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Introduction 

Living in a world with increasing levels of digitalization, we find ourselves confronted with 

numerous digital applications, experiences and services. Smartphones have become 

constant companions to nearly everybody across western society. This creates a need for 

designers to expand their understanding of the nature and context of interactions within 

smartphone applications in order to augment existing design strategies. 

 

We, Kristian Rømer and Jonas Schneider, two aspiring game designers studying at ITU, have 

been approached by an independent investor who pitched us his idea of a 

mindfulness/relaxation service. His core motivation is that today's youth (in denmark) does 

not learn how to deal with all the pressure that society puts on them. Because of that he 

gathered a team of creatives and experts together to approach the creation of an engaging 

online platform, that can help the youth change their habits and learn how to better cope with 

stress and pressure. He approached us to work on conceptualization and design of the 

service from a play design point of view on; how to make mindfulness ´’sexy’. While the word 

sexy expresses an embodied feeling of appeal and pleasurability, it does not directly entail 

how to convey this feeling (especially on an online platform). This shows a linguistic limitation 

when referring to concepts of meaningful embodied digital experiences when designing for 

playfulness and pleasurability. Our incentive to take on the practical task at hand, was to gain 

a deeper insight into the nature of play and playfulness that then helped us to improve our 

vocabulary and strategies for the design of pleasurable digital services. 

 

The nature of these digital artefacts is highly fascinating and from a games design standpoint 

affords for further research. While some of these are digital artefacts are designed as games, 

others are intended to be used as tools. The borders between the engagement factor of 

digital games and tools are blurring, making the distinctions between them harder to 

evaluate. On one hand, work can feel like interacting with a game, while a game can feel like 

work, requiring real world currency/value and/or constant attention to be fully experienced. 

Leisure activities, such as using social media, are used in work context and vice versa.  

 

Mind The Mind (MTM), is the working title of the project. We strive to conceptualize a 

gamified social platform. The goal for the final platform is to help its users deal with stress, 

that is at least partially caused by digitalization. Stress is a global phenomenon in first world 

countries across most ages and cultures. It is a growing global health risk partially due to the 

increasing use of mobile devices and social media which can lead to severe physical and 

psychological problems. (O´Keffe & Clarke-Pearson, 2011 and Castro et al. 2017) We claim 

that it is very hard for adolescent users of digital media to put away their devices. Therefore 

MTM aims to help reduce stress to insure healthy lives and promote mental well-being by 
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creating a mobile application, hence meeting the target audience on their playing field. The 

goal of this report is to conceptualize and reflect on the creation of a prototype as an initial 

approach of an online mental fitness center that, through games, exercises and mentoring, 

may help to empower today's youth. MTM shall provide a meaningful and productive way to 

help expand the user’s understanding of mental health and well-being, while being guided in 

a safe and curated digital environment. 

 

To appeal to the designated target audience, we will focus on looking at possible core loops 

and a rewarding and engaging feedback system. That can be utilized to support and enhance 

the desired feel and experience of the app. Our focus here is to create specific user 

interaction patterns and an adequate ‘feel’ of the mobile application, stemming from both 

human-computer interaction (HCI) and game design. In addition to enhancing pleasurability, 

we utilize a critical design approach to conceptualize and iterate a small catalogue of 

mindful/relaxing embodied interactions for engaging and meaningful use on mobile devices. 

The project correlates to Sergio Valderramas project “Technical design of mindfulness 

Minigames” (Valderrama, 2017). He supported us in the technical development and backend 

programming tasks of MTM.  

 

Due to the scope of the project we learned that we would not be able to deal with the deeper 

cause of stress, but merely help ‘treat’ its symptoms - as such instead of researching stress 

reduction we focus on creating meaningful and engaging interactions designed for stress 

relief. This paper is trying to highlight how apps can become playful or pleasurable and then 

utilize the findings to combine appeal and relaxation into the design of MTM. We will compare 

different apps, especially their playfulness, utilization of game elements and the afforded 

experiences within their structural framework. Furthermore we look at how they constitute a 

pleasant and engaging audiovisual play space through the use of loops, feedback systems, 

interactions and challenges.  

 

The question then becomes: How can these experiences be understood and discussed 

among game designers and people outside of games? What is the relation between work, 

training, play and game, and what does this relation teach us about digital experiences 

intended for mobile devices?  

 

Answering these questions will hopefully help us to apply play to mindfulness and 

mindfulness to play. 
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Methodology 

The method utilized to work on both concept and prototype is to combine a review of 

literature related to games, playfulness, mindfulness and relaxation with an iterative 

design-as-research development cycle leading to fast iterations on relevant samples of 

relaxing digital experiences.  

 

A close observation of the isolated play experiences will help us shed light on the expected 

user experience in the prototypes without conducting formal playtests - small prototypes will 

be combined into a narrowly scoped minimum viable product (MVP) of the app. Granting 

insights into how the interplay between the different fragments in combination influences 

engagement, pleasurability, and the overall ‘feel’ of the app.  

 

Through the creation of a typology of different types of successful mobile apps, (including 

relaxation apps, games and social platforms) we want to analyse their affordances, methods 

and mechanics supporting and conveying their intended use. This typology will be 

instrumental in defining different aspects needed to be taken into consideration when 

designing for playful stress relief. Our findings will not result in an ontological definition or 

explanation, but merely serve to map and validate our process. Formal playtests on how or if 

these experiences further stress relief and relaxation seems to be crucial to validate the effect 

of the MVP, but because of the time constraints and scope of the paper such playtests have 

not been performed.  

 

Due to the lack of formal play tests our results are primarily based on our own empirical 

observations. The prototypes created will as such not be able to serve as a checklist for how 

future iterations of the work should be, but merely as a design baseline and reference. Any 

further work on this project would require excessive playtests analyzing both the experience 

as a whole and the individual parts. Ideally this should be done with both small qualitative 

focus group test (including measurement of biofeedback to validate our findings), and a large 

survey across users of a closed alpha version. Lastly it is important to note that 

playtests/surveys observing the same users over a long period of time are needed to shed 

light on the long term effects on stress relief and potential behavioral change.  

 

The biggest limitation in our approach stems from the social aspect of the concept. While we 

may test singleplayer interaction with small prototypes, each prototype can only be examined 

as a closed system. We are neither able to create and observe the prototypes as 

interconnected systems nor can we validate their social aspects. All practical findings may 

therefore be important as roadmap, but cannot serve as a vertical slice that would be needed 

to prove or disprove the applicability of playdesign to mindfulness in a social platform.  
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The playfulness of Facebook 

Before defining MTM we will research possible definitions of games and play to create a 

vocabulary suitable to guide our development process and reflect on our findings. For this we 

will analyse a selection of digital applications introducing and reflecting on relevant concepts.  

 

In his critique of neo-liberalism and capitalism, philosopher Byung-Chul Han refers to 

Facebook (Facebook inc., 2004), and similar social networks as games of ‘likes’, ‘followers’ 
and ‘friends’. (Han, 2014) While his intention is not to analyze these digital platforms, but to 

create an argument about society, his conscious choice to compare social online activities to 

a game offers a new point of view on how social platforms can be experienced through apps. 

Do people use or rather play Facebook? What kind of experience does Facebook offer that 

draws more than a billion people into it? How are users engaged during the 40+ minutes they 

spend interacting with it?  These questions may initially seem irrelevant for the topic of this 1

paper, but a closer look reveals numerous similarities between MTM and Facebook. Both 

identify as engaging online platforms that connect people and have an impact on their life. 

But while MTM is being developed as a concept/prototype, Facebook already exists, so 

using it as subject to map its space of possibility will enable us to decide how MTM needs to 

be different from Facebook and where Facebook is a suitable source of inspiration. Any 

attempt to describe and explain our results requires us to establish and define a necessary 

vocabulary to describe game, play and gamification which will be used for the rest of this 

paper. We do not strive for a universal, academic definition of any of these concepts, but 

hope to build an instrumentalized concept to validate the further process of creating a 

gamified online platform. 

 

The global social media platform Facebook (Facebook, Inc., 2004) currently has almost two 

billion users  , proving that it is a global phenomenon that captivates users of all ages and 2

ethnicities (Due to scope of the analysis a detailed look on the users of Facebook will not be 

part of this analysis). The design of the app and of the browser seems structurally quite 

similar at first glance, yet in the context of this paper, we primarily focus on the mobile app 

for Facebook and not the social community itself. While there is an overall decline in 

individual usage of Facebook 2, the platform has attracted millions of people for whom it has 

become an integral part of everyday life.  

 

 

1 Business Insider: 05.11.2017, 
businessinsider.com/how-much-time-people-spend-on-facebook-per-day-2015-7 
2 Internet World Stats: 30.10.2017, internetworldstats.com/facebook.htm 
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In the google app store, Facebook describes itself as such: 

 

“Keeping up with friends is faster and easier than ever. Share updates and photos, engage 

with friends and Pages, and stay connected to communities important to you.”  3

 

Facebook started as a social network, a digital meeting place, but it quickly became far more 

than just that. It promises to serve users as a platform which forms part of a global 

community,  for them to socialize and meet friends (either from the actual social network or 

as purely virtual acquaintances). It allows its users to share ideas, get feedback and 

comments on them and to author one’s own digital presence. Facebook is happening in the 

paradoxical space of neither fully real nor solely virtual. This is a unifying characteristic for 

most virtual social networks, they permeate reality and allow users to form a new community 

outside or within their real life environment. 

 

Structurally Facebook is the linear visualization (timeline) of a small space within the global 

network that a user is connected to, it is a dynamic sequential representation of her personal 

social network. Each user’s timeline shows a specific selection of posts, likes, events, ads 

and activities. Facebook’s primary level of representation resembles that of a news ticker that 

shows data rendered relevant to the user - the selection of data shown is by both the user’s 

choice and likes, but also by information gathered elsewhere on the internet supported by the 

underlying algorithms of Facebook. Users can interact via updates of the status, uploaded or 

shared media, posted opinions and reactions to other users’ media, links, posts and 

comments. Other users are either categorized as family, close friends, friends, friend’s friends 

or as people with no connection to the user yet. Friends, likes and followers are quantified 

and can easily be compared to other users. Facebook offers several modes of input: Each 

user can upload custom content, write, share, watch, follow, friend/unfriend, react, like/react 

and comment. And while Facebook can be used in a work context (to research, network, 

advertise, communicate or showcase), which would invite to categorize it as a tool, it’s lack of 

intrinsic structures inherently affords procrastination and playful interactions with a tight loop 

of always renewing impulses that allow users to perceive Facebook in a playful context. As a 

playspace Facebook has no end and seems to dynamically grow through the user’s 

interactions.  Facebook's lack of a predefined designation offers a seemingly endless 

possibility space that can be formed and freely interpreted by each user. This leads to the 

first important finding on digital social platforms:  

 

Facebook, like each interactive experience or activity, offers several ways to be interpreted 

and affords a complex interplay of extrinsic and intrinsic reasons to engage with the platform. 

This affordances to reinterpret and appropriate a system is second order design (Stenros & 

Waern, 2009), Interacting with the system means to reinvent and adapt the system to the 

3 Google Play Store: 05.11.2017, play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.facebook.katana  
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user’s individual preferences. (Stenros & Waern, 2009) Facebook is a dynamic system that 

users interact with. We want to gain insight in order to understand and categorize the 

potential game-likeness or playfulness of systems. Arguably most dynamic systems share at 

least some characteristics of games. Therefore, we only want to look at specific types of 

systems, game-like systems that are purposefully created to be engaging and captivating, 

and that  “have been designed to be played or evolved within a play practice” (Stenros & 

Waern, 2009, p. 1). We claim that this play practice  - which  is normally found in game 

design - also applies across most fields of HCI design. Instead of focusing on defining design 

approaches we merely want to state that using an elevator, for example, is not seen as a 

dynamic system in the context of our paper. Our approach focuses solely on the borders of 

gameness in the form of digital app experiences that are not self categorized as games but 

still clearly want to engage, entertain and ‘hook’ users. Are those experiences game-like? 

How can they be categorized in regards to their inherent mechanics, structure, functionality 

and way of interaction?  

 

In the book Rules of Play the two scholars and game designers Katie Salen and Eric 

Zimmerman undergo an in-depth comparison of different game definitions to evaluate their 

practical usefulness to understand games. As a result they define game as “[...] a system in 

which players engage in an artificial conflict, defined by rules, that results in a quantifiable 

outcome.” (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, p. 80) To break this definition down into its elements; 

a game is a system: a functional unit (Merriam-Webster, 2017), that consists of “interacting, 

interrelated or interdependent elements” (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, p. 50) forming a closed 

network of interconnectedness and interplay. Yet the term system is used in countless 

contexts since it defines an inherent quality of games, while at the same time being such a 

broad term that this paper will not try to highlight the precise relation of game and system. 

Instead we rather shift the focus on to the other elements from their definition of games:  A 

game needs players, who are engaged in artificial conflict, it is defined by rules and results 

in quantifiable outcome. 
 

When it comes to games, listing players as necessary element feels intuitive. Surprisingly, a 

lot of game definitions do not explicitly mention players, they rather describe an activity as 

one of contest and/or conflict (compare Parlett, Suits, Avedon and Sutton-Smith). The term 

player describes  a participant, that actively and playfully engages in a game (Salen & 

Zimmerman, 2004, p. 80). In the context of a social networks, it is interesting to consider 

whether  a  single person is using it as a solitary user or if it is a multi user experience. The 

typical Facebook experience happens in a solitary setting where only user and input device 

are needed; or is facebook a multiplayer experience where a multitude of users share, watch 

and react with and onto one another? Or is it even possible for an experience to be both, 

solitary and social, at the same time? Is part of the usage taking place in transferring a 

cognitive act onto a digital system (solitary activity) that is augmented and turned into a 
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communal experience by linking millions of representations of solitary activity in one place? 

When designing the social platform for MTM, we wanted to look into how users would 

interact with the app. Will they see it more as a multitude of solitary experiences or as 

meeting place? The aim is to create a community, a space where like-minded users meet, 

share and help each other. Later in the paper we will explore  if MTM is closer related to a 

moderated self-help group that is augmented by solitary exercises and impulses.  

 

To conclude and return to the definitions of games, for this paper, participants of both the 

apps/games analysed and MTM will be referred to as users. ‘User’ shall be understood as 

encompassing ‘players’, without limiting the engagement to a playful activity. All players are 

using the app and therefore form a subset of users, but not all users ‘play’ while using the 

app. 

 

Artificial conflict as an element of a game is less intuitively understood. There are two sides to 

the term ‘artificial conflict’. The first describes the artificiality of the limitations and 

prohibitions that players have to face while playing a game. (Suits, 2005) For Bernard Suits “a 

game is the voluntary effort to overcome unnecessary obstacles”. (Suits, 2005. p. 43) This 

concept may be applied to Facebook, but due to our scope we will disregard it for now and 

rather return to it in a later part of this report. For Facebook we identify the second aspect of 

artificial conflict more viable to discuss here: This aspect looks at a play situation in terms of 

its separateness from real live. Artificial conflict is therefore used to describes a situation of 

make believe, with unproductive outcome - meaning that the situation in the end of the game 

is not different from that of the start. (Caillois, 2001) Roger Caillois’ work is an elaboration on 

the work of Johan Huizinga, who explained a games artificiality as “standing quite 

consciously outside ‘ordinary’ life [and] as being ‘not serious,’ but at the same time absorbing 

the player intensely and utterly [in] an activity connected with no material interest, and no 

profit can be gained by it.” (Huizinga, 2014) This statement contains several interesting 

aspects, initially we will focus on a game as an activity that happens outside of the 

seriousness of the real world. They transport participants into a different state of playfulness 

where real world factors (at least partially) lose their significance. Regardless of their 

situatedness in the real world, games stem from a non-serious context that  enables play and 

only exists during the play situation. Huizinga called this the magic circle, referring to the 

perceived imaginary/virtual space in which play occurs. (Huizinga, 2014) Bateson rephrased 

this observation by saying that “in play [map and territory] are both equated and 

discriminated.” (Bateson, 2000, p. 185)  It is an action resembling a bite but without the real 

world intention and consequence of biting. (Bateson, 2000) 

 

In the context of online platforms, the question of artificiality and virtuality is more meaningful 

to pose than in traditional games as they connect actual people to form a social network, 

while simultaneously reducing each participant to a virtual representation of the user. Each 
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user only indirectly interacts with the other users through different layers of abstraction and 

their language is inherently subjectively perceived due to their individual circumstances, 

backgrounds and perspectives. Which results in a unique and individual definition of each 

expressive statement. To use Saussure’s term one signified may be described by completely 

different signifiers depending on the individual.  

 

Interpersonal interaction on the platform itself is reduced to likes, emoticons, text, links and 

media. The interactions can, depending on privacy settings of the users, be distributed 

across all users, only friends, or friends and their friends. Facebook also has a chat and video 

chat option, which arguably forms a second, more intimate circle of communication directed 

to a specific recipient and not accessible to uninvited users. In the context of artificiality, this 

second circle of interaction forms a different social sphere that is not encapsulated in the 

Facebook app but is separated on the Messenger app. In contrast to Facebook, Messenger 

seems primarily utilitarian in its use and enables more private communication between one or 

several consciously selected people.  

 

When talking about communication and artificiality, it is important to consider how users 

allow their profile to directly correlate to their real world identity or an alias. To sign up to 

Facebook, it is officially required that users use their given name. It is however possible to 

create a user profile that does not correlate to her offline identity at all. By making up a 

random name and using a fake email the user still gains an online identity that refers to only 

her, but this is no longer linked to her given name or offline information. While testing setting 

up an account for Facebook, we found that users are actually blocked from setting up a new 

account that can be algorithmically identified as not being her everyday-life-name (consisting 

only of numbers, for example). But it is not hard to trick the algorithm into to accepting a fake 

name .  4

 

 

 

It is important to consider that identification on Facebook always links a name to a profile 

picture. Regardless of setting up a profile using an alias or not, the user can also choose a 

profile picture that is then always shown in conjunction to her name. Fake names, aliases and 

the freedom to not use a picture that depicts the user allow for a greater degree of anonymity, 

but interestingly, this anonymity does only affect the correlation between real world and 

Facebook. It may be harder for real world acquaintances to find a person's online persona 

4 Examples of names: smosh.com/smosh-pit/photos/30-awesome-facebook-names 
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and may enhance the perception of Facebook as a consequence reduced space, but for the 

user’s social network, both her alias and her picture fulfill exactly the same function as her 

given name - they serve as an unambiguous signifier that refers to only one user's identity. 

Additionally it may be argued that an alias and the choice of the profile picture reveals even 

more about the user than her given name, as they are consciously chosen by her and not by 

someone else. They become a curated part of her identity and as such are always an act of 

self expression. As act of self expression, every curated virtual identity can potentially reveal a 

discrepancy between how the user wants to be seen and how others perceive her in the 

offline world. Only people that know the user both inside the virtual platform and in the real 

world are able to compare both identities. People that only know the virtual persona of a user 

can only deduct her being from fragmented parts of self expression and clues about her 

being. What does a user post, how does she look, which pictures does she upload, which 

likes does she share and which other opinions of her can be found online? The real 

anonymity of Facebook does consist of being able to influence who is able to see which 

digital fragments of identity. Lastly posts, likes, friends, media, tags or shares can be hidden 

from specific users, friends’ friends or be accessible to all users of facebook.  

 

In an offline encounter a multitude of superficial features determines how a person is seen 

and evaluated. Looks, posture, tidiness, choice of clothing, style, gestures, mimic, facial 

expression, voice and speaking patterns are all compared to other people to understand who 

we are dealing with. Online personas do not have a posture, they do not smell and they have 

no distinct movement pattern: they become disembodied identities. In the context of media 

and film a person that is reduced to very few attributes and acts of self expression would be 

labeled a flat character, meaning a person's lacking “hidden complexity”. (Foster, 2014) While 

being aware that there is no such person as a flat character in real life,  the user has two 

options when being confronted with someone without characterising properties, either the 

person is (consciously or involuntary) reduced to the single statement that the user initially 

encounters, or the user tries to understand her counterpart by filling in the blanks in an act of 

cognitive effort and additional research. By doing so, the other person is augmented by a 

mental projection originating from the user’s base of experience. Fantasy and stereotypes are 

prone to fill in the blanks. The other person becomes a product of imagination, becoming 

more artificial the less is known. Several factors inhibit the effort to get to know every 

counterpart that a user encounters. First of all especially in public discussions the user can 

never know which opinion is voiced by an actual person and which opinion is produced by a 

bot, a digital algorithm pretending to be a human user of facebook. Secondly the sheer 

amount of identities that are encountered by scrolling down the timeline makes it impossible 

to not reduce a multitude of these people into a backdrop (backdrop here being understood 

as a background that is filled with certain informations to found a scene into a specific 

scenographic context) of voices that, similar to a stage, creates the environment for the 

virtual interaction with selected few personas that are perceived as vital characters that the 
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user becomes attached to. This attachment can be a very strong bond that feels more real 

than non digital encounters, or may be seen as an insufficient keeping-up-to-date that does 

not replace real socializing.  

 

We do not want to judge if that is the case, but merely point out this fascinating possibility of 

digital social networks. When compared to reality, a digital representation of reality may seem 

more appealing and desirable to some. Facebook offers users an alternative way of 

interacting with each other and to express themselves. To quote Jean Piaget: “Knowing 

reality means constructing systems of transformations that correspond, more or less 

adequately, to reality.” (Piage & Eleanor, 1970, p. 15 ) Each person creates her own reality 

from the fragments of facts that she observes and experiences. In this way interaction and 

communication via Facebook could be perceived as disembodied and fragmented, yet it is 

also a powerful experience that can even shape the users. This fragmented and disembodied 

nature of Facebook is arguably not the cause but merely a symptom for general tendencies of 

society. These observations highlight the potential and danger of the overlap of virtual and 

real-life communication through a mediated experience that offers multiple ways for altering 

or moderating context, thus controlling the flow of information.   

 

To conclude our findings and observations on the artificiality of Facebook we will now look at 

Mind the Mind. Our social platform needs to be both a safe environment and a place where 

people feel free to express themselves. On the one hand, anonymity creates a free space 

where the users are allowed to freely express themselves without having to affect their “real” 

online presence - which is ideal, given the amount of pressure young people feel on 

maintaining their online personas. This anonymity however creates two different problems: 

‘Bad’ users can troll, bully, behave irresponsibly or directly inappropriately, without any real 

life consequences - as some, if not all, online societies suffer from. Secondly, MTM strives to 

promote interpersonal relationships. Meaningful relationships can be harder to achieve given 

a fragmentation and disembodiment of the users. Paradoxically, reducing a person to be 

someone with similar needs and problems helps to identify with the other and can create a 

sense of trust. This trust, under no conditions, may be misused by harmful individuals with 

bad intentions.  Therefore we wanted to plan accordingly, and planned to test a way to 

prevent these issues simultaneously from two different approaches; The society, and 

especially the moderators, need to be able to report inappropriate behavior and as a more 

intrinsic hindrance we plan to require a specific amount of solitary play time before new users 

can interact in the society (reaching a certain level in the profile, unlocking chat and 

multiplayer activity). These approaches are not bulletproof, but could potentially help prevent 

problems once the user base grows and subsequently the potential for ‘bad’ users. Blocking 

social interactions at the start of the experience could also potentially be a big hindrance for 

new users and make them feel cheated and dissuaded to return to the app again. It is 
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important to never have the user feel isolated or without other people that motivate and 

encourage her.  

  

This need for moderation illustrates another one of Salen and Zimmerman’s elements of 

games,that is, a game is defined by rules. In games rules serve as structuring element that 

forms and contextualizes the space of possibility that players can play in. Rules are the 

boundaries in which the player may move and play. (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004) In the 

aforementioned case rules are quite obvious. Interacting within Facebook is sternly 

moderated using a thorough catalogue of rules and restrictions that prohibit unwanted 

interactions and behaviours. Similar to an offline environment they serve as “laws” that order 

and structure all interaction between the users. Violence, nudity or criminal offences are 

concepts that are based on the rules of the offline society that Facebook originates from. 

These form the first layer of rules, the terms of use. When it comes to MTM, the terms of use 

state the rule catalogue that embeds the online experience in a real world jurisdictional 

context. Offenses that happen in the online experience can, depending on their severeness, 

be punished inside the app or be taken before a court. But every activity also follows another 

set of rules, the mechanics that define the inherent structure of this activity. These rules 

consist of affordances and mechanics that the game system allows. They influence and 

support possible modes of interaction and engagement. Indirectly the mechanics also 

influence the motivation for users to engage with MTM. Motivations also heavily influence 

possible outcomes of using MTM. In order to create a sense of progression that transforms 

the experience from a random activity and generates meaning in the actions executed in the 

context of the experience, this outcome needs to be qualified, either as intrinsic part of the 

system, or as internal goal for the player.  

 

This quantifiable outcome is the last element that Salen and Zimmerman identify defining 

element of any game. As previously stated, Facebook (and MTM) is a designed system. It 

invites users to reinvent the system's affordances and rules and thus helps the user to find a 

reason or meaning in engaging with it. This openness (as well as Facebook's overall design 

as a tool, not as a game) prohibits any general predefined outcomes, as there are no inherent 

obstacles that the user needs to be overcome in order to ‘win’. It is important to remember 

that Facebook is a programmed network of systems where each digital interaction is 

controlled and evaluated by algorithms that react to users and their interactions with the 

system. They structure, rate and qualify users and content. Facebook rewards specific 

behavior by spreading the user’s content further and by showing it more often. To be graded 

‘good’ the user has to accept the algorithmic form of power by reacting towards Facebook 

exactly the way Facebook wants users to react. But this is a structural approach, not a 

user-centric. Users may interact completely contrary to what the algorithms would evaluate 

as productive or meaningful. While one person may want to increase her popularity and 

amount of friends, another user may want to get the best entertainment out of being on 
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facebook, yet other users may want to escape their offline self by feeling like their digital self 

that is significantly different to who they are outside of the social platform. To further highlight 

users’ interaction with open systems, we will draw upon French sociologist Roger Caillois and 

his four distinct types of play. He identified four universal appeals for any game and play 

situation that resonate in very specific motivations of play: Agon, Alea, Ilinx and Mimicry. 
Those forms of play are part of nearly every playful activity and can even be found in gamified 

experiences that are not inherently defined as traditional games. Competition and winning are 

crucial parts of agon play. Agon play is motivated by surpassing oneself and other players. 

Alea means playing to challenge fate and luck. Here, the appeal lies in playing with 

uncontrollable factors, in the risk of trusting luck in a situation where the outcome is 

unpredictable and highly randomized. Gambling is the most prominent example for this form 

of play. Ilinx is harder to define, it encompasses movement, physical feedback and strong 

emotional resonance. This form of play can be observed in people jumping on a trampoline or 

bungee jumpers. The last form of play Caillois identified is mimicry, play as role play - 

Mimicry is happening in role-playing and make believe, when the player or situation is 

pretending to be someone/something else. (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, p.307) 

 

How the distinct forms of play could be translated into questions that motivate Facebook 

users: 

Agon  Who has the most likes, friends or followers? Whose posts are the most interesting?  
Who has the most successful life?  

Alea  Who will like my photo? Who will I reach and how will the feedback be?  
What will be posted by other people? What happens next? 

Illinx  The tension of waiting for a crush to like, reply or post something.  
The flood of information and impulses that washes over the user. 

Mimicry  How do I want the other users to see me? What to share and what to post?  
How am I perceived? Am I the person I want to be?  
How can I be a better/more loved/liked person? 

 

All four distinct forms of play can arguably be found on Facebook, it is however important to 

note that no two users have the exact same understanding and approach on the platform and 

thus everyone will use the platform in their own individual way. Some may actively use 

Facebook as a play experience, with one or more of the different forms of play, and other 

might only use it as an alternative to utilitarian tools like a browser or calendar. We however 

chose to look at the motivations as at least partially subconscious and as such ever present 

with users who create, share and comment, using Facebook to its fullest. Competition arises 

most easily when immaterial properties such as ‘Likes’ and ‘Friends’ become quantified. The 

amount of likes and the number of friends can be seen as a score that enables users to 

directly compare one person's performance over time and in relation to her friends. This 

competition is tightly interwoven with self presentation and the choice of what to share with 
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friends. Users are enabled to play with their identity and dynamically react on the feedback 

provided by likes and reactions to improve their ‘ratings’. At the same time private 

conversations and closed groups enable users to explore parts of themselves that they would 

never want to share with the public or all their friends. Contrary to the option of self-curation, 

reactions of other users are not predictable. People whose approval is vital to a specific user 

could devalue the user's posts, either intentionally or simply by getting it lost in the amount of 

rivaling posts. No feedback is guaranteed and the user never knows when feedback may 

occur - potentially making Facebook a mental full time job, as one does not want to miss out 

or fail to react. 

 

While Facebook affords for role-playing, competition and play of chance very well, Ilinx play is 

harder to pin down in this type of digital experience. Users are aware that the feedback may 

only happen virtually, but as it is an actual expression of a real world opinion, a feeling of 

uncertainty and tension can cause an emotional involvement, that may come close to a 

experience of Ilinx. 

 

These playful ways of engagement can occur regardless of how users interpret their own 

interaction with different activities or apps. The example of Facebook indicates that an 

activity can become playful and gamified, regardless of its self identity as practical yet 

engaging tool. For such apps the categorization into either game or tool proves unproductive. 

Can tools be engaging? How can one distinguish between tool and toy, if not by the 

individual approach to interact with it? And can digital tools be compared to traditional tools, 

such as hammers? For this paper, we will not answer this question; instead of defining the 

activity, we want to categorize digital experiences by their affordances and emotional 

resonance in the user. To fully describe these experiences, new ways of playfulness and 

game-likeness need to be used. The question then becomes which other activities apart from 

games are playful and how is this playfulness supported by design?  

Playful activities, gamified tools and game 

Interestingly, most common definitions of game do not refer to the notion of ‘play’, the very 

nature of the activity that games consist of. (Parlett, Abt, Crawford, Costikyan, Avedon, 

Sutton Smith, Salen & Zimmerman) Exceptions are Huizinga and Caillois who both define play 

without distinguishing between game and play in their definition. So as a last part of this 

analysis, we need to ask: what is play and how can play be compared to game, training and 

work? 

 

Miguel Sicart comes up with the poetic theory that: 

“Play is a negotiated autotelic activity that appropriates the world for expressive 

purposes. Play is a balancing action between order and disorder, between creativity 
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and destruction. Play is a carnivalesque attitude to the world that empowers players 

to take over the world and express themselves. To play is to take over the world and 

use it as a way of reaching self-determined goals, often but not necessarily always 

connected to forms of pleasure.” (Sicart, & Pichlmaier, 2017, p. 3)  

While this definition seems to encompass the more elusive and abstract character of play, we 

feel the need to further elaborate how this theory can help us understand applications like 

Facebook. 

 

In several languages there are two different words that describe the act of playing. In danish 

spil and leg are two different activities, that relate to, but cannot be fully translated into the 

english terms game and play. To overcome this shortcoming of language, sociologist Roger 

Caillois termed two words to describe different types of playful activity: ‘paidia’ and ‘ludus’. 
(Caillois, 2001) In his book Man, Play and Games, he observed two main types of play and 

started dividing them via their structuredness: paidia is a spontaneous, unstructured and 

highly improvised play experience, where rules are made up on the fly and react highly 

dynamic to the play activity. To use Sicarts vocabulary, the player appropriates the world for 

expressive purposes. She uses it as a way of reaching self-determined goals. (Sicart & 

Pichlmair, 2017)  Ludus on the other hand is a structured, and controlled game play that is 

highly dependent on rules, instructions and limits. (Caillois, 2001) A ludus experience seems 

to be defined by a different way of negotiating an autotelic activity. That does not mean that a 

carnivalesque mindset can not be found in ludus, it simply shows that the roles of freedom, 

rule and structure vary greatly between ludus and paidia. A vital part of a free play experience 

seems to be the attitude of forming the world in a creative, expressive way. To further 

understand this attitude, we will take a short discourse to Bernard Suits’ definition of play. 

Suits puts great emphasis on the conscious choice to engage with the nature of play. If 

“playing a game is the voluntary effort to overcome unnecessary obstacles” (Suits, 2005, p. 

43) what separates play from work? Play can be fun, for example when playing one's favorite 

game. But imagine playing a tedious game for the sake of other people, is the experience still 

appropriating the world through a playful perspective? Phrased differently, is the player still 

playing in such a case, because she willingly puts effort into overcoming unnecessary 

obstacles? Or does play depend more on the pleasure derived from a certain activity? To 

make matters even more complicated, how can it be analyzed if a player hates the game, but 

dwells in the play atmosphere as means to socialize? Playing an activity that may otherwise 

be regarded as work has the expressive power to transform ‘work’ into a pleasurable 

experience in one moment, and in the next moment the same work can feel tedious and not 

engaging at all. But what is the relationship between work and play? Brian Sutton Smith 

states that play and work are not polar opposites. (Sutton-Smith, 1997) Disregarding any 

segregation between play and real world seriousness, we propose that play and work may be 

used both as a verb (I ‘played’ soccer) or as a description of the mindset that occurred during 

an activity/mindset (all work and no 'play’). This difference may be highlighted by looking at 
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for example training. Training is the conscious effort of mastering a game, where the lightness 

of play is partly replaced by a seriousness that may come close to work. Training soccer may 

be playful, fun and may not be seen as work, or as a contrast, training may feel like an 

experience completely separated from the game itself. It then becomes work by following a 

new purpose and shifting in focus. All three verbs describe very distinct experiences, yet they 

can often be used to describe identical activities, depending on the player. Only the player 

participating in the activity knows how to interpret the activity. But this dilemma seems to be 

a linguistic one. The terminology used to describe games and play does not offer enough 

granularity to precisely differentiate between the different mindsets that describe play, game 

and playful activity. Salen and Zimmerman offer three terms to help distinguish different 

categories of play. Being playful is the biggest category, it does not only include activities 

typically associated with play but describes every situation where “the spirit of play infuses 

otherwise ordinary actions.” (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, p. 302) Being playful seems to be, 

most importantly, a state of mind and only redundantly an explicit expression of this mindset. 

Ludic activity is an unstructured form of play, that resembles paidia in game and non-game 

situations. It is however a less structured and more dynamic form of play than what they 

determine as gameplay. Differentiating between ludic activities and gameplay could 

happen by entailing goals, rules and qualifiable outcome as they always situate gameplay in 

games (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, p. 307). The question here is if gameplay can occur 

outside of structured games with a qualifiable outcome. For example when peeling potatoes, 

the monotonous activity may appropriate the task, transforming it into a ludic activity by the 

person executing it. It could take on the form of competing for the longest slice of peel that 

can be produced with one cut. Or the aim could even be less specific by the peeler striving to 

peel the potato in the best way possible. Both goal and qualifiable outcome are very 

specifically set: To peel the potato in the best way possible. End state and goal are not 

identical in this situation, the ludic activity ends when all potatoes are gone, regardless of the 

goal being not met, met once or met several times. A ludic mindset transforms an ordinary 

task into a game by quantifying seemingly arbitrary factors. Following Salen and 

Zimmerman's definition of a game, peeling potatoes may thus be seen as a game. It involves 

a player, who interacts with a system (potato, peeler, hands) in an artificial conflict (peel in the 

nicest way until all potatoes are gone) defined by rules (physical laws, the choice of tools 

utilized, duration of play) that result in a quantifiable outcome (are all potatoes gone, how well 

did the player do). At the same time this can serve as an example of the transformational 

power of play, according to Sicart.  

 

We are aware that it may seem absurd that a tedious activity like peeling potatoes may be 

defined as play or game, but that is one of the main challenges when designing games or 

talking about play and game. The situations where both could occur are highly subjective and 

may vary depending on the perception of the player, context of the activity and countless 

other factors.  
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Going back to the core question of how digital app experiences that are not self categorized 

as games but still clearly want to engage, entertain and ‘hook’ users can be defined and 

categorized we will follow Sicart and Pichlmairs line of thought. They propose an approach to 

appropriate digital services in order to playfully augment a non-play context while preserving 

the original goals and intentions of this service. (Sicart & Pichlmair, 2017) We do not claim 

that this transforms the service into a game, even though it may enable individual users to 

perceive the service as game-like.  

 

The question of motivation and personal interpretation of an experience leads back to the 

significance of the free choice to play. We feel confident to state that the perception of choice 

is vital in understanding how experiences may be interpreted. Play always seems to be an 

intrinsically motivated activity. The more structured an activity becomes, the more potential 

for extrinsic motivation emerges that may or may not transform or augment the act of playing 

into for example an act of playful training or playful competition. But this is by no means  a 

one way street. As shown in  the example of peeling potatoes, a work situation may be 

transformed into a game by adding an expressive appropriation to the primary motivation (I 

need to eat, therefore I need to cook and in order to do so I need to peel potatoes).  

 

This finding allows us to observe an experience as a digital application (a digital service) as 

system consisting of elements and subsystems that may then be reinterpreted by its users. In 

order to enhance the possibility to engage in a pleasurable way, the focus needs to shift from 

the overall definition of play to a closer inspection of the elements that enhance playfulness 

and playful interactions. 

 

This emotional layer is encompassed in the terms feel and juiciness. Sicart and Pichlmaier 

suggest these two concepts to help designers understand particular problems and propose a 

practical approach that seems to augment a mayor part of game design, namely gamification. 

For them gamification focuses on the systemic nature of games underplaying the importance 

of embodied experiences (Dourish, 2001) and kinesthetic pleasures (Swink, 2009) within 

digital experiences (Sicart & Pichlmaier, 2017). A system’s appeal can be highly enhanced by 

making the interaction with it pleasurable by either enhancing the kinesthetic pleasure of 

interacting with it, meaning that the system is designed to react to the user's input in an 

appropriate and meaningful way, by adding juiciness to the system or ideally doing both. This 

design approach does not strive to change the systems’ purpose, it adjusts it to better 

incorporate “rules and reward patterns” (Sicart & Pichlmaier, 2017 p.3). Juiciness, originating 

from casual game design, is also highly connected to rewards, but uses rewards excessively 

even for non relevant interactions with the digital system. The form of these rewards can be 

manifold, from screenshake, particle effects to animations, sound cues or a combination of all 

the aforementioned. As game designer Kyle Gabler puts it:  
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‘‘A juicy game element will bounce and wiggle and squirt and make a little noise when 

you touch it. A juicy game feels alive and responds to everything you do—tons of 

cascading action and response for minimal user input. It makes the player feel 

powerful and in control of the world, and it coaches them through the rules of the 

game by constantly letting them know on a per-interaction basis how they are doing.’’ 
(Gabler, K., Gray, K., Kucic, M. & Shodhan, 2005 ) 

 

This statement enables us to compare juiciness to functionality as defined in Dieter Rams ten 

design principles (For the sake of this paper principles that cannot be transferred to the digital 

domain are not regarded). For Rams good design has to be innovative, honest, aesthetic and 

unobtrusive. It helps to understand a product, is consequent to the last detail and lastly 

consists of as little design as possible (Arndt, Lau & Strehl, 2009). While it may be said that 

Rams’ design in some cases was both functional and playful (Mavroeidi, 2017), juicy 

elements are inherently neither minimalistic nor thorough. They are excessive feedback, 

meaning it may enhance the understanding of a system (mostly in retrospect, as they happen 

after an interaction has happened), but they are not needed to be able to cognitively grasp 

the rules of this system. Juiciness is not a direct antithesis to functionality, but lacking a more 

suitable concept, for the following analysis we will try to evaluate digital experiences by using 

the terms as polar opposite. 

App comparison 

We find it meaningful to apply these findings to research the juiciness of apps (Facebook, 

Tinder and mindfulness/relaxation applications) while comparing them to a self proclaimed 

game, namely Clash of Clans (Supercell, 2012). We will apply five specific criteria to create a 

tabular overview of those experiences. 

 

Core activity describes the intended core activity of the experience. Affordances enable 

users to pursue this core activity, but also tries to do justice to interaction patterns that users 

may have evolved. Affordances will be listed as verbs that users can do while in the app. 

Form and structuredness may seem closely related. While structuredness highlights the 

prevalence of structure/freedom in the experience, form explores possible effects that all the 

aforementioned factors have on the overall experience.  
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Facebook 

A lot has already been said about Facebook in this paper, to recount the most important 

findings: Facebook is here seen as a highly functional social platform (lacking intrinsic 

purpose). The form of Facebook affords highly individual interpretation of the rigid system of 

interaction. Facebook creates a independent experience that is unique to each user and while 

utilizing a generic/unchanging framework.  

 

core activity  affordances  structuredness  form 

Curate your own 
profile,  meet and 
interact with other 
users 

follow, like, view, 
read, watch, listen, 
compare, share, talk, 
discuss, connect 

Highly structured 
systemic framework  
 
Multitude of possible 
interpretations of a 
limited interaction 
repertoire within the 
given rules  
 
Stern moderated 
ruleset (terms of 
use).  

Quantification of non 
material properties. 
 
System without 
predetermined 
modus operandi, a 
gameboard with 
multiple pieces 
waiting for the user 
to create her own 
rules and means. 

 

Clash of Clans 

is a highly competitive multiplayer strategy game and achieved more than 40 million reviews 

on the google play store.  

 

We choose this specific app to represent a self proclaimed game. In the list of apps we 

present here, Clash of Clans  is the only digital experience that does not use any other tags or 

indications that it serves any other purpose than digital entertainment. Clash of Clans is a 

tightly interwoven dynamic system of loops, coupled with rewards, progression and 

leaderboards. It is appealing to a broad audience, as the number of recurrent players proves. 

Motivation of play can vary from player to player, but the core loops are undoubtedly focused 

on competition, tactics and improvement, categorizing this game as very agon-heavy. It is an 

isometric top-down strategy game, where players have a limited space and very limited 

resources to improve their village and build an army to attack other villages and fortify their 

own. Players can build armies and attack other villages, they need to optimize their own 

defense and decrypt systems to prevail destroying other players. At the same time it is a 

game of social interactions and very much focused on clans and tournaments.  

 

One of the main takeaways from this genre of games is that they use time as resource, 

creating a bridge between real live and the in app experience, as it takes real life time to 
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generate currency, needed to complete building and training troops thus ultimately needed to 

become strong. The function of this feature is twofold, first and foremost it is to motivate the 

player to spend ‘Gems’, a rare ingame currency that can be restocked using in app 

purchases, to skip realtime waiting, instantly completing tasks. 

 

 
 

 The other aspect of the time as resource is to ensure that the players always have a reason 

to go back to the app. Both on a short time frame for instance when training your army (as 

shown in the top image this example army takes nine minutes to train) and to ensure that 

people come back the next day or later after work when building construction have finished 

or when their gold/mana resource depots have been filled.  

All in all it forced the players to return to their app ideally every 2 hours and 30 minutes, to 

optimize their resources, and keep or improve their ranking. This concept of time as a 

resource enforced a ritualization of playing the game for example: open the game, collect 

your resources, spend resources on building improvements or first lead an attack on another 

village then improve with newly added resources, rebuild army, leave app. This ritual / loop is 

then repeated either when your resources have restocked or another shorter loop of attacking 

another village starts when your army is rebuild . Players however do also “play” this game on 

a day to day basis, where the ritual is the motivation instead of an action of progressing or 

playing the game per say - as explained by Mike Foster in his article The waiting game. Clash 

of Clans “[...] becomes something you open once a day out of habit, touch a few icons, and 

close. Maybe that's the way it's meant to be played.” (Foster, 2014). As such it is not the 

drive of actually playing the game, but rather to make sure you are not “missing out” as 

explained by Ang Chee Siang (Siang &  Rao, 2003) when games are designed as a virtual 

skinnerbox - the players are taught to do simple actions which is rewarded, giving the player 

the desire to redo the action,even though the action itself is not interesting. More so as 

described by the creator of Braid Jonathan Blow (Hill, 2007); the skinnerbox symptom is a 

means for the developers to keep the player engaged and makes them continue playing, he 

does also argues that developers should instead create content that is actually interesting for 

the players instead of stringing players “[...] along with little pieces of candy so that they'll 

suffer through terrible game play” (Hill, 2007). This is inspired by Skinner’s operant condition 
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chambers that have been vital in understanding conditioning through unpredictable 

correlation between cause and reward in behaviour science (Skinner, 1983). To summarize, 

Supercell are creating the desire to use the app, making some players use of real world 

money to gain an advantage or simply progress, momentarily avoiding waiting time. This both 

works on a micro transactions level, where players spend a few gems to train their troops, but 

more importantly, they eventually run out of gems forcing them to pay for more.  

 

core activity  affordances  structuredness  form 

Build your 
village, defend 
it or battle 
opponents 

Build, 
arrange, 
optimize, 
compare 

Highly structured rule based 
framework, that feels vast and 
affords strong ludic engagement, 
especially on Agon. 
 
The system is perceived as 
dynamically reactant to all of the 
user input. 
 
Very structured, rigid mechanics, 
limited space for spontaneity or 
self expression. 
 

Tactical contest 
between players, most 
of the activity is to 
prepare battle actions 
(spawning units, 
arranging buildings to 
optimized defense).  
 
A closed system that 
challenges the user to 
constantly improve her 
interaction within the 
attributes it presents. 

 

Tinder  

Tinder (IAC, 2012) is self describes as “the world’s most popular app for meeting new 

people”. (Tinder, Inc., 2017) While this app is rated 18+ for its clear sexual connotation and 

intention. The main activity in the app is to swipe left for ‘nope’ and right for ‘like’, to indicate 

if the user wants to connect - this type of swipe mechanic has become a standard way of 

making binary choices in app and games, such as Reigns (Nerial, 2016) which is based on 

this mechanic. The simple form of interaction is relevant for this analysis as Tinder first and 

foremost serves as a tool for matchmaking and that is not intended to be a game - yet it 

manages to create an appealing play experience which engaging feedback. Tinder has three 

aspects that can be seen as a ludic resources: Time (tinder happens in real time, so it 

constantly presents an urgency to react to notifications and utilize the user's time as efficient 

as possible); People (The user needs to ‘unlock’ new acquaintances by matching with them 

and then try to ‘win’ them by reaching a physical meet - striving for real life interactions, 

getting to interacting with real people and not their digital avatars) and finally Likes (The 

amount of likes serve as a currency similar to likes on facebook, although they are purely 

based on the appeal of the user and given by strangers). 

  

“All play moves and has its being within a play-ground marked off beforehand either 

materially or ideally, deliberately or as a matter of course. Just as there is no formal 
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difference between play and ritual, so the 'consecrated spot' cannot be formally 

distinguished from the play-ground. [All places of play] are temporary worlds within the 

ordinary world, dedicated to the performance of an act apart.” (Huizinga, 2014, p.10) 

 

Arguably this can be used to describe Tinder as a tool that creates a playground that can 

inspire gameplay like behavior - as the user strives to reach a desired outcome or goal. Tinder 

happens in an abstract space where virtual artificiality slowly transforms into reality. Tinder 

resembles the mechanic of a traditional slot machines as it based on pure chance and uses a 

binary type of selection - swiping through the list of random people, seeing only a bare 

minimum of superficial information from which the user has to choose if a person could be a 

match. Depending on the user the virtual other starts as a image and short text on a never 

ending list, whereafter the virtual experience can creep into real life as the digital match 

becomes a sensual contact.  

 

The core loop of tinder is : see profile, match or reject, either have contact or not, seduce, 

meet 

 

What is interésting in this core loop is that the user can start a new loop without interrupting 

other loops she is involved into. She can have contact to as many people as she can due to 

time constraints. Similar to facebook and Clash of clans, Tinder rewards each interaction in 

the app. As Tinder finds matches close to the player's physical location, a constant sense of 

urgency is resent to the user - arguable the intention of the app is to enable meeting people in 

real life, this is however not necessarily the fact, as users could potentially not desire to move 

out from the digital domain, being driven by the play activity of the app itself and/or boosting 

their ‘ego’ with the likes of other users. Feedback inside the functionality (as important it is to 

ensure an engaging activity) is secondary to the feedback that is provided by the other 

players. The user wants to get positive response from the other users and is driven by 

matching and receive likes, yet she has no ideal way to accomplish that. Tinder creates a 

strong tension, especially because all results feel impactful, they permeate outside of the app. 

As any interaction can never be fully predicted, Tinder utilizes peoples unpredictableness and 

becomes a system of randomized and unqualifiable feedback. In this regard Tinder can 

function as a skinner box. 

 

There is a significant difference between Tinder and what we would normally categorized as 

games and apps such as Facebook as Tinder is driven by real life consequence. How to 

continue after that first match is a highly individual decision. Yet, Tinders design seems to 

encourage the notion of potential lovers as an endless resource. The List does never end, 

there's constantly someone new and exciting, she just needs to be found. As Tinder has no 

intrinsic measurement of success or reward, the user has to decide when she is satisfied with 

the results and feedbacks she got using Tinder. Tinder in itself has no intrinsic end state, 
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core activity  affordances  structuredness  form 

Match with 
possible 
dates 

follow, like, 
view, read, 
watch, 
listen, 
compare, 
share, talk, 
discuss, 
connect 

Unstructured, dynamic reaction 
to the data that the system 
provides the user with.  
 
Vast freedom to choose how to 
interact within the given rules 
and possible interactions.  
 
No goals. 

Quantification of non 
material properties. 
 
System without 
predetermined modus 
operandi, a gameboard 
with multiple pieces waiting 
for the user to create her 
own rules and means. 

 

Results 

All these apps are widespread and have proven to attract a broad range of users. They utilize 

playful interactions and create a sensual experience. They may be gamelike or mere tools, 

people prove time and time again that they want to return to the digital experience.  Thus we 

will use them as guidelines to create our own concept: Mind The Mind 
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Digital mindfulness  

After deepening our understanding of play and establishing a base vocabulary we now want 

to connect our findings to mindfulness and stress reduction. As our initial concept reads, the 

intention of MTM is to create a gamified social platform, aimed at youth to help them enhance 

their mental-wellbeing and promote stress reduction. We are aware that the term ‘stress’ is a 

problematic one, as it is used to describe a multitude of situations and feelings. Stephen 

Kaplan differentiates between mental fatigue, as a reaction of the brain to a longer period of 

engagement, and stress, which he describes as “experiencing resource inadequacy” (Kaplan, 

1995, p.12) Therefore stress relief may happen in two distinct areas: The aim may either be to 

help the brain recover after a prolonged period of involvement (physical fatigue, feeling tired 

or even worn down) or to help overcoming the feeling of being overwhelmed and crushed 

(stressed). Stress can have different intensities and can potentially result in physical 

symptoms, be enhanced by or enhance existing physical and psychological conditions. We 

will use the term stress to primarily describe the feeling of being tired after challenging mental 

activities or as an overwhelming situation which can be transformed into a less stressful one 

by taking a break and changing either the perception of the situation or better time/resource 

management. This report will not cover stress that feels so overwhelming and/or has been 

prevalent for such a long time that it results in anxiety, fear or other manifestation of 

psychological and physical problems. 

 

One of the earliest concepts that we used to research and describe the intended experience 

in MTM was mindfulness. Originating in buddhist spiritualism and hindi meditation, the 

concept is now often used in a secular way relating to the awareness of oneself. It also refers 

to the user's conscious choice to find beauty and meaning in everyday life. It describes a 

state of actively being in the present moment, often coupled with meditation and other 

techniques for reflection and relaxation. (Kabat-Zinn, 2009) Still, mindfulness is a loaded term. 

In the western world it has become a (sometimes instrumentalized) method for busy people 

to be able to successfully handle a more hectic life. (Hedman, Li, & Zhu, 2016) In the context 

of this paper mindfulness means being present in the moment, actively trying to transform the 

perception of a situation, that is seen as surmounting the resources at hand (being it time, 

strength, skill or something else), and being aware of one's limitations. Successfully being 

mindful can change the perceived urgency of a situation and help to accept bodily limitations, 

for example mental fatigue. Hedman, Li and Zhu propose four levels of digital mindfulness in 

order to categorize the use of the term mindfulness in digital experiences: The first level, 

digitalized mindfulness describes personalized guided mindfulness in which the role of an 

actual instructor is replaced by a digital representation that fulfills the same role. The second 

level adds a user centric design approach and is then termed personalized mindfulness. 
The user becomes an important factor in the experience that is customized by how she is 
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classified, by her needs, gender, age and the context of the experience. (Hedman et al., 2016) 

Since wearables and biosensors have become increasingly available and mobile, they now 

allow for the next level of digital mindfulness, that not only focuses on the user, but also 

measures, compares and analyzes data gathered, such as; steps walked, heart rate, breath, 

blood pressure and other physical feedback. Hedman et al. named this level of mindfulness 

quantified mindfulness and highlight the potential for enhanced understanding due to direct 

and stronger feedback on every action. (Hedman et al. 2016, p. 1) This real-time tracking 

allows the user to follow her progress and observe improvement, without needing to 

meticulously keep track of exercises. The user may freely choose if she wants to prioritize 

quantified feedback or the sensual experience of physical exercise. Digital mindfulness 4.0 

is the highest level of mindfulness that Hedman et al propose. It encompasses all previous 

levels of mindfulness while surpassing their mere status as tools. They propose that it gains 

insights and actively helps to improve the user's mindfulness in everyday situations by means 

of input, design, concept and intended use. Our use of the term Mindfulness in a digital 

context thus is understood similar to Mindfulness 4.0. We want to incorporate meaningful 

actions and interactions into the design of MTM. In order to help users actively and attentively 

be in the present moment, utilizing (online) time in a productive and beneficial way - striving 

to create a pleasurable embodied experience. (Akama, 2015, Hedman et al. 2016 & Van 

Rheden et al. 2016) Again, we merely use the concept of mindfulness as an instrumentalised 

approach and by no means strive for an ontological definition.  

 

We will proceed by analysing multiple relaxation/mindfulness apps and websites, trying to 

clarify how they approach guiding users towards a mindful state of mind. Since MTM is 

designed to be user centric, the analysis will also shed light on how the apps and websites 

work from a user centric point of view - and if playful experiences be found in them and if so, 

how is the playfulness combined with the ritualised nature of mindfulness training.   

Flow experiences 

In this first section we look at two apps that are hard to classify. They are very small, focused 

experiences, that utilize appealing audiovisuals, they have clear rules, structures and 

progression. Their mode of interaction feels pleasurable and embodied in a meaningful way. 

They seem to be games on first glance, but at the same time they lack means and reasons to 

appropriate the world for expressive purposes. We argue that the user is not invited into a 

playful mindset, rather to enter some form of a ritual, a meditation-like state of mind that shall 

through its structure and repetition help to relax and take a break.  

 

Pause (Ustwo Games, 2015) and Sway (PausAble, 2017) utilize very limited interaction 

patterns. Both experiences are very similar in their mechanic, but utilize completely different 

means to realize them. Both want the user to execute steady movement, in Pause by moving 

a finger on the screen, in Sway by physically swaying back and forth or walking slowly. Each 

27 



 

has two fail states; one being if the user moves too little and the other if the movement 

becomes too hectic or fast.  

Pause 

Pause resembles a buddhist meditation bowl. Slow movement of the fingers allows the user 

to experience a surface and experiencing audiovisual feedback. Pause is a very visual 

experience. The users finger follows and directs an organically animated dot that grows more 

and more the longer the user interacts with the app. The soundscape is very pleasurable, yet 

the screen needs to be seen in order to know if the speed of the movement is as required. 

Reaching either fail state causes the dot to wither and dissolve, forcing the user to start from 

scratch, which can feel punishing for the user. There are no points or collectables in the 

experience, duration of ‘good’ movement is the only ressource in the game. Before each 

session the user has to set a timer for maximum duration of the interaction, thus intrinsically 

limiting the time of engagement. 

 

core activity  affordances  structuredness  form 

Relax by 
following the 
circle 

Follow, slow 
down, grow, 
relax 

Narrow experience that afford for 
one main interaction that can not 
be interpreted in multiple ways. 

Minimalistic 
interaction, pleasurable 
audiovisual feedback. 

 

Sway 

Sway seems to be an iteration of the concept utilized in Pause. Instead of touch input, the 

user is moving her body physically. Acceleration and orientation of the phone are evaluated to 

determine how steady and constant the users motion is. Sway looks appealing and pleasing, 

but allows to be used without any visual clues, it invites users to close their eyes and just 

move and listen to the soundscape. Progress is shown by a camera slowly moving through 

an abstract colorful digital world and a bar at the side of the screen. 

 

core activity  affordances  structuredness  form 

Relax by slowly 
moving in 
rhythm 

Listen, 
relax, 
move/sway, 
enjoy 

Narrow experience that 
afford for one main 
interaction that can not 
be interpreted in 
multiple ways. 

Minimalistic interaction, 
pleasurable audiovisual 
feedback. 
 
Immersive soundscape that 
enhances the experience a lot. 
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Results 

Both apps rely on a minimal amount of difficulty and do not require high focus from the user. 

Instead of posing a hard challenge, both games simply occupy the user's attention enough 

for her to not be conscious about external factors and other thoughts. This psychological 

concept is called the principle of attention restoration. (Stinson, 2015) By providing an activity 

that requires just enough focus to be engaging, while coupling it with relaxing audiovisual 

signals, this activity allows for the brain to regain focus and to recharge.  

 

Biofeedback monitoring 

As introduced in conjunction with the concept of quantified mindfulness, biofeedback 

tracking is a growing phenomenon that slowly enters the domain of relaxation and 

mindfulness apps. Utilizing biofeedback to help reduce stress is a validated method (Sutarto, 

Abdul Wahab & Mat Zin, 2010) used at hospitals and clinics, that has positive impact on 

“psychological well-being and stress”. (van der Zwan, Vente, Huizink, Bögels & de Bruin, 

2015, p. 258). While there are numerous available solutions, one of the advisory board 

members of MTM, medical doctor Marianne Klee, advised us to focus on Heart Rate Variation 

(HRV), as this concept seems to be the most precise and quantifiable solution on the market. 

HRV is utilizing a factor called Heart Coherence, which “measures how wave-like [...] the 

heart-rhythm pattern [is, utilizing the fact] that a person with a high heart coherence will have 

a sine wave-like heart-rhythm pattern” (Valderrama, 2017). A smooth and harmonic curve 

indicates that the user is relaxed and calm, where as chaotic patterns are a sign of stress. 

This is important, as different parts of the brain control bodily functions and emotions, which 

can heavily affect each other if the user is not in coherence. Therefore when the users 

emotions affect her vital signs, she is prone to be stressed. Breath and relaxation training 

helps decouple both parts of the brain. From a design point of view, the data provided from 

the HRV enables us to ‘show’ the users if they are in coherence - so that we can motivate 

them to become more prepared to handle stressful situations, which on the long run 

promotes stress management and stress relief.  

 

All HRV apps we researched required a special HRV tracker to be functional. 

Inner Balance 

Inner Balance consists of rudimentary visual representation of the user's heart coherence. 

Every five seconds the user gets rated on her heart coherence, the feedback is represented 

utilizing a circle that can have three different colors and play three different sounds. A slow 

bar prompts the user to breath in and out. Quantifiable numbers are saved and can be 

accessed and compared. Inner Balance does not seem to be engaging nor does it seem to 
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be designed to be playful or appealing. Through the design choices of the app the user get a 

feeling of scientific precision and is inclined to trust the results of the app. 

 

core activity  affordances  structuredness  form 

Monitor HRV  Breath, 
Listen, 
Compare 

Minimalistic HRV input as 
core interaction 

Minimalistic interaction, 
simple audiovisual 
feedback. 
 

 

Wild Divine 

Wild Divine (Wild Divine, 2001) uses HRV input to control simple playful interactive 

experiences. The game is segmented into several levels both in succession, one unlocking 

the next, and from different starting points. The games rely solely on the HRV input to control 

progression, using both diegetic feedback (for example opening a door as the player 

achieves a steady coherence value) and through a non-diegetic interface qunantificating the 

amount of coherence. While in coherence, the progression of the game continues, but it does 

not revert if you are not in coherence, thus ensuring that the player does not feel punished by 

not being able to focus. Wild Divine, is designed to be a pleasurable experience, but the 

interface, interaction and execution of the software looks outdated - just having images with 

small animations does seem to be enough to enhance the overall ‘feel’ of the app. Wild Divine 

works as a strictly audiovisual tool, it does not convey kinesthetic pleasures or affords 

embodied interactions. We claim that for some users the lack of feedback and the 

outdatedness of the audiovisuals may hinder engagement with the app. To enjoy Wild Divine, 

a high amount of intrinsic motivation is needed. 

 

core activity  affordances  structuredness  form 

Progress by 
getting HRV 

Focus, 
Listen 

Narrow, twofold experience:  
Grid like visual representation to 
structure available lessons. 
Minimalistic HRV input as core 
interaction 

Minimalistic 
interaction, simple 
audiovisual 
feedback. 
 

 

Results 

While we explored these two very pragmatic and narrow experiences, we set forth to rethink 

how HRV can be used to create an immersive and pleasurable experience that as a tool 

utilizes game elements to give meaningful feedback to the players quantified input. 

Interesting question for further research should here be why HRV is a suitable tool to help 

relaxation and stress reduction. Does the conscious focus on breath and the numeric 
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representation of relaxation promote a bodily experience that conveys control over the users 

feelings? Maybe the possibility of influencing a numeric value helps to shift perception of 

emotional stati from a confusing multitude of interrelating factors to a manageable task. HRV 

does not tell the user to relax and be mindful, it tells the user to breathe consciously and 

gives feedback on how calm and relaxed she is, based on the breathing. It is important to 

note that these observed benefits from HRV are similar to the benefits that can be observed 

during meditation or physical exercise (Sutarto, Abdul Wahab & Mat Zin, 2010). This may 

indicate that the user needs to experience her own body to be mindful. Research suggest 

that the motivation for mindfulness is paramount to achieve positive effects - if mindfulness is 

not the aim, but becomes insturmentalised to enhance performance and relaxation, no 

positive effects can be observed and the stress level of the user is likely to increases (Varela, 

Thompson & Rosch, 1993). As Akama and Light put it: “Mindfulness is not a goal” (Akama & 

Light, 2015, p. 627). 
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Subscription based platforms  

Headspace (HEADSPACE INC., 2010) and DoYogaWithMe are two competitors to MTM that 

work as subscription based platforms providing lessons and courses. The design of both 

experiences is to present different lessons, providing only basic information about them. They 

do not seem to be designed to gamify the selection in a playful manner. Their design is a 

pragmatical visual representation that guides and helps the user to choose from a multitude 

of lessons. Those experiences do not offer vast leeway to appropriate their framework and 

affordances. 

 

DoYogaWithMe 

While the website DoYogaWithMe offers audio tracks of guided meditation, its main focus is 

yoga. It showcases tutorials, video instructions and time based yoga challenges (such as, do 

14 days of yoga in a row). On the homescreen of the page a dynamic header plays short 

video teaser to selected lessons, the rest of the lessons are presented via static images, a 

title, difficulty, author and duration of the exercise. While still being visually pleasing, the 

website does not try to be a closed experience. It is merely a web-based platform and not a 

separate application. Without trying to analyze this choice, DoYogaWithMe resembles a very 

focused version other content providers such as Netflix. Subscribing enables viewers to 

browse videos, get information on both topic and lesson and finally to watch lessons. While 

this can result in a loop, the website does not try to keep viewers watching, aspiring yoga 

participants choose a specific lesson, tailored to their timeframe, skillset and intention; the 

service itself seems to be primarily designed to invite a day to day involvement.  

 

core activity  affordances  structuredness  form 

Find suitable 
meditations 
and become 
more mindful 

Find, choose, 
watch, do 
yoga, train, 
improve 

Narrow, threefold experience:  
 
Website content 
 
Grid like visual representation to 
structure available lessons 
 
Minimalistic audio track as core 
interaction  

Simple web-based 
content provider 
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Headspace 

Headspace is a subscription based platform where users can get access to guided 

meditation that cover most aspects of everyday live. There are basic courses, such as 

meditation while cooking, relaxation exercises and numerous highly specific custom lessons. 

Visually Headspace uses an appealing art style that conveys quirky optimism and 

professionalism. Bright, pleasurable colors and spot on voice recordings further enhance the 

experience. Scrolling utilized a hint of physical properties in the way it reacts to flips and 

quick input by the user only then to slowly decelerate. It feels very pleasurable. Lessons and 

intro screens utilize different progressions bars. For screens, were the user taps to continue, 

there are small bars, according to the number of screens. In lessons, a circular bar is slowly 

filling while being dynamically animated. The design feels playful yet not distracting from the 

intended experience. The guided meditations, that are focus of the app, feel relaxing and well 

executed. Headspace does a lot of things right and seems to have earned its success. 

 

core 
activity 

affordances  structuredness  form 

Find 
suitable 
meditations 
and 
become 
more 
mindful 

Find, choose, 
listen, relax, 
meditate, 
improve 

Narrow, twofold experience:  
 
Grid like visual 
representation to structure 
available lessons 
 
Minimalistic audio track as 
core content  

Appealing art style, 
pleasurable short videos and 
calming vocalization in the 
meditation tracks.  
 
Well designed niece platform 
that conveys a sense of 
quality content 

 

Results 

Both platforms offer a very specific service by curating and providing quantified, situation 

specific lessons to either do yoga or experience guided meditations. Utilizing Hedman et al. 

both experiences can be categorized as digitalized mindfulness bordering on personalized 

mindfulness. As both are subscription based, they work by having the user log in with a 

constant identity offering the possibility to recommend her custom lessons to accommodate 

her history of usage and preferences. For MTM we want to take inspiration from Headspace 

and the way the art style and voice recording deepens the experience without distracting 

from the relaxing purpose. Headspace seem to utilize not all levels of mindfulness, but it does 

not seem to need that. The meditation sessions are mediated by a prerecorded guide who 

also provides feedback on how the user is doing. This conveys an attitude of trust in the 

user's own agency. It is interesting to see how Headspace seem to be more appealing and 

personal than Wild Divine, without providing any user feedback.   
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Conclusion of analysis 

After looking at all these apps we are going to grade them on multiple parameters. This will 

show how some apps may have a very specific purpose, but still being in some way similar to 

others with different purposes. This comparison shall shed light on if the interconnectedness 

of numerous factors shapes the overall nature and affordance of the app. We are aware that 

these numeric values are the result of highly subjective observations and our internal 

discussions and analysis. They reflect our view on those experiences, which does not 

necessarily overlap with the developers intention. We will use four charts to compare different 

phenomena that seemed meaningful to juxtapose. 

 

Type of activity 

The first table looks at how we rate the apps in regards to training, seriousness, relaxation 

and playfulness: Seriousness means catering for real-life consequences (involvement with 

real world currency for example); Playfulness refers to Sicart’s definition of play (Sicart & 

Pichlmair, 2017) Relaxation describes a feeling of being recharged and energized, excluding 

procrastination. Training as the last term describes an activity that has a ritualised character 

and helps the user to acquire meaningful skills.  

 

App  Training  Seriousness  Relaxation  Playfulness 

Facebook  1  3  0  2 

Clash of Clans  0  3  0  4 

Tinder  1  3  0  3 

DoYogaWithMe  4  4  3  0 

Headspace  3  2  4  2 

Pause  3  1  2  1 

Sway  3  1  3  1 

Wild Divine  3  2  3  2 

Inner Balance  4  2  1  0 
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Types of play 

This is using Caillois types of play to compare the affordances that can potentially be found in 

each app. It is interesting to see that some of the app seem to not afford any of the types of 

play. Raising the question on whether these apps are in fact playful. It seems meaningful to 

compare this chart to the types of activity that we proposed earlier. 
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Motivation for engagement 

This is the hardest to quantify, as motivation for engaging with an activity is highly dependant 

on the users mindset. The motivation can dynamically change at any given moment during 

the interaction and vary with each use. We list affordances that we found relevant for the 

motivation of engagement. This list serves as a starting point for comparison but shall not be 

seen as a complete collection of all possible affordances that an app has. For now we refer to 

two different studies about motivation by disgusting between extrinsic and intrinsic 

motivation. All motivation that is grounded in the user's internal emotional reasoning is 

intrinsic (That includes pleasurable feeling, a sense of mastery and a playful appropriation of 

the experience). Extrinsic motivation encompass competition, fear, shame, reward, pay, 

praise and other external factors that are intended to engage a user in an activity. (Benabou & 

Tirole, 2003 and Ryan & Deci, 2000). The nature of extrinsic and intrinsic motivation will need 

to be further explored in future research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(table on next page) 
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Motivation for engagement 

App   Intrinsic motivation  Extrinsic factors 

Facebook  I want to feel 
connected/informed. 
 
I want to express 
myself/share information. 

I want likes, reactions, feedback and be seen. 
 
Utilization of real-world time enhances the perceived 
necessity of constantly interacting. 
 
It feels endless and constantly confronts me with new 
content/decisions/possibilities. 

Clash of Clans  I want to get better at playing. 
 
It looks/feels/sounds 
nice/empowering/pleasurable 

Beat the others/fight/be confronted/be rated.  
 
Clear win/lose outcome. 
 
Daily challenges. 
 
Utilization of real-world time enhances the perceived 
necessity of constantly interacting. 
It feels endless and constantly confronts me with new 
challenges/competition/possibilities. 

Tinder  I want to find 
love/sex/acquaintances.  
 
It feels nice/appealing. 

Time as a resource enhances the perceived necessity of 
interacting. 
 
It feels endless and constantly confronts me with new 
content/decisions/possibilities. 

DoYogaWithMe  I want to get in shape/be 
healthy/exercise 

Daily challenges. 
Am I good enough to do master hard exercises? 

Headspace  I want to relax/be more 
mindful/learn/reflect 
 
It looks/feels/sounds 
nice/calming/pleasurable 

Daily challenge 

Pause  I want to relax 
 
It looks/feels/sounds 
nice/calming/pleasurable 

Statistics/leaderboards/quantification 
Clear success/fail outcome. 

Sway  I want to relax 
 
It looks/feels/sounds 
nice/calming/embodied/pleas
urable 

Statistics/leaderboards/quantification 
Clear success/fail outcome. 

Wild Divine  I want to understand 
myself/get feedback on my 
inner state. 
 
It feels empowering to feel 
how my inner state can affect 
the world. 

Statistics/leaderboards/quantification 
 
I bought the device so I should use it. 

Inner Balance  I want to understand 
myself/get feedback on my 
inner state. 

Statistics/quantification 
 
I bought the device so I should use it. 
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Correlation between playfulness functionality 

This chart compares the systematic and functional affordances of the apps. The first 

parameter is used to quantify the level of functionalism as explained earlier. (Arndt, Lau & 

Strehl, 2009) At first we look at the tightness of the structural framework, meaning we grade 

at what level the user is allowed to interpret the interaction by appropriating it for expressive 

purposes. We oppose free to interpret and structural. While both terms have obvious 

shortcomings, it seems meaningful to treat them as polar opposites and in future research 

find more suitable terms. Secondly, opposing the functional and pragmatic approach of the 

app design (pragmatic) to excessive feedback to reward users (juiciness). This enables us to 

use both axes to create a spatial representation on how the apps are ordered in relation to 

each other: 

             

 
Structured 

           

 
4 

 

Inner 
Balance 

     

Pause + 
Sway 

   

 
3 

 

DoYoga 
WithMe 

   

Wild 
Divine 

 

Tinder + 
Headspace 

   

 
2 

           

 
1 

     
Facebook 

   

Clash of 
Clans 

 

 

 
0 

           

Free   
/ 

Pragmatic 

 
0 

 
1 

 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
Juicy 

 

 

   

38 



 

Results 

Our intention was to shed light on how some apps may have a very specific purpose and 

unique appearance, while being in some regards similar to apps with a different purpose.  

 

Comparing Facebook, Tinder and Clash of Clans shows that the meta structure of especially 

Facebook and Clash of Clans seems closely connected, even though both experiences are 

hugely different in their nature. Clash of Clans is a game that clearly utilizes some elements of 

work, while Facebook and Tinder are more or less purposeful tools that through added game 

elements evoke playful interactions. These apps seem to originate from a HCI perspective 

that utilizes playfulness as part of their design approach. They feel good and pleasurable, 

thus inviting the user to spend a lot of time in them. 

 

The play experience of these apps cannot be understood without analysing their subsystems 

and constituting elements in detail. Looking at each element as secluded parts of the 

experiences, allows to analysed their playful characteristics, without them “losing their 

purpose within the larger system”. (Sicart & Pichlmair, 2017, p. 4) Sicart and Pichlmair 

describes this isolation of elements as analyzing “microinteractions to identify specific system 

interactions that can be turned into playful experiences”. (Sicart & Pichlmair, 2017, p. 4) In 

addition to that it seems fair to state that the use of playful microinteractions as a design tool, 

is not only a different approach, turning specific system interactions into playful experiences, 

but through the playful transformation of specific system interactions seems to alter the 

perception of the system itself.  

 

Most of the health/relaxation apps rely solely on more or less quantifiable and scientific 

feedback to motivate the user, whereas only Headspace, Sway and Pause manage to convey 

a pleasurable feeling. We suggests that this is due to their highly focused design approach. 

All three apps rely on one core interaction/mechanic, that is then presented in an intuitive, 

pleasing and coherent way. 

 

We found that the relationship between game and tool is more blurry on mobile apps than in 

traditional computer software and game. We found that systems designed as tools can be 

perceived as a meaningful engaging experience because of their playful elements, 

kinaesthetic pleasure and juiciness (their ludic mindset). In addition to that we observed that it 

is hard to clearly distinguish between work, training, play and game, as the motivations 

overlap due to the similarity of the feedback and affordances of the apps. For the context of 

this paper it seems more productive to analyse the mindset and motivation of the user and 

how she defines the activity - making some tools arguably perceivable as playful, due to their 

autotelic and expressive purposes.   
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MTM: a playful online platform 

The lack of pleasure and engagement in numerous relaxation apps creates an opportunity to 

create a unique platform that could be appealing, relaxing and utilize gameplay and playful 

activities - clearly distinguishing itself from competitors. By taking a playcentric approach on 

the creation of a utility service, taking inspiration on interactions and mechanics we found 

meaningful and appealing allows us to rearrange them and combine them in a hopefully novel 

way.   

 

First and foremost, MTM is supposed to be a twofold experience. When using as solitary, 

MTM offers space for self-reflection, relaxation, inspiration, training and flow experiences. 

The social aspect of the experience brings likeminded people of all ages together to forge 

strong connections and through mentoring and sharing helps the community to empower 

each other. This means we need to establish and moderate the community, the means of 

interaction between players and curate a safe and protected space for the individual. Due to 

scope these social and communal requirements will not be further elaborated in this paper. 

 

Above all we strive to have a positive impact on reducing stress to insure healthy lives and 

promote mental well-being, through the creation of a gamified online meeting place and 

training facility. Rather than being a mindfulness app, we describe our intention as creating 

gamified mindfulness, meaning we strive to combine the playful expressive mindset that is 

found in play with meaningful embodied interactions, kinesthetic pleasurables and 

mindfulness 4.0. 

 

We see MTM as occupying a fascinating space that further blurs the borders between game, 

play, work, training and relaxation. While the feedback and use of rewards of progression is 

clearly inspired by games, MTM hopes to form a highly adaptable and intimate space of 

possibilities for its users. The intended core audience consists of youth of the age span 

between 15 and 21, due to the scope of the paper we will not go further into the reasoning 

behind this. 
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The concept behind MTM is to also allow user to create and share content, such as games, 

exercises, talks and relevant virtual and real world activities. Through the creation and sharing 

of tools and content, empowering its users.  

 

Mind The Mind (Alpha version) 

core activity  affordances  structuredness  form 

Be stressed > 

Enter MtM >  

Do pleasurable short 

experiences >  

Be less stressed > 

Either repeat loop  

or quit 

Be, Relax, Calm 
down, Meet, 
Create, Reflect, 
Share, Counsel, 
Help, Connect, 
Train 

broad, threefold 
experience:  
 
Grid like visual 
representation to 
structure 
available lessons 
 
Minimalistic audio 
track as core 
interaction  

Appealing, pleasurable and 
engaging audiovisuals.  
 
Social experience to 
connect users and enable 
meaningful interactions. 
 
Platform designed to convey 
a high sense of quality. 

 

Goals and scope 

Due to time constraints, we are only able to realize a fraction of our conceptualized content 

for MTM. The alpha version of the mobile application for MTM should include: traditional 

mindfulness exercise media, relaxation minigames, biofeedback, AR/VR, single and 

multiplayer activities, chat, coaching, training and user-centered content creation. 

 

What we include in the prototype works as a proof of concept, iterating on design principles 

derived from this conceptual approach. While we showed that the execution of our concept is 

possible we also discovered many fallacies and potential pitfalls further development could 

run into, as we will go into these in the section about shortcomings. 
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Development of a world 

After looking at how DoYogaWithMe and Headspace build a platform to present their lessons, 

we wanted to combine the feel of Clash of Clans with the core functionality of these two 

platforms to structure and arrange lessons, minigames and experiences inside MTM. This 

meant creating an ingame spatial representation of otherwise exegetically structured objects. 

Instead of a two dimensional grid we wanted to create an experience that offers a narrative 

space to serve as situating gameworld, backdrop and stage during the play session in MTM. 

Inspiration, atmosphere and feel 

Our design research began by us looking at several high rated mobile games that seemed to 

be directed towards the target audience we identified. We realised that most games may be 

set in a fantastic world, but nearly all games we looked at used concrete imagery and were 

clearly referring to real world objects and situations. Clash of Clans may serve as an example 

for that, it sports ghouls and other monsters and it is set in a fantastic world, but the basic 

characters are based on humans living in a medieval town, probably inspired by northern 

european settings. This real world embeddedness allows to add fantastic elements while still 

referring to a known system.  

 

 

 

We wanted to create a digital world that allows the user to quickly grasp the gameworld’s 

affordances while looking appealing and supporting relaxation. This was intended to be done 

through the use of colors, harmonic compositions and association to calming real world 

places. We strive to create emotional landscapes (as inspired by Björks Song ‘Joga’ ), 5

meaning landscapes that have a strong emotional effect on us, for example Iceland's 

melancholy beauty that Björk seems to refer to, creating a pleasant yet relaxed feeling closely 

related to the state of mind intended in MTM. This may seem highly subjective, but at least 

during the collection of these inspirational art we realised how similar our perception of what 

5 https://youtu.be/BBju9Sdh94k  
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attributes to an emotional landscapes is. Further test would need to prove or disprove this 

subjective perception, showing if this approach actually meets users expectations.  

 

The initial suggestion of the investor was to either create a house full of rooms or a collection 

of villages to represent possible minigames. We decided to work on a concrete, semi realistic 

village that could be embedded into the real world, without being too concretely connected to 

a specific landmark. This enabled us to quickly create a mood board of actual places and art 

style to convey the desired atmosphere. While gathering inspiration on places and 

landscapes we considered calming and appealing, we started to build a first prototype to get 

a feeling of how our design decisions would influence the feel of MTM.  

 

For this we decided to build a village from where the user could later access lessons, 

experiences and minigames. Our first iteration of the village was based on a two-dimensional 

grid using a simple sprite-based terrain system that serves as ground for the 

three-dimensional objects, like houses and decoration. We used a tilted orthographic camera 

that duo to the neglection of perspective depth would always show any object in the same 

scale, independent of distance to the camera; inspired by top down games. This specific 

perspective renders a very flat ‘democratic’ perspective (all elements on screen are treated 

equally, thus they are more easily comparable). We wanted to allow the user to enter the app 

and be able to immediately understand its affordances, thus both increasing the coherence of 

the experience and the feeling of connectedness. The result was useful for creating a distinct 

play space, but did not allow us to transition dramatically between different spaces. In 

addition to that, we wanted to show the sky, as we associate it with freedom, limitlessness 

and calmness.  

 

 

 

To accomodate for that and to create a more designed pacing through the app, we looked at 

the conceptual requirements of spaces needed in MTM. Wanting to accommodate for both 

single player interactions and social play, we divided the gameworld into three spaces. 
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The user space 
The first space is the users personal space and the initial point 

of entry when entering MTM.  

It allows immediate overview of progression, customisation 

and to show the user’s favorite experiences. It is also the 

space where the world could be potentially be altered so the 

user would be free to change the color scheme, her avatar and 

the theme of the gameworld (possible themes we considered 

were medieval village, japanese dojo, island and oasis in 

desert; for the prototype we decided to only work on one of 

these themes)  

 

The user space shall accommodate opportunities for self 

reflection and include a ‘journal’ function where she can keep notes or a diary like screen. 

How do I feel today? What made me happy, what am i grateful for? What did happen that i 

did not like? How can i work to change the circumstances that i am not happy about? Later 

this notion was transferred into the current version of the splash screen, showing when 

opening the app. Instead of swiping to unlock she is prompted to draw the mouth on an 

emoji to indicate her mood. By doing so we implemented a small play- and meaningful 

interaction, that allows to convey, save and compare moods without a single keystroke. 

 

Since the earliest sketches of the concept we imagined a tree being a vital element in the 

user space. This tree is supposed to serve as a status bar and metaphor on the users 

personal growth. The design of this tree will be further elaborated upon in the chapter ‘reward 

and progression’.  

 

Structurally we were inspired by hermits in the mountains and ski cottages overlooking 

beautiful valleys. We wanted to convey a feeling of being safe and alone, in a space that 

invites to think and connect to nature. That notion drove the image of a mountain in the 

foreground. On sketches we experimented with how the second space could be seen from 

afar from the top of this mountain. This second space is a village, meaning a transition area 

between the users personal space and the social space where community building is 

supposed to happen. 

The village  
The concept of the village space stayed constant throughout the whole development 

process. It is designed to shape the gameworld of MTM, as a diegetic representation of the 
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lessons and experiences that the user can access. Each experience, lesson or mentor will 

have an object to represent them (currently designed as a house). The object could be 

everything from a tree, to structure or just an avatar on a piece of grass. We wanted the 

representative object to be able to evolve as the player progresses in the game, allowing her 

to visually see how she was doing and to share it amongst friends or mentors. Each house 

has different visual states that are linked to the level of the lesson the player has reached. By 

that progress is made apparent on first glance. The more time one spends in the app, the 

more elaborate and beautiful the app becomes.  

 

In order to test the concept, we designed a modular house system, allowing the houses to 

evolve, by changing roof, windows, walls, decoration and so forth. Lastly we wanted the 

object/houses to also be color coded to signify their focus and structure the selected lessons 

the payer choose to be her favorites. This proof of concept is not in the handed in prototype, 

but examples from it are used for the houses inside the village. 

The social space 
During development of the paper at hand, the last space, that we referred to as social space, 
is the least defined aspect of our concept. The social space is where the players shall be 

encouraged to not only think about themselves but interact and build a community. The very 

place they have for that is intended to be shaped by them and their interaction. It serves as a 

meetingplace, where players engage in discussions, make friends, meet other players and 

mentors. Their feedback and interaction will form and enrich this space. It will grow 

depending on the global progression of all players. Their shared goal becomes to make the 

world beautiful (this is clearly intended to be a metaphor, we optimistically hope that working 

together to better a virtual place could permeate the virtual borders and inspire users to 

actually try to better the world outside of the digital experience). 

 

In order to accomodate for mimicry elements and to offer players an easy access point, we 

started to integrate avatars into the gameworld. These avatars can be understood as “the 

point where representation, interaction, and immersion meet.” (Neitzel & Nohr, 2010, p.428) 

We wanted the avatar to feel reactive to the user input by following the users relative position. 

This would allow other users to see what their friends are doing in real time and could 

enhance the connection to the world.  

 

These intentions are important to keep in mind when being confronted with design decisions, 

but the actual conceptualisation of the social aspect of MTM is part of future development 

and will not be further covered in this paper. 
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An iterative approach 

During the iterative design phase of the prototype, we ran into several issues as to create a 

pleasing audiovisual playerspace, that could work on a mobile platform. 

 

Due to divergent aims and deadlines from university and MTM, the design process was very 

complicated and we ended up redesigning the whole gameworld multiple times.  

 

 

Tilebased village (left) -  animated concept drawing (center) - perspective camera (right) 

 

In the first playable test of the user space we tried combining a sprite-based solution with the 

village space and its orthographic camera. The intention was to create a feeling of depth and 

perspective, that utilized dynamic backgrounds and three-dimensional particle effects (gif 

center) in the playerspace to make it more appealing. It combine the two, we had to manually 

set up a parallaxing effect  to create a convincing illusion of depth, which proved harder than 

anticipated. Instead of this approach we decided to change the camera to become 

perspective, thus utilizing the three-dimensionality of the game world. This however forced us 

to create a three-dimensional version of the treespace (gif right). To enhance the visual look 

of the playerspace we added 3D background objects and a dynamic water shaded on the 

river. This version of the playerspace worked to showcase the conceptual idea, of the two 

separate areas in the playerspace. A first quick test seemed interesting and appealing, but we 

also felt the need to improve the assets to be more than programmer art, in order to 

showcase the desired visual feel. 
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Adding the third dimension 

Converting our sketches into three dimensional objects was linked with numerous decisions 

on how exactly to add a third dimension to our world. We decided to focus on creating a 

reference object that should then direct the look of all 3D assets. For this we choose the tree 

in the users space as we wanted to experiment if it would be possible to create dynamically 

growing tree. We worked on 2d animation and concepts to plan accordingly and then used 

Maya to create a first prototype for a growing tree. Even though creating a semi procedurally 

generated tree in Maya was possible, Unity, our engine of choice, was not able to interpret 

the exported Maya data. Due to the limited time we then decided to simply use a static tree 

as placeholder, allowing to later create the dynamic and interactive version. 

 

After experimenting with simple geometry and low poly trees, we decided that we wanted the 

tree to feel more organic and therefore decided to create a clay model to serve as reference. 

Using photogrammetry we took hundreds of photos of a hand modeled tree to create a digital 

volume. The model was then retopologized to become a low poly volume suitable for mobile 

platform. Then we added textures following a very simple color scheme, creating a stylized 

material for the tree with a low level of complexity and depth, using normal and specular 

maps to make it feel more alive.  

 

 

Test animation of tree (left) - concept drawing (center) - clay model (right) 
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Fake it till you make it 

At this point in production, we needed a pitch ready version for presenting MTM to future 

partners and investors. Furthermore the CEO of MTM requested that we made it possible for 

the player to rotate the camera around the playerspace, as this would allow for more dynamic 

interactions with the playspace. These demands in combination with the fact that we were 

not satisfied with the quality of the visuals, let to a complete recreation of the playerspace. 

The new version was in full 3D, creating a more immersive and rich level of detail 

environment, included a dynamic day/night cycle, allowing the player to freely rotate and 

zoom in/out while exploring the village (as the mountains worked as natural barriers for the 

play space).  

 

 

Dynamic day / night cycle 

 

This high quality visual representation of the playerspace, worked for the purpose of the pitch 

and helped us shed light on an alternative approach for the visuals. 

 

We did however have a few critical issues with the new iteration - the high level of detail 

worked from a purely aesthetic perspective, creating engaging visual perceived playspace. It 

did however also created visual clutter which was far from ideal due to our goal of designing 

a playerspace that should to be pleasant and ideally also help create a sense of calmness 

and relaxation. Furthermore we ran into issues with dropping frame-rate on mobile devices, 

due to the high poly count and dynamic lighting.  
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At this point in production, we were satisfied with the current visuals and chose to try and fix 

or salvage the its current state instead of moving on to the next iteration. 

We deemed it necessary to solve the frame-rate issue at hand. First we removed a lot of 

unnecessary decorative geometry (tree’s, river beds, and so forth), secondly we 

experimented with dynamic billboarding (two-dimensional renderings of the 3D objects, being 

rotated and scaled in relation to the camera position) which created a lot of issues with the 

dynamic lighting. We ended up having to face the fact that the play space had to be 

completely redone once more, if we wanted to be able support the intended player 

experience.  

Back to two dimensions 

As such we went back to the original visual concept and tried to recreate a similar version 

inside Unity. Before creating the Unity scene and 2D/3D elements needed, we wanted to 

ensure that we took all precautions into mind, which led to a few design changes. First major 

change was that instead of creating a combined landscape for the different areas of the game 

(the user, the village and social space), we wanted the design it to be modular making it easily 

expandable. Inspired by the different unlockable areas of Dragon Mania Legends (Gameloft, 

2015), we separated the areas into single islands in a bigger whole, the areas would then be 

connected with bridges - creating clear visual borders and ideally reduce the polygons 

needed for background elements (as they were seperated by water instead of mountains). 

More so, inspired from Godus (22Cans, 2013), we expanded on the original plateau design 

from the concept drawings, by adding flat color changes on each plato in correlation to its 

altitude.  

Dragon Mania Legends (left) - Godus (center) - MTM (right) 

49 



 

 

From a visual and gameplay perspective the final version of the playerspace, worked as we 

intended, allowing the player to have a ‘cinematic’ introduction into the experience, followed 

by a more gamy feeling of moving around in the village. We initially developed MTM for 

iPhone, were the app ran surprisingly well (taking the high poly count and post processing 

effects into account), but in order to have allow all team members, including the backend 

programmer (Sergio) to be able to playtest the app, we had to port it to Android. This ended 

up causing severe drops in framerate, forcing us to spend time on optimization.  

Making it smooth 

Optimizing was a big challenge from an artistic point of view, as we wanted to keep the 

visuals interesting. Sergio profiled the game using a brute force method of simply one by one 

removing all elements constituting the playerspace. This revealed that we had to disable the 

real-time depth of field effect on the camera, that we needed to bake all lights in the scene 

and finally that we had to further optimize the tri-count of the 3D objects. We started by 

experimenting with baking the lights, which caused a lot of issues, since Unities rendering 

engines for real-time and baked lights interpret completely differently in terms of colors, light 

spread and intensity. By trial and error approach we managed to replicate the real-time 

lighting (which included redoing the UV wraps of the 3D models and adding unique lights 

specifically targeting different objects). Lastly we made 2D versions of some environmental 

elements (terrain, details, fog and god rays), creating the illusion of depth by adding normal 

maps to the textures of simple quads. Lastly we decided to use optimized and simplified 

versions of the houses. All these changes severely optimizing the tri-count of the scene, but 

also lowered its aesthetic quality.  

Water, how hard can it be? 

As mentioned in the above section we wanted to seperate the the areas of the game by 

creating islands, leaving only water as the background / filler element. As with most other 

parts as our production, we did not anticipate it to cause any issues. Spoiler… it did. 

 

The first version of the water utilized our own handcrafted dynamic water shader, which had a 

stylized look, that worked well with the overall visuals. The only problem was that it did not 

work on Android… So we had to go back to the drawing board. The alternative systems 

inplace to create interesting dynamic water were too taxing on mobile, so and we decided to 

rethink our approach and make the water static. By making the water static, we could utilize 

2D sprite renderings of the different water plateaus, separating spatially so as to keep the 

illusion of depth when moving the camera around the scene. Making the water 2D removed 

the framerate issues, but also rendered more than half of the screen static and boring. Since 

we did not want to surrender to these technical limitations, we went back to our point of 

reference in Godus and created a caustic water effect around the player island. The effect is a 

50 



 

series of images created using a caustic water generator  simulating the way sunlight is 6

differed on the sea bed. On top of that we added a distorted surface shader, creating the 

illusion of rising and falling waters, shown both by distorting the objects colliding with the 

water plane and by color variation (image left). 

 

  

Optimized water (left) - Initial mobile water (right) 

 

 

As we will elaborate more in the section about shortcomings, we simple want to conclude 

that even though our process of creating an appealing and atmospheric look for MTM lacked 

structure and was shaped by unforeseen limitations and factors, we succeeded in creating a 

functional play space that also worked from a aesthetic perspective.  

 

In the future we need to think about how to fill this stage like environment with signs of life 

and details that makes the space look less generic and more embedded. 

 

   

6 https://www.dualheights.se/caustics/ 
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The design of mindful minigames 

In this section we talk about what the lessons, minigames and experiences in MTM could feel 

like. When considering what could promote mental health and well-being, we found out that 

most relaxation apps or mindfulness practices utilize at least on of the following three pillars: 

embodied physical experience, mental exercise or creativity to express oneself and 

appropriate ones world: 

 

 

visualization of the three main pillars  

 

We then looked at which experiences are not prominently covered in other apps to enrich 

MTM by adding novel approaches for mindfulness. We now present a brief overview on the 

different concepts developed for MTM. A few of them them have been prototyped, and are in 

the app. 

 

Guided Meditation (Part of Prototype): 

When developing MTM, it was our intention to support guided meditation in numerous ways 

(similar to how DoYogaWithMe). We implemented the system for audio and video lesson 

playback (which can be experienced in the Jon Kabat-Zinn exercice). But we did not have 

time to make external storage / steaming of the data, which would be crucial in the alpha 

version of the app due to the size of the data. Furthermore we planned to include live 

streaming of guided meditation. For this we had several ideas, the simple version would be 

using real camera recording as often seen in live online courses, where the users would be 

able to interact with the trainer through live chat. In addition we also planned to have after 

class discussions between all users and the trainer, as our advisory board member Marianne 
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said this was a crucial part in making the experience more than just one way communication 

and to enable cross user mentoring. The second idea, was developed with collaboration with 

Rokoko  in mind. Rokoko, create suits to record motion data in real-time, as such we wanted 7

to transfer movement of the trainer into a 3D model / avatar. This would create some unique 

opportunities for instance for Tai Chi, martial arts or yoga lessons, due to the fact that users 

would be able to zoom in, rotate the trainers avatar, making it easier to see / understand how 

certain moves or positions were executed. From a technical standpoint it would also be less 

taxing on the data bandwidth as the user would only need to receive the 3D coordinates and 

audio. 

 

HRV: (Part of prototype) 

Conceptually we wanted to create a different type of experience than traditionally used in 

combination with biofeedback. We wanted the experience to be rewarding using appealing 

yet relaxing audiovisuals. 

The core loop of the experience would be to consciously breathe and get subtitle feedback 

about how relaxed the player is. The feedback would be in the form of movement speed 

variation and change of colors and music. 

We planned for several design iteration, which are described in the later section on HRV.  

 

HVR game without HVR input: 

We also wanted to include a alternative way to play the game without having a biofeedback 

device - taking inspiration from Sway, utilizing another bodily input (such as physical 

movement, breath sound or heart rate using the build in camera .) 8

 

Flow games (Part of Prototype): 

Use minimal challenge to engage the user, without occupying her full attention 

Simple maze-like ball games to test different input methods, need for progression, sense of 

challenge and audiovisual feedback. 

 

Find Silence:  

The idea was to make the user more aware on their surroundings. She would need to actively 

search for and record silence, the ‘silence’ would then be store and she would be able to 

listen to it, add description and share it. It could also serve as a tool to highlight problematic 

surrounding, such as low frequency noise from a nearby highway.  

 

Share beauty: 

An encouragement to leave the players regular environment and utilize gps and the phone's 

camera to cocreate a location based walk that challenges the user to actively find spots she 

7 Motion capture suit: https://www.rokoko.com/en/ 
8 Instant heart rate: instantheartrate.com 
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enjoys and that calm her. Other users can follow her guide and compare their own feelings 

with the initial user. I planned it to be a one simple button interaction. 

 

Create and share: 

A mix between gallery and co created art workshop, similar to share beauty, but intended to 

work as a whole, designed as a tutorial / real time online workshop mentored by a workshop 

leader and freeform inspiration. Using for instance theme of the week, such as #Calm or 

#blueSky, to help motivate real life exploration. 

 

Find your soundscape (Part of Prototype): 

A static playspace with different types of soundscapes (including Binaural beats), to help the 

user find a soundscape that helps her relax or focus on a task at hand, as currently found in 

the prototypes. Conceptually we wanted it to be more interactive and creative, were players 

finetune speed, frequency, beats per minute to more precisely create a soundscape that 

expresses the way the user feels inside. Supported by minimal visual effects. Sounds can be 

saved and shared. 

 

Mood Diary: 

How do you feel now, using emojis to do provide quick responses (preferably before and after 

the actual experience in MTM); creating soft statistic of personal improvement and 

progression. This later became the new point of entry into the app in the handed in build. 

Choosing examples 

In order to get an idea on how different flow games could or should be designed we made 

three very different mini-games inside the application.  

 

Get In Flow: 
Using a device to monitor the player's Heart Rate Variability (HRV) we wanted to explore how 

technology can help create a relaxing experience, using the players heart coherence to 

control the feedback and progression of a mini-game  

 

Move the Flow: 
Secondly we wanted to make a flow games that could be played by anyone with a 

smartphone. 

 

Grow Your Flow: 
Lastly we wanted to explore how we could create a ‘non-game’, a pleasing and playful 

approach on representation of progress. We wanted the user to be able to prune the tree in 

her userspace to deepen the reward feedback and create sense of ownership over the tree. 
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Get In Flow 

After looking at Inner Balance and Wild Divine, we wanted to create a singular experience that 

would only focus on the action of relaxation. After looking at the other apps we analyzed, we 

decided to take experience from Sway and change the input from motion to utilize HRV input. 

Without having a fail state. We wanted the user to not be stressed by the prospect to fail but 

just be rewarded for successful relaxation. 

 

As such we designed an endless abstract ‘flying’ game, where the player moves through a 

beautiful audiovisual landscape, being motivated to relax and enjoy the present moment. The 

HRV feedback, serves as a subtle input on the speed of the movement, higher coherence 

making the player move faster, making them feel empowered. (Valderrama, 2017)  

 

We also planned for several ways to enhance or gamify the experience, such as giving the 

player control of the direction of the movement (using tilt input from the mobile device) and 

furthermore allowing her to find pickups, both to show progression and potentially to alter the 

play experience (momentary change to the overall speed, landscape colours, soundscape 

and so forth). However due to the scope of the project, we did not have time to test how that 

would affect the experience.  

 

We did however contemplate that the gamification could potentially hinder the intended play 

experience and the stress relief, potentially even making the player more stressed, as there 

would be clear indications of failing (for instance by failing to collect a pickup). 

 

 

 

The visual space of Get In Flow 
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Move the Flow  
Inspired by the game Pause (Ustwo Games, 2015) and Sway (PausAble, 2017) we wanted to 

experiment on  three distinct types approaches for this flow game. To test how much 

aim/purpose/goal/level of engagement is needed, we decided to iterate on one setting with 

tweaking inputs/focus questions. The first game sports a ball on a plane. We contemplated 

three different designs. In the first version the ball is moving and the aim of the player is to 

follow it with her finger, the second approach instead allows the player to move the ball with 

her finger. Finally we ended up with a design that utilizes a more bodily form of input. The 

player has to tilt and shift her phone to control a ball. To test the player's agency we made 

several iteration of this input/output and observed how this changed the play experience.  

 

After the first brainstorm to find the three adequate approaches for the flow game, we started 

investigating meaningful ways to map the physical input from the phone to digital input to the 

games. We wanted to utilize the principle of attention restoration that we introduced earlier. 

(Stinson, 2015)  

 

In the first iteration we focused on the bodily experience since we wanted to give the player 

agency without having to touch the screen, since this would require the player to use both 

hands or have awkward one-hand interaction with the screen. With this physical constraint 

and the design constraint at hand let us to the first iteration of a flow game keep the ball in 

the center of the screen. The first iteration was a baseline for the raw input to be calibrated. It 

was a physics based game with a ball on a platform, it utilized the accelerometer to control 

the movement of the ball.  

 

However this still was an awkward way of interacting, since the player would end up having 

to physically move around the phone to give input to the games, since tilting the phone back 

and forth resulted in acceleration in both directions. Since this did not fit with the logical 

mapping of the physical input we instead changed the input to be based on the relative 

orientation of the phone. Using the gyroscope the game gave a physics based acceleration to 

the ball relative to the current offset of the tilt. So if the phone was tilted to the left the ball 

would move left as expected, and having the phone flat in front of the player results in move 

movement input. The gyroscope input was more natural, as it resembles how a ball on a plate 

would react to tilt in reality. However the mapping / interpretation of the game's input was still 

raw and needed tweaking. However this worked as a proof of concept for the gyroscope 

input and allowed us to further the game design. Deeper insights on the technical decision 

can be read in Sergios report on the Technical design of mindfulness Minigames. 
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Since the tilt input gave the player control of the ball on screen, it however did not 

immediately pose any challenge as the player could simply keep the phone steady resulting in 

the ball not moving.  

 

Therefore we added a constantly varying random three dimensional rotation to the plane on 

which the ball was moving. Forced the player to counteract the movement by tilting the 

phone. To help us tune the control of the ball, we added four sliders, allowing us to tweak the 

physical attributes of the ball and the rotation of the plane namely the speed of the rotation, 

the acceleration from the gyro input, the physical emulation of drag and mass for the ball 

(presented as a matrix that lists the numeric values of (Speed, Acceleration, Drag, Mass). 

 

 

first iteration of concept 

 

Once we found adequate settings of the values that resulted in a relaxed yet focused 

experience of controlling the ball, we moved on the next element of the game. The play area 

of the phone constrained the ball from moving outside of the screen. We wanted to attempt 

at further gamifying the experience and grand a higher amount of player agency and chose to 

remove the constraints allowing the ball to fall off the plate and the game to be lost. Next step 

was to visualize the rotation of the plate and to enhance the visual feedback of the game.   

Adding juice  

The first visualizations to support the test of the phone input were crude at best. We wanted 

to test two different visual approaches to the minigame. The first was to create a concrete 

stylized representation of a raft on water, the raft would move as if affected by the waves and 

wind. The second approach was to create an abstract visual representation of the plates 

random rotation. 

 

The first visual approach emulated a natural setting. The player had to counteract the 

movement of the raft by moving the phone trying to keep the ball from falling off the raft and 

into the water. In order to visualize the tilt of the plate we used a water shader to show where 
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the plane was submerged in water. More so we tried two different camera angles - a straight 

down and a angled perspective to allow for a better reading of the tilt. 

 

We found that the angled camera looks more interesting showing the whole scene and a lot 

of environment making it more pleasurable visually. Yet was zoomed out so much that it 

ended up showing excess information that distracts from the main challenge. It seems to not 

enhance the core game mechanic, but creates an additional layer of noise, that is visually 

enhancing, but obtrusive to the gameplay - as such the final version is top down with a fixed 

camera position. 

 

Before moving on the abstract version, we added three distinct areas on the plate that would 

for future gamified versions represent score, keeping the ball in the red area throughout the 

duration of the game being the goal of the game. 

 

 

concrete visualization 

 

The abstract version of the visualization uses a procedural color-grating of the base plane, to 

show both the game state (successfully being in the center, or not) and the tilt of the plane. 

The gameplay of abstract version of the game changed slightly from the concrete version, as 

we chose to remove the fail state, allowing the player to loose focus without any penalties. 

 

 

abstract visualization  
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Progression and Rewards 

Throughout the development of MTM, we returned multiple times to the question of ingame 

currency and ‘meta’ progression (overall progression of the app). We wanted to create a 

feeling of progression in the game, giving the player a positive extrinsic motivation to stay in 

the app or simply return later after a play session. We wanted to make sure that the feeling of 

progression and potential ingame currency felt natural, fair and embedded into the 

experience as a whole. Due to the nature of the project we had to think about how ingame 

currency in MTM would be affected by the need to create revenue - from a design 

perspective we did not want to create unnecessary or arbitrary types of currency but as a free 

to play / premium app, having at least one ingame resource would be valuable. Since this 

would allow players to obtain certain parts, if not all, of the full experience by playing the 

game instead of using real life currency. When looking at other free to play apps we found 

that many have a ‘hidden’ conversion rate between ingame currency purchased using real life 

currency and the value of other ingame currencies (for instance in Clash Royale, where the 

player can only purchase gems, but can then in turn use gems to purchase gold, to buy or 

upgrades cards for her army). This is arguably done so that the player will be prone to spend 

more money on the game, as she does not regard the converted gold to be of real world 

value. Since MTM was designed as a social innovation project and not as a skinnerbox, we 

knew that we wanted to be upfront with the actual value of currency in the app. We have 

looked at designing a pay per content system, where the player would purchase a specific 

pack of lessons, but we ended up aiming to create a subscription based model, inspired by 

other mindfulness apps, where some content would be free and premium subscription would 

unlock all content. Arguably this approach hold truer to the mindfulness approach. This would 

be possible in theory, but could be hard to achieve at an early state of the platform, as the 

contributing partners would need to accept a low early retention rate for their products (as the 

total income from premium subscription would be divided across all partness). In the closed 

alpha testing phase of the project, we do not expect to have any real life currency, but we 

would need to test some sort of ingame currency to gain insights into its flow in the game 

(what do people want to pay for and how to they obtain the currency). 

 

Due to the scope of the MVP, we did not include any currency rewards for completing 

lessons or mini-games but instead focused on how we would reward the players for using the 

app while giving them a sense of progression. We contemplated which activities of the user 

we wanted to reward. Should she completing lessons, if so would the difficulty / level affect 

the size of the reward? Or should she be rewarded by sharing content or spreading the word 

about the app? We ended up with a much simpler and arguable more elegant solution - the 

aim of the app was to help people use their digital device in a constructive way, potentially 

resulting in stress relief and better self awareness. As such we decided to use time as the 
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currency for progression, actively being in the app makes the player progress, and there is no 

difference between simply ‘hanging out’ in the chat, playing mini-games or completing 

lessons - we argue that time spend inside the app has value as it means that time is not 

spend on other apps that can potentially cause digital stress.  

 

We want to allow the player to follow her progression and make a simple level system, 

inspired by most online role playing games (we turned the cause and effect around, learning 

new skills would mean leveling up). Each incrementation in level take more time, going from 

level 1 to 2, takes 10 seconds, from 2 to 3 takes 20 seconds and so forth, allowing for quick 

level up in the beginning of the experience (high motivation and quick sense of progression) 

whereas higher levels of progression has more value, as they take a substantial amount of 

time. We decided that the progression should always be visible in the main hub space of the 

game, but not take away focus inside the subsections of the game.  

 

This is arguably only one possible way of audiovisual rewarding progression. Due to scope 

we did not have time to reward successful players by for example giving them the ability to 

decorate their world or gain other juicy rewards. 

 

Level-meter 

We wanted to have a circular progress bar as it would be the least obstrusive way of 

presenting non-diegetic information. The first iteration was a clock like structure where the 

current state of the level was clearly visualized. We realized that we did not need such a 

direct visualization of the current state, as the road to progression was more important than 

the progression itself. Through several iterations (see gif) we ended up using abstract 

animated growing circles layered on top of each other creating a sense of the levels being 

stacked on top  of one another that enables the user to potentially see all the levels she has 

achieved. 

 

 

gif of progress 

 

Lastly we wanted the player to be able to gage her progression in a diegetic way and thus we 

created the mini-game, Grow The Flow. 
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Grow Your Flow 

One of the first symbols we started to utilize in MTM was a tree, that is used as a metaphor 

for personal growth. As the user hopefully grows and discovers herself, the growing tree can 

be called either signifier or partly avatarial extension (the tree becomes part of the identifiers 

that anchor the user into the gameworld). The more we talked about using the tree as signifier 

for each individual user and as a representation of the positive impact that time spend in the 

app hopefully has, several requirements could be formulated for the tree:  

It has to be individual for each users, it has to grow dynamically, it needs to be responsive 

and randomised, so that users can compare the growth of their tree.  

 

 

final implementation in app 

 

We started to think about how to enhance the users connection to their tree. For that we 

wanted to create a feeling of ownership and agency over the growth, which turned into a 

minigame on itself: Grow Your Flow. Is a simple playful experience where the user has to 

nurture and grow a tree, by pruning branches. The experience is inspired by the ancient 

japanese art form of growing trees in pots, Bonsai. We wanted to utilize the symbolism from 

this art form, allowing the user to shape or sculpt the tree to her desire, as such the users 

interactions with the tree are very simple, one is to prune branches or leaves another is to 

‘grow’ the tree.  

 

Conceptually the idea behind the tree was to create a diegetic way to support the 

non-diegetic progression UI showing the ‘meta’ progression of the user in MTM (her level). 

Since we wanted to enhance the deeper motivation for keeping the user in the app, the 
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‘meta’ progression and the tree growth is determined by the amount of time the user has 

been in the app. In turn this allows the user to show her progression by showcasing her 

artistic tree to other users and not a simple number from the UI. 

  

Feel and intention 

In the design of the experience we took inspiration from the mobile game Prune (Polyculture, 

2015) which is a time based 2D puzzle game, where the player has to control the growth of a 

tree, ensuring that it reaches the sunlight. In Prune the mechanics of the game forces the 

player to be precise but also immediately react to the constant growth of the tree. Pruning is 

done via a swipe gesture. The game is supposed to be a meditative and calm experience, still 

sporting challenges - We wanted to take the structured ludus experience and turn it into a 

paidia experience by replacing aims with space for self expression.  

 

We created a status bar that can be pruned and influenced by the user. Doing so created a 

play experience with focus on a relaxing and potentially stress reducing experience. Here we 

see our prototype as stepping stone and not yet the desired experience.  

 

We did not add any gamified elements to the experience, but utilized game inspired feedback 

- thus focusing on creating an artistic expression, as such, there is no fail state and the user 

can always retry pruning and growing their tree in different ways, with no penalties, using the 

act of pruning as an act of self expression without any actual enforcement to do so. In order 

to keep the user engaged and hopefully subconsciously help her appreciate the fact that time 

is an important factor in dealing with stress, we made very distinct limitations to the way the 

tree can grow, in relation to the player level.  
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Technical approach 

 

odd tree structure (left) - final iteration of tree (center) - early gif og dynamic growth (right) 

 

In the first iteration the tree consisted of non organic crystalline shapes and were simply 

objects sequentially put together, without any randomized parameters. Thereafter we made 

the tree grow in a simple procedural way, trying to mimic a natural tree like structure - each 

branch having a specific amount of sprouts, that grow into either a full branch, half sized 

branches or end pieces (simple sticks or decorative elements like flowers and leaves). To 

make the growth feel even more natural, we created 20 different branch types that the game 

can randomly select from. Moreso new growth randomly spawns from a selection of all 

available sprouts. Lastly the rotation of each new branch is randomized. In the early prototype 

version of tree this sometimes resulted in very odd tree structures. Therefore we added some 

simple rules to control the growth, for instance the same branch type is not allowed twice in a 

row and the tree will prioritise growth near the base of the trunk, resulting in more natural 

looking trees.  

 

As explained in the earlier section we limited the growth of the trees to the users level. At 

level one the tree can only grow new full or half size branches four sprouts away from the 

main trunk, sprouts further away will instead grow an end-piece, stopping further growth from 

the sprout. With each new level new branches are allowed one sprout further away from the 

trunk. This enables the tree to grow bigger and more intricate, if the user prunes the end 

pieces and grows her tree. Lastly the size of the tree also follows the level of the user 

ensuring that a user without interest in pruning her tree still sees her ‘meta’ progression in the 

game.   
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Shortcomings 

Before properly reflecting on the process, we want to spend a little time to add the aspects of 

MTM that we feel are not addressed by our work so far, as they need to be taken into 

consideration when comparing our aims for MTM and what we achieved. As mentioned in our 

methodology, a major shortcoming in our approach is to not have been able to address any 

multiplayer affordances within our prototype. That means we did not try to create the illusion 

of possible social interaction within the app. When looking at it, there is no signifier that tells 

users that there will be a social component of MTM.   

 

We did not integrate customizable payable figures that serve as an ludic representation of the 

user in the game world. It will need to be shown how having a digital on-screen 

representation in the gamewold will enhance and enable the perception of being in a social 

space that is shared with other users. This could potentially enrichen MTM by affording a 

more mimicry type of play. Chat functionality is rudimentary developed, but not yet integrated 

into the playable prototype. The question how to meaningfully integrate and more importantly 

structure social aspects of interaction did constantly occur, yet due to scope we will not 

propose a possible solution of how to develop a spatial representation that also affords social 

interaction. The same holds true for the content creation tool that shall enable specific users 

to create their own minigames, lessons and experiences within the app. Those aspects need 

to be addressed in further development of the project. 

 

Reflections on the process 

The need for reductions seem to be highly connected to our scope. Therefore, in the first part 

of our reflections we will talk about practical challenges and shortcomings of our design 

process before we conclude with a more conceptual and abstract discussion about the 

nature of the digital experience we sketched out in our paper, to be more precise, a social 

online platform that encourages self reflection and tries to gamify mental well being for youth. 

 

From a project management point of view the work on MTM was heavily affected by an 

involuntary disorganized approach. Contrary to the intended scope of creating small 

prototyped experiences that then can be observed in isolation and help us deduct broader 

insights, we were constantly pushed both by the investor and by our own interest to reinvent, 

reiterate and create more than just a basic prototype. Sometimes we treated assets as 

placeholder to quickly block out an overall sketch, in the next moment we were polishing 

details in order to enhance and balance game feel. This helped us to test small interactions, 

but forced us to neglect other areas that also needs fixing and polishing. The overall scope 
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that we subconsciously applied to the project often altered the design process from a free 

creative brainstorm and iteration process to sternly structured sprints using agile 

development to work over bugs and create content instead of spending the needed time in 

preproduction. A contrast of hectic, stressful peaks of work and time to reflect and 

conceptualise enhances and deepens the design in some development situations where the 

team is alternately pushed and inspired. A good balance between sprints and inspirations 

seems to be vital to maintain the initial passion easier. This balance seemed to especially lack 

in the later state of the process. During the development process of MTM, we tried to create 

a MVP of the app, while in hindsight this task was over-scoped for the team while at the same 

time striving to not neglecting theoretical research and conceptualizing a game design 

document for further work on the project. A more focused approach on single aspects of the 

app may have helped us realise that we would not be able to create the planned MVP, 

enabling us to scope down earlier and avoid the feeling of being overwhelmed by possibilities 

and tasks. This may be due to underestimating timeframes, underestimating random 

everyday life events that delayed our progress and an initial naivety about the scope. 

Especially this naivety was deepened by an overlap of each team member filling more than 

one role. Kristian was in charge of project management, front-end and gameplay programing, 

system design, sound design, music and implementation. Concept development, concept art, 

3D modeling, unwrapping, texturing, game design and implementation was among the areas 

Jonas was in charge of. We both conducted meetings with the investor, advisors, future 

partners and stakeholders, while having to moderate the collaboration with Sergio 

Valderrama. Being at the same time executing laborer and creative direction can be inspiring 

in smaller productions, but we did not always manage to see MTM as a scalable prototype. 

Instead we tried to create a first alpha version, we strived for perfection and overall good feel, 

where it may have been more meaningful to focus on small manageable tasks that than can 

be added to become more than the sum of their combined attributes.  

 

To take the village-space as example, our goal was to create an appealing playspace that 

then allowed users to enter new experiences. Instead of focusing on creating an appealing 

audiovisual experience, we started to brainstorm and test small interactions on top of that 

spatial and interaction design. In addition to that we then realized that we had to spend time 

dealing with issues regarding optimization for mobile devices. These issues forced us to 

reiterate the spatial design several times, because we did not consider changing the plan and 

presenting the core prototype on a pc while utilizing mobile only as a proof of concept for 

kinesthetic pleasures and testing juiciness. While we still managed to create a more or less 

working prototype that can run on a mobile phone, the feeling persists, that the practical work 

is a bit spread out and unfocused. It feels like everything is roughly 80 percent done. For 

further projects we aim to focus more on scoped down aspects of a prototype. Technicality 

and unforeseen problems will make it hard to follow this intention, still dissecting and 

separating aspects will reduce correlations that may disrupt the whole experience.  
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Conclusion 

When working on MTM we realized how interwoven every element of a digital experience is. 

Validating and testing for juiciness requires a very high overall level of polish to reach 

meaningful conclusions about game feel. Having bad sound, bad graphics or broken controls 

will all make the game feel unpleasant, even though the other aspects  are appealing. It 

seems vital to point out that we would also not again prototype such a elaborate 3D 

gameworld using actual 3D assets. The amount of refining that is needed for nailing the looks 

of textures and lighting seems to work against rapid prototyping in 3D. Instead utilizing 

billboards, image planes and painting over screenshots seems to be a more efficient way of 

prototyping.  

 

Those findings came too late in the process to have an impact on the handed in prototype, 

but they are vital lessons that we hope to apply for future projects. Both the decision to work 

in 3D and on mobile heavily influenced and affected the affordances of the prototype, but at 

the same time limited our capacities and resources significantly. 

 

When looking at the handed in prototype we as designers, feel that our work may provide 

meaningful insights into aspects like how to gamify progression, how to design for relaxation 

and flow and how MTM may become in the future. But considering that we aimed to turn 

relaxation into an appealing and playful experience, we feel like we fell short. Still, we feel 

confident that applying more work can turn the prototype we have into a meaningful device to 

validate our approach on the task at hand. Yet the prototype does not fully reflect our findings 

and all the numerous lessons we learned while creating it. 

 

Due to the lack of validation, we conclude with more questions that we initially had. We 

looked at ways to treat digital services as engaging and playful experiences by adding juicy 

elements to enhance the feeling of feedback and reward. We applied these findings on 

different applications to establish a typology of those apps. These findings were utilized to 

define the intended experience of MTM and they influenced design decisions. As the 

research was conducted during development, the area of research could dynamically react to 

questions that arose during creating MTM. This interplay proved inspiring and helpful in 

discussing and comparing different approaches.  

 

While we have already stated that we consider our original goal not quite met, the conscious 

decision to spend more time on defining and elaborating a vocabulary proved extremely 

useful when communicating among the team and with the investor and other non-game 

people. The possibility to provide scientific validation for design decisions of what would 
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otherwise be argued based on instinct helped us reach consensus among the whole team. 

Especially taking extra time to establish terms for different pleasurable forms of engagement 

and play proved very helpful as well as providing a powerful method to forward the business 

aspect and internal communication. No longer just talking about play enabled us and external 

partners to realize that we approached apps, games and play from totally different angles 

without even being aware of it. 

 

Last part of the conclusion shall serve as reflection to actually see how MTM and our findings 

on mindfulness and relaxation are aligned. We introduced the core concept of MTM as 

gamified mindfulness, meaning a mindful experience that can still be perceived as 

pleasurable and engaging without taking the focus away from mindfulness.  

 

For this we initially wanted to more precisely distinguish between game, play, work and 

training, yet for our purposes it proved more meaningful to think about how to engage 

user/players, through kinesthetic pleasures, juiciness, rewards and progression. This allowed 

us to alter work-like activities to become more playful through a change of the activities 

structure. Applying meaningful game-like elements may enable users to appropriate a work 

situation as play, thus creating a pleasurable experience stemming from a playful state of 

mind.  

 

Especially in applications for mobile devices the relationship between game and tool is more 

blurry than in traditional computer software and game. One service can be used as a tool 

(work like state of mind) while being perceived as a meaningful engaged experience because 

of game elements, kinaesthetic pleasure and juiciness (ludic mindset). In addition to these 

elements, the relationship between work, training, play and game, may be more related and 

similar that initially thought. It seems that the mindset and the motivation to engage with an 

activity defines the way the activity is perceived -  so apps that are tools can arguably all be 

perceived as playful nemaley as an autotelic negotiated activity that appropriates the world 

for expressive purposes. The distinctions between the intended experiences are clear, but it 

is hard to define them from an observational point of view, as the perception is very 

subjective and dependent on the mindset of the user. 

 

This leads us to the overall conclusion that while we faced numerous challenges and 

shortcomings that made us not meet our intended goals - the focus on establishing a 

vocabulary and researching the nature of playfulness affirms our work as an important 

achievement for MTM’s future and our own personal expertise on the field of game design.   
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Ludography: 

Pause (Ustwo Games, 2015) 

 

Sway (PauseAble, 2017) 

 

Prune (Polyculture, 2015) 

 

Dragon Mania Legends (Gameloft, 2015) 

 

Wild Divine (Wild Divine, 2001) 

 

Clash of Clans (Supercell, 2012) 

 

Clash Royale (Supercell, 2016) 

 

Facebook (Facebook, Inc., 2014) 

 

Tinder (IAC, 2012) 

 

Instagram (Kevin Systrom & Mike Krieger, 2012) 

 

Inner Balance (HeartMath, 2014) 

 

Simple Habit (Yunha Kim, 2016) 

 

Headspace (HEADSPACE INC., 2010) 

 

Reigns (Nerial, 2016) 

 

Godus (22Cans, 2013) 
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Appendix: 

Additional charts: 

 

   Free to interpret  /  Structured   Pragmatic  / Juicy 

Facebook  1  2 

Clash of Clans  1  4 

Tinder  3  3 

DoYogaWithMe  3  0 

Headspace  3  3 

Pause  4  3 

Sway  4  3 

Wild Divine  3  2 

Inner Balance  4  0 

 

 

 

App \ type of play  Agon  Mimicry  Ilinx  Alea 

Facebook  3  3  2  3 

Clash of Clans  4  2  1  3 

Tinder  3  3  2  3 

DoYogaWithMe  2  0  0  0 

Headspace  0  0  0  0 

Pause  2  0  0  0 

Sway  2  0  0  0 

Wild Divine  3  1  0  0 

Inner Balance  1  0  0  0 
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