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Building S erious 
G ames
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- NG O

- Designs interactive media about 

societal issues, conflict dynamics, and 

polarizing topics



Code MBO
MBO: Middelbaar Beroepsonderwijs, 

or Dutch vocational college

Code MBO: Interactive lesson plan for 

citizenship course given to all MBO  

students

3



Problems
- S ensitive topics are not discussed enough in class

- Too little space for open conversation and critical reflection

- Students insufficiently aware of their biases caused by social issues 

such as groupthink
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Solution
A  serious game that encourages 

students to explore diverse perspectives 

surrounding sensitive topics
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Challenges

Make students think 
critically about their 

own opinions

Break through existing 
predispositions

Create an open 
conversation about 

difficult topics

1 2 3

6



Diermocratie
a social simulation role-playing game



Diermocratie
- Player takes on role of a farm animal

- The farm is confronted with a problem

- Problem needs to be solved in cooperation with the other animals. 

- S ome animals will also know more about the situation, and have a 

different opinion than you. 

- Everyone is  needed to come to a good solution to the problem. 
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Players are 
assigned an 

animal and are 
briefed about the 
dilemma at hand

Briefing Headlines Discussion Voting Debriefing
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Briefing
Before class: 
- Teacher chooses a dilemma from a predetermined set
- Choice of dilemma can be used to relate to the topic of their class

At startup: 
- Players are assigned a random character
- Briefing includes some information about their species

Briefing Headlines Discussion Voting Debriefing
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Headlines
Each species receives a headline from their own news source

- Headline relates to a decision that has to be made on the farm

- Headlines can be biased...

Briefing Headlines Discussion Voting Debriefing
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Headlines
Example: ethnic profiling
Sheep are discriminated against by dogs, and in 

contrast to the other animals, cannot go into the 

pasture whenever they want

- S heep will be supportive of gaining more freedom for their species
- Dogs will report being unjustly accused of unfair treatment

Briefing Headlines Discussion Voting Debriefing
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Discussion
In-game discussion emulates real-life information spread

Players need to discuss with one another to find out what the other 

animals know

Perhaps other players can be persuaded to vote in your favor?

Briefing Headlines Discussion Voting Debriefing
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Voting
At the end of the game, players vote on a resolution to the dilemma

- Multiple predefined choices are presented

- The story concludes based on vote result

Briefing Headlines Discussion Voting Debriefing
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What should happen to the dogs?

If the sheep can’t behave, it’s only logical that they 
are punished. The dogs can stay.

The dogs should be removed from the farm and 
returned to the dog trainer. All animals are equal.



Debriefing
Players are then debriefed in a class discussion:

- Did you recognize what the scenario was about?

- What was your opinion on the headline?

- Did your opinion change after talking to other animals?

Briefing Headlines Discussion Voting Debriefing
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Interactive Narrative Design



Metaphors
- Represent current societal issues

- Create a space for open conversation

- S afer discussion environment through anonymity and metaphor 

itself

- Allows exploration of different points of view

- Encouraged by random character assignment
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Metaphors
Examples of topics:

- Ethnic profiling

- Immigration

- S ame sex marriage

- Conspiracy theories

- Riots
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SPP framework - System
Collection of narratives, also known as proto-stories

‒ Main narrative is  selected by teacher per-session

‒ Matches the topic of the current lecture
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SPP framework - Process
Process consists of player interaction during play

‒ Players choose persuasion strategies

‒ S uccessful persuasion produces more favorable outcomes
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SPP framework - Product
The product is the final narrative - what outcome do the players 

choose?

‒ Players vote on a set of predefined outcomes

‒ Debriefing session analyzes the generated narrative

‒ Players reflect on their and others' actions and viewpoints
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Evaluation



Evaluation
Three playtests: One online, one hybrid, one offline
- Students briefed in short kick-off presentation
- Debriefing in small groups of ~5 plus instructor
- Participant evaluations collected via surveys (N=60)

All playtests were done with the ethnic profiling dilemma
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Results
Students were more involved in-person compared to online

- Better participation during debriefing 

- Higher quality discussion on the societal issue presented in the 

game
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Results
Player communication

- ~50% of playtesters report feeling 

motivated to talk to others

Were you motivated to talk to others?
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Results
Player communication

- 45% talked to less than two others

- S pam

- Unsure what to do at start of 

game

How many players did you talk to?
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Results
Topic and purpose of game were clear for 

the large majority of players

What was the game about?
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Results
Topic and purpose of game were clear for 

the large majority of players

What was the goal of the game?
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Results
45% of the participants reported that 

species had an effect on their opinion

Did your species influence your opinion?
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Limitations
Limited interaction with students during development

- Resolve confusing aspects of gameplay

Hard to keep up with conversation, especially for dyslexic people

Limited number of playtesting sessions
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Future work
Critical Mass is  running a pilot of Diermocratie in 40 MBO  classes

- A dded a new NPC animal, Raven

- Role: messenger and instigator

- Players are suggested possible discussion points
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Conclusions
- Diermocratie makes use of interactive digital narratives to provide a 

space for open conversation

- Motivates students to discuss perspectives on complex scenarios

- Diermocratie allows exploration of self-awareness, empathy, and 

argumentation
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Thank you!
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