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Introduction

The rise of artificial intelligence has sparked a multitude of ethical issues for us to consider. For
example, if Al threatens to replace workers in some sectors of the economy,' then how should
we deal with the social issues that will arise when scores of people lose their livelihoods all at
once! How should we govern the changes that will occur within workplaces as they adopt Al,
and how will we navigate the broader social and cultural impacts of Al use (de Sio, 2024)? One
of these broader social impacts might be the adoption of Al as a supplement to (or, as critics
might say, substitute for) friendly and/or romantic companionship. While proponents of the
technology have demonstrated that Al companions may help to measurably alleviate feelings of
loneliness in their users (de Freitas et al., 2024), other studies “suggest that such technologies
may foster emotional dependence, distort users’ perceptions of intimacy and, in some cases,
contribute to negative psychological outcomes such as addiction, depression, and self-harm”
(Muldoon & Park, 2025; see also Laestadius et al., 2022). Feminist critics have also noted that Al
companions often draw upon (and thus reinforce) gendered and racialized stereotypes in their
designs (Depounti et al., 2023; see also Costa, 2018; Manasi et al., 2022; Noble, 2021), thereby
raising the question of whether engaging with Al companions might create unrealistic
expectations within the minds of users about what a relationship with a human partner can or
should look like.

And what about the Al agents themselves? What moral dangers may be posed by treating them
poorly? Are they worthy of moral consideration? What is the line that separates a machine
mind from that of a human being? Feminist philosopher Donna Haraway posits that, as a result
of the thorough integration technology into our everyday lives, we have all of us become
cyborgs, “creatures simultaneously animal and machine, who populate worlds ambiguously
natural and crafted” (Haraway, 2016). The cyborg’s hybrid nature, Haraway argues, lays bare
the contradictions and complications of what were once thought to be natural, immutable, and
mutually exclusive categories such as animal/human, machine/organism, physical/nonphysical,
natural/constructed, man/woman, science/science fiction, and even work/play. She further

' A recent report released by Anthropic suggests that some fields are particularly vulnerable to what they call “Al
displacement risk,” particularly in the fields related to computer programming, data entry, customer service and
sales. Maxim Massenkoff and Peter McCrory, “Labor Market Impacts of Al: A New Measure and Early Evidence.”
Anthropic, March 6, 2026, https://www.anthropic.com/research/labor-market-impacts.
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argues that, in opening ourselves to these contradictions and investigating the new identities
that they enable us to create, we can create new opportunities for resistance against totalizing
ideologies and tyrannical power structures.

Due to their interactive potential, games are excellent vehicles for exploring ethical questions
like these. And, due to their ability to facilitate collaborative storytelling (Risley et al., 2025) and
enable players to explore new identities (Bowman, 2010), tabletop role-playing games are well
suited to enable players to explore these questions from multiple perspectives. And so, inspired
by famous fembots (Jones, 2025) of the silver screen such as Rachael in Blade Runner (1982)
(Staudt, 2019; Knight, 2019), Samantha in Her (2013) (Ayodabo, 2024; Flisfeder & Bernham,
2017), and Ava in Ex Machina (2014) (Constable, 2018; Phan, 2023), | decided to make Synthia
(Condis, 2026), a collaborative storytelling game in which players take on the role of employees
of a robotics company who have been tasked with creating artificial memories to form the
foundation of a personality for a human-like Al. In this article, | will detail the critical game
design techniques that | used to create Synthia as well as the changes that | made to the game as
a result of feedback gathered during playtesting. My goal is to provide a tool that educators
might use to explore the future(s) that Al is making possible as well as to offer an example of
how the critical design method works for other designers interested in exploring ethical issues
through game play.

What is Critical Game Design?

Mary Flanagan defines critical games as “games designed for artistic, political, and social critique
or intervention, in order to propose ways of understanding larger cultural issues as well as
games themselves”(Flanagan, 2009, p. 251). This kind of play is “less specifically focused on
teaching how to do, and more so on how we make meaning” (Khaled, 2018, p. 4). In this way,
critical game design differs from the creation of so-called “serious games” with an “explicit and
carefully thought-out educational purpose” (Abt, 1987, p. 9) or that “involve pedagogy...
thereby imparting knowledge or skill” (Zyda, 2005, p. 26). According to Rila Khaled (2018),
serious games offer players “straightforward, closed problem solving” which “disempowers
them, training them to expect that the domain content in question can only take specific,
prescribed forms” (Khaled, 2018, p. 8). Critical games, on the other hand, are more open-
ended, allowing for “interpretive flexibility” and thereby allowing “users to maintain control of
and responsibility for the meaning-making process” (Khaled, 2018, p. 15). Rather than setting
out to teach players the solution to a problem, critical games encourage players to try out
various strategies to find a solution to a problem, and to determine for themselves what
criteria constitutes an acceptable solution. For more on critical game design, see Laurel, 2003
and Sicart, 201 3.

Perhaps the most famous example of a critical board game is Train by Brenda Brathwaite. In
Train, a group of three players are told that their goal is to move a series of tokens down a



railroad track to a Terminus via a set of train cards. The instructions state that each token is
“worth 100,000”. On each player’s turn, they can choose to perform one of several actions.
For example, they might roll a die to load that many tokens into a car or to move a car that
many spaces along a track, or they might draw a card, which they can play to achieve various
effects such as switching a car to a new track. The first time a player’s car reaches the end of
the track, they are instructed to flip over a “Terminus” car and to place all the tokens from that
car onto the card.

While, up until this point, Train resembles a lot of other mass produced, commercially popular
strategy games about management and infrastructure, the first arrival at a Terminus disrupts the
player’s fun by revealing that the destination they were sending their tokens was actually a Nazi
extermination camp. This implies the tokens players were transporting, the ones that were
“worth 100,000”, were actually victims of the Holocaust. The rules of the game state that
“Train ends when it ends” (Logas, 201 |, p. 3), and so, after the reveal, players are left to
wonder what they should do now that they know. Some refuse to play any longer (Baker,
2013). Others “actually rebel against the rules and sabotage the game” by seeking to draw and
deploy cards that can derail the trains (Burch, 2010). However, the game does not tell players
what a win condition looks like. It is up to them to determine what “winning” looks like or,
indeed, if winning is possible. For more on Train see Kaufman, 2023 and Green, 2009.

Train exemplifies one key feature of critical game design: that it explores the possibility that
games don’t necessarily have to always inspire positive emotions like pleasure, fun, or
relaxation (Ruberg, 2019; Condis, 2023). Critical games may “annoy, anger, disappoint, sadden,
and hurt” (Ruberg, 2015, p. 108) players as they cultivate experiences of “disruption, failure,
and surprise” (Khaled, 2018, p. 8). They may use the expectations that games have instilled in us
(about how games work, about what games are for) against us, asking us to question whether
the ways we are being asked to play are acceptable to us.

The Critical Game Design Method

When setting out to design a critical game of my own to explore ethical questions surrounding
the use of Al, | employed Flanagan’s (2009) method for critical game design. She outlines the
process as follows:

e Set a design goal/mission statement and values goals
e Develop rules and constraints that support values

e Design for many different play styles

e Develop a playable prototype

e Play test with diverse audiences

e Verify values and revise goals

e Repeat!



| began by setting a design goal which was to create a collaborative storytelling game that
encouraged players to discuss and debate those ethical questions. For me, this meant creating a
role-playing scenario in which players had competing motivations pulling them in different
directions to encourage open discussion and debate. It also meant creating a game in which the
“win condition” was determined by what players decided made for an acceptable or satisfying
outcome, not by some external measure of accumulated points or position on a board. For this
to work, | needed to create a game with a social component: a game that incentivized players
to talk about what their moves might mean for themselves, for their fellow players, and for the
storyworld of the game. | also determined that | wanted to mimic the “twist” reveal of Train by
having players receive information slowly over the course of the game in hopes that this might
encourage them to question any assumptions that they might have made based on the
expectations that they brought with them about typical board game and role-playing game
mechanics and how those connect to win conditions. | wanted players to feel something akin to
the jarring intellectual emotional shift of Train and to discuss how that shift might impact their
decision-making during the remainder of the play session.

| settled on the idea of creating a game set in the near future in which players were cast in the
role of employes at a robotics company called the Aegis Automation Corporation. Their job
would be to create a set of artificial memories that would create the baseline of the personality
of a human-like Al named Synthia that the company wanted to bring to market within the next
few months. Over the course of the game, players would receive edicts from the company in
the form of “memos” that would let them know more information about the uses that the
robot would be put to upon its release. As a result, they would hopefully continually re-
evaluate their collective decisions as the game unfolded.

Next, | developed rules and constraints that supported my design goal. | decided that, rather than
using dice as the main agent of randomization in the game, | would use a deck of playing cards.
These cards would represent Synthia’s memories. Each suit would represent one kind of
memory: hearts for relationships, diamonds for impactful events, spades for important places,
and clubs for physical sensations like sights, sounds, smells, or textures. At the same time,
different card values would represent different emotions: 2 — 4 would be memories associated
with disgust or shame, 5 — 7 would stand for grief or sadness, 8 — 10 for anger or frustration,
and a Jack, Queen, King, or Ace would be for a memory filled with joy or peace. Players would
toss these cards onto the playing field from a distance of a few feet away, attempting to hit
targets on a playing board that represented Synthia’s digital cortex,” and they could score
points for accomplishing various tasks, like linking together three or more memories by tossing
them in such a way so that they are touching on the board or covering over “glitches,” which
are depicted on the board as visual patterns of static. They can also lose points by placing cards

2 This mechanic was inspired by the game Maximum Throwdown (AEG, 201 3).



in such a way as to stick out past the edge of the board or miss it entirely or by leaving glitches
exposed.

Partway through the game, players would learn that the points that they were earning would
determine what kind of job the Synthia they were programming would have. She could wind up
being anything from an asteroid miner on the edge of the solar system, to a retail worker, or
with the highest possible score, a romantic companion for wealthy customers. The players are
also told that their team will be rewarded with a bonus depending on how lucrative their
Synthia will be to the company. In addition, the players learn that, at certain point thresholds,
their Synthia will develop a strong sense of empathy that may foster a willingness to disobey
orders from humans that she deems immoral. This, they are told, makes their Synthia useless to
the company and will result in their team receiving no bonuses.

This turn in the game’s narrative is the portion of the game that is intended to foster discussion
amongst the players as to which point total they should aim for as a group. Should they
continue to try to achieve the maximum possible score? Or should they aim to land on a
particular points threshold that they deem desirable, either for themselves, for the larger
society, or for Synthia herself? There is no ending that is explicitly labeled as the “win
condition” of the game. Instead, the players have to determine for themselves what a satisfying
ending looks like and how to achieve it. Furthermore, players know that, on their turn, their
teammates are welcome to offer suggestions, but that the ultimate decision about where aim
their memory card is their own. This means that some players might try to persuade each
other to go after the point total that they think is best while others might sabotage the group’s
collective decision making by “going rouge” on their turn and doing something other than what
they had promised. As such, the game fulfills the critical design principle of designing for many
different play styles.

With these player experience goals in mind, | developed a playable prototype including a rule
book, a board, and a deck of cyberpunk-themed playing cards that | purchased online. Now, all
that | had to do was playtest it!



Figure I.
The gameboard for Sylvia. The colorful areas represented “glitches” that must be covered over with

cards to earn points. Created by the author in Canva.

Incorporating Player Feedback

In order to verify the values and goals of the game, or to ensure that the game is actually
engaging audiences in critical play, | had to play test with diverse audiences. To accomplish this, |
recruited over forty play testers from my community. Playtesting was conducted at the Texas
Tech University Center for Communication Research.’ | recorded all playtesting sessions on
video and transcribed all of the audio in order to search for themes amongst the play testers.
My first goal was to see if players understood that the goal of the game was not necessarily to
score the most points but rather to determine for themselves what constituted a victory. And
my second goal was to observe whether or not players engaged with the ethical questions
regarding Artificial Intelligence that | was trying to pose via the game’s scenario.

As the first wave of playtests, consisting of six groups of four players each, played through the
first prototype, it became immediately apparent that players did feel that the game was posing
ethical questions to them. They felt invested in their Synthias, and they spoke about the

3 Special thanks to Dr. Harrison Gong for his assistance in setting up these playtesting sessions!



implications that her arrival into the marketplace might have on the wider world in which the
story took place. However, they did not feel as though they had control over the story. In
part, this was because the kinetic element of tossing the cards onto the playing field put their
focus onto achieving success at the physical challenge being presented. They rarely spoke to
each other about what they wanted to do as characters within the storyworld and instead
focused on successfully hitting their target. The cognitive shift that was being asked of them, to
think strategically and “in-character” about what their actions represented and to determine
whether points scoring was a thing that they wanted to pursue, was seemingly being “drowned
out” by the hand-eye coordination demands being placed upon them. For more on the ways in
which games place competing cognitive, emotional, physical, and social demands on players, see
Nicholas David Bowman’s (2018), Video Games: A Medium that Demands Our Attention.

In addition, players reported that they were confused about the differences between the game’s
rules as outlined by the instruction book and the company’s directives as agents within the
storyworld they were occupying. As such, they reported feeling as though they were being
narratively punished for doing what they thought the game’s rules required of them, rather than
feeling as though they were choosing a particular path with consequences. While | did design
for players to feel a tension between their own assessments of right and wrong and the actions
that the Aegis Automation Corporation was asking them to take, that tension needed to be
accompanied by the notion that other actions were available to them if they wanted to pursue
them.

Finally, playtesters reported that they wanted a chance to reflect at the end of the game, to
explore how the specific memories that they implanted into their Synthia would play out in
whatever job she found herself in after she left the laboratory. Players felt that they had
invested a lot of effort and thought into creating the specific scenarios described in these
memories and they felt as though that effort didn’t matter if the only thing that determined
Synthia’s future was the point totals they had achieved.

In response to these early playtesting efforts, | made three major revisions to the game’s rules.
First, and most importantly, | eliminated the card-tossing mechanic and revised the game rules
to explicitly tell players they should discuss their decisions with their teammates before placing
each card in the position they wanted on the board. The rules now explained to players that,
although teammates may disagree about what the best course of action is, it is ultimately up to
the person whose turn it currently is to make the final call. Next, | implemented add a Game
Master role to the game. This player would take on the role of a character within the game
world, a virtual assistant named NOVA who would communicate with players on behalf of the
corporation’s board. This character would put the company’s requests in context as something
that an in-world character wants from them, but not necessarily something that the rules of the
game required of them. Finally, | added a final “post-script” phase to the game in which players



were asked to think forward into the future and describe what happens next to Synthia, to
their team of employees, and to the Aegis Automation Corporation itself.

With these new changes in place, it was time to repeat the process all over again! A new set of
playtesters was recruited. Three more groups of three to four players went through the game
and offered their feedback. And while the changes solved some of the issues with the original
game, there were still some portions of the experience that were not working as intended.
While the groups were now discussing their moves ahead of time, only about half the groups
were understanding that they had the ability to choose moves that were contrary to the desires
of their corporate bosses. The expectations that players had about games (that scoring points is
desirable, that their objective at the start of the game will remain the same until the end of the
game) were still too solidly established. For these players, the desire to attain what they
assumed was the win condition overrode their desire to engage in the role-playing and
worldbuilding aspects of the game.

As such, | decided to implement an individual goal for each player. These goals would
correspond to a specific job within the Aegis Automation Corporation such as a psychologist, a
salesperson, or an outside observer from a robot right activist group. Each of these jobs had
one aspect of the memory creation process that they individually cared about. For example, the
psychologist wants to ensure that Synthia will have balanced emotional responses, and so they
want an equal number of each different kind of memory to be represented on the board. The
salesperson just wants a product that will make as much money as possible for the company.
The outside observer, on the other hand, wants to ensure that Synthia is afforded the ability to
decline orders that are dangerous to herself or others. At the beginning of the game, players
would introduce themselves and explain their roles. My hope was that these role cards would
bring out more robust discussion of the various ethical dilemmas that might accompany the
release of an Al like Synthia. If each player has a different primary concern, then alliances might
form around particular actions and players might seek to persuade one another to see things
their way.

However, the trouble with this version of the game became apparent when players who had
diametrically opposed goals refused to listen to or engage with each other’s arguments. Since
they knew in advance that their fellow employee was seeking an outcome that they did not
want, they had no reason to trust them or to give any consideration to their thoughts. And so,
in the final series of play tests, the last three groups of three to four players learned their roles
in secret. This meant that, since no one knew what the end goals of the other players were,
everyone’s contributions needed to be considered on their own merits. Players in this group
reported being more open to compromising with each other and sometimes remarked that the
arguments made by their fellow players made them reconsider their own positions (as well as
whether or not they actually agreed with and wanted to pursue their own character’s secret

goal).



Examples of some of the secret role cards. Created by the author in Canva.

Secret Goal You are a staff
psychologist who is invested in
ensuring that artificially
intelligent agents receive training
data encompassing a wide
variety of emotions to prepare
them for a wide variety of human
interactions.

Secret Goal: You are an observer
from an organization dedicated
to the ethical treatment of
artificial intelligences. You want
to ensure that the artificially
intelligent agent will be capable
of refusing orders that are
exploitative or dangerous.

Secret Goal: You are a
corporate saboteur from arival
company. Your goal is to
ensure that this product fails
on the market.

Secret Goal: You want to
create an artificially intelligent
product with the highest
possible earning potential

Secret Goal: You want to make
sure that this AI product ships
with zero bugs or glitches for
the safety of your future
customers,

Secret Goal: Unbeknownst to
your fellow employees, you are a
prototype Synthia model that
was deemed unfit for the
market. You want to create as
many happy memories for this

Synthia as possible.

Conclusion

Game design is about creating the right conditions to cultivate an experience. Often, the
desired experience revolves around emotions like enjoyment, competition, skill expression, and
social connection. However, critical game design is about cultivating a different kind of
experience, one that is often marked by friction, discomfort, or frustration. These feelings can
hopefully be directed towards critical examination and reflection. My goal with Synthia was to
create a game that encouraged players to explore the various ethical dimensions of the rise of
Al. The process of refining the game through playtesting continues, but it is my hope that, by
sharing the ways in which the design process unfolded during this project, | might help other
designers who are interested in creating critical games.
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