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Gaming for good: Triggering do-good excitement in a mobile game 

ABSTRACT 
Mobile games present a great opportunity for organizations with sustainability agendas to spread their 
message and generate revenue towards its cause, as they are the best money generating apps. This can be done 
through designing so-called persuasive games. A major challenge when designing such a game is that the 
sustainability agenda might compromise the gaming experience, rendering an uninteresting game. The present 
research explores what could trigger both an interesting game that also compromises a do-good agenda by 
designing and play testing two versions of a persuasive game called Aqua Escape. Results indicated that users 
felt more excited about the game once they knew about the social agenda. They also wanted more information 
on the social agenda integrated into the app than was already there. 

 

Gaming for good: Att skapa en positiv känsla av att göra gott genom ett 
mobilspel 

SAMMANFATTNING 
Mobilspel generar störst intäkter av mobilapplikationer och skapar därför en möjlighet för företag med 
hållbarhetsagendor att sprida deras budskap och generera intäkter till deras ändamål. Detta kan göras genom 
att designa så kallade övertygande spel (eng. persuasive games). En stor utmaning i designandet av ett sådant 
spel är att hållbarhetsagendan riskerar att äventyra spelupplevelsen och rendera ett ointressant spel. Denna 
studie utforskar hur ett intressant spel med en hållbarhetsagenda kan designas genom att designa och speltesta 
två versioner av ett övertygande spel kallat Aqua Escape. Resultatet indikerar att spelarna fick en förstärkt 
positiv känsla av spelet när de förstod att spelet hade en hållbarhetsagenda. Spelarna ville även att 
hållbarhetsagendan skulle integreras mer i spelet.  
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ABSTRACT 
Mobile games present a great opportunity for organizations 
with sustainability agendas to spread their message and gen-
erate revenue towards its cause, as they are the best money 
generating apps. This can be done through designing so-
called persuasive games. A major challenge when designing 
such a game is that the sustainability agenda might compro-
mise the gaming experience, rendering an uninteresting 
game. The present research explores what could trigger both 
an interesting game that also compromises a do-good agenda 
by designing and play testing two versions of a persuasive 
game called Aqua Escape. Results indicated that users felt 
more excited about the game once they knew about the social 
agenda. They also wanted more information on the social 
agenda integrated into the app than was already there.  
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Interaction Design; Mobile game; Sustainability; Profit for 
Purpose; Persuasive games.  

INTRODUCTION     
Mobile games are the best money generating mobile apps, 
and the market keeps growing every year. Mobile applica-
tions offer a cost-effective global distribution channel, which 
presents a great opportunity for organizations with sustaina-
bility agendas or organizations supporting social projects to 
spread their message and generate revenue towards its cause. 
In difference from other corporate sustainability agendas that 
rely on external funding, a successful persuasive mobile 
game can in itself be self-sustaining, meaning it would not 
rely on external funding for the longevity of the project. A 
major part of generated revenue can be donated to a good 
cause, for example by partnering up with non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), while remaining funds can go directly 
to maintenance of the game. This business model is called 
Profit for Purpose [1].  

Research has been put into positive impacts of games in an 
attempt to change people’s behaviors, motivations, and in-
crease knowledge within a certain domain. Games in this 
genre are called persuasive games [3]. One challenge of de-
signing such a game lies in finding the balance between en-
joyable gameplay and the educational aspect. As P. Alinikula 
et al [1] suggests, the gaming experience can not be compro-
mised by the social agenda, it should rather add a do-good 
excitement to the game. It is from this suggestion the first 
research question of this article is formed.  

RQ1: “From a user perspective, what will trigger do-good 
excitement in a mobile game with a profit for purpose busi-
ness model?  

To my knowledge there are no studies that report players’ 
attitudes towards a game with a profit for purpose business 
model. That is why the second objective of this paper is to 
expose users to a persuasive mobile game and evaluate their 
attitudes towards it. 

RQ2: “What attitudes do players have towards a persuasive 
mobile game with a profit for purpose business model?” 

The problem is addressed through an exploratory fashion 
where two iterations of a prototype of a mobile game – Aqua 
Escape – with a profit for purpose business model are de-
signed through a user centered design process. The two iter-
ations differ in their way of how success in the game is con-
nected to the social agenda of the game; Ocean Conservation. 
Both iterations of the prototype are evaluated and discussed.   

The paper is structured as follows: Firstly, background infor-
mation on the Profit for Purpose business model, persuasive 
design, persuasive games, and psychological aspects of char-
itable giving are introduced. Following this introduction to 
the domain, the methodology used for designing the proto-
types and evaluating them is explained. After the two final 
iterations of the game – Aqua Escape 1 and Aqua Escape 2 – 
are presented, the results from the evaluation studies of the 
two are presented. The paper ends in a discussion before it is 
concluded.  

BACKGROUND 
A common problem with social projects in a corporative con-
text is that the activities are not self-sustaining. The projects 
only last as long as funding for it remains. Activities should 
therefore be constructed to be self-sustaining in order to have 
a greater and longer lasting impact. According to Alinikula 
and colleagues [1] activities can be analyzed by the dimen-
sions in the diagram showed in figure 1. The sweet spot is in 
the upper right corner, meaning that the activities are very 
profitable and also have a high effect on sustainability. The 
area marked as Profit for Purpose indicates where activities 
have high sustainable value, yet are still profitable and self-
sustaining.  
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Figure 1. Profit for Purpose Value Creation [1]. 

  

Generating revenue through mobile games 
In app purchases take the biggest share of user payments in 
mobile games. These can be used to obtain a competitive ad-
vantage in the game, thus accelerating the progress of the 
game. They are however not mandatory in order to download 
and play the game. The most successful games are free to 
play and use a hybrid business model, combining in-app pur-
chases with ads [22]. 

In app purchases and ads can be utilized to achieve Profit for 
Purpose by donating parts of the generated revenue to charity 
organizations or partnering NGOs. The other part will then 
be used for maintenance of the game itself and thereby the 
activity becomes self-sustaining. 

Games with the Profit for Purpose business model 
Research of persuasive games with this particular business 
model is very limited. Alinikula and colleagues [1] intro-
duced the game Modern Mayor just two weeks after its offi-
cial release in February 2014. Modern Mayer is a free-to-
play casual strategy game where the player's objective as a 
mayor of a rotten city is to advance to new levels by cleaning 
up the city through environmental improvement missions. 
The success of the game was never evaluated beyond the in-
itial numbers from the first two weeks of its launch; down-
loaded 50 000 times with 10 000 active daily users. It showed 
that the business model is of interest for corporations as 
Modern Mayor partnered up with two NGO’s, WWF and 
OXFAM.  

Persuasive sustainability 
Fogg [8] defines persuasion as “an attempt to shape, rein-
force, or change behaviors, feelings, or thoughts about an is-
sue, object, or action”. Persuasive technologies are techno-
logical solutions that attempt to persuade. These types of 
technological solutions constitute a large part of how sustain-
ability is approached on an individual level today. Research 
within this area is called Persuasive Sustainability. Brynjars-
dottir et al [4] provided a critical analysis on persuasive sus-
tainability research between 2009-2011. The review showed 
that persuasive sustainability research generally aims to 

change behavior related to sustainability by raising individ-
ual's’ awareness of the consequences of their activity. This is 
often done by designing systems that sense and measure hu-
man activity, giving the user a metric by which the sustaina-
ble behavior is measured and thus possible to improve upon. 
Although these sorts of technologies are great for framing 
sustainability problems into a more manageable form, they 
are critiqued in the review for missing out on the complexity 
of the problem in its whole. In their review they suggested to 
include users in the design process as this could lead to more 
acceptable, satisfying, effective designs that come closer to 
the definition of sustainability from the users’ perspective 
and how they approach the topic in their everyday life.  

Persuasive games 
The same principles of persuasive technologies can be ap-
plied in games. Persuasive games are games that are de-
signed with the primary intention to change or reinforce atti-
tudes with respect to social or political causes [3][11]. The 
distribution of persuasive games has seen a great increase in 
recent years. According to [18], the website games for 
change (www.gamesforchange.com) had information on 173 
persuasive games as of January 2018. The increase of per-
suasive games along with increasing knowledge and interest 
of positive impacts of games makes persuasive games an in-
teresting platform for persuasion.  

Before looking at how games can persuade, looking at why 
we play games at all can lay a foundation for what games we 
can imagine designing in the first place. Lazzaro [14] found 
that adults play games to change or structure their internal 
experiences. For some, the main motivation is filling their 
minds with thoughts and emotions unrelated to work or 
school. Others play games because they enjoy the challenge 
and test of their abilities. The study presented four keys to 
unlock emotions in games: Hard Fun (e.g challenge, strategy 
and problem-solving), Easy Fun (e.g being completely ab-
sorbed by the game, or being intrigued and curious when it 
takes them on an exciting adventure), Altered States (e.g en-
joying a change in their internal state during or after game-
play, often resulting in excitement and relief), and lastly The 
People Factor (e.g enjoyment from playing games with oth-
ers, inside or outside the game). The study showed that peo-
ple who played games together showed stronger emotional 
reactions which made the games more exciting.  

How games persuade 
Immersion is described by Murray [16] as “an experience of 
the interactor, a sense of being contained within a space or 
state of mind that is separate from ordinary experience, more 
focused and absorbing”. Riet and colleagues [18] argued that 
due to the interactive nature of games, immersion is expected 
to increase, resulting in greater motivation to engage with the 
persuasive content. Similar to this, Connolly et al [7] support 
that game-based learning is an enjoyable and motivational 
approach to learning. However, the effectiveness of persua-
sive games lack in empirical evidence [18][10][19][7]. Riet 
and colleagues [18] aimed to contribute a stronger empirical 
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foundation on the effectiveness of persuasive games. In their 
study, they found that not every persuasive game will be 
more persuasive than traditional, non-interactive media, and 
they recommended future research to focus on the game 
characteristics that contributes to the games persuasiveness. 
Two other closely related concepts that are believed to be 
strengthened due to the immersive nature of games are role-
taking and identification [17]. These concepts refer to the 
player’s ability to identify with the games avatar, experienc-
ing the world from the avatars perspective perceptually, cog-
nitively, emotionally, and motivationally.    

Expanding on the concept of procedural rhetoric introduced 
by Bogost [3], De La Hera [6] proposed a framework de-
scribing how persuasiveness can be structured in persuasive 
games. The framework suggests that persuasion in games 
can be executed through eleven dimensions of persuasion on 
three different levels, as seen in figure 2. The dimensions do 
not persuade players in isolation, but rather persuade through 
the relationship between them. Also, a persuasive game does 
not need to make use of every dimension. Which dimensions 
will be included depends on the game goals and persuasion 
goals of the game. The first level, or inner ring, corresponds 
to the representational world that contains signs that the 
player interprets. The second level, or middle ring, corre-
sponds to the system that helps players establish relation-
ships between the signs on the first level, guiding the inter-
pretation. The third level, or outer ring, corresponds to gen-
erating cognitive frames that helps the player interpret the 
game.  

 
Fig 2. Framework of how persuasiveness can be structured in 

persuasive games. 

Charitable giving 
Sargeant and colleagues [21] discuss how trust and commit-
ment can affect giving behavior. In this context, trust refers 
to the donor's belief that the organization will fulfill its prom-
ises and obligations. Commitment refers the desire to main-
tain a trustworthy relationship. In their study they found that 

trust is mainly based on how the organization is communi-
cating the positive benefits of their actions and how these 
benefits are perceived to have an impact. Furthermore, they 
found that building commitment was enhanced by emotional 
and familial utility to a much greater extent than any level of 
trust. Emotional utility refers to whether the donation made 
the donator feel good about themselves, and familial utility 
relates to the perception that their donation will be of help to 
one’s friend or loved ones. If these two utilities are combined 
it results in stronger commitment. 

In their experimental design, Johansson and Svedsäter [12] 
support that people derive utility from maintaining a positive 
self-image. In an attempt to maintain this positive self-image, 
people tend to overstate their minimum willingness to pay 
for moral goods if the value presented conforms with their 
ethical view. Thus, there is a positive hypothetical bias for 
moral goods, and generalization of data gathered in experi-
mental or survey situations should be avoided. 

RELATED WORK  
Levander [13] evaluated the effectiveness of the persuasive 
video game “Homeless: It’s not a game” in making the user 
more sympathetic towards homeless. In the test, one group 
played the game, and another read a short story about the 
character in the game. A significant difference was found in 
sympathy for homeless people between the groups. The 
group who played the game had increased sympathy towards 
homeless people because the game increased their awareness 
of what a homeless person goes through and user reported 
feeling involved in the game, evoking the feeling that they 
were homeless for a second. The narrative group had de-
creased sympathy. Also, players’ belief in the effectiveness 
of raising awareness of social issues through games was in-
creased once they had played the game.  

As for games within persuasive environmental sustainability, 
a few related games have been created in research projects. 
Hirsch [9] created the role-playing strategy game “Water 
Wars” where the player acts as different stakeholders man-
aging water allocations. The goal of this game was to facili-
tate critical reflection and public participation in democratic 
governance. “Echo Chamber” by Burch et al [5] was created 
to allow players to improve their rhetorical skills when talk-
ing about climate change. Bardhan et al [2] created the game 
“Trashwar” in an attempt to simulate waste segregation. 
None of these used the Profit for Purpose business model but 
served as inspiration of games with persuasive environmen-
tal aspects.  

METHOD 
The core game mechanics and game play had already been 
designed and implemented for the prototype that this paper 
is based on. The focus in this paper is on designing some-
thing that will trigger do-good excitement revolving the 
game, not in designing new game mechanics to the already 
existing prototype. This means that the design problem being 
approached revolves more around how the game is presented 
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to the user and how the sustainability agenda can be inte-
grated into the game. A user centered design approach was 
utilized, as Brynjarsdottir and colleagues [5] suggested when 
working with sustainable HCI. One design workshop was 
conducted to generate ideas for the design. Aqua Escape 1 
was then prototyped and tested. After the tests, a second it-
eration of the prototype – Aqua Escape 2 – was created and 
tested. Both quantitative and qualitative data was gathered in 
the evaluation studies of the two iterations of Aqua Escape. 
Quantitative data consists of responses to a Likert-scale sur-
vey that was filled in after the playtest. Qualitative data con-
sists of free text responses from the same survey, observa-
tions during game play, and interviews with participants after 
the survey had been filled in, post game play.  The evaluation 
studies of Aqua Escape 1 and Aqua Escape 2 were structured 
similarly. However, the three users who tested both versions 
did not fill in the questionnaire during the second time they 
tested the game but were only interviewed.   

Design workshop 
One 2-hour long design workshop was conducted with 4 par-
ticipants in the age of 24-28 years old, all of which were gam-
ers. Participants were recruited through social contacts. 
Three were master students in HCI and one worked as a mar-
keting director at an IT firm.   

At this point, the social agenda for Aqua Escape (ocean con-
servation) had not been established, but the gameplay was 
already prototyped, which consisted of an endless runner 
type mini-game where the player is a whale watching out for 
boats, trying to survive as long as possible. The theme for the 
workshop, the social agenda, was inspired by this game and 
therefore revolved around endangered animals. Participants 
worked in pairs and the workshop was split into two sessions. 
The first hour each pair designed their own mini game based 
on an endangered animal. This activity was there to spark 
their creativity and create a fun vibe. The second hour each 
group worked with integrating a social agenda according to 
the profit for purpose business model to their game. The 
groups were given a NGO involved in protecting endangered 
animals to support through their game. They were told that 
this NGO would receive 75% of the games income and by 
that it contributes to the protection of endangered animals. 
The first task the groups had was to come up with ideas how 
to generate revenue through in app purchases. The second 
task was to integrate the social agenda in partnership with the 
NGO in a way that would make them as users excited about 
playing the game while contributing to the protection of en-
dangered animals. 

Aqua Escape 1 play test 
After 2 pilot tests had been conducted the first prototype was 
tested on 6 participants in the age of 22 to 27 years old, all of 
which were men. Participants were recruited through social 
contacts and all participated in the test on a voluntary basis.  

The test consisted of 10 minutes of playing the game and ex-
ploring the app. This was followed up by a survey that con-
sisted of Likert-scale type where participants rated whether 

the environmental agenda added an excitement about the 
game, changed attitudes towards ocean preservation and if 
they felt more knowledgeable about ocean preservation after 
having played the game. When participants had completed 
the survey, a semi-structured interview was conducted. The 
interview questions revolved around gathering further infor-
mation about to what extent the social agenda affected the 
participant, attitudes towards the concept, as well as feed-
back and general thoughts about the game and their experi-
ence with it.  

Aqua Escape 2 play test 
Aqua Escape 2 was tested on 9 participants in the age of 23-
28 years old, 2 women and 7 men. 3 of the participants had 
tested the first version of Aqua Escape before and the play-
test was structured slightly differently for them as opposed 
to those who had not played Aqua Escape at all before. Par-
ticipants who had not played Aqua Escape before followed 
the exact same procedure as the play test for Aqua Escape 1. 
Participants who had played and been part of the playtest for 
Aqua Escape 1 were asked to play the game for 10 minutes. 
After they had played the game a semi-structured interview 
was held to gather qualitative data on their attitudes towards 
the new prototype in relation to the first. Hence, no question-
naire was filled in by these participants. 

RESULTS 
The workshop resulted in two different ideas of a persuasive 
mobile game. Group 1 created a game about rhinos, and 
Group 2 created a game about tigers. The groups had similar 
ideas of how to trigger do-good excitement around contrib-
uting to the protection of endangered animals by playing 
their game. Both groups wanted a continuous visualization 
in a separate screen of how you as an individual have con-
tributed, and what the consequences of this contribution is. 
Group 1 visualized this by displaying how many rhinos you 
have helped save in real life. Group 2 visualized the same 
things but for tigers, along with other metrics of how much 
food and water you have contributed with to the tigers. Group 
2 also wanted a separate visualization on a global level. This 
visualization displayed the same metrics as on the individual 
level, but instead showed how many tigers lives had been 
saved, how much food and water had been contributed with 
in total, by all users of the app. They also visualized how 
many people who used the app in total, how many users 
played the game per hour, and how much money the game 
had contributed with in total. Group 1 also wanted a visuali-
zation of the total impact of all users. This group also wanted 
information on the NGO in a separate menu in the format of 
a video where the CEO of the company talks about their work 
with some infield footage, in order to build trust, empathy 
and to see the actual consequences of contributing through 
this game. They also wanted to be able to read more about 
how everything works in a separate part of the app. Regard-
ing in app purchases in the game, both wanted to use them 
for buying “boosters” that accelerates (or boosts) the pro-
gress in the game. Lastly, Group 1 came with the idea of in 
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app purchases in the form of offers translated into how it con-
tributes to the protection of rhinos. Two examples of this in 
their idea was: “Buy 1000 extra lives and save 1 rhino”, and 
“Buy 10 rings and give a rhino food for a day”. Lives relate 
to when you as a player die in the game - you loose a life. 
Rings relate to the actual gameplay of throwing rings at a 
rhinos horn.  

The prototype – Aqua Escape 
Inspired by the results of the workshop, the next step was to 
find a social agenda to integrate into Aqua Escape. Aqua Es-
cape became an endless-runner type mobile game that sup-
ports the NGO Ocean Conservancy in their project “Trash 
Free Seas” by donating 75% of generated revenue to them. 
By playing the game, players’ help clean coastlines from 
trash.  

Bear in mind that the two iterations of the prototypes are cre-
ated as concepts, meaning there is no partnership with Ocean 
Conservancy and no real money involved in the game. Two 
versions of the game were created, here referred to as Aqua 
Escape 1 and Aqua Escape 2. The two versions differ in thow 
the agenda of cleaning up trash from oceans is involved in 
game play.  

Aqua Escape 1  
In Aqua Escape 1 the player is a whale watching out for fish-
ing boats and harpooners by moving sideways, trying to sur-
vive as long as possible. The whale is moved sideways 
through tilting the phone left and right. The player's success 
is measured in seconds survived. It would have been prefer-
able to change the game assets so that the player was perhaps 
a boat picking up trash, or the player is still a whale but 
watching out for trash, in order for the gameplay to be more 
connected to the social agenda. This was not done due to in-
experience in 3D modelling and no free alternatives were 
found to swap out the 3D models in the game.   

 
Fig 3. Screenshot of game play. 

Interface 
When opening the app, the user is greeted with a welcome 
screen, welcoming the user to the game and informing them 
that every 5 minutes they play the game, they help pick up 
one plastic bottle from coastlines. The purpose of this was to 
give quick information about how this app stands out and in-
form the user that they help clean trash while playing. They 
can then choose to read more about how this works, see fig-
ure 3, or go to the home screen of the game. 

  

 
 

Fig 4. Left, screenshot of the information section about how 
the game works with the social agenda. Right, screenshot of a 
visualization of the games contribution as a whole (displayed 

in the same section as the screenshot on the left).  

From the home screen the player can see a plastic bottle 
counter, displaying how many bottles the user has helped 
pick up in total. There is also a menu where the user can read 
further about how the game helps support coastal cleanups 
(including information on active users, total euro invested 
and euro per plastic bag), why oceans matter, and what NGO 
and project Aqua Escape supports. This information was in-
cluded to address findings from the workshop, as well as ad-
dressing the perceptual constructs that may have influence 
on giving behavior described earlier by [21]. If the user wants 
to play the game, there is an option to do this from the home 
screen. When the player dies in the game, a game over screen 
is shown from which the user can see both the plastic bottle 
counter in the upper left corner, and the menu in the upper 
right corner, see left screenshot in Figure 4.  

  

 
Fig 5. Left, game over screen. Right, bottle counter screen. 
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The right screenshot in figure 4 shows the screen that is dis-
played when the bottle counter symbol is clicked from the 
game over screen.  

In addition to this the user is also presented with three “boost-
ers”, simulating in app purchases in the game. Two of these 
were locked and one - Dive, which allows the whale to dive 
under boats for 3 seconds -  was labeled as “Already pur-
chased” and could be used in the game. 

Summary 
In this prototype there is a gap between the game play itself 
and the do-good trigger of increasing the number of plastic 
bottles you have helped clean up from coastlines. The num-
ber of plastic bottles collected solely depend on how long 
time in total you have played the game, disconnected from 
the game in any other way. It acts as a positive side effect of 
playing the game, which you can monitor. It was designed 
this way in order to not interfere with the game itself. This is 
approached differently in the second version, Aqua Escape 
2.  

Aqua Escape 2 
Aqua Escape 2 differs from the first version in how the play-
ers’ score in the game is measured. In the first version the 
score is measured in seconds the player survives the level. In 
the second version the score is still based on time but trans-
lated into plastic bottles directly. So for example instead of 
the score of a game being 60 seconds survived, it is 0.2 plas-
tic bottles picked up.  

  

 
 Fig 6. Game play interface in Aqua Escape 2. 

The score is then added directly to the global plastic bottle 
counter that is visible in various screens. This makes the do 
good trigger directly connected to the gameplay and con-
stantly updated. Also, to simulate ads, once in a while a coca 
cola bottle floated by in the game.  

Play tests 
All participants seemed to enjoy playing Aqua Escape. The 
game got people instantly hooked, trying to get as high score 
as possible. 6 participants asked instantly who had the cur-
rent high score. Participants became very focused once the 
game started, many participants commented that mastering 
the whale movement was hard and required some practice. 

Two participants were especially excited about the music 
that was playing during game play, feeling that it got them 
even more excited and that it fit the energy of the game.   

Excitement revolving the social agenda in relation to the gam-
ing experience 
A specific question in the survey regarded how the partici-
pants’ excitement of the game was altered once they knew 
they helped clean coastlines from trash while playing. It was 
a multi-choice question where possible answers were - “A lot 
less excited”, “less excited”, “unchanged”, “more excited”, 
“a lot more excited”. 

4 of 6 participants who tested Aqua Escape 1 reported feeling 
“more excited” about the game. The remaining 2 participants 
reported feeling “a lot more excited”.  The only difference in 
Aqua Escape 2 is that one participant answered “unchanged” 
instead of “a lot more excited”.  

Participants were also asked to comment on their answer in 
this question. Comments from participants who felt the so-
cial agenda added an excitement to the game showed that it 
felt good that there was a positive side-effect of their playing 
and that it added value to the game. They felt it was an easy 
and fun way of contributing to the environment while still 
being able to enjoy the game in itself. 

“I am glad that every second spent with the game helped out 
for a good cause” (Participant 1, Aqua Escape 2). 

“It serves an actual purpose, making it more interesting to 
play.” (Participant 1, Aqua Escape 1) 

One participant stated environmental causes were important 
for her and that the game added great value. 

“I think the environment is important so I absolutely think it 
makes the game more exciting to play. It makes me want to 
play the game longer because the more I play, the more I 
contribute to the environment”. (Participant 2, Aqua Escape 
2).  

The participant who felt an unchanged excitement about the 
game felt that the connection to the social agenda was un-
clear: 

“I think that if the connection is made more clear somehow, 
a little bit emotional, then perhaps it would make me more 
excited towards the game.” (Participant 3, Aqua Escape 2). 

This user did not click to the menu to read about how the 
game helps to clean coastlines from trash.  

Do good excitement - Qualitative 
All users felt that the social agenda added an extra layer of 
excitement on top of the game. Participants spoke of it as 
feeling “fresh”, “cool” and “good” in the sense that you feel 
like you are a part of something that is for a good cause and 
that they had not encounter a similar product before. As for 
the design, participants reported that they liked the global 
bottle counter because you could easily keep track of how 
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much you as an individual had contributed with and that it 
felt rewarding to see the counter increase.  

“It was cool and it felt rewarding. When I died I could after 
a few attempts see that I had helped pick up a new bottle and 
felt happy about that. It felt nice.” (Participant 5, Aqua Es-
cape 1, M25)  

“At first I thought it was a normal game, but once I found out 
the purpose of it, I wanted to play more.” (Participant 1, 
Aqua Escape 1, M23) 

“It automatically triggers you to play more since you know 
that the time you spend in the game contributes to something 
good. I have never experienced that before.” (Participant 1, 
Aqua Escape 2) 

“It felt awesome. It is just like when I found the Ecosia search 
engine, it is so easy to participate and in the same time it 
contributes with so much, so you end up sitting with it for a 
long time and feel like you are doing something really good.” 
(Participant 2, Aqua Escape 2).  

3 participants were not as convinced. 2 of them felt that they 
needed more information on how the game actually helps 
with the social agenda. The third of these participants 
thought that he would feel more excited if it was a real game, 
but knowing that this was a test version it did not feel authen-
tic. 

“I think the connection to the social agenda can be more 
clear. There should be some sort of follow up from the wel-
come screen so that it is not your only information about the 
social agenda. There is always a risk that people might just 
click away the first welcome screen without reading it.” (Par-
ticipant 3, Aqua Escape 2). 

It should be noted that this participant did not read through 
the infographic about how the game works with the social 
agenda. He thought the information was good when he read 
it afterwards but still thought that there could be more infor-
mation integrated into the game outside of the menu. 

“The social agenda adds a new level to the game and it’s fun 
to know that you contribute to something good with your 
time. I did however not understand how the game contributes 
and to me it is not enough to know that it contributes to a 
good cause, but I need to know how it does this. It is a trust-
thing for me.” (Participant 7, Aqua Escape 2). 

During the test this participant skimmed through the infor-
mation quickly and missed that the information was there. 
When she read the information afterwards she said that it sat-
isfied her need to know how it worked.  

Participant 4 and 5 of Aqua Escape 2 suggested that there 
could be other rewards to motivate them to play more. Par-
ticipant 4 suggested that once you reach a certain level you 
could for example be rewarded with an exclusive back-
ground image for your phone. Participant 5 suggested that 
once you reach a number of collected bottles you could be 

rewarded with a physical gift, like for example a t-shirt from 
the collaborating NGO.  

Would they play it? 
7 participants said that they would not download it and play 
it. 6 of them said that this is because they do not play mobile 
games. 1 said it was because he does not have enough 
memory in his phone for more games.   

5 participants said that they would download it and play it if 
there was a hype around the game.  

“I think I would download it if it was a new and cool thing”. 
(Participant 5, Aqua Escape 1) 

“If there was a hype around the game, I would download it 
and try it”. (Participant 5, Aqua Escape 2) 

“I think I would play it if it raised awareness and contributed 
to something in my city and there was a hype around it”. 
(Participant 1, Aqua Escape 1)   

“I don’t actively look for mobile games to play. Now that I 
know of it I would download it. Otherwise there would have 
to be some advertisement about it”. (Participant 3, Aqua Es-
cape 1). 

“I would download the game if it was free since I know that 
the time I spend in it will be for a good cause”. (Participant 
2, Aqua Escape 2.0). 

Participant 1 of Aqua Escape 2 talked about how the game 
needs to be able to compete with the market today, purely 
game play wise in order for him to play it.  

“Considering the games that are on the market today, you 
need to meet the criteria of a good game. The game can be 
for a good purpose as this one but it has to be a good game 
in order for me to play it”. (Participant 1, Aqua Escape 2)  
Aqua Escape 1 versus Aqua Escape 2 
The 3 participants who tested both versions of Aqua Escape 
all preferred the second version. All thought that the connec-
tion to the social agenda became clearer with how the score 
was measured in the second version and that this increased 
their motivation.  

“In the second version I feel like I had a goal with my playing 
since the whole side effect of picking up bottles was inte-
grated into the game.” (Participant 5 of Aqua Escape 1 & 
Participant 8 of Aqua Escape 2)  

“I like that I can see how many bottles I pick up all the time, 
it helps to keep my mind on that I am actually doing some-
thing for a good cause all the time.” (Participant 1 of Aqua 
Escape 1 & Participant 9 of Aqua Escape 2) 

Balance between social agenda and game play 
No participants thought that the social agenda compromised 
the gaming experience but rather added something to it. 
Many thought that more information could be integrated into 
the game.   
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“It felt well balanced. When you play an addictive game such 
as this one and try to beat the current high score, time flies 
by very quickly, and all of a sudden you see that you have 
collected a couple of bottles. That felt very good.” (Partici-
pant 3, Aqua Escape 1).   

“I absolutely did not think that the social agenda compro-
mised the gaming experience. I first understood it once I 
started playing and had died the first time in the game. There 
should be some hints about the social agenda during game 
play as well.” (Participant 5, Aqua Escape 1). 

“I think there could be even more information about the so-
cial agenda in the game since, if you want, you can just start 
the game and play without reading.” (Participant 5, Aqua Es-
cape 2). 

“I think the balance was great because you could just play 
the game if you wanted to. I chose to go in and read about 
what the founders do with the money but if you just want to 
play for the fun of it you can do that. I thought that was 
good.” (Participant 2, Aqua Escape 2).  

“I think the game play and social agenda felt a little separated 
since if you wanted, you could just log in and play.” (Partic-
ipant 6, Aqua Escape 2).  

“I think there could be more advertisement regarding the so-
cial agenda. If I just want to play I can do that, therefore I 
think it would be nice with more information integrated into 
the game.” (Participant 5, Aqua Escape 1).   

2 participants had their own suggestions on how to present 
more information in the game. 

“I think there could be more information in the game. For 
example, a loading screen with some interesting fact before 
you play the game.” (Participant 5, Aqua Escape 2). 

“I think there could be a pop up in between perhaps every 5th 
game you play that thanks the user for playing and contrib-
uting to a better environment”. (Participant 9, Aqua Escape 
2.0). 

One participant also suggested that it would be cool to get 
some sort of feedback once you had collected a whole new 
bottle.  

“Regarding the bottle counter button in the upper left corner, 
I think there should be some sort of notification once you 
have collected a whole new bottle. Perhaps an animation 
along with a sound effect.” (Participant 2, Aqua Escape 2).  

The same participant also suggested using text instead of the 
bottle symbol in the game over screen. 

“It can be clearer in the game over screen that you are actu-
ally picking up bottles. For example, it can say “you picked 
up 0.2 bottles” instead of only having the number next to a 
symbol of a bottle.” (Participant 2, Aqua Escape 2 

Other comments 
2 users commented that they did not like that the player 
movement was controlled with the input from the phone's ac-
celerometer but would rather control the whale through 
pressing arrows or swiping left or right. On the contrary one 
user commented that he thought that it was interesting and 
fun to make use of the accelerometer. 5 users requested a 
leaderboard to see which players had the best scores. 3 user 
requested some sort of social interaction through which they 
could challenge and invite friends to the game.  

DISCUSSION 
The first research question this article addressed was RQ1: 
“From a user perspective, what will trigger a do-good excite-
ment in a mobile game with a profit for purpose business 
model?”.   

The design workshop generated the following ideas on how 
to make users excited of doing good through playing a mo-
bile game: Visualizing individual and collective contribution 
to the social agenda (e.g the players contribution to the social 
agenda, as well as visualizing the contribution of all players). 
Visualizing the activity and impact of the community (e.g 
how many people who used the app in total, how many users 
played the game per hour, and how much money the game 
had contributed with in total). Communicating the social 
benefits of in-app purchases (e.g informing users that if they 
buy something in the app it will have a positive social im-
pact). In order to engage and build trust with players, infor-
mation on how the player contribute to the social agenda by 
playing the game was also included, as well as information 
about the NGO. Including this information is supported by 
Sargeant and colleagues [21] findings that trust is based on 
how the organization is communicating the positive benefits 
of their actions and how these benefits are perceived to have 
an impact. All the above ideas were included in the Aqua 
Escape prototype, except communicating social benefits of 
in-app purchases.  

In the evaluation of Aqua Escape, both designs had similar 
responses in how users’ excitement about the game was in-
creased once they knew about how it contributes to ocean 
conservation. Users reported that they liked the global bottle 
counter that displayed the total number of plastic bottles they 
had helped clean up from coastlines. This counter was up-
dated continuously and was displayed immediately after the 
game had ended, as well as in all other screens except for the 
information-screens contained in the menu. It worked as a 
reminder of the users contribution to cleaning coastlines in 
between rounds, as well as triggering excitement and a re-
warding feeling when a new bottle had been picked up. But 
how did Aqua Escape manage to trigger do-good excite-
ment? One hypothesis is that do-good excitement in Aqua 
Escape was triggered because the game in itself was enjoya-
ble. After observing playtests and analysing the results, it is 
clear that playing Aqua Escape was perceived as an enjoya-
ble experience. It was easy to get started with, engaged and 
immersed players, was challenging and allowed players to 
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test their abilities. This positive gaming experience might 
have mediated do-good excitement. Would players feel as 
excited about contributing to a good cause if they did not en-
joy playing the game? It would have been interesting to have 
a control condition to investigate if enjoyability mediated do-
good excitement. One participant commented that a game 
like this needs to be able to compete, gameplay wise, with 
commercial games out there today. Simply having a game 
that supports a good cause is not enough. This is supported 
by [20] where they point out the importance of paying atten-
tion to the perceptions and experiences of gamers.  

Some users appreciated the rather sparingly approach of in-
tegrating the social agenda into the game that was used in 
Aqua Escape 1 and 2. It made them feel that they had a 
choice to play the game and read about ocean conservation 
on the side of playing the game if they desired to do so. How-
ever, adapting this approach risks that the social message be-
ing conveyed might be missed. Many comments on the game 
revolve around integrating more of the social agenda into the 
game. This was surprising but positive, as it allows for more 
opportunities to persuade. The framework that was created 
by De la Hera [6] can be used to identify and inspire new 
ways to persuade. But on a higher level the game designer 
needs to decide the game goals, and persuasion goals in the 
game. Since this study indicates that do-good excitement can 
be triggered by letting players know that they contribute to 
social good, nudging them to read up on how they actually 
do this outside of the actual gameplay, it indicates that this 
approach can be used if the main goal is to create an enjoya-
ble game, with lesser persuasion goals. If the persuasion 
goals are higher, the persuasive elements might interfere or 
enhance enjoyability of the game. Therefore, including users 
in the design process is important in order to find the balance 
between enjoyable gameplay and the persuasive goals. As 
Aqua Escape has proved to provide an immersive gaming 
experience, it provides an opportunity for “good” learning, 
as supported by [20]. It would be interesting to research the 
consequences of integrating more persuasive elements into 
the game.  

Even if the results on how users’ excitement around the game 
was altered once they knew about the social agenda was sim-
ilar in both designs, Aqua Escape 2 was preferred over the 
first version. The difference in this version was that the social 
agenda was perceived to be clearer and more connected to 
the game itself. This shows that even though do-good excite-
ment can be triggered in a game by allowing users to contrib-
ute to a good cause through their playtime. A perhaps more 
effective way of doing this, is integrating their contribution 
to the social agenda in the actual scores and motivations of 
the game, which seems to create a more coherent gaming ex-
perience. However, different social agendas will have differ-
ent measures for success and each individual’s contribution 
may not account for much. In this case focus could be moved 
from the individual contribution to the collective. One of the 
promising powers of games that involve other people is that 
it makes people feel that they are a part of something bigger 

[15] , perhaps this feeling could be emphasized by focusing 
on collective contribution.  

Players attitudes towards a mobile persuasive mobile 
game 
The second objective of this paper was to address the re-
search question RQ2: “What attitudes do players have to-
wards a persuasive mobile game with a profit for purpose 
business model?”.  

Looking at participant’s responses and reactions to the con-
cept of being able to contribute to ocean conservation by 
playing a mobile game shows that it was received positively. 
It seems like the idea of contributing to the conservation of 
oceans through enjoyable gameplay added a new dimension 
to the mobile game and made it more rewarding to play. The 
concept was also an eye opener as some participants said that 
the idea was new and fresh in the sense that they had not 
encountered such a mobile game before. It made them feel a 
part of something that can have a positive impact on the 
world in an enjoyable way, with minimum effort. It may be 
that players reacted so positively due to the novelty effect, 
therefore generalisation of findings in this study should be 
treated with caution. However, this study indicates, as sup-
ported by [20], that players are interested in world issues and 
are passionate about learning and making an impact in the 
world. It is important for game designers to recognize this in 
order to create immersive experiences that manages to ad-
dress social issues without over-simplifying them. Users who 
were positive to Aqua Escape might have been so because 
the social agenda conformed with participants’ ethical view 
and felt trustworthy as discussed by [12, 21]. Some users 
were not as convinced. One participant in the tests com-
mented that she needed to know how the app contributes, not 
only that it contributes, in order for her to trust it. One user 
also commented that if the social agenda concerned some-
thing in his vicinity he might have been even more excited. 
This could also be the case for another user who commented 
that she felt that the social agenda was a little distant to her. 

Methodological reflections  
Target Group 
The target group for testing this game could have been more 
tailored to specifically target users who play mobile games. 
It could also be interesting to test a game like this specifically 
on people who already have an interest, and perhaps actively 
engage in environmental issues in comparison with people 
who do not do this. This might reveal differences in how the 
different groups react and talk about the game and concept. 
In this study, one participant stated that she cares about the 
environment and because of this she also reacted very posi-
tively and said it felt very rewarding. If the case is that envi-
ronmentalists have a higher engagement, partnering NGOs 
could reach out to their current supporters and engage them 
with the game, creating that early hype. 

Play tests 
There are different ways of conducting play tests. In this 
study, every play test was conducted by meeting up with the 



 10 

participant, lending him or her the researchers mobile phone, 
and letting them play the game for 10 minutes before answer-
ing the survey and getting interviewed by the researcher. An 
alternative, and perhaps preferable way of conducting these 
sort of tests would be to release a beta version that can be 
downloaded to the participant’s phone, and be played at any 
time. This could result in a better picture of how the game 
would be used in a real scenario, and to what extent it has 
managed to persuade. As mentioned before, it would also 
had been interesting to have a control condition to measure 
whether enjoyability mediated do-good excitement.  

Future research 
For future research it would be interesting to explore various 
ways to integrate more persuasive dimensions to the game. 
Along with this it would be interesting to measure willing-
ness to pay, as well as role-taking (or identification) as done 
by Peng and colleagues [17] to get a better understanding of 
the persuasive effects. It would also be interesting to focus 
more on how the community of all players contribute to the 
social agenda and how do-good excitement can be achieved 
this way.  Lastly, as mentioned it would be interesting to test 
a game like this on two different groups, environmentalists 
and non-environmentalists to see if they react to the game 
differently and how their feedback might differ. 

CONCLUSION 
Including users in the design process was useful in generat-
ing design ideas, gathering feedback on prototypes and un-
derstanding what users want in a persuasive mobile game. 
The design process resulted in a do-good trigger that visual-
izes each individual’s contribution to the social agenda, as 
well as being able to view the contribution as a whole com-
munity in a separate menu. The play tests revealed that par-
ticipants felt excited to see their individual contribution grow 
and that the social agenda added something to the game 
which made it more exciting to play. Aqua Escape was de-
signed with a careful approach of integrating the social 
agenda into the game. This was done in order for it not to 
interfere with the gaming experience. Feedback during play 
tests revolved around wishes for more information about the 
social agenda in the game, along with some examples on how 
to incorporate this. Also, the comparative tests between Aqua 
Escape 1 and Aqua Escape 2 showed that the latter version 
where the social agenda was more connected to game play 
itself was preferred.  

Lastly, the study shows that the concept of being able to con-
tribute to ocean conservation by playing a mobile game was 
positively received. Users felt excited about the idea and that 
it was rewarding to play. Only one participant was familiar 
with the concept since before. However, only one participant 
would download and play the game if it was released, and 
that user happened to be an active environmentalist. Many 
users agreed that there would need to be some hype around 
the game in order for them to download it and play it.  
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