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This study explored players’ eudaimonic motives for playing mental health-themed indie games
and their perceived influence on mental well-being. Seven participants who are at least 18 years
old and have experience playing mental health-themed indie games were interviewed. Using
reflexive thematic analysis (RTA), five themes were constructed: Interpersonal connectedness
and relatedness, From emotional resonance to emotional expression, Gameplay as space for
understanding oneself through introspection and reflection, Constructing meaning through
gameplay, and Perceived growth through gameplay.

The first four themes address how participants’ eudaimonic motives were shaped through
gameplay experiences rather than as explicit motivations prior gameplay. Participants described
these games as meaningful when they fostered connections, evoked emotional resonance,
encouraged reflection, and allowed them to construct personal meaning through gameplay. The
final theme addresses how participants perceived these experiences contributed to their mental
well-being through increased mental health awareness and literacy, inspired personal growth,
and greater compassion toward others.

This study suggests that mental health-themed indie games can function as experiential spaces
where players connect, feel, reflect, and construct meaning in relation to their own lives. However,
their perceived influence on mental well-being should be understood as subjective and
interpretative, rather than as direct or causal. This study contributes to eudaimonic gaming
research by highlighting how eudaimonic motives may develop through gameplay and how
players interpret mental health-themed indie games as meaningful for both personal and
interpersonal growth.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Over the past two decades, digital games have progressively been recognised not only as
a source for enjoyment and entertainment, but also as a medium that is capable of shaping
players’ emotions, thoughts, and well-being (Vorderer & Reinecke, 2015). Although
early scholarships often focused on concerns such as violence and addiction in digital
gaming, more recent research has highlighted the positive potential of digital gaming in
fostering and supporting psychological growth, resilience, and empathy by offering deep,
thought-provoking, and emotionally rich experiences (Hemenover & Bowman, 2018). As
Oliver et al. (2016) emphasise, digital games are more than just fulfilling hedonistic
aspects such as enjoyment, pleasure, fun, and excitement. They can also elicit endaimonic
experiences which, in this study, refer to meaningful, emotionally moving, reflective, and
growth-oriented forms of engagement that encourage players to think about themselves,

others, and broader life experiences (Daneels et al., 2021; Possler et al., 2023).

Although there has been growing interest on eudaimonia in digital gaming research, this
area is still in a relatively early stage. Daneels et al. (2023) note that eudaimonic game
research began to emerge around 2015 to 2016 and only started surging in 2020 to 2021.
Existing studies have mainly focused on identifying and examining eudaimonic gameplay
experiences, such as appreciation, meaningfulness, emotional engagement, self-
reflection, and social connectedness (Daneels et al., 2021). However, comparatively less
attention has been given to eudaimonic gaming motives, that is, why players seek or
become drawn to games that are emotionally intense or challenging, reflective or
personally meaningful (Daneels et al., 2021; Daneels et al., 2023; Possler et al., 2020).
This gap is important because understanding these motives can provide valuable
theoretical and practical insights into both the psychological benefits of play, as well as

the design of therapeutic and serious games.

Indie games, in particular, are a relevant context for examining such experiences because
they often prioritize personal storytelling, artistic experimentation, and emotional depth
(Daneels et al., 2023; King et al., 2021; Wischert-Zielke, 2025). Indie games often explore
complex and sensitive topics, including mental health, marginalized communities, and
conflicts (King et al., 2021). Game titles such as Spiritfarer (Thunder Lotus, 2020), Gris
(Nomada Studio), Night in the Woods (Infinite Fall, 2017) and more, are some of the indie
games that engage players with narratives that depict mental and personal struggles such

as depression, trauma, loss, anxiety, and other psychological or emotional experiences.
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Through interactive narratives, aesthetic design, and player agency, these games may
offer spaces for emotional engagement, self-reflection, and meaning-making (King et al.,

2021; Possler et al., 2024).

This gap is also especially relevant in the context of mental health-themed indie games,
which I define as: video games developed by independent developers or within small-
scale production contexts that explore, represent, or address topics related to mental
health, psychological, or emotional experiences (e.g., depression, anxiety, trauma,
addiction, grief, neurodiversity, or any other psychological/emotional experiences).
These games may invite players to engage with emotionally difficult experiences, reflect
on their own lived experiences, and develop greater awareness on mental health through
gameplay (Bowman et al., 2024; Daneels et al., 2023; King et al., 2021; Possler et al.,
2024). Yet, less is known about what motivates players to engage with such games and

how they interpret these experiences in relation to their own mental well-being.

Hence, this study aims to explore what motivates players to engage with mental health-
themed indie games, and how these gameplay experiences relate to their mental well-

being. Specifically, this study addresses the following research questions:

1. What factors contribute to players’ eudaimonic motives for playing mental health-

themed indie games?

2. How do players perceive the influence of their gameplay experiences on their

mental well-being?

To answer these questions, I will employ semi-structured interviews and analyse the data
using reflexive thematic analysis (RTA). By focusing on the interplay between
eudaimonic gaming motives and mental well-being, this study may help scholars better
understand how games function as tools for reflection and empowerment. It may offer
insights for game designers and developers who seek to create games that advocate and
support mental health awareness. This study may also highlight how digital games can

contribute to public awareness of mental health and well-being.

In regard to the structure of this thesis, I first introduce the concept of eudaimonia and its
theoretical background, including its relationship to mental well-being. Then, I review
existing literature on eudaimonia in digital games, including how the existing literature

has informed the current research gap and focus on mental health-themed indie games.



Next, I introduce and explain the methodological approaches used, including sampling,
data collection, data analysis, data management, as well as ethical considerations.
Following this, I present the key themes from the data analysis and discuss them in
relation to existing literature and theoretical framework. Finally, I conclude the study with

reflections on the limitations, contributions, and implications.



2 BACKGROUND

In this Background chapter, I first introduce the core ideas of the study by exploring the
relationship between eudaimonia, hedonia, and mental well-being through both
philosophy and psychology perspectives. Then, I connect these ideas to media
entertainment and digital games contexts by highlighting how games are not only for fun
and enjoyment, but also for more profound experiences and proposes which include
meaningfulness, reflection, and emotional engagement. This chapter also reviews the
existing research on eudaimonia in digital gaming, identifies the research gaps from the
existing literature, and explains why indie games, especially those related to mental health
themes, are a useful and valuable context for examining eudaimonic motives, experiences

and their relationship to player’s mental well-being.

2.1 Eudaimonia and mental well-being

Eudaimonia and hedonia are closely connected concepts of well-being, and they are often
treated as complementary rather than opposing (Huta & Ryan, 2010). As Henderson and
Knight (2012) emphasise, since both are central and interrelated dimensions of well-
being, the discussion of eudaimonia also benefits from including hedonia. Therefore,
before diving into the main focus of this study, eudaimonia in the context of digital

gaming, it is important to first understand the broader ideas of eudaimonia and hedonia.

While evaluating the distinction between eudaimonia and hedonia is beyond the scope of
this study, a brief overview of their philosophical roots helps understand what these
concepts mean and how these concepts have been applied in different disciplines,
especially in psychology, where both are widely used in well-being research (Huta &
Waterman, 2014). Philosophical perspectives give a theoretical basis and idea of what
these concepts entail, whereas psychological perspectives enable these concepts to be
empirically tested and operationalised by translating these concepts into measurable
variables in well-being research, shedding light theoretically and practically (Huta &
Waterman, 2014; Ryan & Deci, 2001).

2.1.1 What are eudaimonic and hedonia?

The concepts of eudaimonia and hedonia can be traced back to the ancient Greek

philosophy. Etymologically, the term hedonia translates to “pleasure” (Vitterse, 2025).



Philosophically, according to Feldman (2004) and Vitterse (2025), Aristippus, a follower
of Socrates and one of the earlier Greek philosophers to promote hedonism (Annas, 1993),
held that the purpose of life focuses on maximizing pleasure, enjoyment, and
minimisation of pain or discomfort. Epicurus later refined this idea toward tranquil
pleasure, defined by the absence of bodily pain and fear (mental disturbance), rather than
mere physical sensory indulgence (O’Keefe, 2025; Vitterso, 2025). At its core, hedonia
is understood as subjective states of positive experiences such as pleasure, enjoyment,

and comfort (Feldman, 2004; Huta & Waterman, 2014; Vittersg, 2025).

On the other hand, eudaimonia directly translates to “good spirit” from Greek and
“happiness” in English, though many scholars prefer translating the term as “flourishing”,
“living well” or “well-being” due to its relevance to Aristotle’s influential use of the term
(Vitterse, 2016, 2025). Among several schools of thought, Aristotle’s account is the most
widely recognised wherein he emphasises a well-lived life is one that focuses on
exercising and achieving virtues, excellence, and realising one’s full potential (Annas,
1993; Vitterse, 2016, 2025). From this perspective, eudaimonia is understood primarily
as actions or activities focusing on pursuing worthwhile aspects in life instead of
approaching it as subjective states (Huta & Waterman, 2014; Vitterse, 2025). Within
philosophy, these concepts have often been used as subjects of debate about what is
considered as “the nature of a good life or a life well-lived” (Huta & Waterman, 2014, p.
1427), and most prominently, the debate of whether hedonia or eudaimonia is the key to

well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2001).
2.1.2 Eudaimonia and hedonia: Their relation to mental well-being

When it comes to the discussions of eudaimonia and hedonia, it is inevitable to relate
them to well-being. Both are two fundamental concepts in well-being research, especially
within the field of psychology (e.g., positive psychology) (Huta & Waterman, 2014, Ryan
& Deci, 2001). Contemporary psychology adopts these philosophical distinctions and
integrates them within the discourse of well-being as a broader concept (Daneels, 2023).
However, there are distinctions in terms of how psychology views these concepts.
Particularly, contemporary psychological perspectives not only view eudaimonia as
objective pursuits of what is worth pursuing but also expand the concept by proposing
that such pursuits are also accompanied by distinctive subjective experiences and states
(Delle Fave et al., 2010; Huta & Waterman, 2014). Although these experiences are often

positive in nature, they are different from hedonic pleasure and are viewed as outcomes
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of eudaimonic pursuits rather than as goals in themselves. Hence, contemporary
psychological perspectives understand eudaimonia as both the intentional pursuits as well
as the subjective experiences and states that emerged along the pursuit (Huta &

Waterman, 2014).

Another major distinction between philosophical and psychological perspectives on
eudaimonia and hedonia is that, within philosophy, eudaimonia and hedonia are treated
as opposing theories (Huta & Waterman, 2014). Especially in the ancient Greek, the
discussion on these concepts is grounded in ethics and has a normative focus on how one
should live their lives (Vittersg, 2025). Whereas within psychology, both concepts are not
necessarily viewed as opposites, but they could be complementary (Huta & Waterman,
2014). As Huta and Waterman (2014) argue, how the relationship between these concepts
is understood and integrated depends on how the discussion or research question is
framed. It can differ according to its orientation (values, goals, motives), behaviours
(characteristics of activity, behaviour content), experiences (subjective experiences,
emotion, cognitive evaluations), and functioning (indices of positive psychological
functioning, mental health, flourishing). This can be observed when comparing well-

being theories in psychology with either hedonic or eudaimonic approaches.

In hedonic psychological approaches, hedonism has been broadened from mere physical
pleasure to also encompassing mental pleasure, preference, and satisfaction (Kubovy,
1999, as cited in Ryan & Deci, 2001). For psychologists adopting hedonic approach, well-
being is defined as subjective experience of happiness centred on the pleasure (positive
affect) versus pain (negative affect) continuum. People evaluate their life satisfaction
based on subjective judgements of their overall life or specific domains in life (Diener et
al.,1998). By conceptualising well-being on pleasure versus pain continuum, hedonic
psychological perspectives enable well-being to be assessed and evaluated in research

and interventions (Ryan & Deci, 2001).

One of the most widely used assessments of hedonic well-being is Subjective Well-being
(SWB) (Ryan & Deci, 2001). In line with hedonic psychological approaches to well-
being, SWB is defined as subjective evaluation of life quality which comprises of
affective components, positive affect and negative affect, and cognitive components,
people’s subjective judgement of their life satisfaction (Diener, 2009). Higher SWB is

indicated by experiencing more positive affect, less negative affect, and greater life



satisfaction (Diener, 2009). These components are related, with affective experiences and

cognitive evaluation both contributing to overall well-being (Diener, 2009).

In contrast, eudaimonic psychological approaches view well-being as more than just
subjective happiness but one that is more elusive and complex. Instead of focusing
primarily on pleasure versus pain, it includes constructs such as autonomy, purpose,
competence, social connectedness/relatedness, and self-acceptance (Ryff, 1989; Ryff &
Singer, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000). At its core, eudaimonic well-being emphasises
personal growth, sense of meaning, and optimal functioning (Delle Fave et al., 2011).
Some of the major eudaimonic well-being theories within psychology are Waterman’s
(1993) two conceptions of happiness (hedonic enjoyment and personal expressiveness),
Ryff and Singer’s (1998, 2000) Psychological Well-being (PWB), and Ryan and Deci’s
(2000) Self-Determination theory (SDT).

Waterman (1993) distinguishes happiness into hedonic enjoyment and personal
expressiveness. Hedonic enjoyment involves pleasure, comfort, and positive affect
derived from activities, whereas personal expressiveness concerns living in accordance
to one’s true self and realizing potential. It involves personal growth, self-realization,
meaning, and purpose, echoing philosophical construct of eudaimonia. Although they are
strongly correlated and important dimensions of well-being, both capture different types
of experiences. While the former concerns feeling good or pleasure, the latter focuses on
being and functioning well. In Waterman’s (1993) perspective, the eudaimonic notion of

personal expressiveness is what leads to one’s self-realisation and growth.

Ryff and Singer (1998, 2000) explore eudaimonic well-being, which Ryff coined as
Psychological Well-being (PWB) (1989), through six dimensions: autonomy, personal
growth, purpose in life, self-acceptance (knowledge and awareness of one’s limitations),
environmental mastery (one’s capability in managing life situations), and positive
relationships. These dimensions reflect eudaimonic perspective by emphasising optimal
functioning, striving for excellence and balance across one’s life challenges, rather than
temporary affective states. As a similar counterpart of SWB, PWB has been widely used
to assess positive psychological functioning and inform interventions promoting well-

being (Ryan & Deci, 2001).

Lastly, Ryan and Deci’s (2000) Self-Determination Theory (SDT) proposes that people

possess natural tendency for self-growth and are intrinsically motivated rather than
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extrinsically motivated (e.g., monetary gains) to do so. In SDT, the satisfaction of three
fundamental psychological needs: autonomy (need to be in control of own actions),
competence (need for mastery or skill development), and relatedness (need for
connection), are keys to intrinsic motivation, psychological growth, and well-being (Ryan
& Deci, 2000, 2001). Satisfying these needs lead to positive affect, greater life
satisfaction, and stronger sense of meaning, with the first two typically viewed as hedonic
outcomes (Ryan & Martela, 2016). Hence, SDT is not mainly a eudaimonic-focused
theory but one that acknowledges well-being could arise from motivations, experiences,

and outcomes associated with both eudaimonic and hedonic dimensions (Daneels, 2023).

By reviewing eudaimonic and hedonic psychological approaches to well-being, it is
apparent that there is a clear distinction between both concepts. Yet, it is also important
to note that contemporary psychological approaches recognise and value the strength and
importance of both concepts in the discourse of well-being (Delle Fave et al., 2010;
Henderson & Knight, 2012). Despite being eudaimonic-focused, Waterman’s (1993) two
conceptions of happiness and SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2000) acknowledge the role of hedonia
in their theories. As Henderson and Knight (2012) discuss, while SWB has been criticised
as not a well-rounded indicator of well-being, eudaimonic-focused scholars still recognise
the value of SWB and hedonic approaches in the overall picture of well-being. For
instance, Ryan and Deci (2001) openly discussed that they typically used SWB as one of
the measurements in their SDT research because they believed “being satisfied with one’s
life and feeling both relatively more positive affect and less negative affect (the typical
measures of SWB) do frequently point to psychological wellness” (p. 147) and that
“emotions are, in part, appraisals of the relevance and valence of events and conditions
of life with respect to the self” (p. 147). A study by Huta and Ryan (2010) found that both
eudaimonia and hedonia pursuits showed overlapping and distinct results on one’s well-
being; with eudaimonic pursuits are more associated to meaning while hedonic pursuits
are more associated to positive affect and life satisfaction. In fact, greatest well-being was

observed when both eudaimonic and hedonic pursuits are combined (Huta & Ryan, 2010).

Building on this integrative perspective, recent research on mental well-being suggests
an even broader, multifaceted concept that incorporates both eudaimonic and hedonic
dimensions, as well as personal or contextual dimensions. As Cilar Budler (2025)
describes, SWB, PWB, and mental well-being are closely related, but they emphasise
different aspects of how people feel and function. SWB focuses on individuals’

evaluation of their own lives, including life satisfaction and the balance between positive



and negative affect, reflecting the hedonic dimension of well-being. PWB emphasises
optimal functioning and personal growth, including autonomy, self-acceptance, purpose
in life, and meaningful relationships, reflecting eudaimonic dimension of well-being.
Extending from these, mental well-being represents a broader and more integrative
construct which incorporates these emotional experiences (hedonic perspective) and
psychological functioning (eudaimonic perspective) with personal or contextual

dimensions (Cilar Budler, 2025).

Cilar Budler’s (2025) concept analysis identifies that mental well-being is characterised
by three common attributes: interpersonal relationships, self-acceptance, and purpose in
life, which can be analysed through hedonic and eudaimonic perspectives. Attributes such
as interpersonal relationships and positive affect reflect hedonic perspective of well-
being, while attributes such as self-acceptance and purpose in life reflect eudaimonic
perspective of well-being. Cilar Budler (2025) emphasises that these attributes also
overlap, for instance, interpersonal relationships can contribute to both momentary
pleasure and sense of meaning at the same time, depending on one’s personal or
contextual factors. With this, mental well-being can be understood as an overarching state
influenced by both internal factors (e.g., personal values, self-perception) and external
factors (e.g., social, environmental contexts), where similar activities or experiences may
contribute differently to mental well-being depending on the individuals and their context
(Cilar Budler, 2025). This is consistent with Delle Fave et al. (2011) study, as their
findings suggest well-being is influenced by various factors, ranging from individual
factors (e.g., personality traits) to external environmental factors. Other studies also found
that various personal, relational, and contextual variables interact to influence one’s
mental well-being differently (Ryff et al., 2021; Soldevila-Domenech et al., 2021). In this
sense, mental well-being can be viewed as an umbrella concept which integrates both
eudaimonic and hedonic dimensions of well-being, while accounting for the complex

interplay between individual experiences and contextual influences.

In summary, this section explored eudaimonia and hedonia as two central and interrelated
approaches to well-being. Rooted in the ancient Greek philosophy, hedonia emphasises
pleasure, enjoyment, and avoidance of pain, whereas eudaimonia focuses on living
through virtue, personal growth, and realizing one’s potential. Although eudaimonia and
hedonia were treated as opposing perspectives, contemporary psychology integrates them
as complementary dimensions that collectively provide a more comprehensive

understanding of well-being. Psychological approaches operationalised these concepts
13



into different yet related frameworks. Hedonic well-being is commonly represented
through Subjective well-being (SWB), which includes positive affect and life satisfaction.
Eudaimonic well-being is reflected in theories such as Psychological well-being (PWB)
and Self-Determination Theory (SDT), which includes aspects such as autonomy,
competence, purpose, and personal growth. Despite their distinct focus, both dimensions
contribute to overall well-being. Extending from this integrative perspective, mental well-
being provides a broader and multifaceted construct that incorporates both eudaimonic
and hedonic dimensions while taking personal and contextual factors into account. It
includes emotional experiences, psychological functioning, and social dimensions, and is
shaped by the interaction between individual and contextual factors. With this, mental
well-being provides a more holistic and context-dependent approach to overall human

functioning and well-being.

By adopting this integrative approach, the concept of mental well-being in this study is
understood as a holistic and multidimensional construct that encompasses both
eudaimonic and hedonic dimensions. It considers not only individuals’ subjective
experiences of pleasures and life satisfaction, but also their capacity for personal growth,

meaning-making, and optimal functioning within personal and environmental contexts.

2.2 Eudaimonia in digital gaming

In this section, I first provide a brief overview of how media entertainment research has
shifted from hedonic enjoyment to eudaimonic appreciation. Then, I discuss digital games
as a relevant context for studying eudaimonia, examining how eudaimonic gaming
experiences have been conceptualised in existing research and identifying key research

gaps related to motivations, outcomes, and underexplored contexts.
2.2.1 Brief overview of eudaimonia in media entertainment

Drawing on the aforementioned perspectives to the context of media entertainment,
researchers note that media experiences can elicit both eudaimonic and hedonic responses
(Vorderer, 2011; Vorderer & Reinecke, 2015). Traditionally, entertainment research
primarily focuses on hedonic terms, emphasising pleasure, enjoyment, and mood
regulation as the key gratifications of media use (Vorderer et al., 2004). However, there

has been a paradigmatic shift as scholars started to explore “why people commonly seek,



and even treasure, the emotional experiences derived from the consumption of sad films”

(Elson et al., 2014, p. 521).

This question has a long history in philosophy, particularly in the discussion of tragedy.
Aristotle argued that tragedy arouses pity and fear, and it involves purgation of these
emotions; while Hume later suggested that sorrow, compassion, and pity may intensify
the pleasure audiences experience in response to artistic beauty (Oliver, 1993). This
philosophical idea was later examined in media psychology, a phenomenon described by
Oliver (1993) as the “sad film paradox”, which refers to why audiences voluntarily seek
and enjoy media that elicit sadness or other negative emotions. To address this, scholars
introduce the concept of meta-emotion, which refers to individuals’ capacity to reflect

and evaluate their own emotional responses (Bartsch et al., 2008; Oliver, 1993).

The concept of meta-emotion is derived from both theoretical and empirical traditions.
Theoretically, Bartsch et al. (2008) develop meta-emotion through appraisal theories of
emotion, suggesting that people can monitor, appraise, and respond to their own emotions
during media usage. Empirically, this framework builds on studies of sad films and
tragedy, where negative emotions may be evaluated as positive, thereby transforming
these media experiences into enjoyment or appreciation (Oliver, 1993; Hofer & Wirth,
2012). Oliver’s (1993) findings suggest that sad responses to “tearjerkers” can be
positively related to enjoyment when the viewers appraise these sad emotions as
gratifying. Hofer and Wirth’s (2012) findings further extend this perspective by
suggesting that sad film can activate meta-appraisal processes that mediate the

relationship between sadness and enjoyment.

Within this framework, emotional experiences occur at two levels: at direct level,
emotions are more immediate and automatic; whereas reflective level is secondary, often
require one to cognitively appraise and interpret those emotions. Through this reflective
process, initially negative emotions can be reinterpreted as meaningful or valuable
(Bartsch et al., 2008; Hofer & Wirth, 2012). For instance, exposure to tragedy-related or
mortality-related media content may induce negative emotions, but through meta-
emotions, these initially negative emotions may prompt audiences to reflect on the
important and positive aspects of their lives. This reflective process may evoke positive
or meaningful outcomes, increasing one’s appreciation for such media content (Bartsch

et al., 2008; Hofer, 2013; Knobloch-Westerwick et al., 2012).

15



Extending this idea to the broader media entertainment contexts, the concept of meta-
emotion provides a framework for understanding how audiences derive meaningful and
nonhedonic gratifications from entertainment media experiences (Elson et al., 2014).
Oliver and Bartsch (2010) introduce the concept of appreciation as a distinct media
consumption response that captures these nonhedonic experiences. According to Oliver
and Bartsch (2010), enjoyment is most associated with hedonic gratifications while
appreciation is associated with eudaimonic gratifications characterised by feelings of
meaningfulness, deeper level of reflection and insight. They emphasise that audiences
also seek and value meaningful, emotionally moving, and thought-provoking media
experiences that involve mixed emotions, moral dilemma or reflection, and perceptions

of deeper meaning (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Oliver & Bartsch, 2011).

Building on these insights, Vorderer and Reinecke (2015) propose a dual-mode model of
entertainment experiences, suggesting entertainment experiences consist of two distinct
yet complementary modes, eudaimonic appreciation and hedonic enjoyment, which may
occur simultaneously or sequentially. They contribute to well-being in different ways, for
instance, hedonic entertainment is linked to relaxation and psychological detachment,
while eudaimonic entertainment fosters mastery and sense of vitality (feelings of being
challenged and growth) after media use (Rieger et al., 2014). Consistent with Oliver and
Bartsch (2010, 2011), Vorderer and Reinecke (2015) highlight that audiences consume
not only fun and light media for affective pleasure or mood enhancement, but also
deliberately consume more serious and thought-provoking media content that evokes
reflection and meaningful engagement. This suggests that eudaimonic appreciation is also
a central part of audiences’ media entertainment consumptions (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010;

Oliver & Bartsch, 2011; Oliver & Raney, 2011; Vorderer & Reinecke, 2015).
2.2.2  Why study eudaimonia in digital games?

While early research largely focuses on noninteractive media such as television and film,
this reconceptualisation of media entertainment experiences as eudaimonic also helps in
understanding eudaimonia in interactive media, especially in the context of digital games
(Elson et al., 2014; Possler et al., 2023). Though it is not within the scope of this study to
discuss its conceptual scope and definition, what sets digital games apart from other
entertainment media is their interactivity (Elson et al., 2014; Juul, 2005; Possler et al.,
2023). According to Juul (2005), digital games are characterised by the interplay between

rules and fiction where players actively participate and influence the course of the game.



This interactivity positions players as active agents who shape their gameplay
experiences, allowing players to explore and make meaningful choices within the
structured game systems. Klimmt et al. (2007) describe interactivity as a game property
that allows players to interact and influence the game as they possess agency in shaping
their gameplay experience. This agency gives players a sense of control over the game
characters and events, fostering their identification or attachment to these characters or

gameplay experiences.

Anable (2018) highlights that emotional gameplay experiences are not only cognitive
evaluations of content but also shaped by embodied and affective relations between
players, technologies, and the game worlds. Isbister (2016) similarly argues that games
can elicit emotions through interactions of players’ choices, agency, avatars, characters,
and social connections. Players are not merely witnesses to events, but actors whose
decisions can create distinctive emotional experiences (Isbister, 2016). These
perspectives suggest that eudaimonic gaming experiences are shaped by the interplay of

narrative, interactivity, embodiment, affect, and design.

Moreover, Flanagan and Nissenbaum (2014) argue that digital games embody values,
where game mechanics, rules, and narratives can convey certain ethical values (e.g.,
autonomy, pleasure, kindness), social values (e.g., community, empowerment,
cooperation) or political values (e.g., equality, liberty, justice). Through interactivity,
players are not only exposed to the game content but are actively involved in decision-
making that may include moral reflection and negotiation of values. Flanagan’s (2009)
notion of critical play further supports this perspective, as games can function as cultural
forms that allow creative expression and engagement with social, political, artistic, and
personal issues. Compared to other forms of media entertainment mediums, digital games
allow such values to be enacted and embodied, allowing players to live through them
during gameplay (Elson et al., 2014; Flanagan, 2009; Flanagan & Nissenbaum, 2014;
Possler et al., 2023).

While interactivity is a key characteristic of digital games, it is not limited to players’
choice but also exhibited through multiple interconnected elements of gameplay,
including narrative, mechanics, and context. (Elson et al., 2014; Klimmt & Possler, 2021;
Possler et al., 2023). For instance, Elson et al. (2014) Integrated Model of Player
Experience (IMP) framework suggests that players’ experiences are shaped by the

interplay of narrative, game mechanics, and contextual elements. Similarly, Klimmt and
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Possler’s (2021) ANSA framework highlights that agency, narrative, sociality, and
aesthetics are fundamental characteristics of gameplay experience. Together, these
elements demonstrate how interactivity in digital games is multifaceted, engaging players
cognitively, emotionally, and socially which may contribute to eudaimonic gaming

experiences.

By integrating these perspectives, Possler et al. (2023) stress that digital games are
particularly relevant for the study of eudaimonia because their interactive and
multifaceted nature enables players to actively engage in the process of meaning-making,
reflection, and evaluation. Players are actively involved in shaping their experiences
through interaction with game mechanics, narratives, and social elements. This
engagement can challenge one’s personal values, evoke moral dilemmas, and self-
reflection, which are relevant to eudaimonic experiences. Moreover, Possler et al. (2023)
emphasise the interplay between players’ individual characteristics and game elements
may elicit varying eudaimonic gaming experiences. Similar games may lead to different
eudaimonic experiences depending on players’ individual and contextual factors, hereby

shaping how eudaimonia is experienced in digital games (Possler et al., 2023).

Taken together, I understand eudaimonia in digital gaming as a multidimensional and
interactive experience shaped by the interplay between game structures, player agency,
and contextual factors. It consists of not only players’ responses to meaningful narratives
or emotionally moving content, but also the ways in which interactivity, embodiment,
affect, sociality, and values intertwine to enable meaning-making, moral reflection,
emotional challenge, and self-understanding during gameplay. These dimensions provide
the basis for the following section, which explores conceptualisation of eudaimonic

gaming experiences in existing digital gaming research.
2.2.3 Conceptualizing eudaimonic gaming experiences

Following the integration of eudaimonic perspectives in media entertainment research,
there has been a growing number of studies examining eudaimonia in digital games.
Empirical work across media psychology, human-computer interaction (HCI), game
studies, and communication suggest that digital gaming can elicit a range of eudaimonic-
related constructs. These constructs include meaning/meaningfulness (Daneels et al.,
2020; Oliver et al., 2016), emotionally moving experiences (Bopp et al., 2015 & 2016;
Bopp et al., 2019; Daneels et al., 2020), emotionally challenging experiences (Bopp et



al., 2018; Denisova et al., 2020), reflection (Daneels et al., 2020; Mekler et al., 2018; Shi
et al., 2019), connection/connectedness (Bopp et al., 2019; Bowman et al., 2016; Daneels
et al., 2020; Kowert & Kaye, 2018), eudaimonic well-being (Wulf & Baldwin, 2020;
Wulf et al., 2020), and more. However, despite this growing body of research, there is

still no clear conceptual consensus on eudaimonia in digital gaming (Daneels et al., 2021;

Daneels et al., 2023).

For this study, Daneels et al. (2021) scoping review is particularly important because it
provides a systematic foundation for organising the constructs associated with
eudaimonic gaming experiences. Daneels et al. (2021) examined concepts associated with
eudaimonia across 82 studies and literature from various fields studying digital games.
Four conceptual patterns of eudaimonic game experiences are identified: with (1)
appreciation as the predominant eudaimonic outcome characterized by interrelated yet
conceptually distinct experiences of (2) meaningfulness, emotionally moved or
challenged, and self-reflection; (3) social connectedness; and (4) other eudaimonia-
related experiences such as well-being, nostalgia, self-transcendence, and elevation,

which receive less scholarly attention.

The first conceptual pattern, appreciation, is identified as the most common overarching
eudaimonic outcome in digital game research. Daneels et al. (2021) suggest this is
because most research drawn on the foundational work by Oliver and Bartsch (2010)
(mentioned in Section 2.2.1), where appreciation is conceptualised as an experiential state
that involves perceptions of deeper meaning, feelings of being moved, and deeper level
of reflection and insight. Across the reviewed literature, appreciation is often positioned
as opposite to hedonic enjoyment, understood as deeper evaluative responses to gameplay
(Bopp et al., 2016; Bowman et al., 2016; Hemenover & Bowman, 2018). However,
Daneels et al. (2021) highlight that appreciation is often used inconsistently across
studies. Some used appreciation interchangeably with eudaimonia or eudaimonic
entertainment experiences (Possler et al., 2020; Wulf & Baldwin, 2020), referring
appreciation as an outcome of eudaimonic experiences (Bowman et al., 2016; Cole &
Grillies, 2019), or some linked appreciation to specific game elements such as narratives,
artistic or aesthetic qualities (Barbara, 2018; Toh & Lim, 2020; Wulf & Baldwin, 2020).
As such, appreciation functions more as a broader umbrella construct rather than having

a clearly defined concept in digital gaming research (Daneels et al., 2021).
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Within this broader construct, appreciation is characterised by the second conceptual
pattern of eudaimonic gameplay, which includes three interrelated yet conceptually
distinct dimensions of meaningful, emotionally moving or challenging, and self-reflective

experiences.

The first dimension, meaningful game experiences, involves players making connections
between in-game aspects and their personal lives, and they can be understood in two main
categories. The first category involves players attaching meaning to in-game experiences
in relation to broader aspects of real-life situations such as gaining insight into human
conditions, moral values, or existential topics (Kiimpel & Unkel, 2017, Oliver at al., 2016;
Rogers et al., 2017). The second category is more specific, where players make direct
connections between in-game experiences and their personal real-life circumstances,
especially when games provide a sense of purpose or direction during challenging life
circumstances (Daneels et al., 2020; lacovides & Mekler, 2019). In such cases, digital
gaming is perceived as meaningful because it offers players a sense of purpose, direction,
or support that extends beyond gameplay. Daneels et al. (2021) also note that
meaningfulness is closely related to emotional and reflective experiences, where
emotionally moving and reflective gameplay experiences are often described as

meaningful (Bowman et al., 2016; Daneels et al., 2020).

The second related dimension, emotionally moving and emotionally challenging
experiences are characterised by players’ affective responses to in-game events. As
Daneels et al. (2021) emphasise, in opposed to the previous dimension of meaningfulness
which primarily involves making cognitive connection between in-game aspects and
players’ real-life contexts, being emotionally moved or challenged focuses on the
emotional responses to in-game elements. Emotionally moving experiences usually
include intense or mixed emotions, where players experience both positive and negative
emotions simultaneously (Bopp et al., 2015 & 2016). These responses are usually elicited
by narratives, characters, or aesthetic game elements (e.g., music, visuals) (Bopp et al.,

2015 & 2016; Daneels et al., 2020).

In contrast, emotionally challenging experiences involve confronting players with
emotionally intense, difficult or complex themes such as loss, social issues, ethical
dilemmas, morally complex situations, or narratives related to players’ real-life
circumstances (Bopp et al., 2018; Cole & Gillies, 2019; Denisova et al., 2020). As noted

by Denisova et al. (2017), such emotional challenges cannot be resolved through



gameplay skills but require players’ deeper engagement with the games through cognitive
interpretation, emotional processing, and reflection of the scenarios presented. Although
emotionally moving and emotionally challenging experiences are conceptually different,
they are closely connected to meaningfulness and self-reflection because intense
emotional responses often prompt further interpretation and personal reflection. This
overlap suggests that emotional engagement plays a central role in eudaimonic gameplay

experiences (Daneels et al., 2021).

The third dimension, self-reflective experiences, focuses on players’ inward examination
to better understand themselves through gameplay. Daneels et al (2021) distinguish self-
reflective experiences as those that involve interpretative processing of one’s own beliefs,
values, and identities. Self-reflective experiences occur when players think about their
actions, decisions, or perspectives within the game. Their findings identify that these
experiences may be elicited through perspective-taking scenarios, where players are
situated in roles or situations that encourage empathy and understanding of others, or
through morally complex scenarios that require players to evaluate their own values
(Daneels et al., 2021; Oliver et al., 2018). Moreover, self-reflective experiences may also
contribute to personal growth in varying degrees, as players gain insights into their own
thoughts, emotions, or behaviours through gameplay (Iacovides & Mekler, 2019; Mekler
et al., 2018, Whitby et al., 2019).

Moving beyond these experiential dimensions, the third conceptual pattern of eudaimonic
gaming experiences, social connectedness refers to the interpersonal and relational
aspects of eudaimonic gameplay, where players experience a sense of connection with
others through games. Daneels et al. (2021) note that social connectedness is not
consistently defined as a core component of eudaimonia and is often discussed separately
from appreciation and other eudaimonic experiences. However, the reviewed literature
still highlights its relevance in the context of eudaimonic gameplay, suggesting social
connectedness as a unique potential of digital games. Eudaimonic social connectedness
can emerge through interaction with other players (Daneels et al., 2020; Kiimpel & Unkel,
2017) or with in-game characters (e.g., playable characters, nonplayable characters)
(Bowman et al., 2015; Bowman et al., 2016). These connections provide players with
sense of belonging, emotional attachment, shared understanding, or personal relevance,

which contributes to more meaningful engagement (Daneels et al., 2021).
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Finally, the fourth conceptual pattern consists of a category of other eudaimonic-related
constructs, including nostalgia, elevation, self-transcendence, and eudaimonic well-
being, which received comparatively less attention in digital gaming research. Nostalgia
involves reflective emotions triggered by memories of past gaming experiences or earlier
periods in a player’s life (Hemenover & Bowman, 2018; Wulf et al., 2018; Wulf et al.,
2020; Wulf & Baldwin, 2020). Elevation is a moral emotion characterised by feelings of
inspiration or admiration in response to virtuous actions or meaningful events within a
game (Daneels et al., 2020; Ellithorpe et al., 2015). Self-transcendence refers to
experiences that encourage players to move beyond self-focused concerns and consider
broader moral or humanistic perspectives (Comello et al., 2019). While eudaimonic well-
being refers to the potential of meaningful gaming experiences to support psychological
growth, purpose, or personal development (Carras et al., 2018; Reer & Quandt, 2019;
Snodgrass et al., 2019). These constructs highlight the complexity of eudaimonic
experiences in digital games, suggesting that eudaimonia encompasses a wide range of

interconnected emotional, cognitive, and psychological responses.

Taken together, these four conceptual patterns illustrate that eudaimonic gaming
experiences are multifaceted, including emotional, cognitive, and social dimensions that
are distinct yet interconnected. Although the scoping review by Daneels et al. (2021) is
not without its limitations, it provides a valuable conceptual overview of how eudaimonic
gameplay experiences have been understood and defined in existing digital gaming
literature. This allows for more systematic review and synthesis of eudaimonic constructs
in digital gaming research, while also highlighting the areas that require further

conceptual clarification and empirical assessment.

Drawing on Héider’s (2022) typology of nominal definitions, Possler et al. (2023) suggest
that it is useful to distinguish between extensional and intensional approaches while
defining eudaimonic gaming experiences. According to Hider (2022), nominal
definitions are used to establish a shared meaning of a term in social research. An
extensional definition outlines the broad theoretical scope of a concept by listing the range
of related constructs (Héder, 2022). The conceptual scope by Daneels et al. (2021)
demonstrates the extensional definition of eudaimonic gaming experiences by mapping
the range of constructs (e.g., meaningfulness, emotionally moving or challenged,
reflection, social connectedness) associated with eudaimonia in digital gaming. In
contrast, an intensional definition focuses on the constructs necessary for a concept’s

deeper meaning (Héader, 2022). According to Possler et al. (2023), the intensional



definition of eudaimonic gaming experiences can be grounded in the philosophical roots
of eudaimonia. Rooted in Aristotelian philosophy, Huta and Waterman (2014) define
eudaimonia as experiences that reflect virtues, excellence, and realization of one’s full
potential (mentioned in Section 2.1.1). Together, these definitional approaches offer
complementary ways of understanding eudaimonic gaming experiences. By adopting
these approaches, eudaimonic gaming experiences in this study are understood as not only
defined by specific experiential categories (four conceptual patterns by Daneels et al.,
2021), but also those that reflect human virtues such as meaning-making, moral

reflection, and personal growth (Possler et al., 2023).

2.2.4 Beyond experiences: Motivations, outcomes, and underexplored

contexts of eudaimonic gaming

Building on the conceptual mapping of eudaimonic gaming experiences discussed above,
scholars also call for the need to extend this focus to understand the underlying processes
of how eudaimonic gaming experiences are formed, what motivates players to seek such
experiences, and how they are perceived or interpreted by players (Daneels et al., 2021;
Daneels et al., 2023; Possler et al., 2020). While the scoping review by Daneels at al.
(2021) provides a structured overview of eudaimonic game experiences, a follow-up
review by Daneels et al. (2023) was conducted to examine the broader synthesis of

eudaimonic gaming literature and areas for future research.

They found that most literature mainly focuses on eudaimonic experiences, with
comparatively less attention given to eudaimonic motives (Daneels et al., 2023). The
limited attention on eudaimonic motivations is particularly notable, given that research
on players’ motivation for digital gaming in general is well-established (De Grove et al.,
2016; Klimmt & Possler, 2019; Possler et al., 2020; Sherry et al., 2006). Broader digital
gaming motivations can be traced back to early literature on player typologies, such as
Bartle’s (1996) classification of Multi-user Dungeons (MUD) players into achievers,
explorers, socializers, and killers, based on their play preferences and orientations. Later
work extends this perspective by emphasising that players’ motivations are not limited to
fixed categories, but multiple motivations may exist and change across situations and
contexts. For instance, Kallio et al. (2011) propose the concept of “gaming mentalities”,
suggesting that players may adopt multiple mentalities depending on the game, social
context, and everyday life circumstances. Likewise, Hamari and Tuunanen’s (2014)
meta-synthesis of player types suggest that while player typologies are useful for
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organizing play preferences, they may overlook the fluid and context-dependent nature

of players’ motivations and behaviours.

Existing studies also draw on broader motivational frameworks, such as Ryan and Deci’s
(2000) Self-determination Theory (SDT), suggesting that players are motivated to play
digital games for fulfilment of their needs for competency, autonomy, and relatedness
(Rigby & Ryan, 2017; Ryan et al., 2006). Moreover, scales and questionnaires are
developed to measure players’ general gaming motivation. For instance, Holl et al. (2024)
Motivation to Play Scale (MOPS) suggests a 10-factor gaming motivation structure
(creativity/exploration, escapism, competition, prestige, enjoyment, achievement,
socializing, boredom, aggression, skills); while the Digital Games Motivation Scale
(DGMS) by De Grove et al. (2016) covers eight dimensions of digital gaming motivation
(agency, narrative, escapism, competition, social, skill development, moral self-reaction,
pastime). Possler et al. (2024) emphasise some of the constructs in the existing scales may

be associated with eudaimonia, yet eudaimonic motives are still overlooked.

Although there are some literatures exploring eudaimonic motives (De Grove et al., 2016;
Oliver et al, 2016; Rigby & Ryan, 2017), Daneels et al. (2023) found that the current
understanding of eudaimonic motives is still scattered, mostly understood as fulfilments
of needs such as the needs for insights into existential issues, personal growth, and self-
actualization. Possler et al. (2024) argue that the existing studies mainly define gaming
motives as relatively stable preferences for meaning and reflection, without considering
the situational factors and other related constructs of eudaimonia. Bowman et al. (2024)
argue that these studies generally treated eudaimonic motives as general trait-like
preferences without looking into players’ specific expectations and motivations playing
them. Together, the current understanding of eudaimonic motives in digital gaming is still
underdeveloped, and more comprehensive studies are needed to explore which types of
eudaimonic experiences attract players and how they guide players’ game choices
(Daneels et al., 2023). Alternatively, it is possible that players do not intentionally seek
eudaimonia through digital gaming but may occur incidentally as players “stumbled”
upon them while in pursuit of enjoyment (Daneels et al., 2021; Possler et al., 2020). In
fact, Possler et al. (2024) found that players are motivated to play digital games for both
eudaimonic and hedonic reasons, suggesting digital gaming is not merely about pleasure

but also for deeper and more significant experiences.



In terms of outcomes of eudaimonic gaming, Daneels et al. (2023) found that current
literature mainly focusses on in-game outcomes with comparatively limited attention to
their real-world implications. They are mostly examined in terms of entertainment-related
outcomes of hedonic enjoyment and eudaimonic appreciation, as well as game-related
outcomes such as engagement, immersion, and overall game satisfaction. While some
studies have examined eudaimonic gaming outcomes beyond the games, for instance,
prosocial behaviours (e.g., charitability) and aspects of well-being (Oliver et al., 2021),
this area remains relatively underexplored. This limited focus is notable when compared
to broader eudaimonic media research, where substantial studies have linked meaningful
media experiences to real-world outcomes such as prosocial behaviours (Schnall et al.,
2010), reducing prejudice (Oliver et al., 2015), and well-being (Ji et al., 2021).
Considering the interactivity, agency, and experiential depth of digital gaming discussed
above (mentioned in Section 2.2.2), there is a need for future studies to move beyond in-
game measures and examine how eudaimonic gaming experiences may influence players’

attitudes, behaviours, and well-being outside of the gaming context (Daneels et al., 2023).

Moreover, while Daneels et al. (2023) findings suggest that a broad range of games in the
reviewed literature, certain types or genres of games, particularly platform games, sports
games, racing games, and notably indie games, remain relatively underexplored. The
limited attention to indie games in eudaimonic gaming research is notable given that prior
evidence has highlighted the role of indie games in eliciting eudaimonia-related
emotional experiences (Daneels et al., 2023; Denisova et al., 2021; Ng et al., 2025). Indie
games are often known for creating emotional, deep, and impactful gaming experiences
targeted at exploring difficult topics such as mental health, trauma, grief, marginalized
population, and more (Daneels et al., 2023; King et al., 2021). As compared to more
popular game titles with bigger player base, it is possible to observe comparatively
stronger eudaimonic motives from indie games as players are more likely to play these
games for eudaimonic reasons (Bowman et al., 2024; Possler et al., 2024). In fact, several
studies call for the need to study eudaimonia in the context of indie games, suggesting its
potential for the study of eudaimonic gaming motives, experiences, potential real-world
impacts, as well as expanding and refining the current understanding of eudaimonia in

digital games (Bowman et al., 2024; Daneels et al., 2023; Possler et al., 2024).

In summary, the existing literature conceptualises eudaimonic gaming as multifaceted,
encompassing dimensions such as meaningfulness, emotional engagement, self-reflection

which are captured under the broader construct of appreciation. At the same time, other
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constructs such as social connectedness, nostalgia, elevation, and eudaimonic well-being
further suggest the complexity of eudaimonic gameplay. Beyond these conceptualisations
of eudaimonic game experiences, literature also suggests several gaps in understanding
motivations, antecedents, and outcomes of eudaimonic gaming. While general gaming
motivations are well established, eudaimonic motives are underexplored and often treated
as stable preferences rather than considering other individual or context-dependent
processes. Similarly, existing research generally focuses on in-game outcomes with

comparatively less attention on how eudaimonic gaming may elicit real-world outcomes.

Notably, literature also highlights that certain types of games, particularly indie games,
are still relatively underexplored despite their potential to evoke meaningful and
reflective experiences, which are central aspects of eudaimonia. As several scholars
emphasise, examining eudaimonia through indie games may be promising for addressing
these research gaps, especially in understanding why players engage with these games,
how eudaimonic experiences are formed, and what implications they may elicit beyond
gameplay (Bowman et al., 2024; Daneels et al., 2023; Possler et al., 2024). With this, the
following section explores indie games’ connection to eudaimonia and their potential for

mental well-being.

2.3 Indie games: Their relation to eudaimonia and potential for mental

well-being

Extending from the identification of indie games as an underexplored yet promising
context for eudaimonic gaming research, it is important to examine how these games
relate to eudaimonia and contribute to players’ mental well-being. Indie games refer to
games typically developed by small teams or independent creators, and are characterised
by greater creative independence, as well as emphasis for artistic expression and personal
storytelling (Grace, 2011; Juul, 2019). According to Juul (2019), freedom and
independence are what set indie games apart from mainstream commercial titles because
these game developers are allowed to experiment with new or different types of game
experiences. Compared to mainstream commercial titles which are often driven by large-
scale production and adhering to market demands, indie games development emphasises
experimentation of narrative, aesthetics, and game structure design (Juul, 2019). These

conditions allow space for exploring unconventional themes and stories which can



promote emotional and reflective gameplay experiences (Daneels et al., 2023; King et al.,

2021; Wischert-Zielke, 2025).

Building on these characteristics, existing studies have explored the potential of indie
games for unconventional themes and difficult topics such as those related to mental
health including specific mental health conditions (Bailey, 2026; Wischert-Zielke, 2025),
trauma (Austin & Cooper, 2022), grief (Eum et al., 2021; Eum & Doh, 2023; Glaser et
al., 2024), as well as other psychological and emotionally impactful experiences
(Denisova et al., 2021; Ng et al., 2025; King et al., 2021). For instance, a study by Eum
et al. (2021) explores how bereaved players experienced grief while playing the death-
themed indie game, Spiritfarer (Thunder Lotus, 2020), and how their gameplay
experiences supported them coping with loss. Their study found that Spiritfarer, as a
commercial indie game, can function as a structured yet safe space for bereaved players
to confront and process their loss. This process involves reappraisal, emotional

processing, and meaning making around the death of loved ones.

In another related work, Eum and Doh (2023) found that bereaved players engaged in a
series of meaning-making processes (e.g., recalling memories, acknowledging the
deceased perspective, reviewing meaning of loss, planning better future) while playing
games such as Spiritfarer and Bears’ Restaurant (Odencat, 2021). Their findings suggest
that the narrative, aesthetic, and mechanics in these indie titles can facilitate players
engage in reflective reconstructions of their loss, foster emotional connection, and support
their emotional well-being in a safe environment. Moreover, King et al. (2021) review a
range of indie titles that explicitly address mental illness, trauma, and grief, suggesting
that indie games can depict representations of people experiencing mental illness through
emotional and character-driven stories of psychological struggles. By combining
narrative, aesthetics, and mechanics inspired by these indie games, they argue that indie
games provide valuable design models for serious games targeting at improving mental
health literacy and support, fostering empathy, and potentially real-world helping

intentions.

As mentioned in Section 2.2.3, eudaimonic gameplay experiences include constructs such
as meaningfulness, being emotionally moved and challenged, and self-reflection (Daneels
et al.,, 2021). Indie games with mental health or emotionally challenging topics often
result in similar responses such as being emotionally engaged, reflecting on personal

values or life circumstances, and creating meanings through these gameplay experiences
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(Austin & Cooper, 2022; Bailey, 2026; Denisova et al., 2021; Eum et al., 2021; Eum &
Doh, 2023; Ng et al., 2025; King et al., 2021; Wischert-Zielke, 2025). While most of the
existing studies do not explicitly refer to or adopt the eudaimonia frameworks, the
findings from these studies suggest that indie games may be associated with constructs
related to eudaimonia and are particularly effective in eliciting eudaimonic experiences
and outcomes. Such experiences also contribute to outcomes such as mental health
understanding, emotional awareness, empathy, self-understanding, and well-being
(Austin & Cooper, 2022; Eum & Doh, 2023; King et al., 2021). Likewise, these outcomes
described also align with the key aspects of mental well-being discussed in Section 2.1.2,

such as personal growth, meaning-making, and optimal functioning (Cilar Budler, 2025).

However, despite these conceptual similarities and potential, the existing literature mainly
focusses on the experiential aspects of gameplay and with comparatively limited attention
to players’ underlying motives for engaging with such experiences. Specifically, there is
a lack of research examining why players seek emotionally challenging or meaningful
gameplay experiences particularly in the context of mental health-related content.
Additionally, while prior studies suggest that indie games may foster aspects of mental
well-being, less emphasis is put on how players interpret and evaluate these experiences
in relation to their personal mental well-being. As highlighted in Section 2.1.2, mental
well-being is a multidimensional and subjective construct shaped by both individual and
contextual factors (Cilar Budler, 2025; Delle Fave et al., 2011; Ryff et al., 2021;
Soldevila-Domenech et al., 2021). Thus, it is also important to understand how players

perceive their gameplay experiences may influence their mental well-being.

Hence, I narrow the focus of this study to mental health-themed indie games. As
mentioned above, indie games in this study are understood as games commonly
associated with independent or small-scale production contexts, with relative creative
autonomy and opportunities for experimentation in narrative, aesthetic, and gameplay
(Grace, 2011; Juul, 2019). Building on this understanding, I define mental health-themed
indie games as: video games developed by independent developers or within small-scale
production contexts that explore, represent, or address topics related to mental health,
psychological, or emotional experiences, including depression, anxiety, trauma,

addiction, grief, neurodiversity, and other related experiences.

By focusing on this context, [ aim to explore factors that contribute to players’ eudaimonic

motives for playing mental health-themed indie games, and how they perceive the



influence of these gameplay experiences on their mental well-being. Through Reflexive
Thematic Analysis (RTA) guided by constructionist epistemology, I approach players’
accounts as interpretations shaped by their personal, social, and gameplay contexts,
focusing on how they understand their eudaimonic experiences, motives, and perceived

impacts on mental well-being.
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3 METHODS

This chapter outlines the methodological approach used in this study. I will first explain
the sampling and recruitment process, followed by description of the data collection
method and research materials used. Then, I describe details of the data collection
procedure and considerations of ethical and data protection measures. The chapter ends
with the data analysis method and procedure, which includes explanation and discussion
of the use of RTA, my positionality as a researcher, epistemological stance, as well as

inductive approach employed during the analysis process.

3.1 Sampling and recruitment

Purposive sampling was used as the recruitment method due to its relevance in selecting
participants who have prior experience playing mental health-themed indie games,
ensuring the data collected were both relevant and valid to the research aim (Robinson,
2023). This study was set to only recruit participants who are 18 years old and above,
primarily due to ethical and methodological considerations. Given that this study touches
upon potentially sensitive topics related to mental health and emotional experiences,
recruiting adult participants simplified the informed consent process by removing the
need for parental or guardian consent. It also helped ensure that participants were able to

understand the research terms and potential risks involved (Kennan, 2015).

For the purpose of this study, “Mental health-themed indie games” is defined as video
games developed by independent developers or within small-scale production contexts
that explore, represent, or address topics related to mental health, psychological, or
emotional experiences (e.g., depression, anxiety, trauma, addiction, grief, neurodiversity,
or any other psychological/emotional experiences). Ultimately, within the scope of this
master’s thesis, seven participants who are 18 years old and above with previous
experience playing mental health-themed indie games were recruited through purposive

sampling.

A Microsoft form was used as the recruitment material. The form included information
such as research topic and description, basic demographic questions (participants’
preferred name to be addressed, age, preferred mode of interview, email address for
interview scheduling purposes) were included. The recruitment form also stated the

definition of “mental health-themed indie games” (as described above), and participants



were required to name at least two such games they had played previously. This was to

ensure the participants understood the criteria before enrolling in the study.

Description and link to the recruitment form were distributed in online group chats
(Telegram and WhatsApp) with approximately 40 to 50 members in total. These group
chats were selected because they include communities who are 18 years old and above,
and with gameplay experiences. This ensured recruitment reached suitable candidates.
Details such as what participation in the study involves, estimated commitment duration,

and participation requirements were included in the description.

Following recruitment, participants were contacted for interview scheduling. Once the
schedule was set, a confirmation email with interview session’s date and time, meeting
link (for participants who preferred having the interview online) or venue (for participant
who preferred having the interview in-person), informed consent, privacy notice, study
information sheet, and a copy of the interview question list were sent to the participants.
The decision to disclose the interview questions in advance of the interview sessions was
made after careful consideration of its benefits and weaknesses. While the potential
limitations of this approach are the lack of spontaneity and participants may construct
biased and more favorable responses, Haukas and Tishakov (2024) argue that this
approach, instead, granted participants with more time to reflect and unpack their
thoughts and beliefs. This is especially important because this study focuses on obtaining
rich, in-depth data, where more reflective responses foster better understanding of the
research topic. Moreover, this approach also accounts for ethical considerations in which
it guarantees participants’ autonomy and the study’s transparency (Haukas & Tishakov,
2024). Disclosing the interview questions in advance allows participants to fully
understand the study’s content and gives them the opportunity to decide what to
disclosure during the interview or to withdraw from the study if they find the questions
uncomfortable or sensitive (Haukas & Tishakov, 2024). Yet, it is important to note that

preparing for the interview beforehand was not enforced but up to participants’ discretion.

3.2 Data collection method and research materials

The data collection method used was in-depth semi-structured interview. As Cote and
Raz (2015) describe, in-depth interview is one of the primary methodologies used in
qualitative research especially with research topics involving experiences, perceptions,

and more complex discussions with detailed, personal depth. Specifically, the semi-
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structured technique was employed due to its capability of balancing structure and
flexibility. Semi-structured interview enables predetermined questions to guide the
interviews’ main focus while allowing freedom for probing into participants’ responses
(Kallio et al., 2016). This ensured the data collected was relevant to the research topic
while being rich and exhaustive (Mahat-Shamir et al., 2021; Kallio et al., 2016). With
this, in-depth semi-structured interview was a suitable research methodology for this
study because it enabled exploration of how eudaimonic motives for playing mental
health-themed indie games, perceptions of gameplay experiences, and these experiences’

interactions with one’s mental well-being are related to one another.

The semi-structured interview questions were one of the primary research materials and
they were developed following the five-phased semi-structured interview development
guide by Kallio et al. (2016). The five phases were: identifying and evaluating the
prerequisites for using semi-structured interview; retrieving and using related previous
knowledge; formulating preliminary interview questions; pilot testing preliminary
interview questions; and concluding finalized interview questions. Extensive reviews of
relevant literature were first conducted to gain comprehensive knowledge and
understanding of the research topic. This helped guide the conceptual framework for
developing the interview questions. Then, the questions were formulated according to the
two-level question format, which constitutes questions from the main themes with follow-

up questions (Kallio et al., 2016).

The pilot interview questions comprised of four main areas: general gaming experience
and context; eudaimonic gaming motives; perceptions of eudaimonic gaming
experiences; and impact on mental well-being. Each main area consisted of several
questions and related follow-up questions, which were formulated to be participant-
oriented, open-ended, and non-leading (Kallio et al., 2016). Then, the pilot interview
questions were tested through expert assessment by consulting the research supervisor,
and field-testing by conducting a pilot interview session with a potential participant
(Kallio et al., 2016). The interview questions were modified according to the feedback
received, and the finalized interview questions list was produced and used in the actual

interview sessions (see Appendix 1).

The interview transcripts were the primary research material for analysis. A total of seven
interviews were conducted and voice-recorded for transcription purposes. Six interviews

were conducted online via Zoom, and one interview was conducted in-person. All



recordings were stored in my TUNI’s account OneDrive folder and were deleted after

transcription. The interview voice recordings were 43 minutes long on average.

3.3 Data collection procedure

The interview sessions commenced with a short introduction of the study, an overview of
the session, and brief description of the information sheet, privacy notice, and informed
consent. Participants’ consent for voice recording were inquired once again before the
interview session officially began. Warm-up questions such as participant’s general
gaming experiences were asked, continued with questions from other main areas
(eudaimonic gaming motives, perceptions of eudaimonic gaming experiences, and impact
on mental well-being). The interview sessions concluded with closing questions and
participants were thanked for their participation. All interview voice recordings and
participants’ personal data obtained from the recruitment form were pseudonymized and

stored securely in my TUNI’s account OneDrive folder.

3.4 Ethical considerations and data protection

This study adhered to the research integrity and ethical consideration guidelines stated in
the Finnish Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (TENK) (2019, 2023) and Tampere
University’s Research Integrity Guidelines (n.d.). The Ethical Principles for Research
with Human Participants in TENK (2019), particularly Treatment and Rights of Research
Participants, were strictly followed because this study involved human participants
sharing their personal thoughts and sensitive personal experiences involving topics such
as mental health, mental well-being, and emotional experiences. In practice, necessary
information and measures such as research aim, research procedure, methodology used,
potential risks and benefits, data management and processing measures, privacy data
processing and management notice, as well as participant’s rights were included in the
informed consent, study information sheet, and privacy notice. These documents were
reviewed and approved by the primary supervisor and made available in the recruitment
Microsoft form. Copies of these documents were also sent to the participants in the

interview schedule confirmation email.

Additionally, participants were reminded of their rights to pause or withdraw from the

study without any consequences should they experience any emotional discomfort during
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the interview session. They were also reminded of their rights and autonomy to decide
the level and amount of information they wished to share, especially when the topic
involved sensitive personal information. As a precautionary measure, information of

psychological assistance services was provided to the participants when needed.

On the other hand, this study also adhered to the personal data management and protection
guidelines stated in TENK (2019). Data minimization principles were employed where
only necessary data such as participants’ preferred name to be addressed, age, preferred
mode of interview, email address for interview scheduling purposes, history and names
of mental health-themed indie games played previously, as well as interview recordings
were collected. I was also the sole data controller in this study where all data collected
were stored in my TUNI’s OneDrive folder which is password protected. In addition, all
data collected were pseudonymized, for instance Participant 1 as P1, Participant 2 as P2,
and so on. During the transcription process, sensitive personal information mentioned in
the interview recordings were either removed or where necessary, replaced with general
statements like “[participants described a personal experience]” or “[details of individual
experience omitted to protect anonymity]”. This measure allowed for maintaining
narrative flow while protecting confidentiality. All interview recordings were deleted

once transcription was completed.

3.5 Data analysis method and procedure

Reflexive thematic analysis (RTA) was used as the data analysis method in this study due
to its flexibility and accessibility for engaging different theoretical and conceptual
approaches in analysing data and addressing research topics stemming from wide range
of theoretical perspectives (Terry et al., 2017). This flexibility was highly relevant
because the topic of the study involves theoretical and conceptual perspectives from
different fields of study including game studies, psychology, and media research.
Moreover, RTA also emphasises researcher’s active role in the data analysis process
(Terry et al, 2017; Braun & Clarke, 2023). Rather than positioning the researcher as a
detached observer, RTA acknowledges and encourages researcher’s active engagement
with data because the researcher’s theoretical background, experiences, and perspectives
inevitably influence the data analysis process (Terry et al, 2017; Braun & Clarke, 2023).

The emphasis on researcher’s subjectivity is particularly relevant in this study due to my



academic background in psychology, specifically Bachelor’s degree, as well as my

personal interest and experience in playing mental health-themed indie games.

In terms of my positionality, I approach the study both as a researcher and as a player.
My academic knowledge in psychology has shaped my understanding of concepts related
to mental well-being, emotional and psychological processing, which may influence how
I interpret participants’ narrative of their gameplay experiences. At the same time, my
personal gameplay experience with mental health-themed indie games has contributed to
my interest for this research topic, which may form assumptions and expectations of
participants’ accounts. Taking these into consideration, being reflexive of how my
perspectives and prior experience could influence my interpretation of participants’
gameplay experiences, perceptions, and meaning, as well as the development of themes

was essential throughout the data analysis process.

Alternatively, my position both as a researcher and a player should not be viewed merely
as limitations because they also provided valuable insights for the study. My background
in psychology enabled me to draw relevant disciplinary knowledge during data analysis,
allowing more comprehensive and theoretically informed interpretation of participants’
accounts. Similarly, my prior gameplay experience with mental health-themed indie
games helped me to better familiarize myself with the narrative, mechanics, and themes
within these games, especially when the participants and I played similar games. This
allowed me to have more empathetic understanding of participants’ experiences, allowing

me to better contextualize and interpret participants’ gameplay experiences.

In terms of research epistemology, I employed a constructionist approach because of the
study’s focus on exploring participants’ motivations, experiences, and perceived
influence of the gameplay experiences on mental well-being, which are fundamentally
subjective and socially constructed. As Braun and Clarke (2006) mention, constructivism
acknowledges the role of ideas, values, and identities in shaping behaviour and subjective
experience. Meanings are actively made through people’s interactions, language, and
interpretations of their experiences. Thus, employing a constructionist approach allowed
me to explore how meaning is created and negotiated during and after eudaimonic gaming
of mental health-themed indie games. In practice, instead of taking participants’
responses as direct representations of objective reality, the data analysis focused on how
participants interpret and make sense of their gameplay experiences, and how these

interpretations inform their perceptions of these experiences on their mental well-being.
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Thus, RTA was a suitable data analysis method by ensuring participants’ subjective
gameplay experiences and perspectives were captured while acknowledging the role of

my positionality and interpretative perspective during the process.

In terms of data analysis procedure, once data collection was completed, all interview
recordings were transcribed by verbatim but features such as paralinguistic cues (e.g.,
sighing, tone, pauses, rate of speech) were not included. Following that, I began data
analysis by employing Braun and Clarke’s (2023) six-phase reflexive thematic analysis
process: familiarisation of data; creating initial codes; developing themes; reviewing
themes; defining and naming themes; and writing the report. These phases provide
systematic guidelines for identifying and interpreting patterns of meaning within
qualitative data. Yet, in practice, the data analysis process was iterative and recursive,

where I moved back and forth between phases throughout the process.

During the data familiarisation phase, all of interview transcriptions were reviewed
several times in order to gain an initial understanding of participants’ description of their
experiences. Because the interview questions were structured in four main areas (general
gaming experience and context, eudaimonic gaming motives, perceptions of eudaimonic
gaming experiences, impact on mental well-being), [ was able to review the transcriptions
more efficiently by dividing them into smaller sections. This process allowed me to
immerse myself in the data and identify repeating patterns and insights across data. This
subsequently led to the second phase where I began creating initial codes using
MAXQDA qualitative data analysis software. Coding was done inductively by
prioritising participants’ responses and identifying their underlying meanings rather than

being restricted to predetermined theoretical or conceptual frameworks.

However, as Braun and Clarke (2023) mention, qualitative analysis is “never purely
inductive” (p. 56) because it is bound to be influenced by the researcher’s subjective
experience, perspective, and theoretical background. During this phase, reflexivity was
an important step that helped me to recognise how my positionality, particularly my prior
gameplay experience mentioned above, had influenced the coding process. For instance,
I noticed that I found it easier to relate to participants whose gameplay experiences
resembled mine as compared to those differed. This awareness reminded me that my
interpretation of data could be biased as certain descriptions or perspectives were
prioritized during the coding process. This realization also prompted me to be more

reflexive of how my subjectivity might influence the analytic process. To address this,



multiple iterations of coding process were conducted in which previously coded data were
reviewed in order to ensure the codes were representative of participants’ meaning rather

than reflecting my own assumptions and preferences.

Moreover, while coding, I observed that participants’ description of their gameplay
experiences could be broadly categorised into two broad patterns. Some participants
described their experiences in more emotionally reflective ways, emphasising feelings
and personal resonance with the games’ narratives and themes, while other participants
tended to describe their experiences in a more analytical manner, focusing on elements
such as narrative structure or game mechanics when discussing their gameplay
experiences. These patterns highlighted different ways in which participants interpreted
and conveyed their experiences with mental health-themed indie games. As a researcher,
recognising these patterns was important as they could affect how the descriptions were
coded, which may subsequently affect how they were grouped during theme
development. In practice, again, multiple iterations of reviewing and interpretation of the

data and codes were done to ensure they were representative of participants’ meaning.

After coding was completed, the data analysis process progressed to development of
themes. Theme development involved examining how different codes could be
categorised meaningfully to represent the broader patterns across data (Braun & Clarke,
2023). The theme development process occurred at two levels. First, I identified and
examined relationships between codes to inform the narrative within individual themes.
Second, I analysed connections between themes to form broader patterns of meaning
across the data (Braun & Clarke, 2023). In practice, some codes were easily grouped into
candidate themes or subthemes, while others required further review and reflection to
determine how they could be categorised in ways that meaningfully captured participants’

accounts while contributing to coherent thematic patterns.

Notably, while I intended to construct the themes inductively, I recognised that the initial
candidate subthemes and themes showed substantial similarities with the findings of
Daneels et al. (2021) scoping review of eudaimonia in digital gaming (mentioned in
Section 2.2.3). Their scoping review identifies four conceptual patterns of eudaimonic
game experiences: (1) appreciation as a broader eudaimonic outcome of digital gaming
which includes (2) meaningful, emotionally moved or challenged, and self-reflective
experiences; (3) social connectedness; and (4) other eudaimonia-related concepts (e.g.,

well-being, nostalgia, self-transcendence, elevation). Specifically, the second pattern
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(meaningful, emotionally moved or challenged, and self-reflective experiences) and third

pattern (social connectedness) closely aligned with the patterns observed in this study.

As Braun and Clarke (2023) emphasise, themes do not “emerge” from the data, but they
are actively generated through researcher’s interpretation and engagement with the data.
This interpretative process, inevitably, is also shaped by the researcher’s theoretical
background and knowledge of existing literature. In practice, recognising the similarities
between the candidate themes and the existing conceptualisations of eudaimonic gaming
experiences helped me to further interpret and refine the themes. The literature was used
to strengthen interpretation of themes and patterns during data analysis. As a result,
construction of themes in this study was done both inductively and deductively. While
the initial coding and theme development were primarily data driven, the interpretation

and refinement of themes involved active engagement with relevant literature.

Subsequently, the candidate themes were evaluated using Patton’s criteria of internal
homogeneity and external heterogeneity (Braun & Clarke, 2023). Internal homogeneity
ensures the data within each theme was coherent, while external heterogeneity ensures
each theme had a distinctive focus in relation to the research questions (Braun & Clarke,
2023). Similar to the coding process, the construction of themes was an iterative process,
where themes were reviewed, reorganised, and refined to ensure they captured their core

meanings while maintaining a coherent narrative across the data.



4 ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION

Table 1. Summary of Themes and Subthemes.

Research Question  Themes Subthemes

What factors Interpersonal connectedness and Connecting with game
contribute to players’ relatedness characters

eudaimonic motives Connecting with others

for playing mental
health-themed indie ~ From emotional resonance to Emotional resonance
games? emotional expression Emotional relief

Emotional catharsis
Gameplay as space for -
understanding oneself through

introspection and reflection

Constructing meaning through

gameplay
How do players Perceived growth through Improved mental health
perceive their gameplay awareness and literacy
gameplay Inspired personal growth
experiences Greater compassion for
influence their others

mental well-being?

Table 1 presents the final themes and subthemes constructed through the analysis,

organized in relation to the respective research questions.

Overall, I constructed five themes with corresponding subthemes as shown in Table 1.
The first four themes (Interpersonal connectedness and relatedness, From emotional
resonance to emotional expression, Gameplay as space for understanding oneself
through introspection and reflection, Constructing meaning through gameplay) address
the first research question concerning the factors contributing to players’ eudaimonic
motives for playing mental health-themed indie games. Importantly, these themes do not

reflect participants’ initial or explicit reasons for choosing to play mental health-themed
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indie games but my interpretation of how participants made sense of their gameplay
experiences as eudaimonic. The experiential qualities such as feeling connected,
emotionally engaged, reflective, and personally meaningful are aspects that made these
games impactful and appealing to the participants. Subsequently, these aspects may guide

participants’ future motivations and preferences of their game choices.

Although these themes are presented separately, I conceptualise them as interrelated and
overlapping layers of participants’ eudaimonic experiences during and after gameplay.
Together, they form the foundation for the final theme, Perceived growth through
gameplay, which addresses the second research question by capturing how participants
perceived their gameplay experiences influence their mental well-being. Rather than
suggesting a direct causal relationship, this thematic structure reflects an interpretative
pattern observed across participants’ accounts. Specifically, it illustrates my analytical
interpretation of how the experiential processes during and after gameplay (e.g.,
connectedness, emotional engagement, reflection, and meaning-making) were

understood to contribute to perceived personal and interpersonal growth over time.

4.1 Theme: Interpersonal connectedness and relatedness

This theme captures the relational dimension of eudaimonic gameplay experiences by
illustrating how participants made sense of mental health-themed indie games as
experiences of interpersonal connectedness and relatedness. This sense of connectedness
and relatedness arose in two ways: through forming bonds with game characters, and

through forming bonds with others, including family, friends, or the broader community.
4.1.1 Connecting with game characters

For some participants, the sense of connectedness and relatedness with game characters
were closely tied to their lived experiences. For example, P1 described a character
reminded them of their late father, “Giovanni reminds me of my dad [...] and a lot of the
things that Giovanni said in that game, like, especially when he was going to the Everdoor
reminded me so much of my dad”. Similarly, P6 described certain moments in the game
reminded them of their grandmother who had passed away, “ [...] because this game, if
you want to progress [...] you have to send your family, leave you [...] my grandma on
my mother's side, and she had passed away a long time, but sometimes I just remember

her”. These accounts suggest that interactions with game characters and narratives



became meaningful when they evoked participants’ personal memories and reminiscence

of loss.

For other participants, sense of connectedness and relatedness arose through walking with
the characters through their journey within the game. P2 described being able to interact
and build relationships with the game characters was seen as meaningful, “I think some
of the most meaningful ones is when characters in the game would interact with each
other and then develop their relationship together towards the end of the game”. Through
these interactions, P2 was able to empathise with the characters’ circumstances, “[...]
definitely a lot of empathy in the sense I feel like I am playing that character and then I
go through their journey with them as I play through the game”. These accounts
demonstrate how the gameplay experience can facilitate perspective taking by allowing

players to walk in the character’s shoes and experience their journeys with them.

Moreover, sense of connectedness and relatedness was also expressed through acts of
care. P6 described developing attachment to a non-playable character that follows the

main protagonist:

I remember that it's a small plant [...] although there's no any words or
something like that, but I feel that because the main character pick up the
apples for him or her. So I feel like it's like his or her pet or it's like children
or something like that [...] this main character, she lost her mother, but she
also has something, someone's important in her life. (P6)

Through this act of care, the non-playable character was perceived as a symbolic
companion for the main protagonist. This illustrates that sense of connectedness and
relatedness with game characters developed not only though narrative but also through

acts of care and nurture within gameplay.
4.1.2 Connecting with others

Alternatively, gameplay also fostered interpersonal connectedness and relatedness with
others. P5 mentioned playing Kind Words (Popcannibal, 2019) reminded them that others
may experience similar circumstances and emotional struggles as themselves, “Kind
Words was helpful usually in reminding me that people were, some people have it worse
than me, some people have it better than me, but still feel bad and feel as bad as me”.
Through this experience, it fostered the idea where feelings of distress or vulnerability
are shared aspects of human experience and this similarity was seen as comforting and

reassuring.
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In parallel to the acts of care for characters mentioned above, gameplay also appeared to
connect participants’ in-game actions with real-life relationships. P6 described caring for
the game character also resembled providing support and care for family in real life, “So
it's like your family. You support them, you fish, you cook for them or something like
that. You have to make food for them otherwise they will be hungry. So, it's like a family

supporting each other”.

Additionally, the gameplay experience moved beyond oneself to a shared social
engagement that fostered interaction and mutual understanding with others through
discussion, emotional exchange, and mutual understanding with others. P1 exemplified
having friends with similar game interests allowed for discussion and emotional

exchange, strengthened interpersonal bonds and relatedness with one another:

I think having that the people around me who are also similar in the games
that we play helped because then it's like we can always talk about it [...] So
that one is important for me and like, I'm lucky that the people around me, the
friends that I have and all that, they have the same feeling. (P1)

Overall, this theme presents the interpersonal and social aspects of eudaimonic gameplay
experiences. The accounts analysed in this theme resonate with Daneels et al. (2021)
discussion of social connectedness as a key conceptual pattern of eudaimonic game
experiences, where players form meaningful connections with other players or with the
game characters (see Section 2.2.3). First, participants described forming interpersonal
bonds with game characters through identification, attachment, and acts of care. This is
consistent with Bowman et al. (2015) and Bowman et al. (2016), where relationships with
game characters (e.g., playable characters, nonplayable characters) can evoke character
attachment and identification as players engage with the characters as meaningful social
agents. Second, participants described that their gameplay experience allowed them to
form interpersonal bonds with others, including family and friends, as well as with the
broader community who may share similar life circumstances and emotional struggles.
This corresponds with Daneels et al. (2020) and Kiimpel and Unkel (2017), as they note
that socially connecting game experiences can satisfy one’s sense of belonging and need

for relatedness, which are closely related to eudaimonic outcomes of digital gaming.

Importantly, player-avatar relationship (PAR) offers useful framework for explaining and
analysing these accounts of interpersonal connectedness and relatedness. PAR is broadly
referred to the ways in which players relate to, experience, and make sense of their avatars

and game characters (Banks, 2013 & 2015). According to Banks (2013 & 2015), PAR is



dynamic and can shift across different relational patterns, including “avatar as object”
(avatar is viewed as a mechanism or tool for achieving in-game goals), “avatar as other”
(avatar is experienced as a distinct social being), “avatar as self” (avatar is seen as an
extension of self), and “avatar as symbiote” (player and avatar mutually shaping one
another). This shift of relational patterns depends on how players engage with the games,
the meanings they attach to their experiences, as well as the broader personal and social
contexts they bring into gameplay (Banks, 2013 & 2015; Bowman et al., 2016). Instead
of viewing avatars only as functional or representational beings, PAR conceptualises
avatars as social and relational partners with whom players engage in meaningful ways

(Banks, 2013 & 2015; Bowman et al., 2016).

Applying this perspective, I interpret participants’ accounts as reflecting these relational
patterns, particularly “avatar as self” and “avatar as other”. For instance, P2’s accounts
of playing as the character and experiencing their journey can be understood as reflecting
the “avatar as self” pattern, where the avatar or character is experienced as an extension
of self. This form of engagement facilitates perspective-taking and empathy as
participants temporarily identify as the character. When characters resembled known
individuals in participants’ lives, for instance, a passed family member (e.g., P1 and P6),
they reflect the “avatar as other” pattern as these characters evoke memories and
reminiscence of these individuals. Additionally, P6’s accounts of caring for characters
suggest a dynamic relation in which characters become recipients of care and nurture,
strengthening participant’s emotional attachment and sense of responsibility for them.
These instances are consistent with the conceptualisation of PAR as social and relational

rather than merely functional or representational (Banks, 2013; Bowman et al., 2016).

Extending this perspective, PAR is not confined to in-game contexts but extends into
participants lived experiences as they draw connections between gameplay and their own
social worlds. For instance, P5’s account of recognising shared emotional struggles with
the broader community through gameplay can be understood as extending empathetic
engagement through PAR into broader perceptions of others. Similarly, P6’s comparison
of caring for game characters to supporting family members reflects how acts of care
within the game are interpreted through real-life relational contexts. In this sense, the
“avatar as other” pattern and acts of caregiving within game demonstrate how participants
make sense of care and support beyond gameplay. Furthermore, P1’s description of
discussing gameplay experiences with friends who share similar interests suggests that

meanings developed through these PARs are further reinforced through social interaction.
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The emotional and relational significance attached to game characters becomes a medium

for connection and relatedness between players.

As Daneels et al. (2021) mention, social connectedness is not consistently treated as a
core component of eudaimonia in existing literature and is often discussed separately
from appreciation and other eudaimonic experiences constructs. However, through my
analysis, I understand interpersonal connectedness and relatedness as one of the
fundamental dimensions of eudaimonic digital gaming. This is especially evident in the
subsequent themes when elements of interpersonal connectedness and relatedness

intertwine with processes such as emotional engagement and reflection.

4.2 Theme: From emotional resonance to emotional expression

This theme captures how participants’ gameplay experience became emotionally
resonated and how this resonance was expressed in different ways. Here, emotional
resonance is used as an analytic concept to describe moments when participants were
deeply engaged with the game’s context, narrative and/or characters, and connected these
experiences to their own emotional and personal circumstances. Consequently, this
resonance was interpreted to facilitate different modes of emotional expression, which
are emotional relief and emotional catharsis. Although both involved releasing negative
emotions and tension, I distinguish them separately because they differed in their

processes, intensity, and outcomes.
4.2.1 Emotional resonance

Several participants noted that mental health-themed indie games are different from other
types of games because they present distinctive experiences or perspectives that they may
not normally encounter in everyday lives. As P1 explained, “[...] but it doesn't hit you
hard as compared to like a mental health game. Because like, I think like these games
they kind of like show you a side of things that you won't necessarily experience” (P1). I
interpret these distinctive experiences as emotional resonance because they engage
players emotionally through perspectives or experiences that felt unfamiliar, intense, or

personally significant.

These emotionally resonating gameplay experiences were portrayed in different ways.

For instance, P5 described Celeste’s (Maddy Makes Games Inc., 2018) narrative and



thematic openness allowed for self-projection, “I think the thing about Celeste was that it
was so vague, you know, like it's, oh, you know, like obviously you could really project
anything onto it, which I think is its power”. This openness facilitated emotional
resonance as P5 internalized the protagonist’s journey of climbing a mountain in the game

as their own:

I think there was some sense of at least sharing Madeline's sort of intensity
about climbing the mountain. Maybe climbing the mountain can fix me too,
you know? [...] I did feel this kind of like: Yes, I'm going to do it [...] in a
way that felt more intense than I'm going to do it in, you know, a game without
these themes of like mental health. (P5)

In this sense, the game’s narrative and thematic context (e.g., climbing the mountain) are
understood not only as meaningful in-game tasks, but also symbolic representations of

one’s personal struggle, making the gameplay experience emotionally resonating.

Furthermore, emotionally resonating gameplay experiences also fostered greater
emotional awareness and connectedness to one’s internal emotional state. As P2
exemplified, playing mental health-themed indie games helped them to connect with the

emotional part of oneself, describing the experience as “very human”:

I guess for me personally, it's very hard for me to feel something because I'm
very, generally quite emotionally muted. So then playing through these games
can invoke all these very strong emotions in me that I can't get in real life. So
then it makes me feel very human cause I'm able to feel these things [...] So
yea, playing these games really help me feel or connect to the emotional part
of myself of being human. (P2)

Linking this account to P2’s description of forming connections with game characters
mentioned above (see Section 4.1.2), this sense of emotional awareness can be understood
as due to P2’s empathetic engagement with the character’s journey. By walking in
character’s shoes, P2 was not only relating to the character but also connecting with their
own emotional states. Together, connecting with game characters is also a way to connect
with one’s own emotional self, suggesting that emotionally resonating gameplay
experiences is closely tied to how participants position themselves in relation to the

character.

4.2.2 Emotional relief

These emotionally engaging and resonating experiences were also interpreted to further

facilitate different forms of emotional expression, which I understand as either relieving
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or cathartic. For some participants, emotionally resonating gameplay experiences
provided temporary emotional relief during moments of distress. Rather than resolving
emotional struggles entirely, these experiences offered temporary alleviation of emotional

tension. As P5 described, the experience was illustrated as a “band aid”:

[...] it moved the emotion somewhere [...] but [ wouldn't stay on it very long
[...] and then sometimes in the same day, the feeling would come back again,
you know? And then it felt like, maybe Kind Words was sort of more like a
band aid, you know? (P5)

Here, the metaphor of “band aid” is important because it positions the game as
comforting, providing momentary emotional relief during moments of distress. In relation
to P5’s earlier description of identifying with the protagonist in Celeste (see Section
4.2.1), while P5 was able to project themselves onto the protagonist and experience
emotional resonance, this did not extend into continued emotional expression. The sense

of emotional relief was temporary and situational according to P5’s context at that time:

I pressed the buttons real good and it felt good, you know [...] But at the end

of'the day [...] I did that then. That's nice, I suppose, you know, back to being

sad [...] I really identified with Madeleine [...] her whole story is so vague

that, like, I could project myself onto her [...] or be like, follow her struggles,

and then, you know, making her succeed. Maybe I can do something for me,

But it didn't. (P5)
This account suggests that although gameplay allowed emotional engagement and a
temporary sense of accomplishment or comfort, these effects were not sustained.
Gameplay functioned as a way of providing temporary shift or ease of emotional tension

without addressing its underlying causes.

Similarly, P6 described the gameplay inspired emotional expression through creative
expressive writing during a difficult period, providing short-term alleviation of distress,
“I had an assignment at that time [...] so I played this game [...] it inspired me a lot to
write a story to express my feelings on death and the pandemic. So it definitely made me
feel better”. Here, playing mental health-themed indie games provides emotional relief
by directing one’s emotional tension or distress to gameplay or through creative
expression, giving temporary comfort and relief. Together, these accounts suggest that
emotionally resonating gameplay experience can provide immediate forms of emotional
relief, offering temporary comfort through engagement and expression without the need

for deeper emotional resolution.



4.2.3 Emotional catharsis

In contrast to temporary emotional relief, other participants’ accounts reflect a deeper
form of emotional expression and processing, which I conceptualise as emotional
catharsis. Some participants, especially P1, used the term “cathartic” to describe their
gameplay experiences. Notably, I do not treat “catharsis” as a self-evident meaning in
participants’ accounts but use emotional catharsis as an analytic concept drawing on
literature on emotional processing to interpret moments where gameplay appeared to

bring unresolved emotions into awareness and support sense of closure.

The concept of catharsis originates from the Greek word (katharsis) which often translates
to “cleansing” or “purging” (Bernays & Rudnytsky, 2004). Aristotle coined this term in
to describe how witnessing tragic events in drama allows audience to experience emotions
such as pity and fear, hereby leading to feelings of purified or relieved (Bernays &
Rudnytsky, 2004). Although Aristotle’s use of the term is usually treated as metaphorical
instead of actual cleansing or purification, it has influenced later conceptualization of
catharsis in psychology and psychotherapy (Nichols & Efran, 1985). In therapeutic
contexts, catharsis refers to a deeper form of emotional processing that involves bringing
one’s unconscious or supressed emotions and conflicts into conscious awareness, so that
one could work through these conflicts and achieve resolution (Klopstech, 2005; Nichols

& Efran, 1985).

Though participants’ use of this term may not fully correspond with theoretical
conceptualization, I draw on this theoretical understanding to interpret participants’
accounts because several accounts appeared to suggest similar processes of bringing
unresolved or unconscious emotions inti awareness through gameplay. For instance, P7
described experiencing unexpected emotional impact while playing because the game

helped bringing their hidden personal struggles into conscious awareness:

[...] it made clear to me that I was not over certain things in the way that I
thought I was kind of over them, right? [...] and then I ended up being pretty
impacted and I was like: Oh, I actually still struggle with some of these things
(P7)
This account is understood as cathartic because gameplay did not only evoke emotions
but helped P7 in recognising their unresolved personal struggles. P1’s accounts also

reflect similar process. In relation to the previous theme (Interpersonal connectedness and

relatedness) where P1 felt connected to a game character who reminded them of their late
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father, the character’s dialogue in the game was interpreted as messages that P1 wished

they had heard from their father:

It then helps me like it gives me a very cathartic feeling. I just wish or I hope
that these were things that he wanted to say to me if he was still around or if
I still got to see him again. This is probably what he would say. So it's a very
cathartic thing. (P1)

Through this experience, P1 described the interaction and connection formed with this
specific character as emotionally cathartic. Having experienced emotional catharsis

further helped P1 achieving a sense of closure:

And the way that he was saying things were basically things that I actually
got closure from the game [...] the things that he was saying was basically
what my dad would say about my mum as well [...] so it really tied so heavily
into that gave me so much closure. (P1)

Likewise, P6 described playing these games could help in achieving closure by turning
bidding farewell into meaningful in-game actions, “It's like you do something that's like,
it's not just stuck, it's not just only in your words, it's like in action that you really do
something in your game”. Here, participants’ accounts of achieving closure suggest that
mental health-themed indie games can create spaces for players to process unresolved
emotions and personal struggles. As opposed to emotional relief which provided
temporary comfort, cathartic experiences involve deeper emotional processing that allow
participants to recognise and resolve supressed emotions and personal struggles in a

meaningful manner.

Overall, participants’ accounts of emotional resonance and expression resonate with
Daneels et al. (2021) findings, where they identify emotionally moving and challenging
experiences as another key conceptual patterns of eudaimonic game experiences. Across
the reviewed literature in their study, such experiences were understood as players’
emotional responses to in-game elements such as narratives, characters, or themes as they
actively engaged and immersed themselves in gameplay (Bopp et al., 2015 & 2016; Bopp
et al., 2018; Daneels et al., 2020; Denisova et al., 2020). In the case of this study,
participants’ emotional responses were not only shaped by these in-game elements but

also how they connected them to their own emotional states and personal experiences.

As Vella (2021) emphasise, players are active participants who inhabit as characters
within the gameworld with influence over the game through their choices and actions.

Games are ludic aesthetic works that are not only to be acted upon but also as worlds to



be inhabited, as players possess “ludic subjectivity” and live as beings-in-the-game.
Gameplay becomes an existential situation in which the gameworld becomes a space
where players pursue goals, make sense of their circumstances, and experience their
actions as meaningful within the virtual world. In other words, players do not just act in
games but also experience themselves as situated subjects within the game. Vella (2021)
also highlights the importance of avatar as agent of ludic subjectivity, where avatar
functions as a tool for action and mode of being in the gameworld. This allows players to
experience the in-game events, relationships, and challenges from a first-person

perspective.

Cole and Gillies (2019) expand this perspective by emphasising the interplay between
challenge, agency, and reflection in producing emotionally significant, complex, and
reflective gameplay experiences. Their findings suggest players’ active involvement in
overcoming challenges, making decisions, and interpretating outcomes is fundamental to
how emotional engagement is created and sustained through gameplay. Through this
sense of agency and ludic subjectivity, players experience emotionally significant
moments in games in ways that feel personally meaningful because their choices and
interactions through the avatar become part of the narrative experience (Isbister, 2016;
Jenkins, 2004). As a result, players’ emotional responses in games are shaped by their
own interpretations and active engagement with the gameplay experience (Isbister, 2016;

Jenkins, 2004; Kolbasa, 2025).

These perspectives are particularly useful for understanding participants’ emotionally
impactful and resonating gameplay experiences, especially in accounts where they
actively engaged with the games, with some even projecting their personal experiences
onto the avatars/characters and narratives. This was particularly evident in P5’s and P2’s
accounts (see Section 4.2.1). For PS5, the narrative and thematic openness in Celeste
enabled personal projection because they interpreted the act of climbing the mountain as
symbolically connected to their own struggles, describing the experience as emotionally
resonating, self-relevant, and meaningful. Similarly, P2 described forming a strong
connection with characters by walking in their shoes and this allowed them to access
emotions they typically do not experience. Through this process, gameplay became a way
of connecting with their own emotional self. This suggests that emotional resonance is
closely tied to how players position themselves in relation to the characters. These
accounts can also be understood through Vella’s (2021) ludic subjectivity, where P5 and

P2 inhabit the gameworld as situated subjects and experience their actions as meaningful
49



within that space. In both cases, participants did not merely act according to the game’s

content but “live through” the experience.

The PAR relational patterns discussed in the first theme further supports this
interpretation. P5’s account can be understood as reflecting both “avatar as self” and
“avatar as object” patterns. When P5 aligned their own emotional state and personal
struggles with the protagonist’s journey, the character was experienced as an extension
of the self (“avatar as self”), allowing self-projection and emotional resonance. At the
same time, the act of climbing the mountain through the character can be understood as
the “avatar as object” pattern where gameplay became a symbolic means of overcoming
personal struggles, “Maybe climbing the mountain can fix me too” (P5). In P2’s case, the
experience reflects the “avatar as self” pattern. By inhabiting the character as extension
of themselves, P2 was able to engage with the emotional states, suggesting that
connecting with game characters can foster emotional awareness and expression.
Through these theoretical perspectives, I interpret emotional resonance as shaped by both
game narratives and participants’ identification with characters. Participants were able to
project, process, and engage with their own emotions through gameplay, resulting in

eudaimonic gameplay experiences that are emotionally engaging and meaningful.

Furthermore, participants’ emotionally resonating gameplay experiences led to different
forms of emotional expression and processing in varying degrees, ranging from
temporary emotional relief to deeper catharsis processing. Through my interpretation and
understanding, this distinction is necessary because the intensity and perceived
significance of emotional expression depend on participants’ individual interpretation of
their experiences. As Possler et al. (2023) emphasise (see Section 2.2.2), players’
characteristics and game elements can interact to elicit different eudaimonic gameplay
experiences. As discussed above, P5’s emotional resonance with Celeste appeared to
result mainly in temporary emotional relief, as the gameplay offered comfort and sense
of accomplishment but did not resolve underlying emotional difficulty. In contrast, P1’s
connection with a character who reminded them of their late father was interpreted as
cathartic as the in-game dialogues and interactions helped them reconnect with
unresolved emotions and achieve closure. These opposing accounts demonstrate that
emotionally resonating gameplay may facilitate different forms of emotional expression
depending on players’ personal contexts and the meanings they attached to the gameplay

experiences.



As Daneels et al. (2021) note, gameplay experiences involving emotionally intense or
difficult topics can stimulate deeper emotional processing. My analysis and interpretation
from participants’ account further extend this perspective by highlighting how these
emotionally resonating gameplay experiences may facilitate different forms of emotional
processing and expression, from momentary emotional relief to deeper cathartic
processing of unresolved emotions and personal struggles. The intensity and outcome of

such responses depend on the interplay between players’ characteristics and contexts.

Overall, the first theme and the current theme demonstrate that interpersonal
connectedness and relatedness are closely intertwined with emotional resonance and
expression in shaping eudaimonic gameplay experiences. First, relational connections
with characters and others provided the conditions for emotional engagement. When these
connections interacted with in-game elements and participants’ individual characteristics,
they can create emotionally resonating experiences that lead to different forms of
emotional expression and processing. This dynamic interplay highlights that mental
health-themed indie games can function as spaces for both relational engagement and
emotional processing. The following theme further explores how these experiences
translate to broader processes of reflection and meaning-making, which are also central

dimensions of eudaimonic game experiences.

4.3 Theme: Gameplay as space for understanding oneself through

introspection and reflection

Building on the previous theme, From emotional resonance to expression, this theme
captures how emotionally engaging gameplay experiences also became reflective.
Gameplay encouraged participants to attend to their internal states such as thoughts and
emotions. This inward attention often led to further evaluation of these internal states,
where participants considered how their gameplay experiences could relate to their past
experiences, personal circumstances, and behaviours. Drawing on the concepts of
introspection and reflection, I interpret this process as a movement from attending to

one’s internal states to evaluating and making sense of them.

Introspection refers to the process of attending to one’s internal mental states such as
thoughts, emotions, and sensations in order to become consciously aware of them

(Rosenthal, 2000; Seager, 2002). This involves directing attention inward and noticing

51



one’s immediate experiences (Herwig et al., 2010; Rosenthal, 2000). Reflection extends
this initial awareness by involving examination and evaluation of these mental states in
relation to one’s past experiences, personal circumstances, and behaviours (Herwig et al.,
2010; Hixon & Swann, 1993). With this, reflection represents a deeper process that builds
upon introspective awareness which subsequently contributes to development of self-
knowledge and insight (Hixon & Swann, 1993). These processes are closely related and
often occur sequentially, with introspection prompting initial awareness of internal states,
which then leads to further reflection and understanding (Herwig et al., 2010; Rosenthal,
2000). However, it is also important to note that such processes are not always accurate
because people possess different capacities of attending to their internal states. Their
reflective interpretations may be influenced by personal biases, assumptions, and contexts
(Engelbert & Carruthers, 2010; Wilson & Dunn, 2004). This is relevant to this study
because I do not consider participants’ reflections as direct evidence of psychological
change but as subjective interpretations of how they made sense of their gameplay

experiences.

Integrating these conceptual understandings to this study, introspection occurred when
participants attended to their internal mental states (e.g., thoughts, emotions, sensations)
to understand why certain reactions arose during gameplay (Herwig et al., 2010;
Rosenthal, 2000; Seager, 2002). This awareness subsequently led to reflection, where
participants examined and evaluated these mental states in relation to their past
experiences and behaviours (Herwig et al., 2010; Rosenthal, 2000). Together, as Wilson
and Dunn (2004) note, these processes are fundamental for understanding how

participants made sense of their gameplay experiences as ways for understanding oneself.

For instance, P4 described how experiencing sense of boredom during certain moments
in A Short Hike (Robinson-Yu, 2019) raised their curiosity as to why they had such
thoughts and feelings, “I think those boring moments are an invitation for me to sort of
reflect on what is it that I like about the game. Like what type of experience am I looking
for in this game?”. These moments were seen as an “invitation” to pause and explore
one’s internal mental states, illustrating the introspective aspect of this theme. P4 further
described this encouraged them to slow down and notice small, positive moments, even

during difficult periods

So a game like 4 Short Hike really challenges you to remember that you can
have nice moments [...] even if you're having like a really bad time and you're



really preoccupied, you can shift your attention for a little bit and look at a
silly little frog with a toy spade trying to dig a hole, you know. (P4)

Although such experiences do not solve P4’s life problems, these moments shifted P4’s

perspective, inspiring them to view hardships and difficult moments in a positive light:

[...] it doesn't solve the problems [...] it gives me an outlook that is more
inspiring or more positive, or I can think about these things without them
being so overwhelming anymore because there are good things to look
forward to even when there are hard things. (P4)

Similarly, P3 highlighted the importance of mindfulness of one’s own emotional
responses while playing, “There needs to be a sense of mindfulness. I feel that playing
these games with some form of mindfulness, like being mindful of my emotions, how it
relates to you”. This sense of awareness led P3 to recognise that resolving unpleasant
emotions in real life can be more challenging than within the context of a game, “It's
something that is in the back of my mind always now because of that game, the step to
resolving some unpleasant emotions like unresolved guilt, shame. It's very simple, but it's
pretty hard to take”. Likewise, as P4 exemplified, this process of introspection and

reflection extended beyond immediate gameplay experience:

I think I'm just experiencing in the moment and I'm being affected by it in the
moment. And I can reflect on my emotions or notice or draw attention to my
emotions. But then afterwards, I can think about it. And I can also add a bit
more of an analytical layer. (P4)

These accounts were fundamental to how I constructed this theme. They suggest that
participants did not necessarily make sense of their experiences fully while playing but
the process of introspection and reflection continue even after gameplay. In this sense,
mental health-themed indie games created opportunities for participants to notice their

emotional states and reflect on how these relate to their everyday lives.

Overall, participants’ accounts demonstrate how emotionally engaging gameplay
experiences can encourage participants to attend to their internal states introspectively
and further facilitate reflections on their experiences. The process transfers from
immediate emotional responses to deeper evaluation and interpretation of thoughts,
emotions, and behaviours. In this sense, the gameplay experiences were not only “in-the-
moment” but were subsequently reflected and interpreted within participants’ personal
contexts. These reflective processes were understood to contribute to better self-

understanding.
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This aligns with Daneels et al. (2021) who suggest self-reflective game experiences as a
key dimension of eudaimonic game experiences. Self-reflective game experiences are
understood as those when players engage in interpretative processing about oneself,
including their values, beliefs, identities, and perspectives. Similarly, participants in this
study described gameplay as a space where they became more aware of their thoughts
and emotions, which subsequently led to considering how these internal states related to
their own experiences and personal circumstances. This also resonates with Mekler et al.
(2018), who suggest that games can prompt reflection beyond gameplay, as players may
reflect in their gameplay experiences, game design, and how they related to aspects in

their lives.

Notably, through my analysis, I extend this understanding by presenting a more sequential
process: from introspective awareness of one’s emotional and cognitive responses during
gameplay, to deeper evaluative and interpretative processing through reflection in relation
to their personal circumstances, and subsequently, better understanding of oneself. This
distinction draws on Herwig et al. (2010), where they differentiate between emotion-
introspection, which involves being aware of present emotions and bodily feelings, and
cognitive self-reflection, which involves thinking about oneself, goals, and
autobiographical experiences. Self-reflective game experiences may not only occur as
interpretative reflection to gameplay (cognitive self-reflection) but may also begin from
more immediate awareness of one’s internal states (emotion-introspection). Participants’
accounts demonstrate that emotional responses during gameplay prompted further
reflective processes as they question why they felt or thought in certain ways and how

these responses related to their personal lives.

Moreover, while previous research suggests that games can prompt higher level
transformative reflection, such cases are still relatively rare in everyday gameplay
experiences (Mekler et al., 2018; Whitby et al., 2019). Similarly, participants in this study
did not demonstrate such profound changes but smaller, meaningful changes of
perspective and self-understanding. As stated above, P3 and P4 described how their
gameplay experiences with mental health-themed indie games helped them to be aware
of their emotional responses, and reconsider how they can approach hardships or difficult
personal circumstances as well as better understanding of oneself.. However, these shifts
should be understood as participants’ own subjective interpretations of their experiences
rather than as fixed, definitive changes. As Wilson and Dunn (2004) emphasise,

individuals possess different capabilities in attending to and understanding their internal



states, and their reflections may be influenced by personal biases and subjective
meanings. Hence, the changes described by participants should be understood as
personally meaningful interpretations of self-understanding rather than as evidence of

transformation.

Overall, the process from introspection to reflection did not occur in isolation but builds
on the previous two themes by illustrating how interpersonal connectedness and
emotional resonance can lead to introspective and reflective experiences. Relational
connections with characters, others, and the broader communities provided the conditions
for emotional engagement. These experiences became emotionally resonating when
participants connect in-game narrative, characters, and actions to their own emotional and
personal circumstances. These emotionally resonating moments not only led to emotional
relief or catharsis but also prompted participants to consider why these experiences
affected them and what these responses revealed about themselves. Thus, mental health-
themed indie games can be understood as spaces where interpersonal connectedness,
emotional resonance, and self-reflection interact with one another, contributing to
eudaimonic gameplay experiences. Importantly, this interaction also provides the basis
for the next theme when participants’ reflective interpretations of their emotions and
personal circumstances shaped how they make meaning of their gameplay experiences.
In other words, as participants moved from feeling connected, to emotionally resonating
with the game, and then reflecting on these experiences, these gameplay experiences

become personally meaningful.

4.4 Theme: Constructing meaning through gameplay

Building on the processes of interpersonal connectedness, emotional engagement, and
reflective self-understanding, participants also described their gameplay experiences as
meaningful. Rather than treating meaningfulness as a separate outcome, I interpret it as
an overarching process through which participants integrated their relational, emotional,
and reflective gameplay experiences into personally significant understandings. Meaning
was actively constructed through participants’ engagement with the game and how they
related these experiences to their own lives. In other words, this theme focuses on how
the gameplay became meaningful to participants, especially when the gameplay resonated

with their personal experiences, emotions, and contexts.
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I conceptualise emotion in this theme differently from the previous theme, Emotional
resonance and expression. In the previous theme, emotion is conceptualised as immediate
affective experience and expression to in-game elements (e.g., narratives, characters,
themes) during gameplay. Whereas in this theme, I understand emotion as a component
for meaning-making. In relation to the theme, Understanding oneself through
introspection and reflection, as participants attended to and evaluated their emotional
gameplay experiences, they drew on these emotions to derive personal significance and
insight. In this sense, emotion was not only felt or reflected upon but also integrated into
participants’ broader understanding of themselves and their lived experiences. This
highlights a shift from experiencing and reflecting on emotions to making sense of the

gameplay experiences through emotions.

Across participants’ accounts, meaningfulness was closely tied to the extent to which the
gameplay resonated with their personal experiences. When game elements (e.g.,
narrative, theme, character) mirrored certain aspects of participants lived experiences,
gameplay was perceived as more personally relatable and significant. For instance, P3
described how a game became meaningful because it mirrored their own emotional

struggles at that time:

I think that was a point of connection with the game right, because it was
relatable, right? [...] I think that made a point of connection with those who
are those who are going through, like a depressive episode. And for me as
well at that time at the time. (P3)

Here, meaningfulness was constructed when the game and one’s own experiences are
parallel with one another. This allowed P3 to situate and connect their personal
circumstances within the context of the game. Notably, as P7 explained, exact similarities
between the game and one’s lived experiences were not necessary for meaning to be

constructed:

I think because I could relate to the moments [...] I don't have the exact same
experience, but my dad is an alcoholic. So I do have some things that I can
relate to. And so, whenever a moment felt like, yeah, I kind of, I know this
feeling, even though it presented different in my life. I think that makes it
insightful. (P7)
Although the game’s narrative did not exactly mirror P7’s personal circumstance, the
gameplay experience was still perceived as insightful due to its shared emotional
undertone. This further suggests that meaning-making did not require direct similarities

with one’s lived circumstance, but through one’s recognition of the shared overall



thematic or emotional undertone which allowed participants to interpret their personal

experiences through the games.

Along this relatability, emotional engagement also contributed to how meaning was
constructed, not merely through its intensity but how these emotional experiences were
interpreted and integrated. Participants described emotionally intense and impactful
moments in games as meaningful when they created lasting effects that extended beyond
gameplay, “There were times where it was very emotional [...] and for me, like, I'm a
very emotional person. So I think whenever I get in my emotions [...] it creates this
meaningful memory” (P3). Similarly, P4 exemplified how certain gameplay experiences
remained meaningful because they created lasting emotional impact, “I think it says
something that out of like such a variety of game experiences, this is something that has
impacted me so much that [ don't let go [...] I still think this is really important”. Notably,
P3 further emphasised that the game’s meaningfulness to oneself required active

engagement and openness:

I think that when you kind of lose the ability or the drive to allow these
experiences to impact you by maybe not paying attention to what the game is
trying to say, then you also lose the ability to sort of grow as a person [...]
You know something is impactful because the depth of an impact is also how
much meaning you put to it. (P3)

This illustrates that emotional intensity of gameplay experiences alone was insufficient
to define meaningfulness, but it also requires one’s intentional interpretation and
integration of these experiences in relation to their personal contexts. In this sense,
meaning-making through gameplay is understood to involve active emotional
engagement, reflective interpretation, and integration of gameplay experiences into

participants’ broader understandings of themselves and their personal contexts.

Likewise, Daneels et al. (2021) identify meaningfulness as a central dimension of
eudaimonic game experiences. The notion of meaningful game experiences can be
broadly conceptualised into two dimensions: one in which players assign their own
personal meanings to their gameplay experiences in a broader sense (Kiimpel & Unkel,
2017, Oliver at al., 2016; Rogers et al., 2017); and another in which players draw direct
personal relevance between particular in-game experiences and their lived experiences or
struggles (Daneels et al., 2020; lacovides & Mekler, 2019). I interpret the accounts in this
study correspond with these dimensions. Participants described their gameplay as

meaningful when the game’s narrative, characters, or themes, resonated with their
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personal lives, especially when the gameplay paralleled to their own emotional
experiences. For instance, P3 described the game as meaningful because it felt relatable
to their depressive episode at that time. While P7 explained that exact similarity between
the game and their own life was not necessary, the familiar emotional atmosphere of the
game helped them feel resonated. Meaningfulness was constructed not only through
direct similarities but also through participants’ recognition of shared emotional and

thematic experiences.

This interpretation also resonates with Oliver et al. (2016) where they found that
appreciation of meaningful games is strongly associated with insight and relatedness, as
games helped players to feel connected with the characters as well as understanding life
meanings. Similarly, Rogers et al. (2017) found that meaningful games are often
described in relation to connection with other players and in-game characters. In this
study, these processes can be seen in how participants construct meaning through their
emotional and relational engagement with mental health-themed indie games. Gameplay
became meaningful when participants felt connected to the characters, recognised their
own emotions during gameplay, and when the game was used to understand their personal

struggles.

Moreover, [ interpret meaning-making as an ongoing interpretative process where
participants reflected on their emotional experiences and integrated them into broader
understanding of themselves and their personal contexts. For instance, as P3 described,
emotional impact alone was not enough to create meaningful gameplay experiences but
depends on how much one allowed the experience to matter and how deeply one
interpreted it. This resonates with lacovides and Mekler (2019), as they suggest gameplay
can help players to process their feelings and engage in meaning-making during
challenging life circumstances. Similarly, participants in this study used gameplay as a
context for making sense of their emotional struggles, difficulties, and personal
circumstances. In this sense, mental health-themed indie games function not only as
spaces for emotional experience and reflection, but also as contexts where players actively

construct meanings of their personal experiences.

Importantly, I combine and incorporate the previous themes together to explain how
meaning-making is an overarching process that integrates participants’ relational,
emotional, and reflective gameplay experiences. Specifically, interpersonal

connectedness and relatedness provided conditions for emotional engagement and



meaningful relationships with in-game characters, others and the broader communities.
Emotional resonance and responses made the gameplay experiences personally
significant, as participants connected in-game narratives, relationships, and actions to
their own emotions and personal contexts. Introspection and reflection then allowed
participants to attend to, evaluate, and interpret these emotional experiences. Through this
process, meaning was constructed as participants integrated their gameplay experiences
into their broader understanding of themselves and their lived experiences. While
previous research identifies meaningfulness as a key dimension of eudaimonic game
experiences (Daneels et al., 2021), my analysis further illustrates the processes of how
this meaningfulness was actively constructed as participants related the gameplay to their

emotions, lived experiences, and personal struggles.

Taken together, the first four themes collectively address the first research question by
showing how participants’ eudaimonic motives for playing mental health-themed indie
games were shaped through gameplay experiences. Rather than interpreting these themes
as participants’ initial reasons for selecting these games, [ understand them as experiential
processes, where eudaimonic motives were formed, recognised, and strengthened over
time. My analysis suggests that these motives were shaped by the interplay of
interpersonal connectedness and relatedness, emotional resonance and expression,

introspection and reflection, and meaning-making.

Although this was not constructed as a separate theme, participants’ accounts also suggest
that eudaimonic motives may not always exist prior to gameplay but could develop
through gameplay. In general, participants described “stumbled upon” these mental
health-themed indie games accidentally or casually, such as through browsing the game
stores, media recommendations, or friends’ recommendations. In some cases, participants
encountered these games during periods of personal struggles and difficulties, where the

games’ themes appeared relevant to their circumstances at that time. As P4 explained:

I don't know that I have a specific expectation because I also don't play them
thinking, oh, I want to deal with mental health problems. I play them thinking
I have an emotional resonance with what I'm seeing, and I want to explore
further. And I guess I just want the game to surprise me with what it has to
offer. (P4)

Similarly, P3 described encountering the game, Omori (OMOCAT, 2020), through

recommendations during a difficult period:
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But if [ remember correctly, it is stumbling it through chance or like YouTube
algorithm, right. And I thought that it was something interesting because 2021
was a time where I think mentally it was quite a low space for me. And seeing
that Omori is a game that deals with depression and trauma, I think that was
something that I was interested in. (P3)

I interpret these accounts as suggesting that participants did not always approach these
games with explicit eudaimonic motivations, but their motivations were often shaped by
curiosity, recommendations, or situational factors, such as relevance to their personal
circumstances at that time. This supports the argument that players may not always
intentionally seek eudaimonia through digital games but may encounter these experiences
while pursuing games that seem interesting, relevant, or enjoyable to them (Daneels et
al., 2021; Possler et al., 2020). It also supports the idea where eudaimonic motives in
digital gaming should not be understood as stable preferences for meaning and reflection,
but are shaped by situational factors, player’s expectations, and the specific experiences

that gameplay may offers (Bowman et al., 2024; Daneels et al., 2023; Possler et al., 2024).

In fact, a recent study by Devasia et al. (2025) found that eudaimonic gaming experiences
are often incidental instead of intentional because deeper emotional responses are not
necessarily expected before gameplay but are experienced during and after gameplay.
However, they also found that when players experience stressful life circumstances, they
may be more likely to intentionally seek meaningful gameplay experiences as a way of
coping. This distinction can also be seen from P3’s and P4’s accounts mentioned above.
While both encountered these games accidentally through recommendations and were
experiencing personal difficulties at that time, P4 did not describe approaching these
games with clear intension of addressing mental health issues but was drawn by curiosity
and emotional resonance. In contrast, P3’s interest in the game was directly influenced

by their low mental state at that time and the game’s themes of depression and trauma.

Thus, participants’ eudaimonic motives should not be understood as either fully absent or
fully present before gameplay, but a more gradual process where different factors such as
curiosity, situational relevance, and emotional resonance may shape their interest with
these games. Subsequently, the gameplay experience allows participants to recognise and
further explore the eudaimonic values of these games. As Possler et al. (2024) note,
“without gameplay, players might not yet have a concrete conception of these games,
leading to one broad eudaimonic motive” (p. 626). Participants’ eudaimonic motives for

playing mental health-themed indie games appeared to develop retrospectively, as they



recognised how their gameplay experiences became emotionally significant, reflective,

personally meaningful, and connected to their lives.

Subsequently, these experiences also appeared to shape future game preferences. P4

stated mental health-themed indie games have become a part of their “gaming diet”:

I would say a big part of my gaming diet. Like I gravitate towards these types
of games. I feel very captivated by the themes and by the art styles and by the
atmosphere that they create. So they are a big part of the time that I spent
gaming. (P4)
P1 described returning to these previously played games, “For games like Spiritfarer and
Night in the Woods, right, I actually would keep coming back to play the same games like
over like a very period like, a long period of time”, while P2 described taking a step

further to look at others’ reactions and discussions after playing these games, which

expanded their own gameplay experience:

Sometimes after I finish playing those games, I would still find like Youtubers
to watch them also play those games and then react towards and also give
their thoughts about it, because I feel like these games can induce, like very
good discussions or like very good reactions about how people feel about
people. That also expands my experience going through these games. (P2)

However, this was not the case for all participants. For some, although they described
having positive or meaningful gameplay experiences, these experiences did not appear to
influence their future game choices. For example, P6 described these games as a one-off
experience, “I only play those two games, so I did several years ago”. Likewise, P5
reflected that Celeste was meaningful at a particular point in their life, but it did not appear
to influence the types of games they continued to seek out, “[...] it's not something in
which, I mean, genuinely, this is the most I've thought of in depth about Celeste in ages.

Otherwise it was a, it was a game at these points in my life”.

Thus, these accounts suggest that eudaimonic gameplay experiences may shape future
motivations and preferences differently across participants. For some, emotionally
resonating and meaningful experiences became part of their broader gaming preferences,
encouraging them to seek similar games, revisit previously played games, or engage with
wider discussions around them. For others, these experiences were more momentary, only
meaningful within a specific period context but did not strongly influence their future
game choices. This supports the view that eudaimonic motives are not stable preferences

but may vary across individuals and situational factors depending on how players
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interpret and integrate the gameplay experiences into their own lives (Cole & Gillies,

2022, Possler et al., 2024).

Together, I interpret eudaimonic motives for playing mental health-themed indie games
through dynamic interplay of connectedness, emotional engagement, reflection, and
meaning-making. Rather than having fixed or stable preferences before gameplay, these
eudaimonic motives may develop and strengthen through how players interpret and
integrate these experiences in relation to their own lives. Therefore, mental health-themed
indie games can be understood as appealing not only because they are enjoyable, but also
because they offer players opportunities for emotional, relational, reflective, and
meaningful engagement. Building on this synthesis, the following theme addresses the
second research question by examining how participants perceived the influence of these

eudaimonic gameplay experiences on their mental well-being.

4.5 Theme: Perceived growth through gameplay

This final theme captures how participants interpreted their gameplay experiences
influenced their mental well-being. Notably, I do not treat this growth as a direct or causal
outcome of gameplay, but understand it as developed through the interplay of
connectedness, emotional engagement, reflection, and meaningfulness discussed above
over time. Across participants’ accounts, growth was expressed in three related aspects:
increased mental health awareness and literacy, inspired personal growth, and greater

compassion toward others.
4.5.1 Improved mental health awareness and literacy

Participants described their gameplay experiences have broadened their understanding of
mental health, not only by introducing them to different mental health conditions or
psychological concepts but also showcasing the experiential and emotional
representations of such conditions and concepts. As P3 explained, gameplay showed the
distinction between theoretical knowledge and lived, interactive experience of mental
health, “I think there's such a big difference with theoretical knowledge and like
revelation that you get from playing a game practically [...] like a ‘aha’ moment [...] like
you realize something because of how a game depict something”. Importantly, the

combination of in-game narrative, visual, and emotional elements made the depictions of



these conditions more impactful and tangible. Instead of changing P3’s factual

understanding of mental health, gameplay in turn deepened their understanding:

When you see it being depicted in a game with like a visual aspect to it.
There's also an emotional aspect to it. It doesn't change the understanding, but
I think it enhances the intrinsic meaning of how mental health is like. (P3)

Similarly, P1 described learning about different mental health conditions through
gameplay, and this awareness prompted further exploration of other mental health

conditions:

[...] it gives me that gateway of like actually understanding why these things
happen or like how these things can happen [...] I wouldn't go, go out of my
way to do research or like search up for it because it's not really something
I'm interested in. But playing these games has opened my eyes. (P1)

In addition to broader mental health literacy, playing these games enhanced participants’
awareness on mental health on the personal level. As P7 noted, although their gameplay
did not necessarily change their general understanding, the experience increased their
awareness of own internal states, “I don't think my general understanding of mental health
has changed. I think I gained a bit of a better sense of my own personal mental health in
that way” (P7). Similarly, P4 described becoming more attentive to certain patterns in
their everyday lives, “[...] be more aware when you go through your life and recognise
certain patterns [...] I think they draw awareness in a way that informs the way that I can
engage with things in my life”. These accounts suggest that gameplay was not only
associated with learning about mental health in general but also functioned as a reflective
medium in which participants became more aware of their own emotional and

psychological experiences in everyday life.

Overall, these accounts are understood to align with previous research suggesting that
indie games can represent mental illness, trauma, grief, and other psychological struggles
through emotional and character-driven narratives (King et al., 2021). King et al. (2021)
argue that such representations may provide useful models for serious mental health game
design, particularly in relation to mental health literacy, empathy, and support. Building
on this perspective, my analysis suggests that mental health-themed indie games did not
only present mental health-related experiences as informational content but were also
enacted and embodied through gameplay. This subtheme is closely related to the theme,
Gameplay as space for understanding oneself through introspection and reflection, as

gameplay also functioned as a reflective medium that encouraged participants to attend
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to their own thoughts, emotions, and values. Taken together, I interpret improved mental
health awareness and literacy developed in two interconnected ways: as participants
gained broader awareness of mental health conditions and psychological experiences,

they also became more attentive to their own emotional and psychological states.
4.5.2 Inspired personal growth

In relation to above, as participants gained awareness of their own emotional and
psychological states, they also described gaining insights that contributed to how they
understood and responded to their own experiences. | interpret this as a form of inspired
personal growth, where gameplay is understood to support self-understanding, openness
to difficult emotions, and insights for future change. This subtheme is closely related to
the earlier themes of Emotional resonance and expression as well as Introspection and
reflection, where participants actively processed their feelings and thoughts in relation to

their gameplay.

As P1 described, gameplay broadened their perspectives on the ways they approached
challenges, “helps me approach things differently [...] helps me see in a different light”
(P1). This sense of growth was also linked to increased understanding of oneself, as P3

reflected on becoming more mindful and open to learning through gameplay:

I think I've come to a point where there is always something to learn. And
even if the system that I have now in regulating my emotions, or whatever it
may be, is sufficient, doesn't mean that I cannot add on to it. So yeah, being
open to it, different ways I guess, that I can learn about myself or can
understand myself better. (P3)

Learning and understanding about oneself includes being open to difficult thoughts and
emotions. As P2 explained, their gameplay created a space for them to have an internal

conversation with themselves, to be accepting of difficult thoughts and emotions:

[...] it lets me be more open to my own feelings and thoughts because a lot
of times when we have very difficult or heavy feelings and thoughts, we feel
it's not right to talk about it. But then after playing these games, ohh then these
characters feel these complicated feelings before. So then why can't I then be
more open to have that internal conversation about: Oh, so why am I feeling
this way? (P2)

In this sense, gameplay functioned as a mediating space for emotional processing where
exploration and making sense of one’s internal experiences were more accessible,

“Games tend to be a very good outlet to do so [...] especially when I was very depressed



last time, while playing, these games really helped me to like process whatever I was

going through” (P2).

Subsequently, this process of introspection and reflection often inspired insights for future
change as participants reflected on these experiences in relation to their personal
circumstances. P1 illustrated this by comparing their own responses with those of the
game characters, using these insights to reconsider how they might act in similar

situations:

Playing these games will then give you that experience in which like, how the
main character dealt with what was happening instead, and then how it's
different from how I deal with it, like how I would deal with it in the future.
(P1)
Similarly, P4 described their gameplay experiences continued to influence them over

time, inspiring them to persevere during difficult times:

So I think even if it's not like an immediate moment of realization, I think
those moments really inform a lot of how I deal with my own stuff like, and
they also inspire me months in the future to continue to push through, even
when things are hard. (P4)

These accounts highlight that perceived growth was not confined to the moments of
gameplay but extended beyond gameplay. Particularly, growth was not only reflective

but also inspired insights for future change of one’s thoughts and behaviours.

Taken together, these accounts suggest that participants’ gameplay experiences supported
personal growth by helping them process difficult emotion, understand oneself better, and
consider how they can respond or act differently in the future. This resonates with
Iacovides and Mekler’s (2019) findings that games can support players during difficult
life experiences by supporting them in dealing with their feelings, facilitating social
connections, and personal growth. For instance, P2 described gameplay as an outlet for
processing what they were going through, while P1 and P4 described how gameplay
informed how they might approach future difficulties differently. These accounts are also
resonated with Devasia et al. (2025), who found that eudaimonic gaming experiences may
lead to inward-focused outcomes such as changes in worldview, self-confidence, identity
formation, and self-acceptance. In the context of this study, I understand these inward-
focused outcomes as reflected in participants’ increased self-understanding, openness to

difficult emotions, and changes to their coping approaches.
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4.5.3 Greater compassion for others

Importantly, participants’ perceived growth was not restricted on the personal level but
also extended outward to others. Some participants described their gameplay experiences
shaped the way they related to and supported people around them. For instance, P1

reflected on how gameplay influenced their approach to support others:

So I think like actually indirectly that game and like taught me to, how
important it is to hold space for the other person [...] empathetic
understanding and like giving space for the person to, like, come to the
conclusions [...] just be there to support, like basically unconditional positive
regard as well like in sense. (P1)

Here, I interpret this sense of growth as a shift in one’s interpersonal approach, where
growth was expressed through giving space and non-judgemental support to others
through presence and empathy. Similarly, through gameplay, P3 described gaining

insights while interacting with a family member who was experiencing difficulties:

Omori helped me with interacting with my younger brother at the time as well
because yeah, he was going through certain things [...] it helped me to not
just broader perspective about my own experiences, but how I can give space
for other people. (P3)

These accounts highlight the processes discussed in the earlier themes, particularly
Emotional resonance and expression as well as Introspection and reflection, extended
into participants’ interpersonal interactions and relationships. Through engaging with
game characters and narratives, participants not only reflected on their own emotions and
experiences but also developed greater sensitivity and compassion for others. This
resonates with Devasia et al. (2025), who found that eudaimonic gaming experiences may
contribute to social outcomes such as enhancing existing relationships, forming
meaningful connections, and developing people skills. The social outcomes in this study
were demonstrated more specifically through participants’ perceived ability to provide
emotional support to others with greater empathy and compassion. Hence, greater
compassion for others can be understood as an interpersonal extension of emotional
resonance, reflection, and meaning-making, where insights gained through gameplay

were interpreted as relevant to participants’ relationships outside the gaming context.

Moreover, these accounts of perceived growth became meaningful when participants
interpreted their gameplay experiences contributed not only to themselves but also to how

they related to others. P1 described gaining insights for personal growth through these



games was regarded as meaningful, “I might not have been able to see it very well if I
hadn't had played games like this [...] So I think like having to experience that myself
was something”. Likewise, P3 emphasised that the impact of these experiences was
meaningful specifically because they were perceived as drivers of growth, “The impact
of these experiences are meaningful to me because I feel that they are one of the main
drivers of growth”. This highlights that participants actively interpreted certain gameplay
experiences as meaningful because they contributed to their sense of personal and
interpersonal development. Thus, I understand perceived growth as an extension of the
meaning-making process, where emotionally engaging and reflective gameplay
experiences were integrated into participants’ broader life contexts and contributed to

perceived personal development and greater compassion for others.

Notably, although this meaningfulness is closely related to the previous theme,
Constructing meaning through gameplay, 1 discuss it separately here because it captures
a distinct aspect of participants’ accounts. Constructing meaning through gameplay
focuses on how participants made sense of their gameplay experiences as personally
significant, whereas meaningfulness in Perceived growth through gameplay focuses on
what participants interpreted as contributing to, such as improved mental health
awareness and literacy, personal development, and greater compassion for others.
Therefore, this theme extends the previous theme by demonstrating how meaningful

gameplay experiences were perceived to contribute to personal and interpersonal growth.

Overall, this final theme, Perceived growth through gameplay, addresses the second
research question by illustrating how participants interpreted their gameplay experiences
with mental health-themed indie games influenced their mental well-being. Notably, I do
not understand these perceived influences as direct or causal outcomes of gameplay but
interpret them as participants’ retrospective meaning-making about how gameplay
contributed to perceived growth over time. Across participants’ accounts, this perceived
growth was expressed through three interconnected aspects: increased mental health

awareness and literacy, inspired personal growth, and greater compassion toward others.

These perceived influences were closely connected to the experiential processes
discussed in the previous themes. [nterpersonal connectedness and relatedness
established relational foundation through forming bonds with characters, others, and
broader communities. Emotional resonance and expression allowed participants to

engage with difficult emotions and personal struggles. Introspection and reflection
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encouraged participants to attend to and evaluate their internal states, which led to better
understanding of oneself. Meaning-making then allowed participants to integrate these
experiences into their life contexts. Through the interplay of these processes, participants
interpreted their gameplay experiences have enhanced their mental health awareness,

self-development, and compassion for others.

These interrelated experiential dimensions and the perceived influences reflect the
conceptualization of mental well-being adopted in this study. As discussed in Section
2.1.2, mental well-being is understood as a multidimensional construct which includes
emotional experiences, psychological functioning, personal growth, meaning-making,
and interpersonal relationships, while also considering individual factors (e.g., personal
values, self-perception) and external factors (e.g., social, environmental contexts) (Cilar
Budler, 2025; Delle Fave et al., 2011; Ryffet al., 2021; Soldevila-Domenech et al., 2021).
In this study, participants’ perceived growth reflected these dimensions. Improved mental
health awareness and literacy relates to participants’ broader understanding of
psychological experiences and their own internal states. Inspired personal growth reflects
increased self-understanding, openness to difficult emotions, and insights for future
change. Greater compassion for others reflects the interpersonal and relational

dimensions of mental well-being.

However, it is important to note that these games may not always lead to positive
eudaimonic outcomes as participants described several perceived limitations. These
included limitations on transferability of gameplay experiences such as emotional
comfort, insight, and reflection, into real-life outcomes; content-based limitations where
the game’s mechanics (e.g., complicated or frustrating game mechanics), narrative or
overall emotional tone (e.g., games with risky, negative narratives or endings) may not
be suitable for all players; and individual-based limitations, particularly the importance
of players’ emotional readiness, personal contexts, and psychological vulnerability.
Several participants cautioned that these games may not be suitable for players who are
in vulnerable state. For instance, P3 described stopping a game because the narrative and

theme were overwhelming to them at that time::

I remember at the time because I was going through quite a bit and the, the
whole premise of the game is very dark [...] I stopped playing because I think
it got too real [...] I feel that if mental health games are a bit too dark, they'll
probably be less helpful. (P3)



Similarly, P4 noted that games such as Celeste which represent panic attacks, may be
meaningful for some players but it could also be distressing for other who are in a

vulnerable position:

I think people that may have like triggers, may want to engage responsibly
with them [...] for example, Celeste has a lot of like representations of panic
attacks. And if you're someone that also suffers with panic attacks, that can
be very meaningful. But also if you are in a very vulnerable position, maybe
that can also trigger a panic attack in yourself. (P4)

Therefore, I interpret participants’ accounts as positioning mental health-themed indie
games as potentially supportive but with conditions. Their perceived helpfulness
depended on the interaction between the games’ content, players’ emotional readiness,
and personal contexts. Thus, while these games may offer opportunities for reflection,
emotional processing, and understanding, they should not be regarded as determinants of

mental well-being or as replacements for professional support.

Overall, through my analysis, mental health-themed indie games may contribute to
mental well-being by offering spaces for emotional engagement, reflection, meaning-
making, and interpersonal understanding. These games do not directly solve one’s
difficulties but may function as meaningful spaces where players could integrate
subjective emotional and reflective gameplay experiences into their broader life contexts.
Through this process, mental health-themed indie games may contribute to mental well-
being by offering players opportunities to better understand mental health on both
personal and general levels, spaces for processing their personal experiences, and ways

to develop greater compassion toward themselves and others.

4.6 Summary

In summary, as outlined in the beginning of this chapter, I constructed five themes to
address my research questions. The first four themes (Interpersonal connectedness and
relatedness, From emotional resonance to emotional expression, Gameplay as space for
understanding oneself through introspection and reflection, Constructing meaning
through gameplay) capture different yet interconnected aspects of participants’
eudaimonic engagement with mental health-themed indie games. Together, these themes
address the first research question by highlighting how eudaimonic motives were shaped

by relational, emotional, reflective, and meaning-making processes.
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Interpersonal connectedness and relatedness established a relational foundation for
engagement by fostering connections with game characters and others (e.g., family and
friends). Building on this, emotional resonance and emotional expression reflected how
participants became emotionally engaged with gameplay, experiencing both immediate
emotional responses and different degrees of emotional release. These emotionally
engaging experiences extended inward through introspection and reflection, as
participants attended to and evaluated their internal states (e.g., thoughts, emotions, and
behaviours) in relation to their personal contexts. Constructing meaning through
gameplay then captured how participants integrated these emotional and reflective
processes into personally meaningful interpretations. Collectively, these interconnected
processes suggest that eudaimonic gameplay experiences are not defined by individual
factors but through dynamic interplay of connectedness, emotional engagement,

reflection, and meaning-making.

Moreover, I interpreted these processes together informed the final theme, Perceived
growth through gameplay, which addresses the second research question by capturing
how participants’ gameplay experiences were associated with perceived changes or
growth to their mental well-being. This perceived growth was expressed through
improved mental health awareness and literacy, personal growth, and greater compassion
toward others. Importantly, I do not interpret this perceived growth as direct or causal
result of gameplay, but it was understood as developing gradually through continued

engagement, reflection, and interpretation.

Overall, the thematic structure suggests that mental health-themed indie games can
function as experiential spaces in which players connect, feel, reflect, and construct
meaning. Through these processes, participants interpreted their gameplay experiences as
supporting both personal and interpersonal growth. Yet, these experiences should be
understood as situated and conditional, shaped by participants’ personal contexts,
emotional readiness, and interpretations. The interrelationships among the themes are

illustrated in the thematic map below (Figure 1).



Figure 1 presents the thematic map of players’ eudaimonic gaming motives and perceived influence on mental well-being.
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Figure 1 presents the thematic map developed through my analysis. The four themes on
the left represent the interrelated experiential processes that shaped participants’
eudaimonic gaming experiences and motives. These processes are interpreted as forming
the basis for the final theme, Perceived growth through gameplay, presented in the
middle. This theme captures participants’ perception of how their gameplay experiences
influenced their mental well-being, particularly through improved mental health

awareness and literacy, inspired personal growth, and greater compassion for others.



5 CONCLUSION

This chapter concludes the thesis by reflecting on the study’s main contributions,
limitations, and directions for future research. This study explored players’ eudaimonic
motives for playing mental health-themed indie games and how players perceived these
gameplay experiences in relation to their mental well-being. In the following sections, I
discuss the study’s significance and contribution, before outlining its limitations and

offering suggestions for future research.

5.1 Significance and contribution

This study contributes to the existing discourse on eudaimonia in digital gaming by
extending the attention from eudaimonic gaming experiences to eudaimonic gaming
motives. As outlined in the research questions, this study examined the factors
contributing to players’ eudaimonic motives for playing mental health-themed indie
games, and players’ perceived influence of these gameplay experiences in relation to their
mental well-being. Through RTA, this study suggests that players’ motives were shaped
by experiential factors such as relational connections, emotional resonance, personal
relevance, and opportunities for reflection. Players perceived these experiences as
meaningful in relation to their mental well-being through processes such as self-
reflection, self-understanding, mental health awareness, and compassion toward oneself

and others.

While previous research has mainly examined eudaimonia through experiences such as
appreciation, emotional challenge, meaningfulness, reflection, and social connectedness,
this study highlights that these dimensions may also function as motives that shape
players’ engagement with mental health-themed indie games. Specifically, this study
contributes to a more process-based understanding of eudaimonic gaming where different
eudaimonic experiential dimensions may overlap and interact with one another. For
instance, emotional resonance may encourage players to connect with characters or
narratives more deeply, which may lead to self-reflection. Similarly, players’ sense of
connectedness and relatedness with game characters or others may support both personal
reflection and greater compassion toward others. This suggests that eudaimonic gaming
experiences should not be understood as independent from one another, but as part of a
multidimensional process in which emotional, cognitive, social, and reflective aspects of

gameplay interact to shape players’ motives, experiences, and perceived outcomes.
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Moreover, based on my knowledge and understanding developed through the literature
review, especially the review of eudaimonic gaming experiences (Daneels et al., 2021;
Daneels et al., 2023) and prior works on emotionally challenging and mental health-
related indie games (Bowman et al., 2024; King et al., 2021; Possler et al., 2024), this
study is among the first to specifically examine eudaimonic motives for playing mental
health-themed indie games and how players perceive these experiences in relation to their
mental well-being. By focusing on this context, the study highlights the potential value
of indie games as spaces for exploring complex and difficult topics through interactive,
emotionally engaging, and meaningful gameplay. Mental health-themed indie games
provide a particularly valuable context for examining eudaimonic gaming because they
invite players to engage with contents that may resonate with their personal struggles,

emotional experiences, and meaning-making.

Practically, this study may offer insights for researchers, game developers, educators, and
mental health practitioners interested in the use of games as reflective, educational, or
therapeutic tools. Experiential elements such as emotionally resonating narratives,
relatable game characters (e.g., those who resemble people in players’ lives), social
aspects of gameplay, opportunities for reflection, as well as meaningful or self-relevant
in-game representations may support players’ engagement with difficult topics or
personal struggles. These insights may be useful for designing games that aim to promote
mental health awareness, self-understanding, and compassion. However, these insights
should not be interpreted as evidence that mental health-themed indie games can directly
improve players’ mental well-being. Instead, this study illustrates the processes of how
players perceive and make sense of these experiences as meaningful in relation to their
own mental well-being. Therefore, the significance of these games may lie in their
capacity to create spaces for emotional engagement, reflection on personal struggles or
circumstances, development of mental health awareness, as well as compassion toward

oneself and others.

5.2 Limitations and future recommendations

In terms of the study’s limitations, one limitation is the potential for self-selection bias.
Participants who volunteered for this study may already be interested in indie games,
mental health-related themes, or emotionally meaningful gameplay experiences. Their

accounts may reflect perspectives of players who are already open to such eudaimonic



forms of gameplay. Future research could address this limitation by recruiting participants
who have not previously played mental health-themed indie games and asking them to

engage with these games for a period of time.

For instance, future studies could adopt methodological approach similar to Eum and
Doh’s (2023) study, where bereaved participants who had no prior experience with the
selected death-themed games were recruited and asked to play the games for seven days.
During gameplay, participants kept play diaries by documenting meaningful scenes and
reflecting on their thoughts and emotions in relation to those scenes. After the gameplay
period, the participants were interviewed and invited to discuss their play diaries,
memorable gameplay moments, and reflections on their experiences. Applying a similar
methodological approach to mental health-themed indie games may help future research
to understand how players who are less familiar with such games engage with them. This
approach may also provide richer insights into how eudaimonic motives, experiences, and
perceived outcomes develop during and after gameplay, as well as how these processes

interact with players’ mental well-being.

Another limitation of this study is the broad definition of mental health-themed indie
games. This definition was initially developed to allow freedom for participants’
interpretation of what is considered as “mental health-themed” based on their subjective
perceptions and experiences. However, it may also create ambiguity as the category can
include a wide range of games dealing with different emotional or psychological
experiences and themes. Participants in this study discussed games with varied genres,
narrative styles, game designs, and degree of mental health representations. Hence, the
accounts presented in this study reflect diverse forms of engagement with mental health-

related context rather than experiences with a more clearly defined game category.

Future work could address this limitation by developing a clearer conceptual definition
of mental health-themed games and distinguishing between different forms of mental
health-related representation. For instance, future studies could differentiate between
games that explicitly represent specific mental health conditions, such as depression,
anxiety, or trauma; and games that have broader engagement with psychological or
emotional experiences, such as grief, identity, or personal growth. Such differentiation
could inform how particular forms of representation and design may shape players’
eudaimonic motives, gameplay experiences, and perceived influence on mental well-

being differently.
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Lastly, these limitations also highlight that the complexity of examining eudaimonic
gameplay experiences in the context of mental health-themed indie games. This study
emphasises that players’ engagement with mental health-themed indie games is shaped
by various factors, such as personal histories or experiences, emotional readiness,
gameplay preferences, and broader understandings of mental health. Future work on
eudaimonic digital gaming and mental well-being should continue to approach this
subject by attending to the subjective, contextual, and interpretative nature of players’
experiences. Despite its limitations, this study contributes to the understanding that
mental health-themed indie games are meaningful spaces where players may engage with
mental health-related experiences, reflect on their own emotional and psychological well-
being, and make sense of how these gameplay experiences may relate to their mental

well-being through play.
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APPENDICES

Appendix 1

Semi-structured Interview Question List

Four main areas with follow-up questions:
Area 1: Warm-up question - General gaming experience

Can you tell me a little about your gaming history? How long have you been playing
games?

e What type of games do you usually play?
e What do you enjoy the most about gaming in general?
Since you have played mental health-themed indie games,

e What are some of the examples of mental health-themed indie games that you
have played?

e How often do you play these games? Do you play these games regularly,
occasionally, or just once in a while?

Area 2: Eudaimonic gaming motives
How did you come across mental health-themed indie games and start playing them?

e What were your expectations before playing?
Was there anything specific that motivated you to play these games? Can you give me
some examples?

e Why did that motivate you to play them?

e How does it feel when you are playing?

e How does that feeling compare to when you are playing other types of games?
Are there anything such as themes, mechanics, narratives, or characters that you find
particularly appealing?

e Why did you find them appealing?
e (an you give me some examples and describe them in detail?

Area 3: Perceptions of eudaimonic gaming experiences
What do you think of these experiences in general?

e What was the experience like for you?
Have you ever found a specific moment in these games where you felt particularly
meaningful or insightful?

e (Can you describe that moment in detail?
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e What made that moment felt meaningful or insightful? What does that mean to
you?
Have you ever experienced any strong sense of emotional expression or connection
playing these games?

e Can you describe that moment in detail?

e What made that moment felt emotional? What does that mean to you?
Have you ever experienced a sense of personal growth, self-discovery or
accomplishment playing these games?

e Can you describe the moment in detail?

e What made that moment felt that way? What does that mean to you?
Do you ever find yourself reflecting on the themes, messages, stories or characters in
these games while playing or after completing the games?

e Which specific aspects do you tend to reflect on?
e Have you ever discussed these reflections and thoughts with others?

Area 4: Impact on mental well-being

Has playing mental health-themed indie games influenced your understanding of mental
health in any way?

e How has it changed your understanding?
Have these games ever influenced the way you think about or approach your own metal
health and well-being?

e How has that impacted your mental well-being?
Have you noticed any impacts of playing mental health-themed indie games on your
mental health and well-being in general?

e How has it impacted your mental health and well-being? Can you describe the
impact?
e What does that mean to you?
Do you think these games can be helpful for individuals who are struggling with mental
health challenges?

e What aspects of these games do you think are the most helpful?
e Are there any potential risks or drawbacks that people should be aware of when
they are playing these games?

Closing questions before the end of the interview:

Is there anything else you would like to share about your experiences with mental
health-themed indie games?

Do you have any questions for me about the study before concluding the interview
session?



