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Moral Dilemmas in Computer Games
Miguel Sicart

Introduction

Some of the most popular recent computer games have used
morality as a marketing strategy, promising that players’ moral
choices would critically affect the game experience.! Although
many of these games have been criticized for proposing shallow
dilemmas that do not reflect the ethical possibilities of aesthetic
expression, morality nevertheless is a topic that professional game
designers increasingly feel the need to address.?

This paper addresses the question of the design of ethical
game-based experiences, arguing that developers should focus on
presenting players with ill-defined problems that demand ethical
thinking and creative engagement as part of the gameplay experi-
ence. Taking concepts from design research and philosophical eth-
ics, this paper postulates that game designers have approached
morality in games as a tame problem, formalizing decision-mak-
ing through finite, solvable, computable puzzles.’ This approach
has proven commercially successful but aesthetically unsatisfying
because it encapsulates the process of ethical thinking in the con-
text of gameplay dynamics, which are not necessarily related to
the moral nature of players.*

This paper starts with a brief definition of gameplay and
ethical gameplay in the context of single-player games. The pur-
pose is to understand what ethical gameplay is and how it has
been implemented in computer games. The next section discusses
the concept of wicked problems, focusing on how design thinking
and moral practices relate. The third section elaborates on why
wicked problems can be used for creating ethical gameplay, and
the article closes with a short reflection on the implications for
game design.

These arguments are illustrated with the critical analysis of
existing computer games using the terminology of ethics and
design research. This analysis is based on the author’s individual
experience as a player—a method recognized as a fruitful
approach in game studies.® The theoretical findings in this paper
have been presented and discussed with individual professional
game designers. They have also been used in game development
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workshops in studios located in Copenhagen and the surrounding
area. However, this article is intended to be a philosophical treat-
ment, focusing on exploring ideas and concepts rather than empir-
ical data.

This paper focuses on the design of ethical gameplay in sin-
gle-player games. Serious games, as well as political games and
other instances of critical play, have been intentionally left out
because their sociotechnical conditions of development, distribu-
tion, and reception require a different understanding of their
design needs.® Similarly, we devote no attention to issues related to
unethical content of games, or the morality of playing violent, sex-
ist, or racist-themed games because doing so would require a dif-
ferent theoretical approach.

Defining Ethical Gameplay

The concept of gameplay, even though it is widely used in game
design literature, lacks a formal definition.” This makes it more
complicated to apply—in particular, when trying to address the
ethical or political effects of computer games. This section defines
gameplay and ethical gameplay.

On Gameplay
Bateman and Boon define gameplay as “performance oriented
stimulation,” differentiating between play mediated with toys
(“tools[s] for entertainment”) and play mediated with games (“a toy
with some degree of performance).”® Gameplay, then, limits perfor-
mance, based on the rules of the game and the goals it proposes.

A different take, closer to play theory, is that of Salen and
Zimmerman, who define gameplay as “a form of play [...;] the for-
malized interaction that occurs when players follow the rules of a
game and experience its system through play.”> Gameplay is a sub-
set of play, understood as “free movement within a more rigid
structure.”” This definition recalls Suits’s argument that playing a
game is the “attempt to achieve a specific state of affairs (prelusory
goal), using only means permitted by rules (lusory means), where
the rules prohibit use of more efficient in favor of less efficient
means (constitutive rules), and where the rules are accepted just
because they make possible such activity (lusory attitude).”"

Similarly, Juul argues that gameplay is what results from
the interaction between three different elements: 1) the rules of the
game; 2) the player’s (or players’) pursuit of the goal (i.e., the player
seeks strategies that work in light of the emergent properties of the
game); and 3) the competence of the player and his or her reper-
toire of strategies and playing methods.”

Each of these definitions of gameplay keeps players within
their rules-directed interaction with the game system. Players
are educated input providers, and their tasks are to create and
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optimize strategies bound by the rules of the game. These
ideas disregard the possibility that gameplay can include all the
behaviors that take place inside the “circle” of the game system
but are not strictly determined by it.”® Thus, this understanding
of gameplay ignores instances of appropriative, creative, or subver-
sive play."

Gameplay is related to the formal properties of a game,
understood as the procedural system, but it also defines the player
experience and, through it, the meaning of the game. In formal
terms, gameplay can be defined as a ludic experience regulated by
game rules, mediated by game mechanics, and oriented to the sat-
isfactory achievement of goals predetermined by the game and
agreed on by players.

However, space still must be provided for player creativity
and agency. Therefore, the ludic experiences to which this defini-
tion refers are also activities such as interacting with toys or ilinx—
inducing performances.”> Experience is here understood as
Erfahrung, or true experience: “The work of art has its true being in
the fact that it becomes an experience that changes the person who
experiences it.”"* Games afford these types of experiences by
means of their design, but the will of players to play is what makes
them ludic experiences. By design, games constrain play into
gameplay via their formal properties. In Suits” words, rules are
“proscriptions of certain means useful in achieving prelusory
goals.””” Designers create rules and systems to cue certain types of
gameplay, but players appropriate those rules and create the space
of possibility.

Gameplay is defined by the goals stated by the game system
but is actualized by players when playing. Thus, gameplay should
be understood from the rules, but as a player experience—a
creatively engaging activity.® Gameplay, in short, is the designed
element of the ludic experience, open toward player appropriation.

On Ethical Gameplay

Computer games and ethics often are brought together in the
context of “serious games.”” Because games are systems, they are
optimal for simulating processes, which makes them ideal tools for
teaching and persuading about the workings of systems.

From a more philosophical perspective, this approach can
be used to argue that games excel at fostering a type of “instru-
mental rationality” that encourages rational behavior toward
predefined goals.?” However, play is not a fully instrumentally
rational behavior.” Instead, play has been described as a dia-
logue—a tension between structure and freedom.? Game design
should try to help the space shaped by those tensions to be produc-
tive and meaningful.
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Nevertheless, computer games are often designed to encour-
age instrumental play through the use of goals and rewards and
the prevention of catastrophic or irreversible failure. When facing a
decision that potentially limits their possibility space, players are
often given the option of saving the game state, so that they can
explore other options in the future. Making mistakes is encour-
aged by means of save/reload mechanisms. This type of design
encourages instrumental play.

However, instrumentality seems to be at odds with experi-
ences that invoke ethical thinking. Instrumentality calls for
“power gaming”—for players to make decisions based on strate-
gies afforded by the game design, rather than on the moral mean-
ing of their actions.” In computer games, dilemmas are often
designed to illustrate the different “moral paths” a player can fol-
low, but these designs do not force players outside of the behav-
ioral patterns of instrumental rationality because all choices are
defined in advance and are reversible as long as the player has
saved the state of the game. Players think strategically, not morally.
Instrumental play optimizes, by design and by behavior, either the
results of the game experience as quantified by the game system
(i.e., its goals and challenges) or the results of the social aspects of
the game experience (i.e., the so-called “well-played game”).>*
Instrumental play is fluid, rewarded, and encouraged by design
elements, such as incentives and goals.

Let’s then consider ethical gameplay as the opposite—as a
pause. Ethical gameplay happens as a caesura in the act of play,
as a moment of hesitation in which the player is not applying social
or strategic thinking to engage with the game. Instead, the pause
forces the player to apply another type of thinking: ludic phrone-
sis.® Ludic phronesis is the practical wisdom that guides decision-
making processes based on moral arguments in the context of
game experiences.

For ludic phronesis to be applicable, players have to be mor-
ally invested in the decisions made, and they have to reflect upon
the meaning of the choices they are given. Ludic phronesis not only
affects the moment of choice but also the general sequence and
meaning of play. It defines who we are as ethical players of a game.
Given these requirements, it also breaks the loop of instrumental
play, forcing the player to pause and apply ethical thinking in
making a choice.

Ethical gameplay, then, happens as a pause in the fluidity of
play—a caesura that forces players to evaluate their behaviors in
light of ethical thinking, rather than ludic strategic thinking. Ethi-
cal gameplay happens when the game affords a different type of
thinking and acting, so that the player as ethical agent is invoked.
The question remains: How can a game be designed to create such
pauses in play?
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Morality and Wicked Problems

Since the original formulation of wicked problems by Rittel and
Webber,* their relevance in the context of design theory, urban
planning, business management and strategy, and design thinking
and cognition has often been noted and discussed.”

The concept of wicked problems can be used to define the
challenges designers face in their practice. A wicked problem is “a
class of social system problems which are ill-formulated, where the
information is confusing, where there are many clients and deci-
sion-makers with conflicting values, and where the ramifications
in the whole system are thoroughly confusing.”* Wicked problems
can also be used to describe any type of problem: “In fact all prob-
lems have the character of wicked problems, even math problems
or simple puzzles.””

This notion of wicked problems also resonates with the
research on ethical theory and decision-making.* Whitbeck’s work
is an elaboration on that relationship, seeking to establish analo-
gies between ethical thinking and design thinking through the
analysis of ethical problems and the different ways that agents
solve them.” According to Whitbeck, both ethical and design prob-
lems are practical problems; thus, “the similarities between ethical
problems and... design problems are instructive for thinking about
the resolution of ethical problems and correcting some common
fallacies about them.”*

Problems and dilemmas can be understood in analogous
terms because they define situations in which moral thinking is
needed to decide between available choices.” Whitbeck explicitly
examines dilemmas that are used to illustrate either different ethi-
cal theories or particular situations that demand ethical thinking.
These dilemmas, she says, are often reductionist in nature, and
their philosophical depth is limited by the fact that the dilemma is
already designed with the answers in mind: “The view that ethical
problems have unique correct solutions is more plausible if one
starts from the assumption that possible responses to ethical prob-
lems are determined in advance and [are] fairly evident. That
would make ethical problems multiple-choice problems.”*

However, ethical problems, like design problems, seldom
lend themselves to reductionism. In fact, both ethical thinking
and design thinking are attempts to reducing the scope of a prob-
lem so that plausible solutions can be found: “Practical problems
may or may not have solutions.... Some call for coping rather than
for solution.... Both ethical problems that call for solution and those
that call for coping have their counterpart in design problems,
though good ways of coping are also called ‘solutions’ in the case
of design problems.”

In the context of this paper, “practical problems” are to be
considered wicked problems. Wicked problems are structured
around imperfect information and a network of outcomes that
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make the consequences of decisions difficult to predict. Much like
problems of a moral nature, wicked problems require that a partic-
ular type of thinking—design thinking—be used to approach the
problem and to suggest a number of solutions (references). Given
the similarities between wicked problems and ethical problems,
we can argue that ethical thinking and design thinking have a
number of common traits.

Even though the concept of wicked problems was originally
developed to address issues in urban planning, it also has been
widely used in design research to describe the types of problems
designers face, leading to reflections on what “designerly ways of
knowing”* actually means. Whitbeck elaborated on the analogy
between design thinking and ethical thinking. This analogy
allows us to establish a relation between ethics and wicked prob-
lems that can be fruitful to consider in studying the design of ethi-
cal dilemmas in computer games.

Wicked Problems and the Design of Ethical Gameplay

Game designer Sid Meier once defined games as “a series of inter-
esting choices.”” Meier argued that for players to be engaged in the
game, they have to be presented with choices to which they feel
emotionally attached, and these choices must not be equally good.
The player also should have enough information to make an
informed choice, and no single choice should be best.

These general principles have become common lore in game
design theory. Most game design texts understand game design as
the practice of crafting a system following Meier’s ideals.
“Informed choices” has been translated to mean frequent updates
on the consequences and motivations for their choices.

In terms of creating ethical gameplay, this player-centric
design has been translated into the design of ethical dilemmas.
Although ethical dilemmas have been present in single-player
computer games since Ultima IV, the design of these dilemmas has
barely changed: Given a particular situation, a player faces a choice
that leads to different narrative paths or gameworld states. Most
single-player computer games base their ethical gameplay design
on these multiple-choice decision trees. However, following Mei-
er’s maxim, players are often well informed not only about the
morality of those choices, but also about the branching narrative.
Choices are often presented as either/or, good/bad binaries with
relatively predictable outcomes. In this sense, players have enough
information to make strategic choices—they are able to minimax
the game without necessarily making use of their ethical skills.
These designs afford players no caesura.

From a design perspective, this type of dilemma design
focuses on creating tame problems: algorithmic, binary state
machines wrapped in basic moral dilemmas. In Whitbeck’s terms,
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“the view that ethical problems have unique correct solutions is
more plausible if one starts from the assumption that possible
responses to ethical problems are determined in advance and
fairly evident. That would make ethical problems multiple-choice
problems.”*

In current ethical gameplay design practices, then, players
are understood as strategic input providers. The actual instances
of ethical gameplay design are too careful and too conservative to
present ethical challenges as more than mere gameplay challenges;
strategic decisions affect what branch of the game narrative or the
game world state will be explored when, but they do not challenge
the moral decision-making skills of players.

Game design needs to address players as moral agents, pro-
viding them with choices that require more than procedural think-
ing and that are not easily translatable into strategies. In
Whitbeck’s words, “for the agent facing an ethical problem, not
only are the possible responses undefined, but the nature of the
problem situation itself is often ambiguous.”® Wicked problems
might offer a way of framing the design stance that game develop-
ers need to take when creating these types of experiences.

Consider an example from Fallout 3. When players discover
the Tempenny Tower quest, they find a building in which the
dream of a time past is preserved. The dominant cast keeps the
population happy but scared, preventing riots by presenting the
ghouls that roam just outside the residence as the enemy. Through-
out the game, however, ghouls are presented as mostly pacific den-
izens. In this quest, players face a dilemma: They can eliminate all
ghouls in the proximity of the Tower, help the ghouls kill the
humans, or negotiate peace between both.

The Tempenny Tower quest illustrates how ethical game-
play can be implemented in computer games. Players are
presented with a dilemma that demands ethical thinking. Strate-
gically speaking, supporting any faction provides roughly equal
“rewards;” therefore, instrumental reasoning will not be sufficient
to make a decision. Players have insufficient information regard-
ing the outcomes of their choices, so their main compass is their
morality, both as players and as cultural beings outside the game.
Of course, the third resolution to the dilemma seems the most eth-
ical. However, players who make that choice will discover, upon
later returning to the Tower, that ghouls have killed all the
humans. From the perspective of players, the Tempenny Tower
quest is a wicked problem.

Fallout 3 has a number of quests that follow this structure:
Players are presented with situations with no clear narrative- or
system-driven indication as to what choice to make. Fallout 3 has
no game-based ethical system that guides the player toward mak-
ing a particular moral decision, nor does it have an overarching,
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clearly presented moral system that evaluates players’ actions.
Hence, given no external systems of evaluation or guidance, the
player’s values are what guide how dilemmas are resolved.

These quests are presented to players as ill-defined prob-
lems: Players have insufficient information about the moral impli-
cations of their actions. Also, given how Fallout 3 is built around
principles of gameplay and narrative emergence, players can pre-
dict only to a limited extent the outcome of their decisions.* In con-
trast to more conventional ethical gameplay designs, in which
players can calculate the outcome of their decisions based on the
externally imposed moral system, in Fallout 3 morality is not an
issue of multiple-choice tests. In its wicked quests, players rather
than systems are placed at the center of the design of ethical game-
play, as the system stays open to interpretation.*

Philosophically speaking, this argument presupposes a
constructivist ethics approach, a popular view in ethics and infor-
mation technology research.” The constructivist argument pro-
poses that for a game to create ethical gameplay, players have to be
made responsible for their choices, as well as for their development
as moral agents. Players are made responsible when they are
encouraged to apply ethical thinking to their gameplay dilemmas.
In fact, players construct their meaning of the game by means of
their own values.” Players interpret, accept, and act according to
their values in the gameworld, and even if the game system quan-
tizes the output of their actions, their values still are at stake and
drive their decisions.

Making players face wicked problems, then, can create ethi-
cal gameplay. Game designers seeking to make their players
engage their moral values should create wicked problems in their
approach to narrative and gameworld design. In addition, because
ill-defined problems invoke a type of thinking that is close to
moral reflection, game designers could take advantage of that sim-
ilarity to create dilemmas based on imperfect information and
unpredictable outcomes, lacking a telegraphed or easily perceived
moral compass.

Ethical gameplay design forces game designers to put play-
ers, addressed as ethical agents, at the center of the design. Instead
of feeding them with the right information, designers give them
information that might cause them to act in ways that are unpre-
dictable but are based on their values. Says Gaver, “When systems
are designed to be ambiguous, avoiding clear interpretation and
normative paths of action, it is impossible in principle to predict
how people will engage with them. In a very real sense, such
designs are completed by their users.”* Designers can only sug-
gest, and not determine, the values by which their players will
play. In addition, as a second design challenge, thinking about
wicked problems as a cornerstone of ethical gameplay design
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forces developers to rethink traditional approaches to features
such as saving, reloading, milestones, and consequences in the
gameworld via systems or narratives.

The design of wicked problems for ethical gameplay clashes
with some fundamental traditions and practices in game design.
For example, games are always solvable; they are attractive
because, unlike moral problems, they are encapsulated systems
that provide a resolution to the action. Designers invested in creat-
ing compelling ethical experiences through the design of wicked
problems should prepare for potential complaints from players
used to having adequate information regarding their choices.

Furthermore, the design of wicked problems for ethical
gameplay clashes with the fact that almost any state in a game is
often savable to memory and therefore reloadable. Games are often
designed to allow players to save a particular state; test a solution
to a problem; and, in case of an unsatisfactory outcome, reload to
the previous state. This reversibility of events is an obstacle in the
exploration of ethical gameplay. If a player knows when facing
a dilemma that she can return to a previous game state, the poten-
tial ethical implications of that choice are diminished. Arguably,
computer games traditionally have been designed for instru-
mental play.

To avoid this problem, designers would have to create the
saving systems during their creation of ill-defined ethical dilem-
mas in games. Creating challenges for players based on wicked
problems’ characteristics is not enough: Designers also need to
address the computational nature of the system and the ways that
states are saved and accessed by the player. As this challenge
shows, ill-defined problems are defined not only by their semantic
level, but also by how the system of rules is designed.* Wicked
problems for single-player computer game design are not just rep-
resentations of morally challenging situations; they also are
embedded in the design of the computer program and the system
of rules.

Summarizing, if ethical gameplay arises when players
engage their ethical capacities in their choices, designers should
present players with wicked problems that force them to pause
in their instrumental play and apply ethical thinking to their in-
game choices.

The Future of Ethical Gameplay Design

This article argues that to design compelling, ethical experiences
for games, game developers must create ill-defined problems for
players. These problems, while being computable and inscribed
within the rules of the game, must also force players to apply
moral thinking to their decision-making processes, thereby creat-
ing ethical gameplay.
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Designers who aspire to challenge players ethically—to
let them experience the world and explore their values through
play—should create wicked problems that tease players into play-
ing ethically, engaging with the game using their moral skills.
Nevertheless, designers must also recognize that ethical gameplay
requires a player who voluntarily wants to play ethically—it is a
voluntary detachment from instrumental play. Because games are
primarily forms of entertainment, players who want to simply
enjoy a game by means of instrumental play should also be
allowed to do so.

Future Research

Much remains to be done in future ethical gameplay research. One
important focus is to better clarify the relationship between such
gameplay and critical design theories and practices.” Another
important focus would address the work of design researchers
who have approached the ludic, reflective, and engaging aspects of
interaction design.” Ethical gameplay design has much to learn
from the approaches in which the object created is itself critical of
the situation, context of use or production, and meanings it creates.

Another area of development is the connection between
ethical gameplay and ethical theory. If ethical gameplay implies
engaging with a game using moral thinking, and the design of
ethical gameplay involves making the player face wicked prob-
lems, which ethical theories are applicable to the understanding
of these phenomena? As mentioned, constructivism seems a
valid approach to understanding the relations between morality
and computation because it allows for critical reflection on
the agents’ values, as well as the systems’ values, and how they
are interrelated.

The literature on game and ludic design has focused on how
players can be engaged through playful systems that appeal to
rationality and to the body, to our culture and our dreams. Ethical
gameplay design moves us one step further in the direction of
understanding what is at stake in our play practices.
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