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Abstract

Can games support the practice of ethics and empathy? Under which conditions can games better encourage these types of skills and thought processes? This chapter seeks to contextualize these questions and provide an overview of the latest research related to these issues.
1. Introduction
Often, when the intersection of games with ethics is discussed in the public sphere, people bring up a number of problematic issues with games, such as violence, addiction, sexism and racism, too much screen time, or toxicity and harassment online. For instance, the World Health Organization (WHO) included game addiction in their list of international diseases (WHO 2018). Likewise, games and game playing has been blamed for mass shootings, obesity, and ADHD; game players have dealt with toxic in-game interactions and harassment, and game developers have been questioned for problematic, if not immoral design and business practices, from sexual harassment and transphobia in the workplace, to advertising and marketing issues, to crunch time and labor exploitation, to free-to-play payment practices and loot boxes. Many of these concerns may even be valid. For example, the ADL (Anti-Defamation League) released survey results indicating that two-thirds of the participants in the study had experienced some type of severe harassment while playing online games (including stalking and physical threats), and 53% of online multiplayer gamers felt that they were harassed because of some aspect of their identity, e.g., gender, sexual identity, race (ADL 2019).

On the other hand, even though it is not discussed publicly as regularly, or receives the same level of media attention, games can also be communities that support prosocial behavior, care, compassion, and even learning. In that same ADL study, 88% of the participants expressed having had positive social experiences while playing multiplayer games online (ADL 2019). Players in this study explained that they made friends, helped others, and felt like they belonged. Thus, games, just like other (online) communities, can be sites of inclusion and care, and toxicity and harassment, as well as all different types of behaviors in between.

In this chapter, I am focusing on the prosocial potential of games: How can we use games to support the learning and practice of ethics and empathy? While any problems with games may be valuable to study, attend to, and solve, this is not the focus of this chapter. Rather, this chapter looks at the different ways that games can be constructive and effective for ethics and empathy education, as well as their limitations.

In this chapter, I will cover/answer the following questions:

· What are ethics and values, empathy and compassion, and why should we teach them?

· How might games be useful ways to learn, including examples of using games to teach ethics?

· What are some limitations of using games for teaching ethics and empathy?
· What are some recent research findings on and frameworks for using games and game design to teach ethics and empathy? 

In other words, can games be both the problem and the solution to that problem? For instance, how can we use games, pedagogically, practically, and logistically, to support ethics learning, and character, compassion, and care education? What types of learning experiences do games offer that other types of experiences may not provide? How can educators use games in classrooms, libraries, museums, after school centers, and other settings? 
2. Definitions of Key Terms
Ethics and empathy are concepts that people often believe to “understand” implicitly, but that are also highly complex and difficult to define. While morals are typically seen as a series of guiding principles or agreed-upon rules or “universal truths,” (Tierney 1994, p. ix), ethics constitutes the act of handling these morals, or the choices someone makes in response to a society’s or community’s morals or standards (Tierney 1994). Ethics relates to making choices and judgments to achieve a good life (Sicart 2005), a prosocial outcome, or a societal benefit. There are a number of ways to approach ethics or to make choices and behave ethically. For instance, in the virtue ethics approach, a person becomes a virtuous decision-maker through education and experience. One’s character and their values help that person to properly assess, interpret and act in a situation (e.g., Aristotle, Plato). In the utilitarian approach, people prioritize decisions that maximize utility, or the most happiness and least suffering on the whole, or for the greatest number of people (e.g., Mill, Bentham). A feminist ethics perspective aims to incorporate previously marginalized perspectives, such as how care, emotion and connection may also matter, rather than just so-called rationality and autonomy in decision making (e.g., Gilligan, Wollstonecraft, Stanton). Likewise, the ethics of care approach aims to consider how empathy and compassion, and a relationship of care, matter as well when it comes to making ethical decisions (e.g., Noddings).

Thus, empathy and compassion, perspective taking, care and connection, may also be integral components of ethics and ethical education. They are not necessarily separate entities, but may go hand-in-hand with how we treat others and behave as a society or individually. Empathy, as it is typically defined, relates to other people’s feelings and experiences and is often ascribed both cognitive and affective components (Schrier & Farber n.d.). However, just as there are numerous definitions of ethics, empathy is also varied in its definition and application. For instance, Schrier and Farber (n.d.) studied literature on ethics and games and identified 13 different definitions of empathy being used. Likewise, empathy is often mistaken for sympathy, which is the ability to recognize what another is feeling or thinking, without actually feeling or mirroring it (Schrier 2019a). Some researchers argue that empathy may not be what we are aiming for, as a society, as it can overwhelm people to an extent that they cannot act or interact appropriaty, helpfully, or ethically and that compassion is what we should foster instead (Bloom 2016; Bloom 2017). Compassion is the ability to understand what someone else is going through, including their feelings, pain, or needs, and then acting on it by reducing their suffering, or enhancing their happiness (Farber & Schrier 2017).  

Rather than just teaching students a set of rules about what is right or wrong, or a set of instructions on how to show compassion or practice ethical behavior, what may be more useful is to teach a series of skills and thought processes that relate to understanding and analyzing situations and interactions, as well as thinking through how to act and behave as a result of those interpretations. Thus, even if empathy and compassion are different, the related and necessary skills and thought processes to elicit them are similar, and are what people need to practice. These skills are important to learn so that a person can adapt to different situations, as well as different contexts (whether online or offline). I have generated a list of skills that are useful for interpreting and understanding how to act in an ethics-related situation. The skills include: perspective taking, communication, decision making, systems thinking, literacy, reflection, exploration, problem solving, critical thinking, argumentation, cultural awareness, emotional awareness, and identity and personal expression. (Please see more information about this and the skill-selection process in Schrier, n.d. and Schrier, 2015).   
3. How and why should we teach ethics and empathy using games?
Teaching ethics and compassion is not only useful, it is necessary for a functioning civil society, where we depend on each other for everything from daily interactions to political decisions, to providing appropriate healthcare, education, and business transactions. As the world becomes more interconnected and interdependent, we all need to be able to fluidly transition among different cultures, epistemic lenses, and types of communities. However, public schools in the United States (and many other countries) do not mandate ethics education. For instance, there is no formal framework for teaching ethics, and no course that is universally taught in K-12 public school in the U.S.

But why use games to support the practice of ethics and empathy? Are there any drawbacks and limitations to using games? In this section, I will briefly outline a few reasons why games may be particularly useful (as well as any limitations).
3.1 Games may Support Complex Learning
Games have been used to support different types of learning, whether related to feelings, attitudes, and behaviors, or specific topic or content areas (Ke 2016; Schrier 2018). For instance, some explicitly educational games have been designed to teach computational thinking (Warner et al. 2014), music and art (Hein 2014), or literature and reading (Ferdig & Pytash 2014). Commercial off-the-shelf games, which may not have been intentionally designed for education, have also been adapted, modified, or translated for educational uses (Schrier 2014, 2016, 2019c).   

Educators have also started to use games for social and emotional learning (SEL), which relates to identifying one’s own and other people’s emotions, managing one’s emotions, and communicating with others, among other skills (Lim-Fei et al 2016). For instance, Paul Darvasi (along with iThrive and Matthew Farber) designed a curriculum around the game What Remains of Edith Finch to be used in his literature class, which he used to support exercises around identity exploration and reflection.

Designers are also creating games to teach SEL skills such as identifying emotions or communicating with others. For instance, the game When Rivers Were Trails enables greater compassion for indigenous communities in the United States by showing the impact of U.S. policies on their communities. The game also shares stories of the Anishinaabe people and provides cultural references and touch points, enabling greater cultural awareness and understanding (LaPensée 2018).

Games are also being used to enable the practice of ethical thinking and decision making, even if they are not explicitly “educational games.” For example, “the analog role-playing game, Rosenstrasse …lets players make ethical decisions and relive a moment in history (which involved non-Jewish women protesting the imprisonment of their Jewish partners in Berlin under the Reich).” (Schrier 2019a). Likewise, in This War of Mine, players need to help a group of wartime civilian survivors continue to live under difficult circumstances, where they have to make choices such as whether to steal from an elderly couple or how to divide up the loot and food that they find.

Research results have been mixed about whether games are more effective than other methodologies and educational interventions. For instance, in one meta-analysis study of the effectiveness of games, researchers found that games can better support cognitive learning outcomes than non-game conditions (Clark et al. 2014, 2016). In another study, games helped to enhance enjoyment and learning of math, science, and English (Crocco et al. 2016). However, another study suggested some less optimistic findings, which showed that games were not more motivating, though they supported cognitive outcomes (Wouters et al. 2013).

Research also suggests that learning games are not universally effective or ineffective, but that well-designed games can be effective when used appropriately with the right type of audience under the right types of conditions (Clark et al. 2016). Games may be able to support complex skills and behaviors, such as social and emotional skills, but they themselves are also complex environments, and their effectiveness varies dynamically depending on a number of factors. In this chapter, I will explicate some of the considerations that relate to their use and design, but ultimately testing, retesting, and continually reassessing a game is the best way to understand and evaluate whether it fulfills the goals and learning needs in a particular environment.  
3.2 Perspective taking and Role taking
One of the reasons why games may specifically be effective in enabling the practice of ethics and empathy lies in the fact that they can encourage participants to take on the role of another (fictional) person, and see the world, act, and behave as if they inhabited them. For instance, the Mission US series brings players into the roles of different characters from history and enables them to assume their perspectives and empathize with their challenges. In one of the modules, players take on role of a Jewish teenage girl from the early 1900s who has just immigrated to the United States (New York City) and is trying to navigate tenement living, working in a factory, and supporting her extended family. This type of historical empathy helps players to understand the historical challenges, obstacles, and contexts through which this character lived, and provides them with a greater appreciation for the circumstances of life of that community during that time period. Research on perspective taking suggests that it can be useful for enabling people to connect with people who are different from them, because it reduces the perceived differences between in-groups and out-groups. If people perceive others as too different from themselves, they are less likely to want to connect with them or care about their fate. Finding ways to help people to experience what being someone else is like helps them to better understand them and to see them as humanized allies, rather than “othered” enemies (Darvasi 2016; Castillo et al 2011; Pettigrew & Tropp 2005, 2006; Galinsky & Moskowitz 2000; Galinsky et al. 2005, 2008). Games can potentially support this type of interconnection and interaction by either providing ways to enable players to embody someone else – and hear their stories and challenges – or to interact with others who may initially appear be different from themselves, but who may seem more relatable through shared experiences such as playing a game (Schrier 2019b; Wang et al 2014; Galinsky et al 2008; Vescio et al 2003; Castillo et al 2011). This does not mean that a game needs to encourage perspective taking to be effective in ethics and empathy education, but that research has suggested that this type of design and practice may be helpful.

On the other hand, there are limitations to perspective taking and its potential to foster empathy. To begin with, people may be more likely to dismiss someone’s challenges because they are only “walking in their shoes” for a limited time, and not fully embracing their lived experience. Second, no game can fully or aptly share or simulate someone else’s experience or story (Nario-Redmond et al. 2017). In fact, using a game may backfire or even be troubling or problematic when assuming the perspective of a marginalized group of people (Sassenrather et al 2016). For instance, when people played a game where they took on the role of a disabled person, they felt so overwhelmed in this role that they were even more afraid to have interactions with actual people who are disabled (Nario-Redmond et al. 2017). Third, adopting such a perspective may even be a form of violence, in that a person’s own unique perspective is “taken over” by someone else and reinscribed with another’s beliefs and attitudes – even if it is unintentional, it is a violent type of erasure of someone’s authentic point of view (Nakamura 2002; Roxworthy 2014; Hartman 1997).   
3.3 Choices and consequences
Another key reason that games may be particularly useful for learning and practicing ethics and empathy is the use of active choice making and the experiencing of the outcomes and consequences of those choices. For instance, in the Walking Dead series (Telltale Games), players need to make choices about how to survive and thrive after a zombie apocalypse. For instance, in the first game, you play as Lee Everett and need to make decisions such as whom to save in your group, or how to treat others you meet along the way. Sometimes decisions you make in the first few episodes, or even full games, may have an effect on outcomes in subsequent games (such as sequels). For instance, how Clementine, a young girl in the game, treats another character, Kenny, affects how he interacts with her and supports her much later in the game and its sequel(s). Likewise, in series such as Mass Effect, Fallout, Fable, and Dragon Age, a key component of the gameplay is making dialogue choices, as well as choices around which relationships or loyalties to cultivate, which species to save, and/or how to spend money and make policies to support the game world that you are inhabiting. Educational games such as Quandary use choice making as part of the process for thinking through problems. In Quandary, players need to not only make choices, but they need to justify their choices with evidence, and interpret the evidence appropriately. In the game, players need to decide how to solve problems in a new society called Braaxos. The game scaffolds the problem-solving process by having players interview people, sort and interpret evidence, evaluate it for efficacy, and then make decisions based on what they have found. While some choices may be more optimal for society, the purpose of the game is not just to make choices, but to walk through the decision-making process, so that a person who builds a well-evidenced argument that supports a less optimal choice may earn more points than someone who chooses something more optimal, but does not support it as effectively (Schrier n.d.; Osterweil 2019).  

While making ethical choices and gaining feedback on those choices may be helpful for learning, there are limitations to what games can do. For one, games cannot fully simulate all the intricacies of choices and their consequences. Often, choices are “black and white” rather than subtle, and players may choose what helps them attain their goals in the game, rather than actually thinking through the ethical implications. Ian Bogost calls this a type of “moral accounting,” where players may try to gain the most of one side or the other to advance their goals, rather than truly grappling with the complex consequences of their actions (Bogost 2006). Part of the reason for such dichotomous choices is that it is too computationally and narratively challenging to create all the possible choices and paths in a scenario and present every conceivable nuanced, dynamic outcome. Some game designers are beginning to find ways to encourage players to grapple with complex choices and their possible outcomes in games, but as a result, the paths may feel too obfuscated. For instance, in the Life is Strange series, players take on the role of a teenager who has to make choices about how to treat others. In the first series, players play as Max, who can select from different choices, see the outcome, and then rewind time to redo the choice with a potentially different outcome. This helps the player to reflect on choices and think about how they might do it differently. (However, many consequences in Life is Strange cannot be rewound, such as the possible suicide of one of the characters, so the designer constrains this significantly). In the second series (Life is Strange 2), players play as Sean Diaz, and are unable to redo choices (unless they go to a previous checkpoint and erase all the progress they made before that). In this game, it is sometimes hard to see how one’s individual choices impact other players because the results are more subtle and may not be revealed unless the player starts the game over again and tries out the different possibilities. Not having this opportunity for feedback, reflection and retrial makes it more difficult for a player to learn about how they may reshape their ethics practices.        

Choice making and perspective taking are two elements that may support ethics learning, and there are other reasons why games may also be useful. For instance, other factors that may make games effective include the ability to be participants in a storyworld and immersed in a new environment, to be active influences and decision makers, to communicate with others and build relationships, and the ability to adjust and modify a system to understand how it changes dynamically over time and relative to different choices, activities, or behaviors (Schrier, n.d.).
4. Drawbacks
While well-designed games may be effective under certain circumstances and with particular audiences, there are limitations as well. I will briefly explain some in the following.
1. Inappropriate content: Educators looking for games for learning need to ensure that the content in the games be appropriate for the audience, particularly in the case of commercial games. For instance, the aforementioned Life is Strange 2 includes content, language and interactions (e.g., drugs, sexual situations, verbal insults, racist language, death) that may not be appropriate for all audiences. Other games, such as Quandary, may be suitable for some middle school and high school students, but less so for audiences composed of less fluent or visually impaired readers. The game needs to be matched to the audience, their needs, their prior knowledge and experience, and their interests.
2. Length of the game: Some commercial games that have ethical choices as part of the gameplay are extremely long and require extensive gameplay before the results of choices become apparent. For instance, Fable III comprises approximately 10-15 hours of gameplay, Life is Strange has five episodes of 90 minutes to 2 hours each, and each Fallout game could take upwards of 100 hours depending on one’s gameplay style. Even games such as Papers, Please or This War of Mine may take a few hours to play, as players may need to play them multiple times to fully understand their paths and outcomes (or even just to meet their challenges). This makes fitting a game into a typical 45-minute to 1-hour period difficult. It also limits how much a player may cultivate relationships with other players or even other characters (non-player characters or NPCs), which can be important factors in whether a player may empathize with others, and make decisions with consideration of their care for and connection to others in the game (Schrier 2017).
3. Relevancy: Many games take place in fantastical worlds and environments, and it may be difficult for an educator or an administrator to understand how the game and its content are relevant to the learning goals and curricular needs of a classroom or other learning environment. While we can argue that practicing ethics with fantastical scenarios can still provide benefits and spark ethical thinking (Schrier 2017), having scenarios and gameplay that more directly relate to real-world problems and outcomes is also beneficial. For instance, finding ways for students to play that directly affect local issues and make real-world change makes the learning personally relevant and impactful (Schrier n.d.). For example, students can engage in citizen science games that help solve real-world scientific problems (Schrier, 2017), or can play board games that help them to understand actual problems in their community, such as in the case of Alfred Twu’s California Water Crisis, which helps players understand the water problem by role-playing from the perspective of different constituencies (Schrier, n.d.). 
4. Standardization and Assessment: One of the benefits of games is that they are highly complex, dynamic, and can support higher-level thinking like ethics and empathy. As a result, they are not necessarily “standard,” out of the box, one-size-fits-all solutions that an educator can just apply in the same fashion in different schools or classrooms and expect the same outcomes. This makes it difficult to figure out how to fit them into what is often a set, standardized curriculum, with little flexibility with regard to novel and innovative approaches. Also, games may not yield the prognosticated results the first, second, or third time, and may instead work in effective, yet unexpected ways. The efficacy of a game also relies on a teacher or educator being able to adjust their lessons spontaneously, to work with sudden technical and/or pedagogical issues, and to know how to employ the game in a way that is effective for the students in a class or other educational setting. This also makes games more challenging to assess and evaluate because what works for some audiences may not work for all. Thus, teachers may need to assess and revise how to use the game while doing so, and it may take a few tries to ensure the game is effective for a particular curricular need.
5. Recent Research on using games to teach ethics and empathy
In this section, I will briefly discuss a few recent studies related to using games for ethics and empathy learning which are relevant to understanding their strengths and limitations.
5.1 Study on game jams, identity, and empathy
In my own research on games and empathy, I wanted to investigate whether the process of game design, rather than just a game itself, may also affect the practice of empathy and identity exploration. I created and researched these questions at nine game jams (short-term game creation events) and surveyed 84 participants ages 18 or over before and after the event. I used three different experimental conditions: (1.) a control condition (which involved the participants just being part of the game jam), 2.) the game jam, plus we provided a guide that explained using empathy principles, such as choice making or perspective taking, and 3.) the game jam, plus we provided the guide and a person trained as an anti-bias educator to join the game jam team. I found that overall, participants felt greater self-efficacy in their role game developers; they explored their own and others' identities throughout the design process. Participants were also less likely to believe that games increase bias, and more likely to think that games can enhance empathy (after, versus before the game jam event). One indicator in an empathy measure, “feeling safer from threats and uncertainties,” increased after the event (based on self-report). However, other indicators, such as perspective taking and empathic concern, did not change, suggesting that the game jam and design process did not affect these indicators, that there was not enough time to change these indicators, or that the sample size (84) was not large enough to reveal the changes (Schrier 2019a).    
5.2. Research on Quandary
Quandary is a game that aims to teach perspective taking, empathy, and ethical decision making to middle school and high school students. Hilliard et al. (2016) investigated whether the game could promote these skills by assessing the game with 131 middle school students and using a measure of moral thinking, as well as qualitative interviews. They used a mixed method randomized control trial, with participants playing Quandary, playing Quandary with some facilitation of discussion by the researchers, or playing another game (control). Participants were interviewed and surveyed and asked to rate themselves on “levels of positive youth development (PYD), active and engaged citizenship, empathic concern, perspective taking, interpersonal generosity, commitment to moral action, and moral reasoning” (quantitative measures) (Hilliard et al. 2016, p.5)- While the quantitative measures did not indicate any significant change, the qualitative analyses (interview and short answer survey) suggested that those students who played Quandary were more able to practice the skills related to empathy and ethics (Hilliard et al 2016). The lack of significant changes in the quantitative findings of the moral thinking measure may indicate that this type of measurement may not fully capture how games can support this type of learning, or that the game does not alone spur these types of changes but instead needs to be part of a longer-term or multi-layered intervention. In another study, middle school students played Quandary and participated in one of three curricular options. A total of 624 5th- to 9th-grade students completed a pre-Quandary survey, and 252 of those completed a post-Quandary study. 49 students took the surveys without also doing the Quandary curriculum. The researchers found that perspective taking was enhanced for those that participated in the Quandary curriculum (Hilliard, 2019). 
5.3 Research on Spent
The game Spent invites players to make a series of choices about how to spend their money throughout a fictional month in the life of a person who is struggling to make ends meet. For instance, players may need to choose between buying a present for their child, repairing their car or paying a bill. Throughout the month, the game explains how much money the player has left – if they run out before the month is over, the game ends. The purpose of the game is ostensibly to teach people to have more empathy for those who are financially insecure. However, some researchers looked at this game and found that the game often backfired in that it did not succeed in raising empathy, and even lowered empathy in some situations. They found that when participants believed in the idea of a “meritocracy,” or that “if they simply try really hard and make all the right choices, they will do well,” those participants ended up having less empathetic attitudes toward those who are poor (Roussos & Dovidio 2016). They concluded that this was due to the game affirming the notion of allegedly “right choices” resulting in financial security. However, realistically, poverty is systemic and not under an individual’s control. It is very difficult, if not impossible, to become financially secure just by making the “right” choices. When the game removed agency for the player by showing them a video of others making the decisions rather than them being in control, this effect subsided, and the participants’ empathy did not decrease (Roussos & Dovidio 2016). However, another study suggested the opposite: that playing Spent helped to increase the practice of empathy for players (Richey Smith et al. 2016).  Yet another study suggested that Spent players might donate more money or show more support for policies for the poor after playing the game, although they were less likely to take action such as signing a petition supporting a greater wage. Those players who perceived the game as more real also had higher empathy levels, which furthered their support for policies to support the poor (Hernández-Ramos et al 2019). These studies suggest that the game as well as the context around it (how it is used and who is playing it) matter just as much as the game’s content. They also indicate that how a study is designed and how a game is used in it may lead to different and even contradictory results with regard to empathy. This underscores again how hard it is to fully assess a game for supporting the practice of ethics and empathy.
6. Conclusion and Next Steps
In this chapter, I have summarized recent questions and research related to the use of games to teach ethics and empathy-related skills. This is a burgeoning field with growing interest. Although there is currently limited research available, peer-reviewed scholarship and practices are increasing. In the future, I hope more formal quantitative and qualitative research will be conducted to understand the conditions under which games can support the practice of empathy and ethics, to better describe the design principles, contexts, and approaches that should be used, as well as to identify the audiences that will benefit most from these types of experiences. I also hope informal discourse on the use of games for teaching ethics and empathy will flourish, both in the classroom and in other educational communities and spaces. The informal and formal exchange of information is necessary to ensure that games are designed and used optimally— both practically and pedagogically.  
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