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A human can create another human in 9 months. 
Papers, Please was single-handedly created within the same time frame by Lucas Pope, a video game designer who had worked on titles such as Uncharted and Return of the Obra Dinn [1].

Genre
In 2013, Papers, Please won the Peabody Award [2] and in 2014 the BAFTA Games Award for ‘Best Strategy & Simulation Game’ [3]. The game distribution service Steam [4] also lists it as a point-and-click puzzle.
It is considered an Indie (independent) game due to Pope’s one-man-band approach, overseeing everything from coding to artwork himself. 

Intended Demographic
The BBC report [5] covering Papers, Please on the same date as the 2014 Games BAFTA Awards reads: ‘ “Papers, Please is self-evidently designed to make you think, it’s not entirely meant to be fun,” says Nicholas Lovell, from Gamesbrief.com, external.’
Pope explained, ‘I missed that kind of independence of making stuff that other people don’t necessarily want or think they want’ [2], and ‘I think that helped me actually, trying to make something that sounded so boring fun was something I enjoyed for the game.’ [3]
It would seem that the game flourished from an idea without much thought about who might or might not wish to play it. Pope drew inspiration from life experience [2] and expanded on it to create a ‘fun’ game out of something that is not inherently enjoyable to most humans, resulting in a product that can divide the player base. 
Pope was questioned at the BAFTAs by Red Carpet News [6] about whether he has a favourite ending, style of play, etc., when engaging with the game. He responded that he simply ‘enjoy[s] checking documents’ without delving into the moral aspect because he is well acquainted with the storyline and consequences of specific actions. 
The Centre for Didactic Computer Game Research at the Freiburg University of Education [7] in Germany has noted the impact this game may have in a teaching setting for adolescents, specifically those aged 12 and upwards, due to its content. This is understandable, as most of the game mechanics require reasoning, understanding of the proposed situation, and the tenacity to stick with the gameplay when the difficulty level increases, forcing the player to multitask. This style of play could quickly become overwhelming or confusing for a younger audience.
The narrative aspect, paired with the strategy skills required to balance the game's varied duties, likely appeals to those who enjoy management simulators, story-driven entertainment, and thought-provoking media. 

Visual Style
	[image: ]Fig.1 
Official Artwork of Border Guard ‘Calensk’.
He is a plot-important individual; his facial features and clothing combination define him as a unique entity. 


The visuals in Papers, Please are straightforward, given that the game was designed and developed by one person. Pope explained after receiving the BAFTA [3], ‘I needed something simple so that I could make a game by myself...so I had to keep it very basic. I tried to keep the feel muted and bleak to match the setting as well.’
The visuals are very muddy and dull compared to many other games, which often use colour to engage potential players and highlight important characters or mechanics. 
Pope has disclosed that the characters who visit the player are ‘...made up as [he is] drawing so they don’t always turn out great. Once the separate pieces are highlighted, the game randomly mixes them to make new faces.’ [8] This randomisation of features creates a more realistic experience for the player, but it is not always as noticeable when the player finds themselves under pressure.
Having said this, some of the main NPCs are designed to be recognisable against the drab backdrop of the user interface.
Although there are some visual overlaps with other non-essential characters, plot-driven characters tend to have unique facial features and clothing items, such as hats or scarves, as seen with ‘Calensk’ [9], a guard whom the player can work alongside to detain travellers and earn more credits.
Some unique plot-specific characters have similar or matching colour palettes, allowing them to subconsciously influence players' decisions. 
This is particularly evident in the case of ‘Sergiu Volda’ [10] and ‘Elisa Katsenja’[11], sweethearts whom the player can either assist to reunite by granting her illegal access or separate by following the rules of the game. Despite this colour palette being available for countless randomly generated characters[12], the fact that both have their own consequence-dependent narratives and experience ‘cut-scenes’ separates them from the others. 
	[image: ]Fig.2 
Official Artwork of Friendly Guard ‘Sergiu’, whose colour palette matches his sweethearts.
‘He can be distinguished from the other guards as his sprite is green rather than blue.’
	[image: ]Fig.3
Official Artwork of Illegal Immigrant ‘Elisa Katsenja’ who doesn’t have the correct paperwork, prompting the player to make a difficult decision. 
	[image: ]Fig.4
Official Artwork of a randomly generated character with the same colour palette but no affiliation to the aforementioned unique characters. 




Use of Audio and Visual Feedback and Its Impact on The Player
The Title Screen of Papers, Please has a dark aesthetic, with the game's name slowly moving up the screen in time to the marching Eastern Bloc-style music [13] , reminiscent of a fax machine or older technology, potentially a nod to both the proposed time period and the bureaucratic nature of the content. 
The game has, amongst others, the tag ‘Great Soundtrack’ via the Steam community [2], and the video uploaded by Lucas Pope [13] to his official YouTube channel has received over 6 million views and 110,000 likes since its release 12 years ago. 
The rest of the game is strangely devoid of much sound, the sole sources of this being the simple mechanics such as stamping passports, the flicking of pages and the garbled call from the border patrol office the player occupies when the next person in line can move forward.  
Occasionally this hush is broken by the roar of engines, screams and gunfire which mark significant events, often terrorist attacks, that cause the in-game day to cut short.
The lack of music or ambient sound is not necessarily a negative thing. In Ernest Adams’ Fundamentals of Game Design (2014)[14], he suggests: ‘Don’t overuse ambient sounds, especially in games that mostly feature mental challenges. A cacophonous environment isn’t conducive to thought.’
Due to the already taxing nature of the game, especially as the story progresses and further regulations are added or changed, auditory distractions are unwelcome; the aforementioned instances in which the player is ripped away from the almost hypnotic monotony of checking documents by a rapidly devolving situation [2] can unsettle the audience in its abruptness. 
Since the visuals for the documents and current applicant are based in the lower half of the screen [15], the players attention is often focused there rather than on the seemingly never-ending line and the rest of the guard post. 
	[image: ]Fig.5 
An official screenshot [15] from the game, showing the attention to detail the player must afford the lower and more prominent half of the screen as opposed to the grey landscape surrounding the patrol office. 


Another important sound intrinsic to this game is played whenever a citation is received. This happens if the player makes a mistake. The slight delay between the previous applicant’s departure and the sound playing [16], along with the visual of a piece of paper akin to a dot-matrix sheet being delivered from the bottom of the screen makes for a split-second of doubt. 


Even if the player is convinced that they have done everything by the book, there is always some uncertainty that they may have missed something.
Even small gestures are met with authoritarian resistance. If the player displays a picture their son has drawn in their office [17] (provided the steps are taken to allow this event to occur), they will lose credits as a consequence, driving home the clinical lack of personality the state relies upon. 

Game Structure (levels, time-based, lives)
Papers, Please is based on a 12 hour ‘day cycle’, with one work day equating anywhere from 3 – 8 real time minutes [18], dependent on whether the day is cut short by scripted events. There is no set limit as to how many entrants the player can process in one day but without a large or flashy interface showing the time remaining, the player can easily forget that they must play both quickly and with minimal mistakes in order to receive a higher end-of-day score. 
	[image: ]Fig.6 
Close-up of the previous figure [15], showing the small area designated to the analogue clock. With so much going on, the player has to actively make an effort to check how much of the playable day they have left.











Whilst most applicants are randomly generated from a database of variables, there are scripted characters and events, such as terrorist attacks on certain days after a set number of people have been dealt with, or specific encounters with story dependent individuals. One such example is ‘Messof Anegovych’ [19], an engineer who will always appear as the third entrant on Day 12 and will hold the same conversation with the player. 
At the end of a day, or level, the game switches to a different gameplay mode [20] in which the timer is no longer a factor and the player can choose where to spend their credits earned throughout the previous play period. Further through gameplay the player may have to decide whether to accept gifts from others, deal with unexpected family events or consider whether they can afford a gift for their son’s birthday. 
The first of 20 endings [21] occurs if the player runs out of adequate credits to pay for their rent, regardless of the state of their family.
Ending 4 is triggered if the player accepts too many bribes or a large lump sum, as this will result in an investigation into the source of the income. 
Mistakes made throughout the day have little consequence other than deducting potential profit, which can quickly avalanche into debt. The first two citations of each day result in no action taken[16], but the third and fourth negate the 5 credits the player would normally receive for processing documentation. The damage thereafter raises by 5 each time. 

Game Flow
The experience seems deceptively simple, even bordering on boring. However, as events unfold the rules change more rapidly and further documentation is required, past rules are discarded and pressure upon the player mounts. 
What seems like a game of ‘spot-the-difference’ quickly evolves into something akin to a customer service role, as entrants complain, deny knowledge of changes and occasionally overshare their situation, all whilst the player is trying to check their documents against the whims of the state. 
During late gameplay, the ‘wanted list’ [22] and trivialities such as discrepancies in height and sex [16] can catch the player off-guard, especially when paired with the knowledge that they need to earn enough credits to keep their family afloat. 
The occurrence of scripted [18] but sudden changes in pace, from meticulous analysis to fast, accuracy-dependent action is jarring and provides not only narrative intrigue but a reason for rule changes or additions and a metaphorical ‘wake-up call’ to ensure the player is not disengaging from the media.  
	[image: ]Fig.7
An example of a daily ‘Wanted List’ [22], which adds another checklist for the player to analyse. The pressure at this point in the game can cause players to receive citations for accidentally letting criminals with a clean passport and documents through the border.



Challenges
As mentioned above, the game rewards players for sticking to rules and avoiding mistakes. 
The main challenge in this game though is its ability to immerse the player in the situation and appeal to their reasoning and humanity. 
‘Ethical ambiguity and difficult decisions are at the heart of many great stories and, indeed, much of life.’ [23]
Pope speculated [6] ‘I think that’s one of the reasons why people like the game; they learn about themselves, about how they would behave under difficult circumstances like this’. The ethical and moral dilemmas explored within Papers, Please provide much of the games intrigue, allowing the player to examine the consequences of their actions, whether they be virtuous or otherwise. 
Certain situations are dependent on the financial situation, as being unable to take in the players niece [24] after her mother’s detainment will result in her disappearance, whereas allowing her to stay with the family (if enough credits are available) will burden the homestead further.
The player is given the opportunity to escape the state [21] by wrongly confiscating passports. The player has access to one for themselves but if they want their family to join them, they must make a tough decision between defrauding innocent strangers or leaving their family to an unknown fate.
A conflict of interest can arise if the player forms bonds with recurring characters or those that benefit the player financially (such as ‘Calensk’ [9]).  
Some dilemmas are scripted, with Day 29 providing an unavoidable citation when recurring character ‘Jorji Costava’ [25] forces the player to confiscate his passport if they haven’t already. By this point the player will have encountered Jorji countless times and most likely built a rapport with him. 
Certain cases petition the players sense of judgement and principles, such as ‘Dari Ludum’ [26], a set character who appears on Day 6 after a randomly generated female character slips a note to the player stating that she feels she is in danger of being exploited by him. There are no rules against letting the man in as his paperwork is correct and turning him away will result in a citation. The player also has the option to use his name from the note against his passport as evidence in order to detain him. 
	Fig.8
[image: ]The scripted sequence if ‘Sergiu Volda’ [10] and ‘Elisa Katsenja’ [11] are reunited by the players actions to protect Sergiu from terrorists and allow Elisa entrance. 


The time and management aspects become more taxing as the game progresses and the UI becomes cluttered with documentation to process and cross reference [27]. 
The player’s attention is so focused on not making a mistake that the ‘Ironic Rebound Effect’ [28] often occurs, causing the mistake to happen regardless. 

Replay Value
The game has 20 different endings [21], quite a feat for such an initially small and unassuming development. 
Pope has confirmed that there is no ‘true ending’, although he sees three as the main conclusions: Endings 18 (escaping with the family), 19 (following rebel orders and overthrowing the state) and 20 (obeying the rules loyally and returning to the post). [6]
	[image: ]Fig.9
A post from Pope’s social account on X (formerly Twitter), showing the branching save system [29] that allows the player to revisit the start of any day they have already encountered. 
This makes achieving multiple endings far easier.  



Whilst not everyone will want to replay the game, the ability to do so is well mapped. The menu splits off in a flow chart [29], allowing the player to retrace their steps and replay specific days differently to unlock different endings or events. 




The plot-heavy nature of a large proportion of the game will have an effect when achievement hunting or to unlock more endings.
Richard Cobbett of IGN [27] points out that ‘...the heavy scripting makes repeating days to chase different endings or simply scrape together enough money to survive feel instantly repetitive.’ 
Ernest Adams [30] explains that ‘the player must play the game repeatedly if she wants to see all the content ... the next time she plays she has to play badly on purpose...’
The beauty of Papers, Please lies in the fact that although it rewards the player for following instructions mindlessly, making mistakes or intentionally disobeying the rules does not automatically end the game, provided they don’t get caught. 
The game also offers 3 ‘Endless’ modes [20], available after completing the Main Story: 
· Timed (processing as many applicants within 10 minutes) 
· Perfection (avoiding mistakes altogether)
· Endurance (repeated mistakes cause an exponential credit deficit)
These extra game modes can extend the lifespan of the game, allowing players to enjoy the mechanics of the game without the scripted narrative hindering them. 
Positive and Negative Aspects
Steam [4] shows the customer reviews as a unanimous ‘Overwhelmingly Positive (97%)’.
IGN’s review [27] explains: ‘Time and again, the details make the experience so much more than it might have been. The limited space for paperwork, for instance, soon ends up being a major liability ... That could have been annoying. Instead, it’s part of why spotting mistakes feels more than simply playing Spot The Difference or running through a checklist...’
Justin McElroy of Polygon [31] explains in his review ‘This is, I think, the hitch in my recommendation of Papers, Please...The bulk of the game ... is reviewing documents, consulting a rulebook, rearranging papers for a better view of all the information. After the hundredth time or so ... it can get very, very boring. But that boredom, that tedium, is key to the game.’
Despite these features which may create a natural decline in interest as the player continues, the game has many positive points, as shown in IGN’s ranking of 8.7 stars: ‘If we have major complaints, there are more than enough excellent qualities to cancel them out.’ [32]
The content and presentation of the game is unique, fresh amongst the competitors of the era and has stood the test of time, being as relevant today as it was when it first released, if not more so. 
The ethical conundrums and political twist have served to continue attracting people to the game and gaining multiple accolades. 
Pope mentioned that he was ‘...not necessarily trying to copy other games.’ [2] Rather, his idea has led to similar media being released on the market; for instance games such as Death and Taxes [33], Not Tonight [34] or Peggy’s Post [35], a game in which the player must check parcels rather than passports without the time sensitive element. 
	[image: ]Fig.10
Conversation [36] between Digitarium, the developers of ‘Peggy’s Post’, a Papers, Please clone, and the author (known on the social platform Discord as @ForrestCritter) confirming that the game was created based on the 2013 game. 
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Lucas Pope
@dukope
The saving system in Papers Please supports branching from any day.

Might be overkill. #screenshotsaturday
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6) @ForrestCritter & ~w~ Hil First off, thank you for making this game, it's so so much fun and | love playing it. I'm
currently at university studying Game Design and | wanted to ask a few questions if that'd be okay? I've been assigned to write

jkyd 06/11/202519:27
Nice! Yup, definitely inspired by Papers Please -- maintaining the alliteration was intentional :)
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