of
32 questions, it went over participants self-care habits, their thoughts on mental health, their
personal history with games and game development, their opinions on the overlap of games,
mental health and self-care and finally, their expectations of the game jam.

• During the jam:
– Each participant was encouraged to keep a personal diary. Each diary was organised as a
personal MURAL board that the participants and authors had access to. We encouraged
jammers to to capture their personal thoughts and feelings, and interactions with the daily
workshops.

– All group engagements with and between participants were recorded throughout the jam,
which resulted in us collecting textual (e.g., chats), visual (e.g., shared screenshots) and
audio data (e.g., group discussions).

• After the jam: A survey and a semi-structured interview to capture post-jam expressions.
The post-jam survey contained 32 questions, asking participants to describe themselves, their
experiences with the game jam, the toolkit and other people. The survey also asked if their
thoughts on self-care, mental health and games had changed as a result of the jam. We used
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the answers of participants in their interviews as prompts, asking jammers to elaborate on
their jam entries, practices and overall experiences.

Given the richness of the resultingmulti-modal data from this jam, we used a variety of qualitative
methods to unpack it. All audio of shared activities, discussions and interviews was transcribed:
Here, we used a mix of automated software through Microsoft Word’s transcription, and manual
correction. Then, we approached the data inductively, followed by a deductive analysis.
First, we used self-reflexive thematic analysis after Braun and Clarke to make sense of the

discussions, conversations, interviews and surveys across six steps [8, 18]: Both authors familiarised
themselves with the data independently. VS iteratively developed the first set of codes (Step 1-2).
Afterwards, all authors refined and settled on a final set of codes together. After coding the data once
more, we sketched out potential themes (Step 3-5), and then finalised them together in writing (Step
6). We created a shared database of codes for all text-based documents, to ensure code consistency.
Second, we sought to find alignments between data points to answer deductive questions, e.g.,

how did participants feel about the game jam? (see 4.3). After articulating a question, we stepped
through the data to identify relevant data points: We grouped them using affinity mapping into
clusters together [49]. These clusters were collectively, and iteratively refined: We did so to ensure
that each cluster represented the jammers’ sentiments, thoughts and opinions as a group genuinely,
and to avoid a presentation of data points being “cherry picked”, or coming across as anecdotal.

3.3.1 Epistemology.For additional clarity, and transparency, we outline our approach to knowl-
edge construction: The work showcased in this paper can be described as “phenomenologically-
situated” [39], and as being aligned with the “third paradigm” of human computer interaction (as
formulated by Harrison et al. [40]). Concretely, this means that 1) we conduct research through
our own lived experiences and those of our participants (“phenomonological”), and 2) that we
conceptualise research as a “situated” undertaking that is embedded in people’s every lives, as
being influenced and shaped by personal, cultural, societal and political factors (as conceptualised
by Haraway [38]) [39, 40]. As such, our findings do not represent objective, absolute knowledge(s),
but they are set of contained, contextual pieces of collective sense-making. We expand on the
implications of this stance in Limitations (see 5.2). In line with the theoretical underpinning of
humanistic psychology valuing each person’s individual experience (see 2.3), this paper can be
understood as a humanistic essay that seeks to inspire, challenge and motivate you, the reader [3].
We encourage you to find overlaps and differences between your lived reality, and the one(s)
presented in this paper.

4 Findings
In this section, we showcase two themes that we inductively constructed out of our data pool. The
themes will be illustrated through data excerpts, indicating who they belong and where they come
from (e.g., interviews, or surveys). Where appropriate, we contextualise them through existing
scholarship.

4.1 Theme: Recontextualising Self-Care and Games
The first theme showcases how participants re-conceptualise their own understandings of self-
care and games; this was made possible by connecting and relating with other people and their
experiences during the jam.

Courtney explains how learning about other participants’ ways of using and re-framing games
for self-care changed her perspective:

Quote 1 ◦ Broadened View of Self-Care: “I originally pictured self-care through
games as mostly de-stressing through playing relaxing, explicitly positivity-oriented
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games, such as Stardew Valley or Animal Crossing or Kind Words. Hearing other
participants’ experiences about other ways of self-care through games, such as bonding
socially through multiplayer games and achievement/simulation-based activities being
another form of self-care, really broadened my view of how people take care of their
mental well-being in different ways.” (Post-jam survey, Courtney)

In this quote, Courtney first outlines games that naturally appear caring due to their “de-stressing”
nature. This showcases that self-care and games as topics and overlaps can be loaded with normative
assumptions, like needing to be “relaxing” and “positivity-oriented”. Courtney goes on to contrasts
her expectations with other people’s experiences: Particularly their engagements with different
game genres (“achievement/simulation”) allowed her to re-conceptualise how she now sees self-
care-through-games (“broadened my view”).

Fabien perceived the collective discussions similarly:
Quote 2 ◦ Learning from the Collective: “Everyone was sort of giving their own
perspective and talking about various different subjects. . . aspects about self-care and
game design. It was just really, really interesting and it got me thinking about stuff that
we would not have thought of otherwise.” (Interview, Fabien)

In this quote, Fabien reports on having personally benefited from the plurality and diversity
of thought that participants shared with each other. He highlights that it was the combination of
people (“giving their own perspective”) and topics at hand (“self-care and game design”) that got
him to think about the unusual (“stuff that we would not have thought of otherwise”).
A similar attitude is echoed by Kade, who reflects on becoming aware of their own practice of

reframing games for self-care through the jam:
Quote 3 ◦ Realising Reframing: “I’d never overtly thought about games as a form
of self-care, despite the fact that I definitely use them that way. And now I feel more
equipped to go into play[ing] another game or anything in the future with that kind of
mindset in the back of my mind. So personally, I feel like [the jam] really helped me to
understand the ways that I use games.” (Interview, Kade)

Kade expresses that the jam led to them realising insights about their own self-care habits: They
became aware of how they engage in re-framing (“use them that way”). This act of becoming
aware led to them gaining additional insights about themselves (“understand the ways that we use
games”) and Kade outlines it as a quality to be integrated further into their self-care practice (“in
the back of my mind”).

Echoing a similar sentiment, Matt reports on the jam allowing them to understand their self-care
habits better:

Quote 4 ◦Reflections on Self-Care: “[The jam] also helped me reflect on the methods
I use for self-care and why they’re effective (such as reading for escapism).” (Post-jam
survey, Matt)

This process of realising and reflecting on self-care and games also extended towards game
design and the gaming industry, as showcased in the next quote:

Quote 5 ◦ Holistic Gaming: “I’ve long had a... frustrated relationship with games, as
I do believe they frequently do players a disservice (and contribute by their design to
the often toxic nature of gaming communities). However, [the jam] has changed my
thoughts with regards how one might wish to go about game design, particularly in
terms of taking a wider, more holistic approach to design, and addressing self-care /and/
mental health issues simultaneously, rather than as distinct approaches.” (Post-jam
survey, Fabien)
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Fabien outlines how normativity within the gaming industry is (often) toxic, and that “do[es]
players a disservice”. He points out that the jam made him consider how intertwined self-care and
games can be, particularly realised through a “more holistic approach to design”. Implied within
this quote is that such a design re-orientation may be used as a counterweight to the status quo
and establish the opposite of “toxic [. . . ] communities”.

This plurality of thought supported participants to reflect on wider issues, and influenced them
to think about the future:

Quote 6 ◦ New Possibilities: “[The jam] did make me think about possibilities
[. . . ] like, looking at the different ideation cards and the different concepts that are
represented in the toolkit, I think that will influence my relationship with what I can
create in the future.” (Interview, Addison)

In this quote, Addison recalls how having gone through the game jam—interactions with the
toolkit included—led to them discovering new “possibilities” for themselves: They describe that it
extended their view of what they “can create in the future”, indicating a fundamental change.

4.2 Theme: Unlearning Normativity, Together
The second theme showcases how participants encountered and confronted normativity through
the game jam; in very personal and individual ways, but as a collective.

Quote 7 ◦ Non-judgemental Openness: “It was still unusual, in my experience, to
be in a group with so many people who are quite open about issues they face? Or
difficulties they have? [. . . ] It quite was nice for me, as someone with ADHD, to be in
an environment where everyone was quite open and again, non-judgemental about it.”
(Interview, Fabien)

This quote by Fabien speaks to the ways mental health—and neurodiversity more broadly—is
still seen as “unusual”, and stigmatised. He contrasts this with other people’s attitudes within the
jam that approached mental distress and neurodiversity in “open” and “non-judgemental” ways by
other participants, leading to an accepting, relatable environment.

This perceived openness also extended to the submission of jam entries, as Kit explains:
Quote 8 ◦ Open-endedness: “I’ve never been to an event like this where it is so
open-ended and if you do not finish on time or if you don’t have a concrete idea, you’re
told ‘that’s a good thing’ or ‘that’s okay!’.” (Interview, Kit)

Kit comments on the open-ended submission policy for jam entries, e.g., participants could
submit whatever they wanted, and there was not any pressure to submit anything at all. Kit outlines
how unusual this circumstance was (“never been to an event like this”). This quote indicates that
the event’s baseline in itself was perceived as an alternative way of running events, e.g., prioritising
how people feel. Sitting with feelings and processing them was part of confronting the normative
tendencies found within games and self-care technologies.

Quote 9 ◦ Processing Feelings: “Making the game brought up some uncomfortable
feelings about my own view of productivity and mental health that I have yet to work
through, but it was also therapeutic to go through these feelings in a controlled manner
[. . . ]” (Post-jam survey, Clementine)

Clementine explains how making a game about rest and taking time for yourself led her to
examine her “own view of productivity and mental health”, and how she was able to “go through
these feelings in a controlled manner”. Implied within this quote is that the jam afforded Clementine
the space and time for her to become aware of her feelings.
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Echoing thoughts about productivity, Courtney describes how she learnt from other participants
about how structural issues influence self-care:

Quote 10 ◦ Noting Capitalism: “[The jam] opened my eyes specifically to certain
topics regarding the role community plays in mental health / self-care. [. . . ] There’s
also certain topics people talked about during the jam regarding how current soci-
ety/capitalism affects mental health and self-care, like the value placed on purely
being productive (and thus being ‘worthless’ if you’re not productive), and barriers to
accessibility.” (Post-jam survey, Courtney)

In this quote, Courtney describes how other people brought “certain topics” into the jam and
points them out as impactful to her (“opened my eyes specifically”): Particularly how others
critiqued structural barriers (“current society”), like capitalistic views of productivity.

Similarly, Kit reflects on learning from other participants, and for becoming aware of their own
internalised normativity:

Quote 11 ◦ Personal Growth: “I think I grew as a person ’cause we discussed stuff
that I hadn’t considered. [. . . ] Like for example we talked a lot about disabilities, which
is something that wouldn’t necessarily affect me? So, it hadn’t occurred to me, but then
we started discussing it.” (Interview, Kit)

Kit states that the jam led to personal growth, due to what other people brought into jam
discussion. In their case, it was talking about disabilities that they had not “considered” beforehand
(“wouldn’t necessarily affect me”), but directly benefited a lot from (“grew as a person ‘cause
we discussed”). This quote speaks to the pluralistic nature of discussions within the jam, but
also to participants educating each other just by being part of the group, by bringing different
non-normative viewpoints to the space.
Echoing the sentiment of making broader, wider connections, Kade outlines how speculation

within the jam was an important aspect to resist normativity:
Quote 12 ◦ Imagining Futures: “So, it’s how to create a safe space for you to start
to imagine a better future and work out how you can design for that future, when
we live in a capitalist nightmarescape... that you can’t see two feet in front of you,
because everything is just ’work sleep play repeat’. So, I also think that that was a
really important part of [the jam]: It was imagining futures and starting to think about
how these futures could be achieved.” (Interview, Kade)

In this quote, Kade describes how a “safe space” is needed to reconfigure which world we might
want to live in, as normativity denies these explorations (“everything is just ’work sleep play
repeat”’). They point out that “imagining futures” within the jam “was a really important part”, to
challenge the normative frame of self-care technologies, and consider the potential of worlds with
caring technology in broader terms.

Similarly, Ash reports that the jam led them to consider how health is being currently understood
and implemented technologies:

Quote 13 ◦NewPossibilities: “The jam opened me up to new possibilities for self-care
technology – there are a lot of ways this can take shape that don’t look like the very
clinical model dominating the market right now.” (Post-jam survey, Addison)

4.3 Jam Results: Jammers’ Feedback and Perception
In this section, we showcase deductively grouped answers by participants. These clusters of data
are not themes, but they are illustrative for the feedback we received for the jam, and insights we
derived from them, as affinity-mapped clusters (see 3).
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All participants reported a positive association with the game they had made, with six people
explicitly mentioning that they were proud of: In the post-jam survey, one of the questions was
“How would you describe your [...] jam experience in three words?”. Answers that were mentioned
more than once were “inspiring” (n=5), “interesting” (n=4), “challenging” (n=3), “insightful” (n=3)
and “fun” (n=3).

How did participants feel throughout the jam? Participants reported feeling connected with each
other, safe and valued throughout the jam, which led to jammers being comfortable to share aspects
of their mental health:

• “I really enjoyed participating. [. . . ] I felt really connected to everyone involved.” (Post-jam
survey, Clementine)

• “The jam made me feel inspired and excited [. . . ] to [. . . ] connect with others about mental
health.” (Post-jam survey, Sage)

• “[The jam] also made me feel safe and welcomed; I could tell that my fellow jam participants
were ‘my people’ very quickly – the shared interest in mental health gave us a lot of common
ground.” (Post-jam survey, Addison)

• “I loved the ‘togetherness’ it brought me throughout the week. It felt good to be spending
time with new people who shared interests.” (Post-jam survey, Jess)

• “I think it’s reinforced certain ideas I had about mental health and given me the chance to
speak to others about their different stories and relate them to my own. I just felt validated.”
(Post-jam survey, Kit)

Similarly, all interviewees mentioned the jam environment and atmosphere as one of the reasons
why they enjoyed being part of it, e.g., Kit explained that the atmosphere was the most important
aspect of the jam to them:

“[. . . ] my perspective as a participant, it felt like the main point of what we were doing,
was to have a safe space to share experiences. And everyone seemed to be doing that.
And that was kind of like the main thing I enjoyed.” (Interview, Kit)

4.4 Jam Results: Jam Entries
In total, 13 jam entries were created by participants, which are showcased in Table 1. Jammers
explored what gameful self-care could be like, in a different and pluralistic ways. The majority of
the entries were conceptual prototypes (n=8), that participants illustrated through slides, texts and
visuals. Participants were encouraged to submit whatever they deemed suitable at the end of the
jam, and not submitting was also presented as an equally valid response.

Across the table, we can identify some commonalities between the jam entries:
• Lived experience as inspiration: All participants drew inspiration from their everyday
lives and personal experiences, and reflected on them in the survey and interviews, e.g., “there
were definitely major parts in [my jam entry] where I was very aware that were down to my
own experiences, my positionality. . . ” (Interview, Fabien). 13 participants explicitly mentioned
their mental health in the post-jam survey, e.g., Clementine references her own positionality
and her team’s positionalities as an important design factor: “Big time, I’m autistic and
have PTSD and ADHD - we wanted a game that would feel great to play” (Post-jam survey,
Clementine).

• Making of mental health(s): None of the jam entries conceptualised mental health and/or
self-care in prescriptive terms; in fact, a lot of entries reflect on these concepts as very
personal, complex or even confusing experiences, e.g., as seen in Courtney or Clementine
entries (see 1).
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Jam Entry Description Team Members

Self-Care “A collection of minigames where you complete
life activities to improve the life of a cat.” (Sage)

Matt, Sage, Mary
and Danny

Untitled “An app that would offer opportunities to engage
mindfulness in daily life and reframe the mun-
dane.”

Kade

Ti(me) and S(p)ace “Twine text-based narrative game about finding
your missing friend while learning about balanc-
ing reality and escapism self-care.”

Courtney

Can I talk to you about
rest?

“A narrative based game in which the player
works through the intersections of work, produc-
tivity, rest, mental-health, self-care, capitalism,
and self-esteem. They are in conversation with
themself (as a separate manifestation) throughout
the game.”

Clementine

Untitled “An interactive, branching, light-hearted story.
You’retaking the perspective of someone strug-
gling with focus and intrusive daydreams.”

Neema

Untitled “Groundhog Day, the game in space” Sami
Mind OS “Mind OS - A prototype of a Mind Operating Sys-

tem that caters to the user’s mental health needs,
using an AI and rooms containing de-stressing
methods.”

Jess

Starship Sappho “A gay sci-fi narrative quiz!” Raquel
Untitled Journalling Tool “My tool is an interactive journal that can be used

to record user "wins," daily achievements like get-
ting dressed or completing a chore, to reinforce
feelings of self-worth and personal accomplish-
ment. The tool encourages its users to record their
wins, daily mood, and moments of reflection by
rewarding them with stamps and friendly banter.”

Addison

[Yolanda]topia “A city creating game without any time or re-
sources constraints to help with stress through
escapism/creation.”

Yolanda

Action Plan “Zombies Run meets Star Trek. The serial fiction
aspects of ZR combined with the idealism of Star
Trek combine to hopefully create new, parallel
support networks.”

Tanvir

A City for Humans “An anti-capitalist city builder based on mutual
support and cooperation.”

Fabien

Through Our Lens “We made a game where people can go into oth-
ers past experiences and navigate the diversity of
emotions and feelings different people have for
the same event.” (Kit)

Kit, Jess, Antonio,
Ash

Table 1. Overview of all created jam entries.
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• Player first orientation: All jam entries are non-competitive and let the player set their
own pace of engagement.

To provide a sense of the jam entries’ richness, we will step through two jam entries as examples.
The first showcased jam entry is “A City for Humans”, by Fabien (see Figure 4). Within this city
builder, the player is tasked with rejuvenating a bleak urban environment into a space that serves
its community. Fabien describes that the game seeks to “engage [people] with some of the issues
of urban life in a positive, communal, progressive manner” (Show & Tell, Note, Fabien). Fabien
outlines that “[. . . ] the game should play the part both of a pleasant distraction and offer a gentle
reinforcement of the ideas of communal support and people-centric urban planning, rather than
the capitalistic and/or colonial tendencies of most city builders ...” (Show & Tell, Note, Fabien).

Fig. 4. Jam Entry: “A City for Humans”. This figure features a screenshot from Fabien’s jam entry.

The second showcased jam entry is “Mind OS” by Lana (see Figure 5). It is both a game for
self-care and a speculative design: Styled after a retro operating system, Mind OS envisions a
future in which an implanted brain chip can provide self-care on demand. Within the practical
implementation, Lana designed it as a tool that walks the player through self-care activities, like
breathing exercises. Lana explains that the “[t]ool encourages those to want to improve their health
in positive ways, at their pace. It does not rush them and reminds them of the power they have as a
person” (Show & Tell, Note, Lana).

5 Discussion
As sketched out in the Background section (see 2), game jams can be normative, exclusive and
uncaring spaces. However, they can also be “consciousness” shifting events that connect people
deeply with each other. This paper reports on an endeavour to add to this care-full scholarship:
We organised the Self-Care jam to engage a diverse group of people with differing experiences
and backgrounds with the personal, sensitive topics of mental health and self-care through a game
jam. We set out to create a non-judgemental, empathetic and genuine space for jammers to make
games in, by drawing inspiration from humanistic psychology, and the person-centred approach
(see 2.3.1).

In the first theme, Recontextualising Self-Care and Games (see 4.1), participants reflected on how
the safe, empathetic jam environment, and their meaningful interactions with other participants.
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Fig. 5. Jam Entry: “Mind OS”. This figure features a screenshot from Lana’s jam entry.

Coming together in the game jam led to the creation of a small, emergent community, that par-
ticipants were part of. Through self-reflection, and engagements with others, jammers described
how they extended their understanding of self-care, mental health and games: For example, Kade
realises how deeply intertwined games with one’s self-care practices can be (see 4.1, Q3), Courtney
recognises and challenges expectations about what a caring game ought to be (see 4.1, Q1) or Fabien
explains how he learnt from others’ diverse experiences (see 4.1, Q2).
The second theme, Unlearning Normativity Together (see 4.2), showcases how the jam made

participants confront the frames in which they live in; whether personal, cultural or societal. As a
group, jammers took great care to deconstruct why people may need (self-)care, in which forms, and
what it means to experience mental distress right now. This theme showcases that wrestling with the
assumed status quo is not a single action, but an iterative, relational, and self-exploratory process.
The quotes here showcase that (un)learning can be uncomfortable and destabilising. However,
it can simultaneously catalyse moments of growth—individually, and collectively: For example,
Clementine critically reflects on her relationship with productivity and work through the jam (see
4.2, Q9), Fabien explains how the jam shifted his view of game design towards being a holistic
practice (see 4.1, Q5) or Courtney explaining how the jam (and other jammers’ experiences) made
her think about societal influences on mental health (see 4.2, Q10)
The jam entries echo both themes: Here, participants created a set of diverse and pluralistic

gameful self-care experiences that re-imagined what caring technologies and games could be like
(see 4.4): They drew inspiration from their own and others’ lives. Instead of repeating prescriptive
narratives or assumptive approaches, jammers showcase an understanding of self-care and games
that values the player’s agency and autonomy. Participants also represented the complicated,
confusing and complex nature of mental distress from a diverse set of personal perspectives (see
Table 1). We now turn to our RQs, and revisit RQ1: Can aspects of humanistic psychology, and
the person-centred approach be integrated into a relational game jams? Throughout the jam—from
setup, to recruitment, to running it—we tried to put forward person-centred and humanistic values
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(see 3.1.3): Instead of a high stress environment full of social pressures, we set out to centre the
Rogerian core conditions of non-judgement, genuineness and empathy (see 2.3.1). By cementing
these attributes, our goal was to create a relational space for people to meet and make in; for
jammers to experience and to access some, if not all, of the necessary conditions for “Becoming a
Person” as defined by Rogers (see 2.3.2): To be open to experiencing newness, to trust themselves, to
allow themselves to make mistakes, to approve of themselves as who they are in that moment in time,
and to become comfortable with being a person in-flux. Part of this integrative process required us
to actively subvert normative jam expectations: One prominent example here was encouraging
jammers to jam in their own ways, and to explore their own meanings—to avoid social pressures
that might guide participants towards normative thinking (e.g., making something that others
would consider “practical” or “useful”). Drawing from HP and the PCA here enabled us to place
emphasis on game jamming not as a linear undertaking, but as a dynamic process: As seen in
both themes, this framing created space for participants to relate to themselves, others and the
wider world. Here, we can construct an understanding that game jams are not just the sum of their
parts. Bringing people, games, time and space together, they can become negotiated, complex and
intricate frames for witnessing and encountering.

Now, we turn to RQ2: What insights can we gain from engaging players in such a relational game
jam (themed around self-care and mental health)? As showcased across our findings, participants
embraced the openness and chance for self-expression in the jam readily, even leveraging it for their
own creativity and jam entries. Participants described the game jam as providing an empathetic,
understanding environment for people to step through their feelings and express them to the
group (see 4.3)—echoing core aspects and concepts of HP and the PCA (see 2.3.1). Both the jam
responses and the themes feature participants re-configuring and re-imagining the caring qualities
of video games, and technologies more broadly (see 4.1, Theme 1): Participants explored ideas freely,
wrestled with existing in the world with mental distress collaboratively, and speculated about
what (self-)care could and should be like (see 4.2, Theme 2). In their jam entries, participants made
nuanced, careful design choices that 1) value the player’s agency and autonomy and 2) represent
the complicated, confusing and complex nature of mental distress from a pluralistic set of angles
(see 1). Here, we arrive at an understanding that an explicitly relational and caring framing of this
game jam encouraged participants to engage with these concepts deeply—in their jam conduct,
jam entries and beyond.

5.1 Design Opportunities: Relational Game Jams
After having discussed our work as a whole, we now turn to identify potential opportunities for
designers, developers and researchers wishing to centre care and relationality in their work with
game jams. These opportunities are not to be read in universal, nor absolute terms. Instead, we
characterise them as supportive design inspirations; each accompanied by a set of prompting
questions addressing you, the reader.
While HP and the PCA inform the following design opportunities heavily, we also see great

potential for other relational pedagogies, or approaches to inform how game jams are designed,
researched with, and run.

5.1.1 Jamming as a Relational Encountering.The first of our design opportunities describes game
jamming as a relational undertaking: To inspire, challenge and connect people through the act of
making video games together.

• Embed, communicate and embody your values: If we want our game jams to cultivate
discussion and designs around ideas of empathy, well-being and connection, such values
must be reflected in the jam’s own design, structure, and intention—as fundamentals, across
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all aspects of the jam. Based on our jam planning and participants’ feedback, the relational
framing of a jam is not an “once and done” ordeal, but it requires care-full, active maintenance
and flexible adjusting if needed. With this openness comes a lot of responsibility, and care as
a requirement in itself: The jam needs to exist as a collective space that not only allows, but
actively fosters and protects such openness. In this paper, we showcased the PCA and HP
as a potential set of values and approaches to integrate within a jam: The person-centred
approach is oriented towards relationality and self-discovery, and places emphasis on the
agency, autonomy of each person, and their unique way of experiences life. The “self” and
“care” are understood as flexible qualities, as processes to be experienced: In our jam, we
encouraged jammers to directly draw from their own lives, and to share freely and openly
with the rest of the group. This process requires people to allow themselves to be vulnerable:
Opening up to others can be a difficult undertaking, but also a very rewarding one—both for
the individual person, and the rest of the jammers and facilitators. Here, we would like jam
facilitators to also care-fully consider how their fundamental values might influence the jam
experience of people: Not only in positive, but also unpredictable, or negative ways—from
the first contact with other jammers, to what jammers engage with, to what games might be
made, and/or experienced. ◦What are the fundamental values of your jam? Which concepts,
theories and pedagogies are you drawing from? How are these ideas put into practice? How will
jammers encounter them? How do you ensure a safer space for people to open up in? How do
your values influence the jam experience?

• Centre the person, not the identity of “jammer”: HP and the PCA encourage people to
recognise themselves and each other as holistic systems and processes that are constantly
in-flux, shaped by internal and external factors. This understanding encourages people to
see their identity as a meaningful, experiential collage, but not as a static catalogue of traits.
Here, we encourage jammers and jam organisers alike to decentre the idea of “the jammer”
as a definitive, distinct (identity) marker. We ask you, the reader, to challenge, investigate
and decouple your ideas of who can, and should jam. ◦ Can people be genuinely themselves in
your jam? Are there mechanisms and spaces for people to feel out who they are, and share this
with other jammers? What expectations or assumptions become visible in your jam, and how
can you shake them up?

• Subvert, deconstruct and (un)learn together: Through coming together with participants,
we were keen to subvert what video games, game jams and self-care can be: Here, we tried
to make expected, normative assumptions in these fields visible, so that we could wrestle
with them as a group. We encourage jammers and ourselves, as facilitators alike, to radically
shift what we 1) think, feel and associate with self-care and mental health, and 2) how these
topics can feature meaningfully in a game. In this jam, we tried to explicitly invite questions
about what it means to make games, and what we make games about. ◦ What topics, themes
and ideas will jammers engage through your jam? How are they portrayed? Is there space for
encountering multiple angles, and perspectives? Do you make space for people to share their
lived experiences? Can jammers actively learn from each other?

5.1.2 Jamming about Self-Care as an Act of Self-Care.The second design opportunity outlines how
game jamming in itself can be contextualised as an act of (self-)care: Both by engaging with the
topic in itself, and through the conduct and encounters within the jam.

• Hold space for yourself, and each other: We see great value in jams being a vehicle
for sense-making, and connective tissue between participants to build community: Being
with each other opened up the possibility of other ways of being and learning with each
other. While the jam we reported on centred mental health and self-care as themes explicitly,
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relationality between jammers transcends these topics. Here, we encourage you to make
space for care in all of its facets: As interpersonal meaning-making, self-reflection and beyond.
This requires us to think care-fully about how we can support the positive side of relationality,
but also how we will approach boundaries, relational breakdowns and/or potential issues of
interpersonal conflict. ◦ Does your jam allow for care-full moments? How do you see jammers
connecting to themselves, and others? How can you create space and context for such encounters
in meaningful, responsible and considered ways?

• Many ways to care, many ways to jam: ◦ We explicitly tried to slow down the game jam,
and to encourage jammers to embrace idleness: We explicitly stressed that jammers could set
their own pace of jamming, and to produce whatever they saw fit, or nothing at all. Handing
in a jam entry was voluntary, and we repeated throughout the week that the process of
thinking, being and making with others was our focus. Here, we were keen to avoid creating
expectations that people could “fail”, or feel like they were “failing” the jam. Instead, we
guided discussions towards encouraging people to deepen their personal reflections, and
create jam entries that held personal meaning. Similarly, making a game is often the focus of
game jams, as an important goal and endpoint. This outcome-driven way of jamming will
directly inform how jammers organise themselves in a jam, and it shapes their jam priorities
by proxy. While having such a clear goal might be enjoyable for many, in this jam, we tried
to centre the process of making with others instead. Here, openness might be facilitated
through clear protocols and boundaries to ensure comfort and accountability: For example,
not demanding unhealthy working habits (skipping nights of sleep) or making assumptions
about lived experiences. ◦ Does your jam allow for jammers to set their own pace? What peer
pressures and expectations might occur throughout your jam? How do you influence jammers’
moments of failure, “not being done enough” or their priorities in general? Can you, or should
you influence them?

• Work through moments of (in)congruence: Care-full and/or relational jamming does not
mean that people only experience joyful, positive emotions. Here, we wish to be explicit that
relationality between jammers can also be built through sharing uncomfortable experiences,
and by stepping through difficult matters together. Without explicitly telling people to do
so, people in our jam attuned to the Rogerian core values (see 2.3.1): We were incredibly
fortunate to experience jammers being genuine, empathetic, and non-judgemental with each
other. This configuration led to complicated, and very personal matters being discussed
without prompting: For example, experiences with disability, or reflections on living under
exploitative, uncaring capitalism (see 4.2). These discussions and reflections shifted the
creative, generative energy of the jam in ways that are difficult to describe as a facilitator, but
these moments of collective processing clearly re-surfaced in the jam entries. We encourage
you to make space for jammers to meet each other to not only share joy, but also to make
room for processing hurt, negative experiences and fears. However, it is important for us to
mention here that you need to carefully feel out if, how and when you and the group can step
through shared incongruence: The potential risk of (inter)personal harm remains. As each
jam is different, we recommend making a tailored set of safety and community measures,
e.g., a formalised code of conduct, or protocols for organisers. ◦ How do you make space for
people to share their genuine lived experiences? Where does this space end for you, and how do
you draw these boundaries? Which mechanisms, tools or approaches do you draw from, when
jammers wish to process difficult matters? Where do you draw the line on what is acceptable, or
“doable” to step through, as a group of jammers? How do you allow yourself, as a jam facilitator,
to feel your feeling? Where do you draw the line in your own self-revealing vulnerability?
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5.2 Limitations
The work is in this paper has several limitations:

• Limited participation and Covid-19 as context:While we tried to keep the framing of
the jam as inclusive as possible (e.g., create at your own pace, facilitators always at hand,
code of conduct etc.), our potential participant pool was limited by default: The jam was run
online during the height of Covid-19, in English, and set during times that suited people in
Europe the most. By default, this setup excluded people who did not have access to the time,
energy and/or technology needed to participate—all of which are scarce during a pandemic,
especially for (already) marginalised people.

• Epistemology and situated insights: The knowledge produced through the jam is to be
understood as situated, contextual and constructed through the people who took part in
the jam—both participants and the authors themselves (see 3.3.1). While we cannot directly
evaluate how our facilitation might have influenced people, we can definitely see that the
participants’ and our own positionalities are deeply intertwined with the jam entries, results
and outcomes of this game jam. On the flip side, this means that it is likely that a different
group of participants and researchers would have found different insights, and centred
different foci during the jam.

• Framing this jam: The framing of this jam—from recruitment materials, to running it or
the toolkit’s contents and design—was underpinned by explicit values of person-centred
care, and relationality. Therefore, it deviates heavily from more straightforward, outcome- or
technology-focused jams. Without a doubt, this jam’s framing attracted people who already
think about care as a topic, and who value relationality, and vulnerability between people.
Therefore, it is not surprising that we ended up with a group of people who were ready to
be vulnerable and open with each other. Similarly, our jam size was intimate enough for
everybody to get to know each other, which likely reinforced a sense of community. We
believe that a bigger, more traditional and more anonymous jam can definitely incorporate
care, but facilitators will encounter issues and challenges that cannot be derived from our
study, and require further research.

6 Conclusion
In this paper, we report on an online game jam focused on exploring self-care and mental health
through, with and in games. The event was run in collaboration with the National Videogame
Museum (UK) and engaged 19 people in total, over the course of a week. Drawing from humanistic
psychology and the person-centred approach, we sought to augment the traditional game jam
through their core values: relationality, genuineness, empathy and non-judgement. We did so 1) to
make sense of game jams as a relational space for encountering other people, and 2) to explore
game jams as humanistic design spaces. We arrived at the understanding that relational jams can
contribute to a renewed understanding of games as a medium for care—both for the individual, and
the collective. Based on these insights, we sketched out two high-level design opportunities for
how to integrate HP and the PCA into game jams, and to reconfigure them to be care-full spaces.
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