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Games, like any form of media or art, can embody the creator’s views and carry messages throughout time. 
One such example is the ancient board game “Senet” [1], which gives historians a glimpse into the importance of the ethos surrounding Egyptian afterlife teachings, and the prevalence of which indicates that both the game and the message contained therein were of equal value in the lives of both the monarchy and the common folk [2]. 

In the modern day, we have moved on from purely physical entertainment and now have access to digital creations, which arguably allow the player a more immersive experience.[3] 


One such work is “Alba: A Wildlife Adventure” – a 2020 game developed by Ustwo Games [4] who were also the minds behind such thought-provoking media as “Assemble With Care”.

The main premise of “Alba” concerns conservation and environmental awareness. The player guides a young girl, Alba, in rallying her local community to become more aware of their impact upon the surrounding wildlife and habitat. 
This includes scenes where the player is prompted to call upon assistance from the local community to aid a beached dolphin, seeking veterinary care for injured wild animals and pushing for a petition to overturn a hotel development which would otherwise replace a nature reserve.[5]
Many in the community understandably have their doubts, citing the financial or personal gains or losses possible through a larger urban development. 
There are smaller nods towards simple actions that can make a difference, evident in the fact that the player is able to pick up rubbish and dispose of it safely in nearby bins, providing suitable food sources for the bird population, especially in times of hardship and cataloguing wildlife to keep track of populations.[6] 
These easily implemented ideas can prompt the player to reflect upon their own impact upon the environment through their habits and lifestyle. This may incite positive changes in the lives of those who have played the game or watched it being played by others, spreading the influence of the media further than its original scope.

Stereotypes are challenged within the game on a lesser scale – potentially a subconscious decision due to the approximately 40% female workforce [7]. The characters found in the island’s society vary in age and gender equally, with occupational conventions facing effortless reframing. This can be seen in the cases of Laura, a police officer and Maria, an older woman who is a carpenter, both of which are typically masculine-aligned careers, especially in the Western world. [8] [9]
The fact that many adult characters do not jump to fix issues themselves and simply provide the tools necessary to fulfil positive change speaks largely of the trust adults ought to put in youth and their growing abilities. [10]
Alba and her friend, both young girls, work tirelessly in the open countryside to save animals, perform manual labour and benefit the community. This nuance inspires empowerment for not only children but young AFAB (assigned female at birth) individuals who, despite considerable social progress, continue to face systematic inequality regarding career options and over all reliability. [11]
The overarching message of the importance of sustainability and environmental consciousness is maintained, not only throughout gameplay, but also in the actions of the developers themselves. 
Via purchase on the Valve store Steam, Ustwo Games have worked in partnership with Ecologi and other similar causes to fund reforestation projects [12], proving that their mission is not only promotion of ecological progress but tangible evidence of their personal involvement and company ideals. Thanks to customer support, the company was able to plant over 1 million trees within their first year of the game’s release. [13]
[image: Alba: A Wildlife Adventure, 2020's best mobile game, comes to Switch]
Figure 1.1: Identifying wildlife in "Alba" https://www.polygon.com/22488933/alba-a-wildlife-adventure-nintendo-switch-console-apple-arcade-release-date/
 [image: Alba: A Wildlife Adventure Trophy Guide • PSNProfiles.com]
Figure 1.2: Completing tasks to help the environment. Notice the inclusion of the community. https://psnprofiles.com/guide/17166-alba-a-wildlife-adventure-trophy-guide [image: ]
Figure 1.3: Achieving goals and celebrating with players. https://www.instagram.com/wildlifealba/reel/CW_FZsqAf5i/ 






Another game with perhaps subtler themes of societal challenge, targeting systematic injustice is the 2022 title “Beacon Pines” developed by Hiding Spot Games. [14] 

It has a strong narrative, including elements of ‘Choose Your Own Adventure’ stories, pairing graphics befitting a Visual Novel with classic Point-And-Click mechanics. 
“Beacon Pines” follows Luka, a young boy who uncovers secrets about the town where he resides, deeply rooted in corporate greed and corruption. This protagonist works alongside others to reveal the town is not the original – that it is a carefully crafted replica of a place the citizens remember.
The real town was rendered uninhabitable following an incident of mishandling hazardous waste, prompting a mass exodus and the creation of the ‘current’ town in the image of the prior. Mirroring real-world issues of waste management, corporate cover-ups and financial elitism, the narrative tells a story that speaks of societal ills and the innocence of the younger generation to see through the guise of corruption. 
It raises awareness, intentional or not, to such cases as the “Corby Toxic Waste Scandal” which was taken to court in 2009, a legal battle that took 10+ years to be tried. The common people, affected by the improper disposal of steelworks waste, against a large corporation. [15]
The style of play is reminiscent of ‘Choose Your Own Adventure’ books, using words found around the map to fill in blanks in the story, leading to branching storylines and ‘dead ends’. [16]
Being forced to use the ‘wrong’ words allows trial-and-error in a safe environment, teaching the player that mistakes are inevitable and a natural part of learning. Whilst many games focus solely on ‘correct answers’ and reward only after a set result is achieved, “Beacon Pines” provides continued intrigue after unavoidable programmed ‘failure’. 
The multiple endings are scripted and allow the player to rewind to the last or an earlier set turning point in the narrative to try a different outcome. This creates a staggered dopamine release, resulting in delayed gratification which can build tenacity and positively impact patience tolerance. [17]
These ‘chapters’ also provide organic breaks in the narrative, allowing players to pace their experience and end at a natural closing point rather than keeping them constantly engaged and fostering a lack of moderation common in modern media. [18]
Like “Alba”, the main characters are young and whilst there is a difference between them and the older generation in each narrative, both prove the point that the younger generation can stimulate change, especially when more people are involved.
In “Alba” the other members of the town are initially ignorant, but willing to make changes for the better as they learn. In “Beacon Pines”, the rest of the town is rather aware of the situation and simply wish to forget and go about their daily lives. This ‘wilful blindness’ is common in environments where whistleblowing is seen as disrupting the peace, even if it is the correct thing to do. It’s not until someone not ‘in the know’, sensing a discrepancy, gets involved that these pervasive truths are uncovered and justice is directed at those in power who have kept the public silent in fear of speaking out. [19]


[image: Buy Beacon Pines - PC (Steam)]
Figure 2.1: Use of 'Charms' in "Beacon Pines" gameplay, influencing decisions and storylines. https://www.instant-gaming.com/en/16668-buy-beacon-pines-pc-game-steam/?srsltid=AfmBOopTWm5h-Hs702aZc8JI-VdwweE901ooQAgjJ6QSC1dw8lr1EKi8
[image: ]
Figure 2.2: Corruption within the town at the hands of the prominent local family. https://www.shacknews.com/article/132338/beacon-pines-review 

[image: Review: Beacon Pines - Choose Your Perfect Ending | GameLuster]
Figure 2.3: Showcasing the branching dialogue system of the narrative, with the storyteller using colloquial language to lighten the blow of the 'dead end'. https://gameluster.com/review-beacon-pines-choose-your-perfect-ending/ 


“Beyond Eyes”, a game for Xbox One, Play Station 4 and Windows released in 2015 [20] has a unique premise. 
Media and games in the past few years have begun to show a trend of focusing on mental health issues and their portrayal to positively affect the publics awareness and empathy towards those living with them. 
“Beyond Eyes”, however, takes the physical disability of blindness and aims to educate sighted people about the experience of being visually impaired.  
The creator, Sherida Halatoe, explained in an interview with Bengt Lemme, Editor for Gamereactor TV that she “wanted to create a game about empathy…not just having a character that does whatever you want, but responds to the way you treat [them]”. [21]
Just as a visually disabled individual would form a mental map of their environment through memory, hearing and touch, the world is revealed to the player through these senses, with some sounds morphing when other inputs give more context. 
The game is cleverly designed to reveal the character’s surroundings through other senses such as hearing and touch, as a visually disabled person would form a mental image of their environment. In some scenes, the visuals change when extra input is acquired through other senses, such as when Rae hears fabric in the wind and assumes it is laundry drying. She soon comes to realise the noise emanates from a scarecrow when her sense of touch and extra auditory cues (such as the sound of crows) are employed. Her memory from when her sight was still intact and her knowledge of noises from everyday life bias her immediate assumptions about her surroundings until she has more information to work with. [22] [23]
Additional audio, especially persistent ambience such as rain, cause issues for the character, as they muffle and distract from her ability to pin point directional sounds. [23] 
This game also explores her hesitance and fear at many sounds and interactions, such as when she is met by a constantly yapping dog or loud unexpected sounds. These insecurities are understandable and show the aftermath of a traumatic event, in this case a fireworks accident which robbed her of her sight at a young age. The creator stated in the interview that “…if you force her into situations that are dangerous, she becomes uncomfortable, her body language shuts down…” [21], providing action and consequence for the player and inciting empathy. 
One such person affected with sight issues is Catherine Ashley, a writer for Girls On Games, whose sight is severely impaired but improved with the use of glasses. She stated in her review that “narratives of blindness are few and far apart, and many portrayals are negative” [24], highlighting the disconnect between the sighted world that focuses heavily on graphics and those who have issues with vision. These individuals are often marginalised or viewed as ‘other’ due to their inability to engage with this widely used medium.
The use of the cat and the plot of the game in venturing further afield and outside of the character’s comfort zone [22] accentuates the role of routine and predictability in the lives of those affected by vision loss, as Nani was a constant in Rae’s life and would assist in her time perception. The loss of this staple adds to her disorientation and moves her to act in a way that she usually wouldn’t in order to regain a sense of normality. [25]

[image: ]
Figure 3.1: Showing fear at an unexpected obstacle. When the initial perception does not align with the reality. https://www.steamcardexchange.net/index.php?gamepage-appid-356050
[image: Beyond Eyes Review - Gamecritics.com]
Figure 3.2: Ambient sound causing sensory restriction, visually portrayed. https://gamecritics.com/brad-gallaway/beyond-eyes-review/ 
[image: ]
Figure 3.3: A larger visual representation, a nod towards a place that the protagonist remembers from before her accident. https://videochums.com/review/beyond-eyes 


In each of these case studies, I have aimed to prove that a wide variety of games, even when not necessarily considered ‘educational’ can have positive and thought-provoking impacts on a large scale, affecting a diverse audience and promoting understanding and empathy. Not only are games and media as a whole a machine to entertain, but they are also an art form and an opportunity for a multitude of voices to express their opinions, experiences and ideas.
Many of such games cover several of these areas simultaneously when studied and perceived in their full capacity.
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